
1 

 

 

 

 

Shushtar New Town:  

A Turning Point in Iranian Social Housing History 

 

 

 

 

 

Rahmatollah Amirjani 

 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy in Architecture 

 

 

 

 

University of Canberra 

2020 

 



i 

 

Abstract 

The emergence of the Shushtar New Town housing project in 1977, designed by Iranian 

architect Kamran Diba, raised a great hope among contemporary Iranian architects and 

authorities. Diba’s design offered an alternative approach that stood against the existing 

housing issues and challenges caused by the government’s radical housing ideology, and the 

universalisation of Western lifestyle values. Yet, even while Diba’s Shushtar social housing 

project was receiving worldwide architecture awards, signs of erosion were gradually 

emerging in the project. Today, just a few parts of the original design remain unchanged, 

while the rest have been demolished or transformed by its residents. As a result, critics and 

historians were left with a number of questions: why should such an allegedly great pioneer 

project suddenly become one of the most prominent architectural loopholes in the housing 

history of Iran? What were the accountable design components of social housing that Diba 

failed to address? And how could the Shushtar New Town experience contribute to more 

general social housing discourses? These questions will be addressed through literature 

review, documentary research, observation, and descriptive data analysis. 
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Chapter One_ Introduction 

This dissertation mainly focuses on the narratives regarding Kamran Diba’s Shushtar-e No as 

a significant case study in generic discourse of social housing. Since its realisation, Diba’s 

oasis has been considered as one of the most important work as it concerns the issue of 

“appropriate housing” in Iran. Diba’s design offered an alternative approach that stood against 

the existing housing proposals, challenging the government’s radical housing ideology, and 

the universalisation of Western lifestyle values. However, it is more accurate to liken the rise 

of Shushtar New Town to a comet that shed momentary light on the dark sky of hopelessness 

as its beauty did not last long. In fact, a large parts of the original design have been 

transformed, or do not exist anymore. This has prompted the leading question for this 

dissertation: “Why should such a pioneer project suddenly become one of the major 

architectural loopholes in the Iranian contemporary housing history?” This dissertation seeks 

to examine the rise and fall of Shushtar New Town as a turning point in Iranian contemporary 

social housing history. 

Indeed, social housing is a broad term which has been used in reference to affordable 

accommodations provided by authorities or non-profit organisations, mainly for low-income 

people. Earlier in the twentieth century, it was called “poor housing,” or “subsidised 

housing.”1 In general, as an umbrella term, social housing refers to different types of public or 

private housing, including affordable housing, governmental housing, community housing, 

council housing, communal housing, and many other particular terminologies which have 

been used by different states throughout history. In some cases, even the definition of social 

housing, or any of the aforementioned types of residential community, differs from one 

country to another. Social housing properties could be owned and managed by governments, 

non-profit communities, or a combination of both. The term largely addresses affordable 

rental housing; however, in many countries, housing tenants have the chance to 

purchase dwellings through various purchase plans.  

Social housing plays a significant role in increasing people’s quality of life and overall 

wellbeing. The term itself implies that a responsible and humane society has an obligation to 

assist those who cannot afford the free market price of housing.2 As many studies have 

indicated, affordable housing is integral to enabling population growth, economic activity, 

 
1 Sam Davis, "The Architecture of Affordable Housing "  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 1. 
2 Davis, "The Architecture of Affordable Housing " 1. 
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and labor mobility. In addition, decent housing is a primary need, and also a human right, 

which has an effect on the education, health and employment productivity of the inhabitants, 

as well as on the general well-being of the society.3 Social housing is not simply shelter or 

protection from the outside environment. Rather, it should deliver a sense of dignity and pride 

to its inhabitants through its architectural style, materials, and design.4 

For many groups in the general public, and also a large number of historians and critics, the 

provision of social housing has failed to fulfill its objectives in most countries. Some claim 

that the issue lies with social housing’s architecture, and the near-universal modernist design 

approach towards affordable housing. Since the end of the Second World War, many housing 

projects designed in “a stripped-down modernist style” have brought a dreary aesthetic that 

stigmatised social housing inhabitants instead of uplifting them.5 Indeed, a similar problem, 

along with other universal issues, has existed in social housing since the commencement of 

industrialisation in Europe. The provision of affordable housing has a long history, dating 

back to the industrial revolution. However, shifts in the terminology used for social housing 

throughout its history, for example from the notion of “utopia” to that of “low-income 

housing,” reflect and highlight the gradual downfall of the original utopian ambitions of social 

housing. Social housing, which was previously supposed to deliver highly desirable social 

conditions and perfect living qualities for the inhabitants, has turned into humiliating 

philanthropic proposals or starter homes for the poor in many countries. Nowadays, mainly 

due to global capitalist values, social housing has become a commodity. Social housing, or 

any other type of dwelling, should not be produced as a consumer product in a single location 

and distributed throughout the nations. Indeed, local desires, needs, lifestyles, codes, and 

climates vary.6 As a result of the current approaches, “warehousing the poor is an often-heard 

phrase that succinctly sums up the critique; architects and politicians are blamed, in essence, 

for designing projects to serve as long- term storage for racial minorities rather than as 

functioning, wholesome communities.”7 

Since the Industrial Revolution, the provision of affordable housing and appropriate habitats 

for the middle and lower classes has been one of the most challenging tasks for a large 

 
3 "Out of Reach? The Australian Housing Affordability Challenge,"  (Canberra: The Senate, Economics References 

Committee, 2015). 
4 See the introduction of Ulduz Maschaykh, The Changing Image of Affordable Housing: Design, Gentrification and 

Community in Canada and Europe (Surrey, England: ASHGATE, 2015). 
5 Public Housing Myths: Perception, Reality, and Social Policy,  (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2015), 47. 
6 Davis, "The Architecture of Affordable Housing " 3. 
7 Public Housing Myths: Perception, Reality, and Social Policy,  47. 
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number of enlightened governments around the globe. In the case of societies with old 

traditions, the process is more complex due to the recent advancement of globalisation, and 

also the ongoing conflict between tradition and modernity. As a developing country with a 

rich architectural tradition, Iran has been confronted with challenges in relation to social 

housing. In fact, the current debates over the failure of the “social housing project” in Iran are 

rooted in a long period of socio-political change.  

The core concept of “public housing” or “social housing” in Iran was formed as a result of the 

advent of modernisation in the 1940s. The creation of social housing was certainly a response 

to the shortage of housing in the country. However, it also came to be used by the authorities 

as a tool for their social engineering program and agenda to create a global progressive image 

for Iran. As a result of the government’s ideology, the provision of inappropriate social 

housing grew immensely in the 1960s, and reached a peak in the 1970s. For many, the social 

housing projects not only troubled the country’s identity, but also affected the behaviour of 

the people towards, and their opinions concerning, the Iranian-Islamic lifestyle. Harsh 

criticism from opposition groups pushed the government to allow the emergence and 

exploration of other alternative solutions for the design of social housing.8 

The emergence of Shushtar New Town in 1977, designed by Kamran Diba, was a turning 

point in Iranian social housing history. Diba’s oasis could be understood as a response to the 

failure of the existing social housing, and the government’s policy regarding the provision of 

housing for low- and middle-income people in the pre-revolutionary era.9 Shushtar New 

Town carefully compromised between the implications of the Iranian-Islamic lifestyle, the 

universalisation of Western life values, and the pre-revolutionary government’s cultural and 

political agenda. Interestingly, the final outcome of the project manifested a tectonic 

expression, 10 anticipating Kenneth Frampton’s six points of resistance which was introduced 

in 1983. This complex not only insisted on the “place-form,” but also maintained the region’s 

traditional and historical elements. 

Through the emergence of the Shushtar New Town housing project, great hope was raised 

among contemporary Iranian architects and authorities. Shushtar New Town was introduced 

 
8 See Rahmatollah Amirjani, "Architectonics in Pre- and Post-Revolutionary Iran" (paper presented at the 35th Annual 

Conference of the Society of Architectural Historians of Australia and New Zealand: Historiographies of Technology & 

Architecture, Wellington, New Zealand, 4-7 July 2018). 
9 The term “the pre-revolutionary era” primarily refers to the historical period between 1941 and 1979 when Reza Pahlavi’s 

son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, was the king of Iran. 
10 For more information regarding the definition of the term “tectonic,” see Ran Soo Kim, "A Study on the Definition of the 

Term “Tectonics” in Architecture," Architectural Research 8, no. 2 (2006): 17-26. 
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as an alternative for creating social housing that could respond environmentally and culturally 

to the users’ physical and psychological needs. However, soon after the completion of Diba’s 

project, and even as it was receiving worldwide awards, signs of erosion were gradually 

emerging. Today, only a few parts of the original design remain unchanged; the rest has been 

demolished or transformed by the residents and authorities.  

The story of the rise and fall of Diba’s project not only offers a profound insight into 

contemporary Iranian housing history, but also explains the reasons for the current 

shortcomings in public housing provision. Thus, this thesis aims to analyse the historical 

background of Shushtar New Town from a socio-political perspective, and to decode the 

project. In addition, it also explains the downfall of Diba’s scheme, with the ultimate aim of 

shedding critical light on universal issues involved in the success or failure of social housing. 

 

Research Questions 

The rise and fall of the Shushtar New Town project left architectural historians and critics 

with one major question: 

- Why should such a pioneer project suddenly become one of the major architectural 

loopholes in Iranian contemporary housing history?  

In addressing this question, the thesis also aims to address the following issues relevant to the 

notion of social housing: 

- Why is Shushtar New Town is considered a turning point in the contemporary history 

of social housing in Iran? 

- How did Shushtar New Town respond to the failure of social housing in the pre-

revolutionary era? 

- What are the successful aspects of Diba’s project? 

- What were the accountable design components of social housing that Diba did not 

address? 

- How could the lessons from the Shushtar New Town experience be used to alleviate 

the current disorientation in Iranian social housing projects? 
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Research Methods 

The first phase of this study involves a desk review of, and documentary research on, the 

theoretical background of the generic discourse of social housing. Indeed, the history of 

Iranian social housing in the pre-revolutionary era, and the rise of Shushtar New Town as a 

turning point, is often concealed behind the general discourses of affordable housing. As a 

result, it is necessary, firstly, to plot the important events and socio-political developments 

affecting public housing throughout contemporary history.  

Next, the research focuses on the history of affordable housing in Iran, and its social-political 

developments, looked at in chronological order. In order to comprehend the reasons for the 

downfall of social housing in the pre-revolutionary era, and the emergence of Shushtar New 

Town as a turning point, it is essential to review the critical events in the contemporary 

history of social housing in Iran. To this end, the second phase of the dissertation addresses 

the major events from the formulation of the idea of company towns in the 1920s to the rise of 

Shushtar New Town in the 1970s, using available literature, archival works and observations. 

The third phase of the research focuses on the emergence of Shushtar New Town as a turning 

point in the contemporary history of social housing in Iran. Using the available literature, 

archival works, and observations, this section primarily seeks to highlight how Diba’s oasis 

responded to the housing issues and challenges caused by the government’s radical housing 

ideology, and the universalisation of Western lifestyle values. After a brief biographical note 

on Diba, the morphological and typological aspects of the Shushtar New Town habitat are 

extensively investigated. The study also benefits from Kenneth Frampton’s “Critical 

Analogical Analysis” approach as a research tool, discussing the Shushtar New Town design 

considerations from different perspectives. The intention is to demonstrate how the thematic 

of the culture of building is recorded in reference to program, site, and topology. Buildings 

are examined in regard to their context, hierarchical spatial order, membrane, structure, 

infrastructure and referential details, illustrating how modern architectural features have been 

variously inflected. 

In the final section, the dissertation’s historical-theoretical contribution is discussed. Firstly, 

this section scrutinises the physical erosion and transformations that occurred in Diba’s 

project, based on observations, inspections, and interviews with a number of original residents 

and Karon-Agro Industrial Company authorities. In addition, it highlights the incompleteness 

of the project, along with the chaotic situation and transformations that have occurred since 
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the 1979 Islamic Revolution. Discussing the unforeseen circumstances and the modifications, 

this section identifies possible reasons for the decay of the Shushtar New Town project from 

different perspectives. Secondly, through an examination of both the successful and 

problematic aspects of Diba’s design, this section highlights the lessons learned from the rise 

and fall of Shushtar New Town using descriptive data analysis. Another major objective of 

this section is to index practical solutions and strategies for safeguarding social housing 

projects from erosion and drastic transformation. 

 

Significance and Innovation 

Arguably, the rise and fall of Shushtar New Town, and its causes, have been neglected in both 

general and local social housing discourses, and the available answers for the questions set 

out above are neither clear nor satisfying. Diba’s housing proposal was, in part, a response to 

the demand for creating culturally- and environmentally-friendly affordable housing in the 

pre-revolutionary era, and also to universal issues regarding collective housing. Significantly, 

the transformations that caused partial erosion in the Shushtar New Town project called into 

question not only Diba’s original strategy, but also approaches to generating new habitats that 

are being used to this day. Indeed, in the history of social housing, the same challenges have 

existed for more than a century, and have not yet been satisfactorily resolved, even today. In 

Iran, since the emergence of the early social housing in the 1940s, a large proportion of 

Iranian low-cost housing projects have suffered from similar issues. The most recent example, 

the construction of nearly 4.5 million affordable units through the Mehr National Housing 

Project, which is the largest public housing project in Iran’s history, also faced total failure, 

and was terminated by a parliament act in 2016 due to the same difficulties.11 Moreover, 

Iranian architectural society is still suffering from a lack of information concerning both the 

formation of social housing concepts in Iran, and early Iranian social housing history. 

Given the above points, the significance of this research should be evaluated from both a local 

and an international perspective. Investigating the early history of social housing in Iran and 

the origins of the rise of Shushtar New Town, this research contributes to the Iranian 

discourse of social housing. Secondly, this study significantly enhances the existing general 

knowledge about affordable housing, through an exploration of the causes of the 

transformations that took place in Shushtar New Town. Subsequently, this research improves 

 
11 See Rahpoo, The Assessment of Mehr Housing Scheme (Tehran: Azarakhsh, 2013). 
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the durability and sustainability of proposed future housing projects, by offering lessons 

drawn from Shushtar New Town and comparable examples in other countries. Thirdly, in 

casting a different light on the pragmatic aspects of Critical Regionalism, this research will be 

of great interest to both Iranian and international historians, critics, theorists, and architects. 

  

Limitations and Scope 

In order to gain a profound knowledge of the causes of the rise and fall of Diba’s project, it 

was necessary to analyse Shushtar New Town from different angles. However, due to the 

thesis’s limitations, including timing of study, this research only examined Diba’s project and 

its background in reference to architectural design, historico-political, and cultural aspects. As 

will be discussed in Chapter Five, considering the state of insecurity, lack of safety, and the 

unstable social status of Shushtar New Town (between 2016 and 2019), conducting a survey 

might have led to unreliable data and conclusions. As a result, in order to examine the culture 

and discover the lifestyle of local residents, this study conducted various observations and 

interviews, along with reviewing the available data about the region, its culture, and traditions. 
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Chapter Two_ Social Housing: An Ongoing Story 

Introduction 

The history of Iranian social housing in the pre-revolutionary era, and the rise of Shushtar 

New Town as a turning point, is often concealed behind the generic discourses on affordable 

housing. Interestingly, the narratives around affordable housing in Iran could be also 

interpreted as a microcosm of the socio-political issues concerning social housing in the West 

during the twentieth century. As a result, in order to understand the reason(s) behind the pre-

revolutionary government’s housing ideology, and the emergence of Diba’s project, it is 

necessary, first, to plot the important events and socio-political developments affecting the 

notion of social housing throughout contemporary history.  

This chapter briefly highlights significant shifts in the generic discourse on social housing 

from the Industrial Revolution to the late 1980s. Obviously, during this time there have been a 

large number of narratives regarding the question of social housing and its formation; 

however, this section of the thesis examines only the paradigms that affected theories 

regarding social housing in Iran and the emergence of Shushtar New Town habitat. One 

should understand that there have been universal aspects to the rise of industrialisation, 

housing shortage, and the idea of social housing, but there are both commonalities and 

differences in the ways individual countries have responded to them. 

 

The State of Working-Class Housing before the Industrial Revolution 

Although the idea of affordable housing developed into a social program after the Industrial 

Revolution, the concept of housing for the poor and lower classes existed before the 

development of industrial and trade activities in the nineteenth century. Based on the 

following discussion, before and during the Industrial Revolution, the concept of affordable 

dwelling emerged for three primary purposes: helping the poor with finding a place to live, 

increasing the productions of factories, and accommodating the poor in the name of religions 

and their charities. After the Industrial Revolution, some of these ideas played a major role in 

the formulation of the first essays and ideas regarding workers’ housing, including the 

concept of company towns and utopian communities. Subsequently, each of these 
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prescriptions had its own effect on the planning of the early workers’ housing in Iran, as will 

be discussed in the next chapter. 

The first traces of affordable housing can be tracked in the sixteenth-century town 

developments in west Germany. The Fuggerei affordable houses in Augsburg, known simply 

as the Fuggerei, are considered one of the first working-class dwellings in Germany, and were 

built in the early 1520s by the one of the most significant merchants and bankers in Europe. 

Since settling in Augsburg in 1367, the Fugger family had enjoyed remarkable success, and 

Jakob Fugger “the Rich” (1459-1525), the third generation of the Fugger family,1 built on his 

family’s fortunes and eventually became Grand Burgher of the Free Imperial City of 

Augsburg, and one of the wealthiest people in Germany’s history.2 

The Fuggerei housing is considered to be one of the oldest affordable housing complexes in 

the world still functioning today. The original structure of the Fuggerei was designed by 

architect Thomas Krebs, for the poorer day labourers and artisans of Augsburg (Figure 2-1).3 

According to Zoe Farrell, “Jakob was a devout Catholic, who wanted to create a place where 

the needy of his city could pay a subsidised rent and live debt free. Although the institution 

was a charitable one, [the annual rent] amounted to around one month’s salary for those living 

there.”4 The Fuggerei housing has been continuously inhabited since its construction, and 

today has become a living museum, with one display apartment providing an insight into the 

daily lives of its earlier residents. Although the complex was severely damaged during World 

War II, the Fuggerei was reconstructed to match its original aesthetic. Today it contains sixty-

seven houses, with 147 wohnungen (apartments), and continues to be supported by Fugger's 

charitable administration, which was founded in 1520.5 According to Erin Porter, “[today’s 

Fuggerei occupants] still only pay an annual rent of 1 Rhein guilder, the same as in 1520... A 

whopping 0.88-euro cents, or just under $1 US.”6 This fact has made the residence highly 

 
1 Greg Steinmetz, The Richest Man Who Ever Lived: The Life and Times of Jacob Fugger (Cammeray, NSW, Australia: 

Simon & Schuster, 2016). See also Zoe Farrell. "A Social Housing Model from the Past – the Case of Augsburg’s Fuggerei." 

Doing History in Public: A Collective Project by Historians for the Public, https://doinghistoryinpublic.org/2018/01/09/a-

social-housing-model-from-the-past-the-case-of-augsburgs-fuggerei/, 2017. February 02. 2018. 
2 Mark Häberlein, The Fuggers of Augsburg: Pursuing Wealth and Honor in Renaissance Germany (Charlottesville: 

University of Virginia Press, 2012). 
3 Erin Porter. "The German Town Where Rent Hasn't Changed since 1520."  https://www.tripsavvy.com/german-town-rent-

hasnt-changed-since-1520-4070012, 2018. August 10. 2018. 
4Farrell. "A Social Housing Model from the Past – the Case of Augsburg’s Fuggerei." Doing History in Public: A Collective 

Project by Historians for the Public,  2017. 
5Manochehr Khorsand, "The History of Affordable Housing in Europe," Architect1947, 121-24. 
6 Porter. "The German Town Where Rent Hasn't Changed since 1520."   2018. 
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desirable; there is a four-year waiting list to get a unit in the Fuggerei complex, and applicants 

have called their acceptance like “winning a lottery.”7  

Figure 2-1 Jakob Fugger's housing in Augsburg, Germany 

(Source: Wikimedia, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Augsburg-Fuggerei-20-gje.jpg, 2018) 

With the increase in production and trade among European countries in the seventeenth 

century, some rulers, princes and monarchs initiated affordable housing projects for their 

workers and administrations in the hope that better living conditions would encourage 

increased production. Interestingly, this purpose later became the main ideology behind the 

formulation of the early company towns after industrialisation. It seems that this idea was first 

introduced by Henri IV (1553-1610) of France, and later Louis XIV (1638-1715), who 

created a vast number of affordable dwellings for the artisans, members of the bourgeoisie, 

and the royal family’s factory workers in various regions of France.8 England also took on the 

concept and constructed a number of dwellings for workers of the royal family in industrial 

areas. However, the most outstanding example from this particular historical juncture is the 

Nyboder row housing in Copenhagen, Denmark, which was constructed between 1631 and 

1795.9 The Nyboder habitat was commissioned by King Christian IV of Denmark for the staff 

of the Royal Danish Navy, workers and their families. These yellow-coloured semi-detached 

7 Porter. "The German Town Where Rent Hasn't Changed since 1520."   2018. 
8 See Gauvin Alexander Bailey, Architecture and Urbanism in the French Atlantic Empire: State, Church, and Society, 1604-

1830, 3rd ed. (Montreal, Canada: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2018), 177-82. 
9 Porter. "The German Town Where Rent Hasn't Changed since 1520."   2018. 

 [CC-BY-SA-4.0]

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Augsburg-Fuggerei-20-gje.jpg
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houses were one of the early attempts to create autonomous habitats with facilities such as a 

private hospital, schools and a police station (Figure 2-2). In return for these benefits, male 

residents were required to undertake military service for up to twenty years.10 This innovative 

idea of providing free facilities to inhabitants subsequently formed the core concept of the 

utopian communities after industrialisation. 

Figure 2-2 Nyboder Housing, Copenhagen, Denmark 

(Source: Wikimedia, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nyboder_Copenhagen.jpg, 2007) 

The Shakers’ communal settlements could be mentioned as the first affordable dwellings to 

spread in the West in the name of a charity and Christian religious movement. The Shakers’ 

amenities and living standards, the members’ collaboration, and their community aim of 

producing high-quality products later influenced the theorisation of some utopian concepts 

after the Industrial Revolution. 

The Shaker movement, or the United Society of Believers in Christ's Second Appearance, was 

established in England in 1774 by Ann Lee, also known as “Mother Ann.”11 Following the 

death of her fourth child, Lee claimed to have had a several “visions” from God, and her 

followers believed that she was the female component of Christ’s spirit, and that she 

represented the second appearance of Christ on earth.12 In 1772, Ann received another vision 

10 Porter. "The German Town Where Rent Hasn't Changed since 1520."   2018. 
11 Daniel Mac-Hir Hutton, Old Shakertown and the Shakers (Harrodsburg, Kentucky: Harrodsburg Herald Press, 1987), 8-10. 
12 Kathleen M. Hogan. "The Shakers." The University of Virginia, http://xroads.virginia.edu/~hyper/hns/cities/shakers.html. 

December 08. 2017. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nyboder_Copenhagen.jpg
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from God, in the form of a tree, in which it was communicated to her that "a place had been 

prepared" for the Shakers in America.13 Subsequently, some Shakers moved to America in 

1774 and bought lands and tract houses in wilderness. The members of the Shakers could live 

in well-kept accommodations for free if they followed four basic tenets: “First, they must live 

communally. Second, they must be celibate. Third, they must regularly confess their sins. And 

fourth, they must separate themselves from the outside world.”14 

The Shakers’ habitats were progressive in design, offering their members both spiritual and 

physical equality, an equality that could also be given to non-Christians and people from other 

races who joined the communities.15 Each member of the community had specific tasks to do, 

many of which contributed to the great surplus of agricultural and material commodities that 

were produced for supporting the complex and its community. The settlements usually 

consisted of accommodations, dancing halls, farmlands, gardens, barns, church, kitchens, and 

in many cases schools.16 As a regulation, the members had to keep the buildings clean and 

hygienic. The Shakers’ artefacts and architecture in the early nineteenth century are 

characterised by high-quality furniture, along with simplicity in their interior spaces; these 

characteristics made them “the first minimalists” and “moderns” before the emergence of the 

modernists.17 

Figure 2-3 The Shakers' settlement in Harrodsburg, Kentucky 

(Source: on the left, Flickr, cc by-nc 2.0 - photograph by Arthur T. LaBar, 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/arthurtlabar/16771988417/in/photostream/, 2015; on the right, Flickr, 

cc-by-nc-sa 2.0 - photograph by Contemplative Imaging, https://www.flickr.com/photos/thomas-

merton/2241089930/in/album-72157603844868218/, 2007) 

13 M. Hogan. "The Shakers." The University of Virginia. 
14 M. Hogan. "The Shakers." The University of Virginia. 
15 M. Hogan. "The Shakers." The University of Virginia. 
16 See Julie Nicoletta and Bret Mogan, The Architecture of the Shakers (Vermont: Countryman Press, 2000). 
17 Rima Sabina Aouf. "Shaker Style Is Back Again as Designers Celebrate "the First Minimalists"." Dezeen Magazine, 

https://www.dezeen.com/2017/03/01/shaker-style-back-designers-celebrate-first-minimalists-design-furniture-homeware/, 

2017. January 22. 2018. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/arthurtlabar/16771988417/in/photostream/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/thomas-merton/2241089930/in/album-72157603844868218/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/thomas-merton/2241089930/in/album-72157603844868218/
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Industrialisation and the Rise of Social Housing 

During the nineteenth century the economy of European countries, especially Britain, began 

to expand rapidly as a result of the Industrial Revolution. The Industrial Revolution, which 

started from approximately the 1760s, transformed the existing agrarian and handicraft 

economy to expand machinery production culture. Industrialisation generated new social 

classes, eroding the groupings of the pre-industrial society. To many scholars, such as Lewis 

Mumford, it was an era of environmental downfall, pollution, the period of plunder, 

despoliation, and demolition, or Abbau.18 As one of its most significant consequences, the 

Industrial Revolution also created a new issue, the so-called “housing shortage,” which many 

countries around the world have since faced in some way. Although industrialisation first 

appeared in Europe, this phenomenon became a worldwide experience, due to the emergence 

of global industrialisation and, later, universal modernisation. Indeed, issues such as the 

conflict between the countryside and city, increasing population, immigrant movements, 

societal changes, the question of human versus machine, and the need for new city planning 

and organisation, have all emerged in one way or another in many countries, including Iran. 

In a broader context, as Frederick Engels argued, all oppressed classes in contemporary 

history have suffered from industrialisation and its consequences more or less identically.19  

The housing shortage emerged as a result of the capitalist approach to industrial and 

mechanical production. According to Engels, “the housing shortage from which the workers 

and part of the petty bourgeoisie suffer in our [modern] big cities is one of the numerous 

smaller, secondary evils which result from the present-day capitalist mode of production.”20 

He continues, “[the housing shortage] is not at all a direct result of the exploitation of the 

worker as a worker by the capitalists. This exploitation is the basic evil which the social 

revolution strives to abolish by abolishing the capitalist mode of production.”21 For Engels, 

the Industrial Revolution, directly and indirectly, demolished individual labour power and 

established a new ruling class in society. As a result of the Industrial Revolution and the 

subsequent expansion of cities, the value of land in some areas, especially city centres, 

increased at an artificial and often shockingly rapid rate. This caused the displacement of the 

lower classes from the centre of cities to the countryside as they sought cheaper 

18 John. S Garner, The Company Town; Architecture and Society in the Early Industrial Age (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1992), 3. 
19 Frederick Engels. "The Housing Question." Marxists. Co-operative Publishing Society of Foreign Workers, 1887. July 12. 

2018. 
20 Engels. "The Housing Question." Marxists. Co-operative Publishing Society of Foreign Workers,  1887. 
21 Engels. "The Housing Question." Marxists. Co-operative Publishing Society of Foreign Workers,  1887. 
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accommodation. By contrast, the ruling class became wealthier as a result of the exploitation 

of the working class’s need for accommodation. As Engels points out, “the tenant -- even if he 

is a worker -- appears as a man with money; he must already have sold his own particular 

commodity, his labour power, in order to appear with the proceeds as the buyer of the use of a 

dwelling, or he must be in a position to give a guarantee of the impending sale of this labour 

power.”22 

Since the Industrial Revolution, “capitalist cheating” and “the exploitation of the workers” 

have become two key issues. In this regard, Engels highlights that: 

The worker is always cheated of a part of the product of his labour, whether that 

labour is paid for by the capitalist below, above, or at its value…the tenant is 

cheated only when he is compelled to pay for the dwelling above its value. It is, 

therefore, a complete misrepresentation of the relation between landlord and 

tenant to attempt to make it equivalent to the relation between worker and 

capitalist. [Capitalists are] naturally also unable to explain how the original cost 

price of a house is paid back ten times over in the course of fifty years in the form 

of rent [under the name of economic law and justice].23 

Arguably, since the Industrial Revolution, the concept of affordable housing has been 

propounded for two contradictory purposes. Firstly, to contribute to the mass mechanical 

production and commodification within the capitalist system – in the beginning, the first 

traces of this ideology emerged in the concept of company towns, which could maximise the 

production and profit of the factories. Secondly, to eliminate the capitalist mode of production 

and the exploitation of the workers that were taking place under the name of “housing.” The 

latter humanistic practice first appeared in the theories regarding utopian communities that 

came out in response to the exploitation of the workers in the company towns and chaotic 

industrial cities. Both concepts, company towns and utopias, later influenced the provision of 

housing in many countries, including Iran. For instance, the theories concerning company 

towns, which will be discussed shortly, had major impact on the planning of oil companies in 

the southern regions of Iran. 

22 Engels. "The Housing Question." Marxists. Co-operative Publishing Society of Foreign Workers,  1887. 
23 Engels. "The Housing Question." Marxists. Co-operative Publishing Society of Foreign Workers,  1887. 
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Company Towns 

A company town is a residential complex constructed and managed by governmental or non-

profit enterprises. The majority of company towns emerged between 1830 and 1930, during 

the early industrial period, an era that Lewis Mumford called the “paleotechnic age.”24 At the 

beginning of industrialisation, these towns flourished either in the regions with capitalism and 

open-market economy, or the countries that were colonised by the capitalist states. The early 

concept of the company town is basically a town isolated from other communities, seeking 

production and profit while it wrecks the environment.  

It was in the mid-nineteenth century that, for the first time, some factory owners and 

industrialists built entire villages for their workers with the aim of increasing their 

productivity, an idea that resulted in the creation of the early affordable housing of the 

modern era, under the name of company towns or company housing. As Engels stated, the 

factory owners had realised that “for [maximum] factory production in the rural districts 

expenditure on workers’ dwellings was a necessary part of the total investment.”25 For 

example, a shorter distance between workers’ dwellings and production sites enabled 

labourers to start on time and work more efficiently, as they didn’t have to trudge miles every 

morning and evening. Consequently, villages and company towns like Salts Mill (1853), 

Bournville (1878), Port Sunlight (1887) and New Earswick (1901) emerged one after another 

and advanced the provision of affordable housing for their labourers.26 These new villages in 

various ways followed post-industrial city planning and tried to combine the workers’ living 

necessities and production space together. According to Robert Fishman, the precise planning 

of these towns – their open configuration and ample greenery, often including some company 

gardens – made them precursors of the concept of the Garden City,27 which will be discussed 

shortly.  

24 Garner, The Company Town, 3. 
25 Engels. "The Housing Question." Marxists. Co-operative Publishing Society of Foreign Workers,  1887. 
26 Martin Stilwell. "Social Housing History: The Early History of Social Housing in Britain."  

http://www.socialhousinghistory.uk/wp/index.php/how-it-all-began. December 22. 2016. 
27 Robert Fishman, Urban Utopias in the Twentieth Century: Ebenezer Howard, Frank Lloyd Wright, and Le Corbusier 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1977), 59. 
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Utopias 

In the context of visionary architecture, the concept of utopia has been understood as a 

visionary community or society seeking perfect living qualities, social harmony, and 

satisfaction for its citizens.28 As mentioned, in the contemporary modern era, utopian essays 

mainly emerged as a response to the chaotic human condition in the post-industrial cities, 

including the isolation and exploitation of the workers in company towns. It should be noted 

that these visionary utopian concepts, or “ideal cities,” had existed before the outbreak of 

industrialisation in the West; however, they were theorised and formulated for different 

purposes. For instance, in Iranian-Islamic theories, the concept of utopia, known as Arman 

Shahr or Madine-ye Fazeleh, was first introduced by Farabi (872-950 AD). This Iranian-

Islamic utopia searches for an ultimate perfection and salvation for its citizens through the 

Islamic and ancient Persian religious discourses. This idea later reappeared and was discussed 

in contemporary discourse on social housing in Iran, especially after the 1979 Islamic 

Revolution.29 

Utopian visions delivered over-reaching and often farfetched ambitions, willing to disregard 

the reality and limits of architecture. They attempted to solve the destruction of the 

environment and the conflict between the countryside and towns, introducing alternative city 

plans or organisations that could mediate between the human civilisations and new 

machinery-based life. The early utopian essays inspired many later revolutionary ideas 

regarding collective housing through their endless profound visions and humanistic ideology. 

“The Ideal City of Chaux” by Claude Nicolas Ledoux (1773-1806) was published in 1804,30 

and could be considered one of the first essays on workers’ housing with progressive utopian 

visions (Figure 2-4). Ledoux’s scheme was a developed version of his project for the Royal 

Saltworks, Les Salines Royales, in Franche-Comté, France. In this plan, Ledoux developed an 

existing semi-circular form into an enclosed oval-shaped industry core, combining productive 

units with a number of separated houses for the workers.31 Although Ledoux’s vision carried 

some features of the existing company towns, his proposed buildings, including the temple, 

28 See Franco Borsi, Architecture and Utopia (Paris: Éditions Hazan, 1997). 
29 See Muhammad Mansour Falamaki, Farabi and the Course of Citizenship in Iran (Tehran: Faza Publication 2006). 
30 See Rand Carter, "Reviewed Work(S): Claude Nicolas Le Doux: Architecture and Social Reform at the End Ofthe Ancien 

Regime. By Anthony Vidler," Eighteenth-Century Studies 25, no. 3 (1992): 416-20. 
31 Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History, Fourth ed. (London: Thames & Hudson, 2007). 
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hotel, and hall of justice, meant that Chaux was understood as an attempt to create a utopia 

based on social justice. 

Figure 2-4 Ledoux’s Ideal City of Chaux, 1804 

 (Source: Wikimedia, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Projet_pour_la_ville_de_Chaux_-

_Ledoux.jpg) 

Robert Owen (1771-1858) can be seen as the first socialist whose efforts resulted in the 

emergence of early affordable housing in the first decades of the nineteenth century. With the 

rapid industrialisation in England throughout the 1810s, the British parliament commissioned 

Owen to analyse the chaotic living conditions of the workers, and find a solution to cope with 

the poverty, disease, and lack of stable housing. In Owen’s philosophy, “the competition of 

human labour with machinery was a permanent cause of distress and… the only effective 

remedy lay in the united action of men and the subordination of machinery to man.”32 Owen 

had a number of revolutionary socialist concepts that made him the forerunner, and eventually 

a key founder, of Utopian Socialism under the Cooperative Movement, or the Modern 

Consumer Cooperatives, in the nineteenth century. Among his remarkable early work, Owen 

ordered the extension of some one-storey houses to provide families with more space; he also 

ran a program of regular sanitary inspections to ensure that workers’ houses were free of 

32 Douglas F. Dowd. "Robert Owen: British Social Reformer." ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA, 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Robert-Owen#accordion-article-history. 2018. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Projet_pour_la_ville_de_Chaux_-_Ledoux.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Projet_pour_la_ville_de_Chaux_-_Ledoux.jpg
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vermin, and introduced the first policies for the provision of medical insurance for 

labourers.33 Owen also put restrictions on the employment of children and young workers; he 

closed the local shops and encouraged companies to open their own stores where better 

quality goods could be obtained at more affordable prices.34 

 

Figure 2-5 Robert Owen's working-class housing in New Lanark 

(Source: cc by-sa 2.0 - © Photograph by Chris Allen, https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/5167307, 

2016) 

 

Robert Owen’s industrial utopia in New Lanark, and his concept of the Villages of 

Cooperation, can be considered to be the first progressive socialist housing plans which have 

significantly contributed to later discourses on social housing. The New Lanark housing estate 

was established in 1800 for David Dale's cotton mill workers (Figure 2-5).35 In this plan, 

Owen provided standard social and educational facilities in a sanitary environment for 2000 

people.36 Combining concepts from both pre- and post-industrial village plans with a factory, 

 
33 "Robert Owen: The Delicious Dream of the Future." Vassar College Libraries, https://specialcollections.vassar.edu/exhibit-

highlights/2006-2010/owen/communities.html, 2008. June 12. 2017. 
34 "Robert Owen: The Delicious Dream of the Future." Vassar College Libraries,  2008. 
35 Tessa Morrison, Unbuilt Utopian Cities 1460 to 1900: Reconstructing Their Architecture and Political Philosophy 

(Abingdon: Routledge 2016), 102. 
36 Dowd. "Robert Owen: British Social Reformer." ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA. 

file:///C:/Users/dd/AppData/Roaming/Microsoft/Word/cc%20by-sa%202.0
file:///C:/Users/dd/Dropbox/Thesis/Words/Failure/Chris%20Allen
https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/5167307
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the new complex delivered affordable units, shops, sanitation, and the possibility of education 

for workers’ children in a well-kept, comfortable environment.37  

 

Figure 2-6 Robert Owen's vision of New Harmony,  

(Source: Wikipedia, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Harmony,_Indiana#/media/File:New_Harmony,_Indiana,_por_F._

Bates.jpg) 

 

Based on his experience with New Lanark, Owen proposed a revolutionary concept called the 

Villages of Cooperation, also known as the Villages of Unity. Although the idea was never 

realised, it was reflected in a number of Owen’s schemes, which inspired many subsequent 

socialist utopias and housing plans. These settlements were designed for unemployed people. 

Populated by 1,200 persons on 400 to 800 hectares, this habitat would engage people in a 

balanced combination of farming, manufacturing and community housing. Inhabitants would 

live in a large complex built in the form of a square, equipped with a communal library, 

schools, cooking areas and dining saloons.38 Each family would be provided with a private 

apartment and a care plan for children below the age of three, after which children could be 

raised by the community, and parents would be able to meet them at meals and other 

designated times.39 From Owen’s point of view, such habitats could be constructed by any 

 
37 Marjie Bloy. "Robert Owen and New Lanark."  http://www.historyhome.co.uk/peel/factmine/owennewl.htm, 2016. 

September 02. 2017. 
38 Dowd. "Robert Owen: British Social Reformer." ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA. 
39 Dowd. "Robert Owen: British Social Reformer." ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA. 
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counties, authorities, parishes or individuals, provided that they could be inspected and 

supervised by duly qualified persons. The Villages of Cooperation were to be places where 

“work and the enjoyment of its results would be shared collectively.”40 

Robert Owen’s scheme for creating a working-class settlement in New Harmony, Indiana, is 

one famous housing project that was conceived based on the concept of Villages of 

Cooperation. After his successful attempts in Britain, Owen sailed to the United States in 

1824 to pursue his revolutionary utopian ideas. Robert Owen believed that the United States 

would provide a better setting and more funds for the realisation of his utopian experiments. 

Accordingly, Owen met with a number of politicians and linked up with some utopian 

American groups. Robert Owen’s New Harmony (1828-1838) settlement has been understood 

as the ultimate result of Owen’s work in America (Figure 2-6).41 Owen believed that the New 

Harmony community would serve as the model for the “New Moral World” communities that 

could eventually transform the world’s societies based on equality: 

New Harmony provided equality for all its inhabitants, male and female. This 

manifestation of this equality was the responsibility of each citizen to contribute 

to the labour force of the community. In order to provide motivation for his 

workers in this system, Owen instituted a system of "time money" and "time 

stores". New Harmony currency was worth the amount of time that a worker had 

laboured, and could be exchanged for commodities worth the equivalent amount 

of labour.42 

Charles Fourier’s 1829 essay on Ideal Communities, or Phalanxes, is another well-known 

socialistic utopia or radical formulation for the creation of industrial towns (Figure 2-7). In his 

essay, Fourier not only proposes the conceptual plan and physical features of his arcaded 

communal settlements, but goes as far as to outline the ideal psychological factors of 

“passional attraction” for its inhabitants.43 Similar to Owen’s utopian ideas, Fourier’s scheme 

also attempts to abolish the antithesis between city and country, and to save the rural 

population from isolation by grouping the individuals into one large family. In addition, it 

displays an obsession with rationality, equality and uniformity down to the tiniest detail, 

which makes his plans anticipatory of contemporary social housing projects. These ideas 

inspired a number of subsequent revolutionary housing projects, including Le Corbusier’s 

Ville Radieuse in 1930.44 Moreover, they played a major role in the formulation of the 1960s 

 
40 Dowd. "Robert Owen: British Social Reformer." ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA. 
41 Kathleen M. Hogan. "Robert Owen and New Harmony." The University of Virginia, 

http://xroads.virginia.edu/~hyper/hns/cities/newharmony.html. December 08. 2017. 
42 M. Hogan. "Robert Owen and New Harmony." The University of Virginia. 
43 Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History, 22. 
44 See William JR Curtis, Le Corbusier: Ideas and Forms (London: PHAIDON, 2015), 234. 
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and 1970s humanistic discourse in architecture that significantly affected the question of 

social housing in Iran.  

 

Figure 2-7 Charles Fourier’s vision of Phalanxes 

(Source: Wikimedia, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Id%C3%A9e_d%27un_phalanst%C3%A8re.jpg) 

 

 

The Rise of the First Public Housing 

As mentioned, industrialisation and its consequences should be understood as a universal 

phenomenon. Interestingly, there was much commonality between the emergence of the first 

public housing in Britain in 1900, and its appearance forty-four years later in Iran. 

Understanding these common paradigms not only sheds light on the universal context of 

social housing, but could also reveal the reasons for the current backwardness in the provision 

of social housing, which will be highlighted in this chapter.  

In Britain, the housing shortage first became tangible for the government in the 1850s. This 

was in part because of large numbers of workers flocking from rural villages and the 

surrounding countryside to industrial cities, including London and Glasgow, seeking better 

employment opportunities and a better life. At that time, the rapid construction of high-

density unorganised communities became commonplace, as did overcrowding.45 Housing was 

largely constructed by profit-seeking builders and businessmen as cheaply as possible, and the 

new dwellings were mostly unplanned, terraced, and cynically built.46 Since borrowings and 

mortgages were not commonly available to the general public at this time, only wealthy 

 
45 Stilwell. "Social Housing History: The Early History of Social Housing in Britain." 
46 "The History of Council Housing." University of the West of England, 

https://fet.uwe.ac.uk/conweb/house_ages/council_housing/print.htm, 2008. January 18. 2017. 
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families could afford to own private houses. As a result, the majority of tenants were from the 

lower classes and had to contend with expensive rent.47 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the first affordable private lodges and social settlements 

opened for workers and slum dwellers in some British towns. For instance, the “Britts Central 

Home for Men Only in London” was initiated by some charities, providing temporary 

accommodation exclusively for homeless single men. Other types of accommodation, 

including social settlements, were managed by church missionary societies and non-profit 

organisations, providing health care and social services for the poor. Among them, Oxford 

House and Toynbee Hall in London have been considered to be successful cases.48 Despite 

these efforts, the ongoing shortage of housing meant that many workers and their families had 

to live in gloomy, unsanitary and squalid conditions. 

Although Britain had seen many constructive attempts to provide worker housing, by the mid-

nineteenth century there was no united policy from the state to resolve the housing issue. This 

put increasing pressure on the British government and royal family from a number of levels of 

society to look into housing shortage.49 For instance, Prince Albert (1819-1861), who had 

considerable personal interest in improving housing for the poor, proposed his own model that 

included two-storey flat-roof houses designed by the British architect Henry Roberts (1803-

1876). The proposed design could accommodate two families on each level. Each unit 

provided a living room, three bedrooms and a toilet, without bathrooms or indoor showers.50 

The model was presented at the 1851 Great Exhibition in the London Crystal Palace and was 

used in several locations in Britain (Figure 2-8). However, Prince Albert’s concept was never 

widely utilised as it wasn’t commercially successful.51 By the 1880s, the predicament of the 

poor and the issue of decent housing were subjects of great debate, especially between the 

Church and the authorities. As a result, the government was reluctantly persuaded to 

intervene.52 

 
47 "The History of Council Housing." University of the West of England,  2008. 
48 See Boundary-Community-Launderette. "A Brief History of the Boundary Estate: From Slum to Scheme." Boundary 

Community Launderette Company, 2010. December 10. 2016. See also "The History of Council Housing." University of the 

West of England,  2008. 
49 "The History of Council Housing." University of the West of England,  2008. 
50 Designing bathrooms or indoor showers was not common at that time; see Barbara Leckie. "Prince Albert’s Exhibition 

Model Dwellings." BRANCH: Britain, Representation, and Nineteenth-Century History, 

http://www.branchcollective.org/?ps_articles=barbara-leckie-prince-alberts-exhibition-model-dwellings. November 10. 2018. 
51"Prince Albert's Cottages." Spectator Archives, http://archive.spectator.co.uk/article/14th-june-1851/12/prince-alberts-

cottages, 2016. May 12. 2018. Leckie. "Prince Albert’s Exhibition Model Dwellings." BRANCH: Britain, Representation, 

and Nineteenth-Century History. 
52 Boundary-Community-Launderette. "A Brief History of the Boundary Estate: From Slum to Scheme." Boundary 

Community Launderette Company,  2010. 
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Figure 2-8 Prince Albert's affordable house model 

(Source: Wikimedia, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Claude-Marie_Ferrier_-

_The_Great_Exhibition,_1851-_Model_House_for_Families_designed_by_HRH_Prince_Albert_-

_Google_Art_Project.jpg) 

 

By the time of the emergence of the London County Council in 1889, the government had 

begun to pass a number of Acts to improve workers’ conditions, the most important of which, 

the Boundary Street Scheme Act, was endorsed by the Parliament in 1891.53 Approximately 

5,700 residents were evicted from the Old Nichol neighbourhood, with the demolition of the 

existing dwellings beginning in 1893, and the construction of new buildings commencing in 

1895.54 Arguably, the design for the Boundary Street Estate could be considered a prototype 

for modern affordable housing, addressing different aspects of users’ requirements: “four-

storey mansion blocks of varying size were to be built along wide, tree-lined streets radiating 

from a central garden, with shops, a laundry and workshops for residents, with the existing 

schools and churches included within the plan, a sanitary, open [and] airy [scheme].” 55 In an 

official opening on the 3rd of March, 1900, the Boundary Street Estate housing was 

 
53 "The History of Council Housing." University of the West of England,  2008. 
54 Boundary-Community-Launderette. "A Brief History of the Boundary Estate: From Slum to Scheme." Boundary 

Community Launderette Company,  2010. 
55 Boundary-Community-Launderette. "A Brief History of the Boundary Estate: From Slum to Scheme." Boundary 

Community Launderette Company,  2010. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Claude-Marie_Ferrier_-_The_Great_Exhibition,_1851-_Model_House_for_Families_designed_by_HRH_Prince_Albert_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Claude-Marie_Ferrier_-_The_Great_Exhibition,_1851-_Model_House_for_Families_designed_by_HRH_Prince_Albert_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Claude-Marie_Ferrier_-_The_Great_Exhibition,_1851-_Model_House_for_Families_designed_by_HRH_Prince_Albert_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg


Social Housing: An Ongoing Story 

25 

 

inaugurated by the Prince of Wales and Princess Alexandra, and the world’s first public 

housing was born (Figure 2-9).56  

 

Figure 2-9 Two blocks of the Boundary Estate quarter 

(Source: Geograph, cc by-sa 2.0 - © Photographs by Julian Osley, 

https://www.geograph.org.uk/more.php?id=5656586; 

https://www.geograph.org.uk/more.php?id=5656649, 2007) 

Social Housing and Utopia in the Early Twentieth Century: The Golden Age 

After the emergence of the early public housing projects in Britain, the notion of affordable 

dwelling was disseminated widely throughout Europe and America, especially in the interwar 

period. It could be argued that the ideological and practical transitions and developments that 

occurred in this period formed the basis of contemporary practices and understandings of 

social housing in general. Later, some of these concepts and design ideas were utilised in the 

planning of the early affordable housing in Iran, as will be discussed in the next chapter. 

Indeed, the early years of the twentieth century were marked by some influential avant-garde 

and culturalist movements. The architecture went hand in hand with the figurative arts, and “it 

was precisely this figurative feature that endowed [early twentieth-century] architecture with 

utopian character.”57 At this time, the previous proposals of utopian socialists were somehow 

forgotten. Instead, the avant-garde and culturalist artists continued the same agenda, including 

 
56 Boundary-Community-Launderette. "A Brief History of the Boundary Estate: From Slum to Scheme." Boundary 

Community Launderette Company,  2010. 
57 Borsi, Architecture and Utopia. 
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solving the conflict between countryside and city. The culturalist designers tried to adopt an 

understanding of space and the necessities of industrial city requirements, combining them 

with planning schemes of pre-industrial towns. The earliest plans exemplifying this practice 

were proposed by Austrian architect Camillo Sitte (1803-1903) in 1889.58 Drawing from 

fundamental elements exisitng in pre-industrial cities, and formulated new city planning 

principles by synthesising selected classical, medieval and baroque city patterns with an 

understanding of the emerging industrial conditions.59 By contrast, the visionary utopias and 

alternatives proposed by the twentieth-century avant-garde artists explored new materials, 

speed, transportation, vertical emphasis, along with rejecting the past. Fishman categorised 

city plans and visions from Ebenezer Howard, Frank Lloyd Wright and Le Corbusier as 

twentieth-century utopian attempts, highlighting that: 

They believe that, more than any other goal, their societies needed new kinds of 

cities. They were deeply fearful of the consequences for civilisation if the old 

cities, with all the social conflicts and miseries they embodied, were allowed to 

persist. They were also inspired by the prospect that a radical reconstruction of the 

cities would solve not only the urban crisis of their time, but the social crisis as 

well. The very completeness of their ideal cities expressed their convictions that 

the moment had come for comprehensive program, and for a total rethinking of 

the principals of urban planning. They rejected the possibility of gradual 

improvement. They did not seek the amelioration of the old cities, but a wholly 

transformed urban environment.60  

The Garden City movement should be counted as one of the most influential culturalist 

theories regarding collective housing. Resisting the disadvantages of industrialisation, this 

innovative approach utilised both the production requirements of modern developments and 

pre-industrial city forms to create new models for the design of new settlements. Ebenezer 

Howard (1850-1928) proposed the concept of Garden Estates at the turn of the nineteenth 

century, resulting in the creation of the Garden City movement. Howard’s proposal for 

dealing with the issue of rural overpopulation and the rapid growth of unplanned towns and 

cities was the creation of a series of small, logically planned towns or residential areas that 

would merge the necessities of urban life with easy access to nature and rural environments. 

Concentric to this town core would be a public park, a mixed shopping mall and conservatory 

or learning centres, workers’ residential areas, and then, at the outer edge, industries and 

production belts: a perfect combination of the social advantage of industrial cities and the 

 
58 See Camillo Sitte, The Art of Building Cities: City Building According to Its Artistic Fundamentals, trans. Charles T. 

Stewart (Eastford: Martino Fine Books, 2013). 
59 GÜNAY Baykan, "History of CIAM and Team 10," METU Journal of the Faculty of Architecture 8, no. 1 (1988): 23-44. 
60 Fishman, Urban Utopias in the Twentieth Century, 3-4. 



Social Housing: An Ongoing Story 

27 

 

healthy conditions of the countryside. In his plan, “Howard made a balance between home, 

industry and market, between political, social and recreational functions.”61 The Garden City 

movement not only advanced the previous planning and city design theories, but also 

significantly deconstructed the existing segregationist ideology concerning the provision of 

affordable housing for the working class. According to Fishman: 

The Garden City, [Howard] hoped, would be an equally significant innovation, 

revolutionary in itself, and like early locomotive, capable of great improvement. It 

would be an engine of progress with the ability to unlock social energy and move 

society toward beneficent ends which even its inventor could not [foresee].62 

In the interwar period, variations on the Garden City and cottage form became universal 

patterns for housing projects and urban extensions for both governments and private 

builders.63 These plans also appeared in remote regions of the Middle East, Asia, and the 

Pacific, as part of the ongoing process of colonisation by European powers. For instance, the 

cottage form was first introduced in Iran under the name of the company towns initiated by oil 

companies, which will be discussed in the next chapter. 

At the same time that the concept of the Garden City was being developed in the early 

twentieth century, a number of progressivist avant-garde architects also proposed their own 

solutions regarding workers’ housing, most notably Tony Garnier (1869-1948), who many 

consider to be the precursor of the avant-garde movement in the early twentieth century. 

Garnier’s proposal, Une Cité Industrielle (1917), was a complete industrial town with low-

rise housing for approximately 35,000 inhabitants (Figure 2-10). Cité industrialle is a well-

organised and innovative scheme where both the post-industrial classic spirit and the 

simplicity of socialists’ early utopian concepts are manifest. In his proposal, Garnier attempts 

to take into consideration all features of the city, including administration, housing, 

production spaces and agricultural practices.64 The scheme has four main functions: work, 

housing, health and leisure. These are clearly linked but separated from each other by space 

and green boundaries. The workers’ dwellings are designed based on rectangular blocks 

located in linear arrangements which gave the city an elongated form. Garnier’s housing is 

also one of the earliest sustainable towns with regard to energy efficiency: the units are 

 
61 Baykan, "History of CIAM and Team 10," 27. 
62 Fishman, Urban Utopias in the Twentieth Century, 27-28. 
63 Kiki Kafkoula, "On Garden-City Lines: Looking into Social Housing Estates of Interwar Europe," Planning Perspectives 

28, no. 2 (2013): 171-98. 
64 Dora Wiebenson, "Utopian Aspects of Tony Garnier's Cité Industrielle," Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 

19, no. 1 (1960): 16-24. 
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designed based on a passive solar architecture and the town would be powered by 

hydroelectric generators in a dam located in nearby mountains.65 In addition, Garnier’s plan is 

one of the first town schemes that considers the need for transportation for inhabitants, using 

railroads. Although Garnier’s Cité Industrielle was never built, echoes of his progressive 

vision can be seen in the following generation of utopias, especially the twentieth-century 

garden cities and company towns. 

 

Figure 2-10 Tony Garnier’s Une Cité Industrielle 

(Source: Wikimedia, cc by-sa 4.0 -

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Plano_vista_a%C3%A9rea_de_%22una_ciudad_industrial

%22.png, 2016) 

 

As an avant-garde mastermind, Le Corbusier also proposed several utopian visions in the 

early twentieth century. Most of these visions, including Ville Contemporain, never came 

close to realisation. However, the Pessac project was one of his progressive designs for 

collective housing that did have the chance to be constructed. Pessac housing was proposed at 

a time when modern architecture had entered into a particularly fruitful phase. This project 

was designed for the workers of a sugar factory outside the Bordeaux region, and it was one 

of France’s first attempts at social housing (Figure 2-11). By the time of the development of 

the Pessac housing in 1924, Le Corbusier had presented his idea of “what a modern house 

ought to be: a machine to live in,”66 and he injected all the ideas about Minimum Dwelling 

and Functionalism that he had developed through the first and second CIAM, the Congrès 

Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne, into this project. The Pessac units were in several 

ways designed according to Le Corbusier’s five points of architecture, including freestanding 

 
65 Supriya Pundlik. "Tony Garnier: Une Cite Industrielle (1917)." Manchester School of Architecture, 
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66 Philippe Boudon, Lived-in Architecture: Le Corbusier's Pessac Revisited (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1979). 
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facades, horizontal strip windows and the Dom-Ino frame. This project is one of the first 

clustered housing projects to use modern technologies and materials. The dwellings included 

six different types of flat-roofed houses with roof gardens, and were made up of identically-

sized prefabricated modules, which greatly reduced the construction cost of the project. 67 

Although the project faced a wave of criticism at the time of its construction, it inspired a 

large number of subsequent housing projects, including the Donnybrook housing estate in 

London by Peter Barber Architects. 

 

Figure 2-11 A two-storey house in Le Corbusier's Pessac housing 

(Source: Flickr, cc by 2.0 - © Photograph by Fred Romero, 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/129231073@N06/27857718112/in/photostream/, 2015) 

 

CIAM and the Question of Minimum Housing 

The rise of the CIAM was a turning point in the history of social housing, especially during 

the interwar and post-war eras. In fact, the outcome of some CIAM, particularly the first and 

second congresses, determined the design and orientation of collective housing in this period, 

and in many ways afterwards. Interestingly, the theories that came out of the early CIAM 

have had a significant impact on the question of social housing even in many non-Western 
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nations, including Iran. In this regard, it is important to review some of the critical incidents 

regarding the formation of CIAM, and the consequences of the first and second congresses. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the modern movement was on the way, and many 

European architects with similar ideas gathered at various events to discuss the existing state 

of architecture and housing in general in Europe. In the history of contemporary architecture, 

these events are considered to have played an important part in laying the foundation for both 

the modern movement and new approaches to the provision of social housing. The key events 

were: Dusseldorf Congress of Progressive Architects (1922), The International Competition 

for the Chicago Tribune (1922), The International Competition for The League of Nations 

(1927), and The Stuttgart Exhibition organised by the German Werkbund (1927).68 Arguably, 

the discussions that took place in the Stuttgart Exhibition and the Competition for the League 

of Nations formed the first steps for the creation of the CIAM. The Stuttgart Exhibition 

brought together the prominent designers for the upcoming modern era, most notably Ludwig 

Mies van der Rohe, Peter Behrens, Walter Gropius, Ludwig Hilberseimer, Hans Poelzig and 

Le Corbusier. The Exhibition also highlighted the deep gap between neo-classicist artists and 

modern movement architects. A number of concepts that would influence the later 

development of social housing., including standardisation, functionalism, purism, geometric 

architecture, and using modern materials, were discussed for the first time at the Stuttgart 

event. 

CIAM was established at the Chateau de La Sarraz, Switzerland, in June 1928, and the first 

meeting was organised in Paris by Le Corbusier and Gabriel Guevrekian.69 The overall goal 

of CIAM (1928 – 1956) was to purify and cleanse the modern architecture movement of neo-

classicism, expressionism and any form of divergent tendencies.70 In addition, CIAM 

attempted to form an international avant-garde of modern architecture and to advocate the 

movement.71 There were important names and international groups participating in congresses 

of the pre- and post-war periods; the most influential teams who contributed to the pre-war 

CIAM discussions included MARS (England), GATEPAK (Spain), and the French, Dutch 

and Swiss teams.72 

 
68 Baykan, "History of CIAM and Team 10," 23. 
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71 Mumford, The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism: 1928-1960, 9. 
72 Eric Paul Mumford, Defining Urban Design: CIAM Architects and the Formation of a Discipline, 1937-69 (New Haven: 
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The first and second CIAM congresses were influenced by the ongoing housing issues 

between the 1900s and 1930s. Despite several previous short-lived attempts to establish 

certain measures in affordable housing construction, including the Stuttgart Exhibition, the 

European consensus on the standardisation, normalisation and minimalisation of residential 

environments began with the first and second CIAM congresses which were organised in La 

Sarraz, Switzerland in 1928, and Frankfurt, Germany in 1929. Most of the first CIAM work 

program was drawn up by Le Corbusier, with separate sessions on standardisation, hygiene, 

modern architectural expression, as well as education in new construction techniques, such as 

prefabrication, led by different architects.73 The first conference ended with a declaration 

insisting on “the need for a new concept of architecture which will fulfil the material, 

sentimental and spiritual demands of present day of life.”74 

However, it was the second CIAM agenda, titled “The Minimum Subsistence Dwelling” or 

Die Wohnung fur das Existenzminimum, that not only transformed the concept of, and 

standards for, the minimal affordable dwelling, but also highlighted CIAM’s position on the 

modern movement and its hostility to the prevailing housing ideas, such as the concept of 

garden estates.75 Similar to the first CIAM congress, part of the second congress concentrated 

on the issues of high rent and the hygiene of dwellings. However, most of the sessions were 

dedicated to defining the concept of Minimal Dwelling and its economic and physical 

foundations. The most important session of the congress started with the question of "Low, 

Mid, or High-Rise Building?" Also controversial was the issue of  high-rise apartments or 

slab-type buildings with thirty to fifty square metre minimal units, which were presented as 

the best form for the new affordable housing design.76 It was noted that the slab-forms that 

utilised recent construction techniques and materials were able to meet users’ requirements 

for “light, air and openness,” and could facilitate a better collective lifestyle.77 Walter 

Gropius, among others, argued that the mass production of high-rise dwellings could be the 

key factor in housing cost reduction, with explicit reference to Ford's automobile assembly 

line’s production and speed.78 Le Corbusier similarly argued that high-rise housing with 

maximum density was the true solution to housing issues, and that “economic, social, and 

 
73 Peter G. Rowe, Modernity and Housing (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1993). 
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75 See Mumford, The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism: 1928-1960, 9-15. 
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(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2007). 
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cultural life were all dependent on a high density of settlements.”79 After the congress, an 

exhibition of the Minimum Dwelling Unit was held, and 207 different plans of a minimum 

dwelling were presented on 1.2x2 meter boards in an identical graphic format.80 Arguably 

skyscrapers ascending from open spaces, supported by a vast vehicular system, became the 

foundation for pre-World War II CIAM ideology, a concept that justified the mass production 

of high-rise slab housing. 

The emergence of the International Style was another turning point that affected the provision 

of housing on a global scale. The term International Style or International Modernism was 

introduced by Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson in the Modern Architecture 

International Exhibition held at the New York Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) on February 

9, 1932.81 The intention of the exhibition was to introduce a universal modern style for large-

scale architectural production and urban development, using specific radical works by 

carefully selected architects, including Le Corbusier, Mies and Gropius, to encapsulate the 

common stylistic aspects of modern architecture globally. Hitchcock and Johnson formulated 

three key elements of the International Style: the articulation of volume instead of mass (to 

maximise the amount of floor space for a given site); the emphasis on balance rather than 

preconceived symmetry; and the use of plain surfaces and rejection of ornamentation.82 

Fuelled by the housing shortage caused by the Second World War, this controversial 

“international solution” was widely exported, and employed by a large number of countries as 

a tool for capitalistic ideologies, including Iran, as will be highlighted in the next chapter. 

 

Social Housing and Ideology 

Politics has been an important dimension of social housing. In many countries with a 

particular political agenda, especially those with a radical attitude and geopolitical tension, the 

state ideology has played the leading role in the design and provision of affordable housing. 

Indeed, social housing can be easily employed as an ideological tool for different purposes: 

for example, it can be utilised as a symbol representing the country’s architectural image or 

ideology; on the other hand, it can be used as an efficient tool for social engineering. These 
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variations on the theme of social housing can be tracked in many countries including Iran. 

Interestingly enough, “ideological social housing” projects are doomed to failure, as they 

usually reject the reality regarding the universal aspects of social housing. In this regard, it is 

essential to discuss a few well-known examples that demonstrate the effects of ideology on 

the question of social housing. This discussion will help readers to comprehend the Iranian 

government’s ideology on the provision of social housing in the pre-revolutionary era, which 

will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 

Figure 2-12 The Narkomfin, a well-known communal dwelling in Moscow, 1928-30 

(Source: Wikipedia, cc by-sa 

4.0 - https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Moscow_Narkomfin_6894-96a.jpg, 2017) 

 

 

It can be argued that the concept of “minimal dwellings” and the notion of standardisation 

existed before the CIAM and the Stuttgart Exhibition, found in the ideology and manifestos of 

the Russian Constructivists and in the architecture of Red Vienna. In fact, early CIAM 

members attempted to advance and disseminate the existing ideologies and concepts of 

minimum dwellings, like the communal apartments in Moscow, due to their fast construction 

speed, capacity for mass production, repeatability and communal lifestyle.  

In the case of the Soviet Union, Marx’s claim that “private economic housing” must pave the 

way for a “collective domestic economy,” emerged through the development of radical 

urbanistic and Communal Housing or Collective Housing, also known as Dom-Kommuna 

file:///C:/Users/dd/Dropbox/Thesis/Words/Failure/cc%20by-sa%204.0
file:///C:/Users/dd/Dropbox/Thesis/Words/Failure/cc%20by-sa%204.0
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(Figure 2-12).83 In 1919, Marx’s idea was amplified by Vladimir Lenin’s declaration that 

"real emancipation of women, real communism, will begin only where and when an all-out 

struggle begins (led by the proletariat wielding state power) against petty housekeeping, or 

rather when its wholesale transformation into a large-scale socialist economy begins.”84 These 

extreme ideas led to the mass provision of communal housing with collaborative 

housekeeping and community cooking/dining that was intended to highlight the liberation of 

women and demonstrate animosity towards capitalism in post-revolutionary Russia.85 As a 

result, from 1919 to 1921, massive communal dwellings were built in Moscow. Additionally, 

the concept of Dom-Kommuna remained imperative to avant-garde planners and spread all 

over the Soviet Union and into the parts of Europe, even after Lenin’s New Economic Policy 

in 1921.86 After the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, the concept of communal 

housing was largely forgotten due to many reasons, especially the globalisation of Western 

life values, which significantly affected the design of social housing in many countries, 

including Russia.  

 

Figure 2-13 Karl Marx-Hof housing in Vienna 

(Source: Wikipedia, cc by-sa 

4.0 - https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:D%C3%B6bling_(Wien)_-_Karl-Marx-Hof_(2).JPG, 

2018) 
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As in the Soviet Union, the idea of affordable housing became part of the core ideology of 

Vienna’s social democrat administration. After the downfall of the Habsburg Monarchy, the 

Vienna Social Democratic Party, or the “Reds,” gained an absolute majority in May, 1919. At 

this time, Vienna was the only city in the world with a social-democratic administration, 

where a left-wing dogma of reform was implemented and evaluated for the first time.87 

Indeed, Vienna, the capital of Austria, was governed by the red party from 1918 to 1934, and 

the term “Red Vienna” emerged at this time. However, political upheaval and the war brought 

a flood of refugees from Eastern Europe and increased the housing shortage,88 and Vienna 

faced petitions and protests from refugees and settlers. As a result, in a public speech, Mayor 

Jacob Reumann pledged the purchase and provision of lands, building materials and 

construction assistance to the public.89 In such a revolutionary environment, the provision of 

council housing or Gemeindebau became more important than a simple policy; it was the first 

realisation of a social utopia through which one could experience the difference between 

“capitalistic ‘usury’ and socialist municipal politics” in everyday life.90 Thus the final mission 

of the social housing was to illustrate what a socialist society could achieve: “...big cities are 

able even in a capitalistic society to carry out a considerable piece of socialist work. A social 

democratic majority in the City Council can also show in a capitalistic state what creative 

power is inherent in socialism.”91 

At the beginning of the housing movement, settlers created cooperative associations and 

received financial support from the municipality of Vienna.92 Adolf Loos was appointed as 

the Chief Architect of the Vienna Settlement Office, Siedlungsamt, and collaborated 

substantially in training the cooperatives.93 The first large-scale settlements were built at 

Rosenhügel, Friedensstadt, Heuberg and Hermeswiese, and were all influenced by the garden 

estate movements of Britain and Germany. Loos also designed his own terrace house project 

called “House with one wall.” Subsequently, a large number of prominent architects offered 

their own housing projects, including Josef Frank and Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky, Ferdinand 

Schuster, Franz Kaym, Alfons Hetmanek, Ernst Egli and Hugo Mayer.94 After that, the Office 
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of Urban Construction, or Stadtbauam, managed the overall implementation of the housing 

program, and the Department of Architecture itself handled the design of small public 

projects.95 Due to the fact that a number of sophisticated and well-known architects worked 

there, the most radical projects of Red Vienna emerged from that department. For example, 

Karl-Marx-Hof (Figure 2-13), which became the symbol of Red Vienna, was designed by 

Karl Ehn, the head of the Department of Architecture, in 1927.96 At this historical juncture, 

architects were relatively free with regard to the design of the projects; recent research has 

shown that there were no design regulations. This not only clarifies the reason behind the 

various building types, but also explains the meaning of what was the Vienna logo for many 

years, “Vienna is different.”  

Interestingly, as with communal housing in Russia, the Red Vienna social housing experience 

was not successful, and could not be continued in the same way. Perhaps one could find the 

reason in Manfredo Tafuri’s critique of the architecture of Red Vienna. According to Eve 

Blau, for Tafuri, “Red Vienna was a hopeless political project.”97 The contradictions between 

the existing isolated technology of Austrian industry, the authority’s ideology, the political 

economy and architectural form, all doomed the project before it started.98 Indeed, Vienna 

Rossa was a “declaration of war without any hope of victory” for both Marxist and socialist 

utopist.99 

 

Social Housing After the Second World War: The Crisis 

The post-war theoretical transitions regarding the provision of social housing were another 

turning point in the generic discourse on social housing. During the war, Iranian cities were 

not affected by any side of the conflict due to Iran’s state of neutrality. However, the 

architectural legacy of the post-war era had significant influence on many Iranian architects, 

and the emerging discourses of social housing in Iran.   

By the end of the war, America, Britain and many other European countries faced their most 

challenging housing shortage of the century. In Europe, vast number of homes had been 

severely damaged by bombing, and many were destroyed. In 1945, the British government 

announced that 750,000 new dwellings were needed in England and Wales to deliver housing 
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to all families.100 In the United States, while no continental cities were directly affected by the 

war, returning soldiers, refugees from Europe, new migrants and the rapid birth-rate 

contributed to the lack of housing from the 1940s to the mid-1960s.101 

In the post-war era, high-rise and concrete slab housing were widely exported under the name 

of the International Style. Many countries utilised these typologies to respond to the housing 

crisis due to their fast construction speed and low cost, with little consideration to local 

culture, environment, or national identity. In fact, these glamorous high-rise or slab dwellings 

were clearly intended for universal application.102 Although a number of CIAM members 

raised questions of regional identity and cultural preservation in the fourth and fifth CIAM 

congresses (1933 and 1937), it was not until the late 1940s that the role of regional cultures in 

desirability and durability became tangible. At this time, the high-rise housing and modern 

minimal dwellings created a deep sense of disorientation and lack of belonging and identity 

among local communities, especially in countries with deeply rooted building traditions. 

Perhaps the introduction of Bay Region Style as an alternative to the International Style was 

the first alarming sign of the failure of the post-war modern architecture agenda in the 

provision of social housing. At the Museum of Modern Art’s symposium “What is happening 

to Modern Architecture” in 1948, it was noted that the modern movement was in a period of 

gestation and had “not yet arrived at a consistent style.”103 At the symposium, the 

International Style was interpreted as a post-functionalist approach that disregarded human 

needs and regional characteristics, leading to a new international opposition to the type of 

architecture it had once championed. In reaction, a few participants, including Christopher 

Tunnard and Ralph T. Walker, insisted on a new architecture that emphasised humanism, 

individual psychology and sociological features. At the conference, Lewis Mumford 

highlighted the Bay Region Style as a potential model for the solution to the existing unclear 

state of architecture, stating that “[the Bay Region Style is] nothing but an example of a form 

of modern architecture which came into existence without growth and which is so native that 

people, when they ask for a building, do not ask for it in any style.”104 He continues, “That is 

the healthy state that we should have in every part of the world. To me, that is a sample of 
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internationalism, not a sample of localism and limited effort.”105 In fact, from Mumford’s 

point of view, the style is only legitimately “international” when it adopts regional 

modifications.106 Although the concept of Bay region was admired by a group of participants 

due to its regional and climatic considerations, some accused Mumford’s idea of being a 

culturalist attempt to reject the modern movement’s perspective concerning the “industrial 

and machinery life” of habitats. In another reaction, Walter Gropius tried to moderate 

Mumford’s harsh criticism concerning the modern movement by quoting Wassily Kandinsky 

(1866-1944): "Let's not say ‘either/or,’ anymore but ‘and;’ let's not exclude anything but 

include everything.”107 

While the International Style was being disseminated outside Europe and America in the late 

1940s, debates over its negative influence on local cultures were also emerging, especially in 

Asia and the Middle East. Although the founders of the International Style tried to create a 

style devoid of any ideological, cultural, religious or regional undertones,108 several 

authorities used it for political purposes. For instance, between 1940s and 1970s, the Royal 

government of Iran commissioned a number of well-known architects who followed the 

International Style for their architectural interventions, especially in the domain of public 

housing. In line with the regime’s ideological agenda, this strategy was to change the 

traditional and “backward” image of the country; in addition, it sought to position the nation 

on the track of global modernisation and propagate a new identity for the existing semi-

peasant society. 

 

From Machine Ideology to Particularism 

Between the 1940s and 1950s, the modern movement saw a massive transformation in its 

theories regarding housing and residential architecture. The criticisms of existing theories and 

architectural typologies that emerged in this era, along with new housing design approaches, 

significantly influenced the existing discourse on social housing, especially in countries with 

a particular culture, and tradition. 
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In the first place, few masters of the movement were altering their agenda and perspective 

towards collective housing. As one of the founders of CIAM, Le Corbusier was among the 

architects who made a slight turn from minimalist dwelling towards a new modern housing 

that took a more flexible approach towards local culture in its design, shifting from machine 

ideology to particularism. This claim could be examined through analysing Le Corbusier’s 

shift from the Pessac habitat towards the Algiers housing. When the first phase of the Pessac 

project was delivered in 1920, it was evident that there was a clear distance between the 

workers’ culture and the modern lifestyle that Le Corbusier imposed on them through his 

architecture. As a result, the residents altered the units based on their own preferences, 

demonstrating a real conflict between what the architect intended and what the occupants 

wanted.109  

By contrast, when the design of the Algiers project was finished in the early 1940s, the 

scheme highlighted Le Corbusier’s adaptation to the region, and his distance from mechanical 

patterns and functional organisation.110 In this project, Le Corbusier continued his progressive 

and radical utopian visions through imposing several gigantic residential blocks, along with 

an elevated concrete motorway from east to west; however, the region’s topography, climate 

and beauty were clearly foregrounded in this project. In addition, he used the female body as 

inspiration for his plan configurations.111 Using regional features, Arabian courtyard elements 

and modern materials, Le Corbusier tried to ensure that each residential unit’s facade was 

different from its neighbours, to express his turn “from angular brutalism toward the more 

plastic and poetic forms.”112 For William JR Curtis, the project stressed pluralism, and was a 

“transposition from Ville Radieuse principals into a particular culture and landscape context 

in which it was necessary to accentuate the idea of organic growth on the basis of a cellular 

module.”113 According to Kenneth Frampton: 

Le Corbusier’s 1930 Algiers plan was his last urban proposal of overwhelming 

grandeur. Reminiscent of the sensuous sprit of Gaudi’s park Guell, his ecstatic 

enthusiasm seems to have spent itself here in passionate poem to the natural 

beauty of the Mediterranean. From now on his approach to city planning was to be 
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more pragmatic, while his urban building types gradually assumed less idealised 

forms.114 

In the early 1950s, the general trend towards the modern movement housing prescriptions was 

severely criticised by a new generation of modernist architects. The CIAM 9 (1953) agenda, 

titled “The Charter of Habitat,” clearly shows the gap between the previous masters’ 

philosophy and that of the new architects. At the congress, the founders of CIAM, like Le 

Corbusier, Gropius, Eesteren, Giedion and Sert announced their retirement.115 The younger 

generation of CIAM members, most notably Alison and Peter Smithson from Team 10,116 

attacked the established system of CIAM. Through the congress, the previous CIAM agenda 

of functional organisation and minimalisation was rejected, and a search for a deeper 

understanding of the relationship between the individual and the community in architecture 

was recommended.117 Later, new CIAM members, most notably Team 10, introduced new 

terminologies such as “identity,” “communities,” “plan flexibility” and “human engagement 

or association.”118 In a 1954 meeting in Doorn, Netherlands, a number of Team 10 members, 

also known as the “Doorn group,”119 released their own manifesto, in total disregard of the 

existing CIAM agenda. After the meeting, the “Statement on Habitat” was introduced, which 

highlighted: 

Urbanism considered and developed in the terms of the Charte d'Athènes,120 tends 

to produce ‘towns’ in which vital human associations are inadequately expressed. 

To comprehend these human associations, we must consider every community as 

a particular total complex. In order to make this comprehension possible we 

propose the study urbanism as communities of varying degrees of complexity.121 

Additionally, it was noted that the new habitats should be developed according to the region’s 

context and appropriate ecological field;122 these statements clearly showed a break from the 

“Internationalism” of modern architecture in favour of “Particularism,” a new pluralist 

architecture with a stress on individuals.  
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By the time of the CIAM 10 gathering in Dubrovnik, 1956, the Congrès Internationaux 

d'Architecture Moderne was falling apart, and the modern movement was going through its 

darkest days. In fact, in the 1950s, the theoretical unity of CIAM was non-existent and “it 

became evident that CIAM with over 3000 members had become too diffuse to cover any 

subject.”123 At the congress, Team 10 created a number of new design principles concerning 

social housing, including the concept of cluster housing as an alternative to the high-rise 

minimal dwellings. With the introduction of these new ideas, the congress broke apart and old 

members left Team 10 to their positions. In addition, most progressive national groups also 

dissolved themselves, which ultimately resulted in the total termination of CIAM. However, 

Team 10 had found its purpose and continued to meet at Doorn and Otterloo in 1959.124  

A decade after the end of Second World War, and with the emergence of a stable political 

climate, prefab tract-houses, intimate cluster low-rise dwellings and high-rise blocks became 

the prevalent housing movements in America and Europe. As with the Garden City concept 

after the Great War, the new culturalists’ works and the spread of tract housing received a 

large amount of criticism. Many scholars claimed that new suburbs such as Levittown in 

Pennsylvania were undesirable, and that in their opinion these dwellings “did not seem to be 

architecture.”125 In addition, a large group of countries still preferred to utilise the previous 

high-rise housing, due to its fast construction and low building cost. As a result, social 

housing plans continued to follow the progressivist agenda, and most post-war housing 

programs ended up with monotonous high-rise residential areas. Perhaps the capitalist agenda 

behind continuing this trend can be understood through a statement made by Alison and Peter 

Smithson: 

[At that time, governments] were rehousing people, but the life that [citizens] 

were expected to live was not only dreary but already socially obsolete. 

Condemning the new towns became a popular sport, but as they were an 

economic success, nothing could move the authorities into investing alternative 

housing methods.126 
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Social Housing: Commodification Versus Humanism 

As the aforementioned transitions were taking place in the post-war era, the ideologies of late-

capitalism127 were rapidly spreading throughout Europe and America, with particular 

influence on urban plans and housing projects. In the post-war era, the housing shortage, 

population growth and economic crisis all encouraged a large group of European countries to 

follow capitalist policies, including using mechanised fast production systems, to restore their 

economies and make more profit. Within a short time after the end of the Second World War, 

modern architecture became completely absorbed into the capitalist system, due to its ability 

to be transformed into a standardised commodity. As Karl Marx highlights, once something 

becomes a product, it is on the way to exploitation,128 and within capitalism, “architecture is 

commodified when it is bought and sold, or discussed in square feet and number of 

bathrooms.”129 Since the early period of modernism, late capitalist principles have turned the 

process of urban planning into a system to “manipulate land values,”130 in order to extract 

maximum profit from real estate investment. In addition, this situation has caused architects 

to be exploited, and creatively limited by the forces of standardisation and the increasing 

speed of the production and consumption cycle, rather than free to consider inhabitants’ 

needs, spatial experiences and novelty in their designs. All these factors resulted in the growth 

of many unpleasant residential environments, leading to rapid urbanisation. 

Arguably, since the Great War, and especially in the post-war era, social housing has become 

a political issue as governments have taken control of its design and production. Modern 

architecture accepted the limits that were dictated by the post-war socio-political and 

economic situation. In addition, social housing became a tool to pacify people with regard to 

their expectations of the state. Architects with utopian ideas have been removed from the 

actual production of social housing projects, and “utopia became of service to development as 

a reserve of tendentious models and as an arm for extraction of consensus.”131 Subsequently, 

the direct relationship between architects and users was destroyed, and the new power 

structure transformed housing into a consumer good, absolutely at the mercy of mechanical 

production and a new free market economy. As a product, social housing has been gradually 

 
127 Late stage capitalism, or the culture of latest capitalism, is a popular term used to target the unjust state of modern-day 

capitalism from about 1945 onwards. The term explains the deception and absurdities of capitalism “as it digs its own grave.” 

See Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991). 
128 Karl Marx, "Economic and Philolophic Manuscripts of 1944," ed. Progress Publishers (Moscow1974). 
129 Benjamin Flowers, ed. Architecture in an Age of Uncertainty (New York: Routledge, 2014), 17. 
130 Flowers, Architecture in an Age of Uncertainty, 18. 
131 James Philip O'Brien, "Possibilities for Architectural Production under Capitalism" (Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology, 2007), 29. 



Social Housing: An Ongoing Story 

43 

 

sabotaged or terminated when it failed to respond to the requirements and expectations of the 

consumer.132 Even in the case of socialistic countries with a free market economy, the concept 

of affordable housing has failed, as the free market is not able to provide something 

affordable in the face of government intervention, informal market activity and price-setting 

monopoly. The notion of social housing came to an end under the globally uneven power of 

capitalism. 

Seeing the emergence of these negative consequences, many scholars criticised the modern 

movement as an incomplete project, and some stated that modernity was no longer innovative 

or suitable for the ethical and logical basis of modern life.133 The provision of undesirable 

modern dwellings severely affected the modern movement, and contributed to its termination. 

The emerging generation of young architects, most notably Team 10, challenged progressive 

schemes with harsh criticism, and insisted on the relation between “users, environment, 

[place], culture and history.”134 It was at this time that extensive culturalist and humanist 

discourses emerged, attempting to revive the relation between living environments and users 

according to the post-war situation. For example, Kevin Lynch’s idea of “mental mapping and 

behavioural geography” (1960); Gordon Cullen’s “Townscape Movement” (1961); Bernard 

Rudofsky’s “Architecture without Architects” (1964); the “Pattern Language movement,” 

founded by Christopher Alexander (1965); and Christian Norberg-Schulz’s “phenomenology 

of place” (1970) all discussed the existing problems of Western cities, and called for new 

approaches to create human-friendly environments and habitats. These new humanistic 

discourses were welcomed by many countries, including Iran. It formed a new basis for 

architectural intervention, especially in the area of collective housing. 

Lastly, the March 1972 demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe housing complex, which had become a 

symbol of the capitalist solution to the shortage of housing and commercial residential 

developments,135 was interpreted as the total failure of both Modern architecture and its 

“international prescription” for generating new residential environments. Arguably, the failure 

of Pruitt-Igoe and other similar housing projects in the 1960s and 1970s should be understood 

not simply as a failure of modern architecture, but as a consequence of the process of 
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commodification, the state of modernism, and commercial developments benefiting the 

capitalist system as it consumed architecture. According to Lawrence Cheng, when the 

capitalist system takes control of both the supply of resources and the production, it causes 

conflicts and contradictions on three levels: 

First, the mismatch of official policy and the actual needs and interests of the 

community; second, the rigidity of the design solution (arrangement, sizes, 

distribution, and services of the dwelling) does not satisfy the particular demands 

of the community; third, the lack of personal involvement in the management and 

maintenance of the environment creates a dependence on public service, and 

finally leads to dissatisfaction with the inefficiency and ineffectiveness of public 

bureaucracies.136   

The architects who trained under the idea of the failure of Modern architecture and its housing 

agenda soon caused the emergence of new trends in the design of social housing around the 

world, especially in developing countries with old traditions. For example, in Iran, the 

Second-Generation architects137 were hired by the Iranian authorities and positioned in the 

important sectors of the state due to their compatibilities and culturalist agenda. In the 1970s, 

the Second-Generation architects introduced new architectural work, and built several 

masterpieces in Tehran and other cities. Combining traditional architectural elements, the 

language of modern architecture, and a consideration of humanistic design principles, these 

architects not only presented a poetic interpretation of modern architecture, but also created a 

new alternative way to mediate between local cultures and the universalisation of Western 

lifestyle. 

 

What is Happening to Social Housing? The Current Trends 

In the West, the provision of social housing largely continued under three main design 

approaches after the 1970s. Interestingly, each of these practices has appeared in many non-

Western countries, including Iran.  

Firstly, the new nativist or humanist groups, most notably the members of Team 10, 

attempted to replace modern architecture’s capitalistic elements, such as standardisation and 

minimalisation, with newly developed concepts like users’ psychological needs, space 

 
136 Cheng, "Policy and Design in Urban Social Housing: A Reconciliation," 17. 
137 The term “Second-Generation architects” refers to the Iranian graduate students in architecture who trained in Europe and 

America under the mentioned culturalist or humanist discourses between the 1950s and late 1970s. 
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adaptability, regional expression, and post-occupancy responses.138 Through the efforts of this 

group, more flexibility and freedom have become evident in some new habitats. In addition, a 

number of themes that had been rejected by earlier generations of modern architects, 

including place identity, assumed a higher priority.139 For instance, based on the 

aforementioned design features, George Candilis, Alexis Josic & Shadrach Woods proposed 

housing projects in the Middle East, most notably in Iran. 

The second approach, which is most visible in nations with non-Western cultures, seeks to 

form a new syntax by combining the language of modern architecture with local traditions 

and regional elements. Since the late 1960s, a small group of architects trained in the post-war 

milieu, have chosen this alternative path. These architects have attempted to explore how 

historical and regional forms, that generate an identity of place and sense of belonging for 

users, can be synthesised with the modern architectural language. Among them, Alvaro Siza, 

Wang Shu and Raj Rewal are the most notable architects who used these ideas to design a 

number of innovative social housing projects from the late 1960s onwards (Figure 2-14). 

However, the third approach, the provision of modern high-rise or slab affordable housing has 

continued as the prevailing trend. In response, many scholars have argued that it is not 

possible for social housing design to arrive at something better or more innovative while 

architecture is still subsumed and exploited by capitalism. Manfredo Tafuri was one of the 

first historians to write extensively on architectural theory, specifically on modern 

architecture, utopianism, and their relation to the economic realm of capitalism, publishing his 

work in the 1960s and 1970s. According to Tafuri, after the 1930s, “Architecture as the 

ideology of the ‘Plan’ is swept away by the reality of the ‘Plan’ at the moment the plan came 

down from the utopian level and became an operant mechanism.”140 He continues, “The crisis 

of modern architecture begins in the very moment in which its natural consignee - large 

industrial capital - goes beyond the fundamental ideology, putting aside the superstructures. 

From that moment on architectural ideology no longer has any purpose.” 141 Tafuri believes 

that the economy is vital to any consideration of innovative architectural production under the 

capitalist system. Tafuri insists on the fact that innovative utopian production has been 

repeatedly suppressed in the face of devastating market forces, including real estate principles 

 
138 Rowe, Modernity and Housing, 59. 
139 Rowe, Modernity and Housing, 58. 
140 Manfredo Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia: Design and Capitalist Development (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1999), 135. 
141 Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia: Design and Capitalist Development, 135. 
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and financial speculation, which successfully proven only to fuel the market economy and 

existing production and consumption systems.142 

 

Figure 2-14 Raj Rewal's CIDCO Low Income Housing in Navi Mumbai 

(Source: Wikipedia, cc by-sa 

4.0 - https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CIDCO_Low_Income_Housing_in_navi_Mumbai.jpg, 

2018) 

 

Since the 1980s, some theorists have asked the question, what territory remains for innovative 

architectural production under the forces of capitalism and globalisation? Among them, 

Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre were almost the first architects to name Critical 

Regionalism as an alternative way to stand against the rapid reproduction of commodified 

 
142 O'Brien, "Possibilities for Architectural Production under Capitalism," 66. 
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architecture. The term Critical Regionalism was originally coined by these two authors in 

their 1981 essay “The grid and the Pathway,”143 in an effort to resist the hegemonic 

architectural movements of the era, namely Postmodernism and the International Style. In the 

article, Tzonis and Lefaivre, who are Greek and French-Canadian respectively, attempted to 

warn against the “ambiguous reactionary nature of regional reformism”144 and Postmodernist 

appropriation of historical forms. Tzonis and Lefaivre’s subsequent attempts to introduce 

Critical Regionalism were defined in relation to, and against, the universalism deployed 

through “globalisation of information and Western cultural values.”145 Tzonis and Lefaivre 

stated that no new architecture could endure without considering a new relationship between 

designer and user, a new link that could be maintained by Critical Regionalism, “a bridge 

over which any humanistic architecture of the future must pass.”146 

Although Tzonis and Lefaivre did not mention the capitalist influence on contemporary 

architectural production, in an indirect way they attempted to battle mechanical reproduction, 

minimalisation and commodification as the consequences of the globalisation of Western 

capitalist values. According to Tzonis and Lefaivre, Critical Regionalism revives the 

relationship between architecture and its user indexed by capitalism, engaging the object with 

the subject through an imagined dialogue in which place-defining elements and modernist 

architectural language are incorporated “strangely” instead of “familiarly.”147 This process of 

“defamiliarisation,” which is hard to grasp and even disturbing, tries to identify, decompose 

and then recompose local components in order to deliver a “sense of place” in a bizarre “sense 

of displacement.”148 Such an architecture is thus critically aware, and displays the conditions 

of its production.  

In 1983, two years after Tzonis and Lefaivre’s essay, Kenneth Frampton remapped and 

reformulated Critical Regionalism in a discussion of Paul Ricoeur’s theories on rooted 

cultures and civilisation. In his essay, Frampton highlights Ricoeur’s statement that a “world 

culture hybridisation” would emerge through the cross-fertilisation between universal 

 
143 Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, "The Grid and the Pathway: An Introduction to the Work of Dimitris and Suzana 

Antonakakis," Architecture in Greece 15 (1981): 164-78. 
144 Kenneth Frampton, "Some Reflection on Postmodernism and Architecture," in Postmodernism, ed. Lisa Appignanesi 

(London: Short Run Press, 1993), 78. 
145 Gevork Hartoonian, "Critical Regionalism Reloaded," Fabrications: The Journal of the Society of Architectural 

Historians, Australia and New Zealand 2 (2006): 122-39. 
146 Tzonis and Lefaivre, "The Grid and the Pathway," 178. 
147 Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, "Why Critical Regionalism Today?," in An Anthology of Architectural Theory 

1965-1995, ed. Kate Nesbitt (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1996). 
148 Keith L. Eggener, "Placing Resistance: A Critique of Critical Regionalism," Journal of Architectural Education 55, no. 4 

(1984): 228-37. 



Social Housing: An Ongoing Story 

48 

 

civilisation and local cultures.149 According to Gevork Hartoonian, for Frampton, rapid global 

modernisation had contributed to universal placelessness; Frampton thus proposed that 

“different regions should retain their identity independent of the contradictions underpinning 

the dialogical relation of modernity with capitalism.”150  

In the present situation, many scholars and architects, fuelled by Frampton’s interpretation of 

Critical Regionalism, are formulating alternative forms of innovative housing production in 

the shadow of the globalisation of modernist architectural principles and capitalist influences. 

However, the topic is still young, and continues to be a controversial subject of discussion 

amongst critics and historians. 

 
149 Nelson Mota, "Between Populism and Dogma: Álvaro Siza’s Third Way," Footprint: Delft School of Design Journal 5, 

no. 1 (2011): 35-58. 
150 Hartoonian, "Critical Regionalism Reloaded," 132. 
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Chapter Three_ The History of Social Housing in Iran 

Introduction 

In order to comprehend the compelling reasons for the downfall of social housing in the pre-

revolutionary era, and the emergence of Shushtar New Town as a turning point, it is necessary 

to review the most critical events in the contemporary history of social housing in Iran. To 

this end, this chapter discusses the major events from the formulation of the concept of 

company town in the 1920s until the rise of Shushtar New Town in the 1970s. This analysis 

will be carried out with consideration to the major theoretical transitions in the question of 

social housing that were discussed in the previous chapter.  

The narratives regarding affordable and social housing between the 1920s to the 1970s in Iran 

could be examined under two different categories: the company housing constructed by oil 

companies in the southern regions, and the governmental social housing movement. It is 

necessary to study these movements separately. As it will be discussed shortly, the oil 

company towns were generally constructed and supervised by foreign powers; in addition, 

their design largely followed colonial segregationist principles which were not part of the 

Iranian government social housing agenda. Indeed, these diverse trends in “housing” barely 

interacted with, or contributed to, the design of one another. Of course, some foreign and 

Iranian architects who were engaged with the pre-revolutionary government’s public housing 

projects wrote about the oil towns and were inspired by the image of these green oases. 

However, the housing planning of this industrial housing could not cause a methodological 

change in the general politics of governmental housing design in Iran.  

Taking a chronological approach, the first part of this chapter focuses on the Iranian oil 

company towns and the formulation of the early affordable dwellings under the name of 

company housing. The 1908 discovery of oil in south-west Iran, and the subsequent 

collaboration between Iran and Western states, resulted in a new financial and political 

chapter for the Iranian people. These changes not only caused transitions in Iran’s social and 

cultural structure, but also brought with them Iran’s first modern town planning and 

affordable housing projects, which were undertaken in its oil-rich regions. The history of 

affordable oil company housing has been neglected in the discourse on contemporary social 
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housing in Iran,1 despite the fact that some of the oil company housing projects could be 

considered the best and most durable examples of culturally- and environmentally-friendly 

affordable housing in the contemporary history of social housing in Iran. This section will 

highlight the narratives concerning the company housing and provide information that will be 

drawn on in the final chapter, in explaining the success and failure of the Shushtar project. 

The second part of this chapter discusses the history of governmental social housing in Iran 

from the 1920s to the 1970s. Again, taking a chronological approach, this section focuses on 

the provision of social housing through considering the government’s project of modernity, 

the regime’s Westernisation ideology, and the most important socio-political incidents that 

affected the question of social housing in Iran. Although highlighting the Iranian 

government’s modernisation program and political events may not, on the surface, appear 

relevant, one cannot fully and accurately understand the rise and downfall of Iranian social 

housing without being aware of these facts. Furthermore, as will be discussed shortly, the 

reasons for the emergence of Shushtar New Town and its design are also embedded in the 

narratives regarding the existing project of modernity and social engineering. 

 

Iranian Oil Towns Between 1908 and 1979 

The Rise of Anglo-Persian Oil Company and the Early Company Towns 

In the late 1890s, Iran was an agrarian society ruled by Mozaffar Ad-Din Shah (1853-1907), 

the fifth Qajar king of Persia.2 At that time, the relationship between the Persian Qajar 

dynasty and Britain was strengthening. Since the British considered Persia, a strategic region 

with rich valuable resources, by the end of the nineteenth century they had increased their 

presence in the country through different contracts. In 1901, an English mining entrepreneur, 

William Knox D’Arcy (1849-1917), signed a contract with Mozaffar ad-Din Shah Qajar, for 

oil exploration.3 As a result of this treaty, D’Arcy achieved the exclusive right, for sixty years, 

to explore and extract oil in an area of southwest Iran covering 1,242,000 square kilometres.4 

In exchange, the Persian government would receive £20,000 (£2.0 million today) and 16% of 

 
1 See also Kaveh Ehsani, "Social Engineering and the Contradictions of Modernization in Khuzestan's Company Towns: A 

Look at Abadan and Masjed-Soleyman," International Review of Social History 48, no. 3 (2003): 361-99. 
2 For more information, see Irvand Abrahamian, A History of Modern Iran, trans. Ebrahim Fattahi (Tehran: Nashre Ney 

Publisher, 2017). See also Percy Sykes, A History of Persia, 2 vols., vol. 2 (New York: Routledge, 2004). 
3 Katayoun Shafiee, Machineries of Oil: An Infrastructural History of Bp in Iran (Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2018). 
4 Mohammad Hasan Nia, History of Iran's Oil Industry 1901–1914 (Tehran: Amirkabir, 2015), 89-101. 
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the oil company's annual profits.5 After several attempts to find oil, in 1904 D’Arcy 

relinquished most of the oil extraction rights to a Glasgow-based firm, the Burmah Oil 

Company, in order to maintain financial support for his search.6 Finally, after switching the 

drilling site to the city of Masjed Soleyman and the Naftun area, D’Arcy found oil in May 

1908.7 Shortly after, in 1909, Burmah Oil created the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC) 

with some local involvement, though it was the top shareholder of the newly established 

company.8 

After the creation of APOC, the firm initiated two main strategies to maximise profit from the 

1901 agreement. Firstly, they undertook further exploration for oil in nearby regions. 

Secondly, they looked for the most efficient way to process and transport the oil to markets 

outside of Persia. The company first targeted nearby areas for further oil investigation, 

including Haftkel, Naft Sefid, Gachsaran and Aghajari. In addition, the company selected the 

Abadan region, which was located 300km south-west of Masjed Soleyman, as the location to 

refine, pack and export crude oil.9 Abadan was chosen for several reasons. The region had 

access to the Persian Gulf through the Arvand river, also known as Shatt al-Arab, which could 

be used as a canal for large ships. Besides, Abadan already had some shipping infrastructure 

and docks that could be used for primary material importation, workforce migration and oil 

exportation. Abadan was well-known for its natural water resources, which made it an ideal 

location for both living and establishing a refinery factory.10  

After the 1908 discovery of oil, accommodation and office buildings were considered an 

urgent necessity for the expansion of the company and for subsequent oil exploration. During 

the first days of oil exploration, the English engineers had to live in tents, or rent traditional 

houses in rural areas or towns. However, after 1909, APOC decided to build several 

residential dwellings for its English staff, visiting advisors and skilled foreign labourers from 

other colonies, India in particular.11 The first APOC housing projects and offices appeared in 

Masjed Soleyman and Abadan in the early 1910s. Both the dwellings and offices were built in 

the style of the region’s flat-roofed traditional houses, and were constructed by native people 

 
5 Shafiee, Machineries of Oil: An Infrastructural History of Bp in Iran, 87. 
6 Shafiee, Machineries of Oil: An Infrastructural History of Bp in Iran, 27. 
7 Arash Khazeni, Tribes and Empire on the Margins of Nineteenth-Century Iran (Washington: University of Washington 

Press, 2010), 148. 
8 Hasan Nia, History of Iran's Oil Industry 1901–1914, 221-38. 
9 Masoud Foruzandeh, Illustrated History of Iranian Oil (Tehran: Abed, 2017). 
10 Iraj Vali Zadeh, Anglo and Bungalow in Abadan (Tehran: Simia Honar, 2012). 
11 James H. Bamberg, The History of the British Petroleum Company, 2 vols., vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2010). 
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using local materials, including brick and stone. By the mid- to late 1910s, new buildings 

were designed in the style of English cottage houses and bungalows, with hip and Dutch-

gable steel roofs, due to the importation of metal beams and steel sheets. Building proper 

accommodation for Iranian workers was not a priority for the company. Native labours had to 

live in filthy tents or nearby traditional houses with high rents and unpleasant conditions.12 

By the late 1910s, as a result of population migration from rural areas to oil-rich towns, 

APOC authorities had to rethink the housing policy for the local workforce. Two significant 

factors had forced this. First, the company gradually had started to train and hire skilled 

Iranians as technicians and official staff, and the firm could not leave these new employees 

without proper accommodation. Second, the discrimination apparent in the difference 

between the accommodation provided for foreigners, which had the latest cooling and heating 

systems, and the poor conditions of Iranian workers, raised opposition from the local 

population. Even Indian workers, who typically worked as professional gardeners, were 

placed in better accommodation than many local workers. As a result, some locals interrupted 

the extraction of oil by stealing oil-well parts or drilling tools, and many threatened the 

company’s foreign staff and their families in the name of nationalism.13 In the late 1910s, the 

cities of Masjed Soleyman and Abadan experienced the first interaction between Iranian 

peasants and a modern Western lifestyle. The protests that ensued clearly showed that the 

locals not only welcomed the imported and strange style of the houses, they fought to have it 

for themselves. 

The 1920s Oil Company Towns  

The Anglo-Persian Oil Company started the first housing project for local employees in 

Masjed Soleyman in the early to mid-1920s. Due to the construction of the refinery, the 

company had built a number of dwellings for the British in Abadan. However, it was the 

Cheshm-e Ali district in Masjed Soleyman that saw the first oil town for foreign staff, skilled 

local workers, and Iranian technical elites. In the original scheme, the English engineers 

designed three different types of dwellings in two separate zones. One zone consisted of a 

small number of units for Iranians, and the other zone, located away from the locals, was for 

the senior English staff. At this time, locals’ accommodation was constructed of masonry 

 
12 Parviz Aryanfar, "The History of Iranian Oil Towns: Part One," ed. The Museum and Archive of Oil Industry (Tehran: 

National Iranian Oil Company, 2018). 
13 See the Anglo-Persian Oil Company relations with the Bakhtiari tribe in Hasan Nia, History of Iran's Oil Industry 1901–

1914, 331-48. 
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walls, using stone blocks typically laid and bound together by a lime mortar. The design 

offered tiny semi-detached rooms, known as Bist-futi Ghadimi,14 with flat roofs, organised in 

straight lines (Figure 3-1). Unlike the Masjed Soleyman traditional houses, these new 

dwellings were not designed according to the region courtyard models that maintained the 

traditional notion of privacy for the users. As a result, many residents constructed walls 

around their units to provide privacy for their tiny living spaces. These units were not 

climatically responsive. In addition, the company designed the locals’ accommodation 

without toilets, bathrooms, or kitchens; the residents had to use public toilets and prepare their 

food in communal kitchens, or Bokhar. By contrast, the houses built for the English staff 

included two large four- or five-bedroom bungalow designs, each with a kitchen, luxury bath 

and separate gardens in the back and front. These staff dwellings were constructed with a steel 

structure, as well as local stone blocks, metal beams and galvanised steel roofs with curved 

and gable shapes (Figure 3-2).   

 

Figure 3-1 The Bist-futi Ghadimi units, Masjed Soleyman 

(Source: NISOC, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the National Iranian South Oil 

Company archive, 1961) 

 

It should be noted that the first company town in Masjed Soleyman was designed without any 

specific idea of town planning. Instead, it was based on a racial and segregationist zoning 

 
14 The term Bist-futi Ghadimi is the localised English expression equivalent to “old 20-foot units.” 
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agenda that reflected colonial principles of the era. Nevertheless, for the locals these new 

townships demanded a new lifestyle and contained a number of strange and challenging 

modern amenities such as electric lamps, sewerage systems, mailboxes and occasionally 

heaters powered by oil or gas. Within a few years, due to the need for transportation and other 

necessities of the Western lifestyle, Masjed Soleyman, or the “City of Firsts,” required 

modern infrastructure: the first airport in the Middle East was built in this city, as well as 

water treatment plants, railways, hospitals, English schools, mass planted gardens and roads, 

sports facilities and power plants, all built in the early and mid-1920s.15  

 

 

Figure 3-2 A British staff bungalow built in 1920s, Masjed Soleyman 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 

 

 
15 Danesh Abbasi Shehni, The History of Masjed Soleyman: From Ancient Times to Today (Tehran: Hirmand, 2015). 



The History of Social Housing in Iran  

55 

 

 

 

Figure 3-3 A Staff quarters in Braim, Abadan 

(Source: NISOC, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the National Iranian South Oil 

Company archive, 1951) 

 

At the time of the APOC developments in Masjed Soleyman in the late-1920s, the company 

simultaneously initiated housing projects in other regions, including Abadan. As mentioned 

above, the company began construction on a refinery in the early 1910s. Initially, oil extracted 

in Masjed Soleyman was carried in barrels by pack animals to Abadan for exportation. The 

Abadan refinery was completed in 1912, and by 1913 pipelines were built to transfer oil from 

the wells in the Masjed Soleyman hills to the refinery.16 A refinery map from 1910 shows that 

the first part of the factory was quickly established with lines of bungalows.17 The first 

bungalows were built of an iron structure with a palm-wood roof.18 Soon after, the company 

built bungalows with imported bricks, in a local architectural style employing the traditional 

 
16 Nasser Golzari, "Abadan and Khorramshahr, Iran," in Architecture and Globalisation in the Persian Gulf Region, ed. 

Muray Fraser (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013), 218. 
17 Mark Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," Planning Perspectives 12, no. 

3 (1997): 341-59. 
18 See the figure 1 in Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," 343. 
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flat roof.19 Like the situation in Masjed Soleyman, labourers first lived in shanty towns or 

tents, located to the southeast of the refinery.  

 

Figure 3-4 A middle-ranking staff house in Braim 

Source: By the author, 2019 

 

By the late 1920s, the APOC had developed the bungalow area, also known as Braim, to keep 

the English staff and new Iranian technicians close to the refinery.20 In a 1928 plan designed 

by British APOC engineers, the rows of small bungalows were expanded to an extended 

pattern of roads and housing zones. For instance, for the low-ranking staff, the scheme offered 

semi-detached two-storey bungalows designed in the style of the regional flat roof arch-type 

houses (Figure 3-3). The middle-ranking employees were usually accommodated in flat-roof 

houses with three to four bedrooms (Figure 3-4). The plan also designated four- to seven-

bedroom cottage bungalows for the high-ranking staff and managers. Additionally, small 

 
19 Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," 342. 
20 Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," 342. 
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barrack-like bungalows with flat roofs were constructed for skilled bachelors (Figure 3-5 and 

Figure 3-6). The plan proposed a set of public facilities for the company’s foreign employees, 

as well as a club, swimming pool, tennis courts and gardens. As a green oasis, the Braim 

neighbourhood was the first company town in Iran built with such facilities, and designed 

with a hint of English Garden City principles, combined with local architectural elements. 

This small paradise was created using vast quantities of imported construction materials and 

extensive labour for irrigation and planting, as well as the employment of professional 

gardeners who had worked at Kew Gardens in England and in New Delhi.21 Despite this, the 

Braim housing still followed colonial principles, disregarding accommodation needs and 

traditions of the local workers.  

 

Figure 3-5 Entrance to a block of bachelor flat in Braim, Abadan 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 

 

Simultaneous with the construction of Braim in Abadan, the Anglo-Persian Oil Company was 

also engaged in another oil extraction project in the Haftkel region. Haftkel was a remote area 

laid out on an undulating site approximately 80km southeast of Masjed Soleyman. After the 

 
21 Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," 343. 
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1927 discovery of oil in Haftkel, its large oil and gas fields were considered the biggest 

resource in Iran.22 As a consequence of this discovery, the company immediately shifted its 

focus to this region, initiating a number of oil wells, and a company town for its employees. 

The APOC town designers followed the same segregationist zoning plan as in Masjed 

Soleyman, with one major difference: the construction of bungalows with courtyards for both 

the company’s foreign staff and local elites. Similar to the original Masjed Soleyman and 

Braim schemes, the senior English staff dwellings comprised four- to five-bedroom 

bungalows with the latest cooling and heating technologies were located in a separate area 

from the Iranians’ accommodations. Flat-roof bungalows for the natives were smaller in size 

and had no active cooling or heating systems. The plan also delivered an airport, cinema, 

club, school and gardens, exclusively for the use of English staff. It seems convincing to say 

that these modern facilities for a small company town was a part of British colonial policies to 

persuade personnel to stay and work in remote areas. 

 

Figure 3-6 A Braim bachelor accommodation map 

Source: By the author, 2019 

 
22 NISOC, "Iranian Oil Production 1910s-1930s," (Ahvaz: National Iranian South Oil Company, 1971). 
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The 1930s Transitions in Town Planning: The First Turning Point 

The 1930s socio-political changes in Iran can be understood as the first major factor that 

affected the Anglo-Persian Oil Company’s housing strategy in Iran. In 1925, at the end of the 

Qajar dynasty, and the beginning of the reign of Reza Pahlavi (Reza Shah or First Pahlavi, 

1878-1944), the process of industrialisation and modernisation was taking place all over the 

country.23 Reza Shah, who was well-known for his patriotism and nationalist agenda, argued 

that William K. D’Arcy’s deal with the previous government was not profitable for the 

country. He encouraged the cabinet to withdraw from the contract and start a new negotiation 

for a better deal with the United Kingdom.24 After a long discussion between the two sides, 

APOC agreed to sign a new contract with the Iranian government in April 1933.25 The new 

agreement was approved by the Iranian National Consultative Assembly on May 28, 1933, 

and received Reza Shah’s assent.26 The deal provided the APOC with new sixty-year oil 

extraction rights, but reduced the area under APOC exploration to 260,000 square 

kilometres.27 It also required the company to make an annual minimum payment of £750,000 

to the Iranian Empire.28 With the 1933 contract, the APOC also promised to provide Iranian 

workers with better salaries, and to provide good living conditions at their facilities by 

building schools, hospitals, roads and communication systems.29 The Anglo-Persian Oil 

Company survived and continued its vast oil exploration under the new contract; however the 

firm was asked to change its name to the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC) in 1935, when 

Reza Shah requested foreign countries and delegates use the name “Iran,” the historical name 

used by local people, instead of Persia.30  

The 1930s political transitions in Britain’s strategies for its colonies were a second key point 

that affected the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company’s industrial towns. In this period, proper town 

planning became part of the colonial governing agenda of the British Empire. This shift in 

British government policy was related to several factors. First, by the late 1920s Britain was 

facing large nationalist movements and ethnic tensions in many of its colonies, most notably 

 
23 Amirjani, "Architectonics in Pre- and Post-Revolutionary Iran," 11. 
24 Chelsi Mueller, "Anglo-Iranian Treaty Negotiations: Reza Shah, Teymurtash and the British Government, 1927–32," 

Iranian Studies 49, no. 4 (2016): 577-92. 
25 Shafiee, Machineries of Oil: An Infrastructural History of Bp in Iran, 51. 
26 Budd Herbert, Small World, Big Market: Global Business (Maryland: Lexington Books, 2014), 61. 
27 Shafiee, Machineries of Oil: An Infrastructural History of Bp in Iran, 51. 
28 Shafiee, Machineries of Oil: An Infrastructural History of Bp in Iran, 109. 
29 Stephen Kinzer, All the Shah's Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East Terror, Second ed. (New Jersey: 

Wiley, 2008), 67. 
30 Shafiee, Machineries of Oil: An Infrastructural History of Bp in Iran, 99-102. 
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in India and Africa.31 Simultaneously, England was facing the largest economic crisis in its 

history – the Great Depression.32 Britain was desperately trying to keep control of its valuable 

colonies, and, as a result, utilised new propaganda and other strategies to suppress and control 

tensions in the colonies, including providing better town planning and living environments for 

natives. Despite this, local administrations in the colonies were increasingly criticising 

English planners for not understanding local tradition.33 In response, the colonial 

administrative bodies began hiring large numbers of architects who had been trained under 

the influence of Garden City movement. At this time, architects in Europe, in particular 

Congrès Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne (CIAM) members, considered urban 

planning an economic and political tool that could be employed to improve society as a 

whole.34 As a result, several new colonial architects, most notably Charles Reade in Australia 

and Albert Thompson in South Africa, began to plan new towns in harmony with local 

conditions.35 These transformations in Britain’s colonial town planning can be tracked in a 

letter from the Secretary of State for the Colonies of the British Empire, Lord Passfield, to the 

British colonial governors in 1930: 

I have the honour to inform you that I have recently been giving consideration to 

the question of town and regional planning in the Colonies. I think it may safely 

be said that careful planning of this nature, bearing in mind the probable 

development over a long period is essential to the fullest and healthiest 

development of which any particular area is capable. Town and regional planning 

in the proper sense is not a matter of new projects which would not otherwise 

have been undertaken; but should rather be regarded as an orderly and scientific 

method of controlling work already in progress or inevitable in the future, in a 

manner which secures the best and most far-reaching economical results from 

current expenditure as it takes place … I therefore request that you will give your 

sympathetic consideration to the subject, particularly with regard to the 

desirability of appointing a Regional Planning Officer in all cases where any 

considerable development of residential, commercial, industrial, or transport 

conditions can be foreseen. If such an officer is appointed, he should be given an 

opportunity of scrutinising and commenting on plans for important projects at an 

early stage of their examination. It is, of course, open for consideration in the light 

of local circumstances whether town and regional planning is of sufficient 

importance in any Colony for the work to be regarded as a matter for the normal 

and continuous activity of Government, requiring the creation of a permanent 

planning organisation, or whether it would be sufficient to appoint a trained man 

 
31 Caroline Cohn, "India and Nigeria: Similar Colonial Legacies, Vastly Different Trajectories: An Examination of the 

Differing Fates of Two Former British Colonies," The Cornell International Affairs Review 7, no. 1 (2013): 18-30. 
32 The Great Depression, also known as the Great Slump in the United Kingdom, is the largest and most profound of Britain’s 

economic downfalls in the twentieth century. It occurred around the 1930s, as a result of the global Great Depression. 
33 Robert k. Home, "Town Planning and Garden Cities in the British Colonial Empire 1910–1940," Planning Perspectives 5, 

no. 1 (1990): 23-37. 
34 See the 1930s CIAM theoretical transitions in Mumford, The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism: 1928-1960. 
35 Home, "Town Planning and Garden Cities in the British Colonial Empire 1910–1940," 28. 
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on a temporary agreement to examine a particular problem. In most cases the 

latter will probably be the best course to adopt.36 

The combined result of changing socio-political conditions in both Iran and Britain meant that 

the subsequent Anglo-Iranian Oil Company towns were given more freedom and flexibility in 

their approach to native employees and regional living conditions from the 1930s onwards. 

For the first time the company hired a British architect, James Mollison Wilson (1887–1965), 

to design and expand the oil towns in Iran.37 Previously, the early APOC towns had been 

designed by English engineers or mechanical technicians who had little knowledge of town 

planning and housing design. Wilson was among a number of young architects who were 

given considerable amounts of work in parts of the British Empire before and after the Second 

World War. According to Mark Crinson, Wilson had experience working as an assistant to Sir 

Edwin Lutyens on a New Delhi scheme from 1913 to 1916.38 He had also collaborated in 

1935 with Harold C. Mason, who had been a colonial architect in Iraq between 1921 and 

1935.39 Wilson had designed a number of projects for the Iraq Petroleum Company and had 

simultaneously begun to receive commissions from 1927 by the APOC.40 However, Wilson 

didn’t officially start his career in Iran until the early 1930s. His work included everything 

from designing individual offices through to the planning of new residential districts in 

Abadan, Masjed Soleyman and Haftkel, as well as other oil towns Gachsaran, Agha Jari and 

Bandar-e Mahshahr.41 

Reviewing Wilson’s work in Iran, it is clear that he was not interested in any colonial 

segregationist design principles. Rather, Wilson tried to find a language that mediated 

between British government interests and local Iranian culture. In fact, Wilson was aware of 

the increasing nationalism in the Middle East, and warned against creating disparities in 

housing provision. To confront this issue, he proposed two different strategies. First, he 

advocated new residential areas with a less segregationist approach to encourage racial 

mixing. Second, Wilson developed new types of dwellings in the existing oil towns that were 

more sympathetic to local people’s lifestyle. 

 

 
36 Robert k. Home, Of Planting and Planning: The Making of British Colonial Cities (Abingdon: Routledge 1990), 187-88. 
37 Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," 348. 
38 Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," 348. 
39 Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," 348. 
40 Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," 348. 
41 See also Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," 348. 
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As his first work in Iran, in 1934, Wilson planned a new district for Abadan, called 

Bawarda.42 Analysing Wilson’s scheme for Bawarda, it can be argued that his plan was a 

reinterpretation of Tony Garnier’s 1917 Une Cite Industrielle,43 with slight changes in axes 

and housing orientation (Figure 3-7). It is possible that Wilson chose Garnier’s proposal as a 

source of inspiration due to its commonalities with the request from the AIOC. Both schemes 

were supposed to be self-governed industrial towns, located near a factory and close to a 

river. Both plans also comprised low-density housing, communal buildings and offices 

connected to a transportation system. For the design of the public buildings, Wilson utilised 

some elements from other architects’ work in other colonies, most notably from Lutyens’s 

work in New Delhi. In turn, Wilson’s work in Abadan inspired subsequent works in other 

colonies. For example, Wilson’s 1938 plan for the Technical Institute in Bawarda directly 

influenced the architecture of Walter Sykes George (1881-1962) in Delhi, most notably in his 

design for St. Stephen’s College and the University of Delhi Hindu College, projects that 

were completed in 1941. 

 

Figure 3-7 A Comparison between the Bawarda habitat and Garnier's industrial town 

(Source: on the left, NISOC, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the National Iranian 

South Oil Company archive, 1951; on the right, Wikimedia, cc by-sa 4.0 - Photograph reproduced 

from 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Plano_vista_a%C3%A9rea_de_%22una_ciudad_industrial

%22.png, 2016) 

 

For his 1934 Bawarda plan, Wilson proposed five major types of dwellings to accommodate 

different classes of employees, without differentiating in terms of location between the 

 
42 Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," 349. 
43 Tony Garnier ‘s proposal, Une Cite Industrielle (1917), was a complete industrial town for approximately 35,000 

inhabitants.  The Une Cite industrialle was a well-organised and monumentally innovative scheme where the industrial spirit, 

socialist utopian principals and the region cultural conditions were manifested.  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Plano_vista_a%C3%A9rea_de_%22una_ciudad_industrial%22.png
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Plano_vista_a%C3%A9rea_de_%22una_ciudad_industrial%22.png
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foreign and Iranian staff. The Bawarda scheme was planned based on three- to seven-

bedroom masonry houses with courtyards at both the back and front. In Wilson’s proposal the 

seven-room, two-storey dwellings with flat roofs, known as Tower Houses (Figure 3-8), were 

given to the high-ranking staff. For lower-rank staff, Wilson designed gable-roofed detached 

blocks, each comprised of four three-bedroom units with a small front and back yard. For the 

first time in the history of company towns in Iran, these dwellings used regional elements, 

forming a new house typology. For example, Wilson magnificently articulated the Tower 

Houses with layers of the Iranian brick-work that can be found in traditional houses in Isfahan 

or Dezful. Wilson also utilised the concept of vernacular Iranian verandas and traditional 

balconies (Shah Neshin and Eyvan) in order to design a new type of dwelling that could not 

be attributed purely to either Iranian architectural tradition or any English house (Figure 3-9 

and Figure 3-10). The use of traditional blue tiles was another innovative idea in the design of 

the Bawarda houses, representing the notion of “water and sky” as mystical elements in 

traditional Iranian dwellings. In addition, the house plans were based on the traditional Iranian 

hierarchy of entrance (Selsel-e Marateb-e Vorodi) and “entry division spaces” (Hashti).44 

These considerations maintained the privacy of family members, rather than causing a 

physical encounter with guests or strangers. Employing the concepts of the Garden City and 

bungalows in conjunction with Iranian brickwork, blue tiles, and traditional house plans, the 

Bawarda project created a strong sense of place and belonging for both its local and foreign 

residents. In fact, due to the tectonic expressions evident in several buildings and houses, one 

might categorise the Bawarda project as anticipating the principles of Critical Regionalism, 

and the ideas propounded by post-war architects, most notably Team 10 in the 1980s. 

Through the Bawarda project, Wilson totally rejected the AIOC ethnocentric principles of 

colonial planning, using Garden City planning ideals. During the construction of Bawarda, the 

Anglo-Iranian Oil Company repeatedly broadcast their willingness to give the majority of the 

Bawarda houses to their Iranian employees. However, after the completion of the first parts of 

the project in the late 1930s, the company could not resist its colonial inclinations. In practice, 

only a small number of the Bawarda houses were given to native employees, and it was only 

the middle- and high-ranking Iranian married couples, trained in British universities, who 

were eligible to be placed in the Bawarda housing.45 Like the previous company towns in 

 
44 In many introverted traditional houses in Iran, a divisional space, or Hashti, follows the main entrance. Its purpose was to 

maintain the traditional notion of privacy for the family members, in particular for housewife. A Hashti could be planned in 

different models, including rectangular, square, octagonal and hexagonal shapes. See chapter five in Mohammad Karim 

Pirnia, An Introduction to Islamic Architecture of Iran (Tehran: Sorush Danesh, 2005). 
45 Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," 351. 
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Abadan, the company did not accommodate minimum-wage workers or contract labourers in 

Bawarda, which resulted in more dissatisfaction among large groups of locals.  

To improve the housing conditions in other Anglo-Iranian Oil Company towns, Wilson 

attempted to apply the same strategies that he had employed in the Bawarda project. 

However, by the mid-1940s, Wilson had been unable to recreate the same masterpiece in any 

other oil town. Perhaps this was due to the Great Depression and the subsequent collapse of 

the United Kingdom’s economy, which affected town planning in a few British colonies. In 

addition, transporting building materials from Abadan to other cities was a challenging task. 

In this regard, it was only the key AIOC cities, Masjed Soleyman and Abadan, that saw 

developments between the late 1930s and the end of the Second World War. In contrast, other 

oil towns experienced poor planning and a minimal housing design approach.  

 

Figure 3-8 A Tower House in Bawarda, Abadan 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 

 

Naft Sefid oil town is a case of poor planning and the company’s minimalisation policy 

between 1940 and 1945. The planning of Naft Sefid began one year after the 1938 discovery 

of oil in this region. Naft Sefid is located on sloped land close to the Zagros mountains, 
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approximately 100km to the south of Masjed Soleyman. Due to the terrain conditions, Wilson 

planned the oil town based on a zoning system that separated the dwellings on different flat 

lands based on their typology. The final outcome of Wilson’s proposal did not deliver any 

sense of a garden city. In Naft Sefid, Wilson composed three different housing typologies, all 

constructed with local materials and galvanised roofs. For the lower-rank staff, Wilson 

designed gable-roof block dwellings that consisted of six two-bedroom units with backyards. 

Detached shed-roof houses with two bedrooms and a backyard were dedicated to the middle-

rank staff (Figure 3-11 and Figure 3-12), and another identical shed-roof type with three-

bedrooms to the professional technicians and senior staff. Wilson planned Naft Sefid housing 

with a consideration of the region historical elements, including a symbol of Elamite ziggurat 

which could be found in the entrance of the audience hall of Darius in Persepolis, and also in 

the pattern of the local Bakhtiari clothing for men, known as Chugha (Figure 3-13). 

Additionally, Wilson located the toilets in the enclosed courtyards, away from the interior 

spaces. These design strategies responded to the culture and lifestyle principals of the locals. 

However, the houses were small in size and Wilson did not attend to the Iranian notions of 

privacy and flexibility. 

 

Figure 3-9 A Bawarda senior house with an open veranda on its roof, Abadan 

Source: (NISOC, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the National Iranian South Oil 

Company archive, 1956) 
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Figure 3-10 A Bawarda senior house map with an open veranda 

Source: By the author, 2019 

 

Figure 3-11 The two-bedroom shed-roof units, Naft Sefid 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 
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Figure 3-12 The plan of two-bedroom shed-roof units, Naft Sefid 

Source: By the author, 2017 

 

Figure 3-13 The pattern of Chugha in the entrance of a Naft Sefid dwelling 

(Source: on the left, Photograph by the author, 2017; on the right, Wikimedia, cc by-sa 4.0 – the image 

reproduced from 

https://fa.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D9%BE%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%86%D8%AF%D9%87:Chugha_t

exture.jpg, 2014) 

 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
https://fa.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D9%BE%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%86%D8%AF%D9%87:Chugha_texture.jpg
https://fa.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D9%BE%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%86%D8%AF%D9%87:Chugha_texture.jpg
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Iranian Oil Towns Between 1945 and 1950 

After the end of the Second World War, the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company saw increasing 

tension in its oil-fields, which resulted in new strategies to ensure the welfare of its workers. 

According to Iranian Oil Company statistics covering all the AIOC oil fields, up until 1945, 

only 700 married Iranian employees were living in houses, while approximately 1000 single 

staff and 200 professional workers were placed in single rooms.46 In another report, of the 

65,461 staff in Abadan, of whom only 2357 were British, less than 1% of Iranian employees 

were housed in company-built oil towns by the end of the Second World War.47 It was 

evident that the AIOC faced a total failure regarding the provision of adequate living 

standards for its Iranian employees. As a consequence of this failure, large groups of 

employees began a strike in 1946.48 At the same time, the Iranian Royal Government was 

becoming disenchanted with the actions undertaken by AIOC to improve conditions, and sent 

its representatives to investigate the oil towns.49 In 1946 a report from the Minister of 

Finance, Morteza Gholi Bayat, concluded that these tensions were caused by the AIOC’s 

arrogant policies concerning local workers’ accommodation, minimum wages, hygiene and 

food.50 The report also made note of some guerrilla opposition in the oil fields from 

communist groups, most notably the Tudeh Party,51 who viewed the oil extraction as an 

exploitation of Iran’s natural resources by a colonial regime.52 On the other hand, the Iranian 

parliament enacted its first labour law in 1946, which required companies and employers to 

maintain a certain standard in the conditions of their staff and workers.53 In response, the 

AIOC accepted these strategies, announcing reforms for the better welfare of the workers. In 

addition, the company elected Sir Frederick Leggett as a labour advisor, to investigate the 

situation and prepare an action plan.54 

 
46 Parviz Aryanfar, "The History of Iranian Oil Towns: Part Three," ed. The Museum and Archive of Oil Industry (Tehran: 

National Iranian Oil Ccompany, 2018). 
47 Crinson, "Abadan: Planning and Architecture under the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company," 347. 
48 Shafiee, Machineries of Oil: An Infrastructural History of Bp in Iran, 52. 
49 Aryanfar, "The History of Iranian Oil Towns: Part One." 
50 Aryanfar, "The History of Iranian Oil Towns: Part One." 
51 The Tudeh Party of Iran, Hezbe Tudeh, is an Iranian communist group, which was formed with the support of the Soviet 

Union during the 1940s development of the capitalist mode of production in Iran. See Aryeh Yodfat, The Soviet Union and 

Revolutionary Iran (Abingdon: Routledge, 2011). 
52 Kinzer, All the Shah's Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East Terror, 65. 
53 Habib Ladjevardi, Labor Unions and Autocracy in Iran (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1985), 62. 
54 James F. Goode, United States and Iran 1946-51: The Diplomacy of Neglect (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 1989), 87. 

See also Parviz Aryanfar, "The History of Iranian Oil Towns: Part Two," ed. The Museum and Archieve of Oil Industry 

(Tehran: National Iranian Oil Company, 2018). 
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Figure 3-14 The orange-roofed stepped-gable blocks in Koy-e Kargaran, Abadan 

(Source: NISOC, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the National Iranian South Oil 

Company archive, 1950) 

 

On Leggett’s recommendation in the late 1940s, the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company asked 

Wilson to prepare housing plans for workers in Abadan. Given the urgency of improving 

workers’ living conditions, Wilson quickly prepared a number of schemes for different areas 

in Abadan: a small plan for a district close to the north of Bawarda known as Jamshid Abad 

and Shahrak-e Darya; separate housing with communal buildings on the east side of the 

refinery, an area named Koy-e Kargaran; and a project for an area between the Bahmanshir 

river and the north side of refinery, Farah Abad. Reinterpreting the Bawarda two-bedroom 

houses, Wilson designed the entire Jamshid Abad district with one or two-bedroom semi-

detached gable-roof units. In the Koy-e Kargaran housing, Wilson proposed one or two-

bedroom units based on a different architectural language. This plan, which somehow 

followed Nyboder housing in Denmark, got attention for utilising orange-roofed stepped-

gable blocks made up of four two-bedroom units with small backyards (Figure 3-14). 

Similarly, Farah Abad also contained one- to two-bedroom dwellings. The Farah Abad 

district was one of the biggest projects created by AIOC for the local workers. 
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For the first time, it was in the aforementioned projects that the lifestyle of the locals, along 

with the region’s culture of building, were manifested in housing built specifically for the 

Iranian workers and low-wage employees. Previously, it was mainly the British staff units 

that were conceived through considering some regional elements. In Jamshid Abad, Koy-e 

Kargaran and Farah Abad, most of the dwellings for the workers had courtyards and were 

planned based on maintaining privacy for family members. In the case of the cultural 

elements, for instance, the stepped-gable roofs in Koy-e Kargaran could be understood as 

another interpretation of ancient ziggurats in the Khuzestan region. Besides, a large group of 

the Farah Abad houses expressed the region’s brick-works, especially in the facade of units 

and barrel-vault entrances (Figure 3-15). Nevertheless, analysing the construction of these 

projects it could be argued that the company still built the dwellings with low-quality 

materials, and in accordance with a strategy that minimised the cost. The towns similarly did 

not deliver any true features of Garden City or proper landscape design.  

 

 

Figure 3-15 A labourer dwelling in Farah Abad, Abadan 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 
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Figure 3-16 Left: Bist-futi Jadid housing with curved roofs. Right: M-shaped-roof dwellings, 

Cheshm-e Ali, Masjed Soleyman 

Source: Photographs by the author, 2017 

 

Simultaneous with the construction of this new labour housing in Abadan, the company 

attempted to improve the workers’ condition in its other oil fields. In Masjed Soleyman, 

Wilson designed new types of dwellings for workers in the existing AIOC towns.55 For 

instance, in the Cheshm-e Ali district, Wilson delivered semi-detached units, known as Bist-

futi Jadid,56 with two different roof types: two-room dwellings with M-shaped roofs for low-

wage workers, and three-room, arched-roof dwellings for the medium-wage and junior staff 

(Figure 3-16). Both typologies included small front yards with outdoor kitchens and 

bathrooms; however, the barrel-vault model was designed with extra courtyards in the middle 

of the plans (Figure 3-17 and Figure 3-18). Wilson also designed four-room gable-style 

houses with galvanised roofs for the high-rank Iranian workers and technicians. These houses 

were mainly conceived with large front- and backyards; these dwellings appeared in the 

Naftun, Si Berenj or C-Branch, Cooler-Shop and Cheshm-e Ali neighbourhoods. Most of the 

gable-style houses were equipped with gas heating systems, indoor kitchens and bathrooms. 

At this time, the company accommodated more Iranian workers than ever before in its oil 

fields; however, again, as with the Abadan workers’ housing, the new projects were 

constructed using inferior materials, and with a minimalisation agenda.   

 
55 Aryanfar, "The History of Iranian Oil Towns: Part Two." 
56 The term Bist-futi Jadid is the localised English expression equivalent to “new 20-foot units.” 
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Figure 3-17 The plan of M-shaped-roof units 

Source: By the author, 2017 

 

Figure 3-18 The plan of barrel-vault units, Masjed Soleyman 

Source: By the author, 2018 
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By the late 1940s, the spread of dissatisfaction caused by the inappropriate accommodations, 

along with continued deplorable living conditions for many workers, gave rise to harsh 

criticism of AIOC by Iranian intellectuals and clergy.57 While the Anglo-Iranian Oil 

Company had initiated several poorly constructed housing projects for the local staff, it still 

continued to build luxury houses in its key townships for the company’s English employees. 

 

For instance, in Masjed Soleyman, at the same time as construction was undertaken for 

workers’ housing, Wilson designed two more neighbourhoods in the Scotch Crescent and 

Camp Crescent areas with modern communal facilities, including a gym, swimming pools and 

cinemas (Figure 3-19 and Figure 3-20). The buildings were constructed with better quality 

materials, and according to Garden City planning principles, and only the English staff were 

allowed to use these public facilities. This discrimination, along with the low pay of 

employees, enabled Iranian authorities to criticise AIOC policies. Indeed, even the British 

labour attaché described the workers’ dwellings as “cottage[s] made of mud bricks” and 

“veritable slums” without any facilities.58 In the Jerusalem Post, an Israeli reporter who lived 

for several years alongside the Iranian workers in Abadan described the workers as “the 

poorest creatures on earth,” mentioning that “In debates with British colleagues we often tried 

to show them the mistake they were making in treating the Persians the way they did.”59 The 

reporter continues by relaying the answer that he typically got from the British staff: “We 

English have had hundreds of years of experience on how to treat the natives. Socialism is all 

right back home, but out here you have to be the master.”60 

 
57 See the second part of James H. Bamberg, The History of the British Petroleum Company (the Anglo-Iranian Years 1928-

1954), vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
58 Kinzer, All the Shah's Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East Terror, 95. 
59 Kinzer, All the Shah's Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East Terror, 96. 
60 Kinzer, All the Shah's Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East Terror, 96. 
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Figure 3-19 A bird’s eye view photograph of the Camp Crescent neighborhood, Masjed 

Soleyman 

Source: (NISOC, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the National Iranian South Oil 

Company archive, the early 1950s) 

 

Figure 3-20 A senior house in the Camp Crescent neighborhood, Masjed Soleyman 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 
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The 1951 Nationalisation, Coup and Consortium: The Second Turning Point 

By 1951, the increasing power of the opposition to the British in the oil fields had created an 

intense and widespread demand for the nationalisation of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. 

The most influential nationalisation movement was led by Mohammad Mosaddegh (1882-

1967), who was a member of the National Consultative Assembly for the National 

Front oppositional organisation, also known as Jebhe Meli Iran.61 In March 1951, the 

national legislative body of Iran voted to nationalise the oil industry and to create the National 

Iranian Oil Company (NIOC).62 The Shah of Iran, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi (1919-1980), 

appointed Mossadegh as Prime Minister in April 1951 following his nomination by the 

Iranian Consultative Assembly.63 In the aftermath of the nationalisation of the Iranian oil 

industry, the British AIOC staff, including James M. Wilson and his design team, were forced 

to leave Iran.64 In response, the United Kingdom imposed sanctions and a worldwide boycott 

on the purchase of Iranian oil.65 As a result of the decreased demand for oil, the Abadan 

refinery was closed and Iran faced an economic downfall, resulting in a crisis in its 

relationships with foreign powers. This ultimately affected the country’s development and the 

Shah’s aspiration to modernise Iran.66 Mossadegh’s growing popularity, as well as his 

relationships with Iranian communist parties, concerned both the United States and the Shah 

of Iran. The US sent Kermit Roosevelt, a Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) agent, to Iran to 

coordinate a plan of action with the Shah, Iranian military officers and the British Secret 

Intelligence Service (MI-6) to suppress Mosaddegh’s power.67 In August 1953, Mosaddegh’s 

cabinet was overthrown in a military coup code-named Operation Ajax.68 Mosaddegh was 

unjustly sentenced to three years in a military prison and kept under house arrest in exile until 

his death in 1967.69 

 
61 Christopher Bellaigue, Patriot of Persia: Muhammad Mossadegh and a Tragic Anglo-American Coup (New York: Harper 

Perennial, 2013). 
62 Tareq Y. Ismael and Jacqueline S. Ismael, Government and Politics of the Contemporary Middle East: Continuity and 

Change (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010). 
63 Ismael and Ismael, Government and Politics of the Contemporary Middle East, 162. 
64 Fakhreddin Azimi, "The Configuration and Role of Domestic Forces," in Mohammad Mosaddeq and the 1953 Coup in 

Iran, ed. Mark Gasiorowski and Malcolm Byrne (New York: Syracuse University Press, 2017), 21-25. 
65 Mary Ann Heiss, "The International Boycott of Iranian Oil and the Anti-Mosaddeq Coup of 1953," in Mohammad 

Mosaddeq and the 1953 Coup in Iran, ed. Mark Gasiorowski and Malcolm Byrne (New York: Syracuse University Press, 

2017). 
66 Heiss, "The International Boycott of Iranian Oil and the Anti-Mosaddeq Coup of 1953," 178-99. 
67 Donald N. Wilber, Regime Change in Iran: Overthrow of Premier Mossadeq of Iran November 1952 - August 1953 

(Nottingham: Spokesman, 2006). 
68 Wilber, Regime Change in Iran, 24-39. 
69 Azimi, "The Configuration and Role of Domestic Forces," 37. 
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A year after the coup, British Petroleum (the new name for the British side of the Anglo-

Iranian Oil Company after 1954) was forced by the US to participate in a consortium of 

different companies, which would bring Iranian oil back to the international market under the 

name Iranian Oil Participants Ltd (IOP).70 The IOP, also known as the Consortium for Iran, 

was made up of British Petroleum, Royal Dutch Shell, Gulf Oil, Compagnie Française des 

Pétroles and the Standard Oil Company of New York, Texaco, California and New Jersey.71 

Although foreign powers eventually accepted the nationalisation of the Iranian oil industry, in 

reality the Consortium simply imposed a different kind of control over Iranian oil fields. 

Despite this, under the Consortium, each company had its own responsibility for improving 

the Iranian oil industry and the conditions in the oil fields for local employees and their 

families.72 

 

Figure 3-21 Pirouz Abad housing, Abadan 

(Source: NISOC, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the National Iranian South Oil 

Company archive, the early 1960s) 

 
70 "The Consortium Agreement of 1954." Iran Review, http://www.iranreview.org/content/Documents/The-Consortium-

Agreement-of-1954.htm, 2016. January 12. 2017. 
71 Shafiee, Machineries of Oil: An Infrastructural History of Bp in Iran, 193. 
72 See Mary Ann Heiss, "The United States, Great Britain, and the Creation of the Iranian Oil Consortium, 1953-1954," The 

International History Review 16, no. 3 (1994): 511-35. 
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Oil Towns Between 1951 and 1979: The Golden Age 

The nationalisation of the Iranian oil industry played a key role in the eventual development 

of affordable company housing for Iranians in the oil fields. After the creation of consortium, 

the IOP controlled almost 85% of the world’s oil resources.73 However, the 1951 

nationalisation also created a sense of fear among the Western IOP members and 

demonstrated to them the potential consequences of unfair treatment and exploitation. As a 

result, these nations attempted to improve the welfare of the National Iranian Oil Company 

employees.74 From the mid-1950s until the Islamic revolution in 1979, Iranian oil towns 

experienced a revolutionary housing reforms for their local employees.  

 

Figure 3-22 The windows partitions and brick-work patterns in Pirouz Abad housing, Abadan 

(Source: NISOC, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the National Iranian South Oil 

Company archive, the early 1960s) 

 

The Pirouz Abad and New Site projects are clear examples of the post-nationalisation housing 

movement. For the first time in Abadan, with the collaboration of Dutch architects from the 

Royal Dutch Shell company, the NIOC planned a neighbourhood for local workers with 

 
73 Robert Mabro, Oil in the 21st Century: Issues, Challenges and Opportunities (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). 
74 Aryanfar, "The History of Iranian Oil Towns: Part Three." 
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public buildings and luxury facilities, including a swimming pool and cinema. Constructed in 

the late 1950s for the Pirouz Abad district, this housing project followed the American post-

war suburb design principles (Figure 3-21). The Pirouz Abad housing consisted of extended-

gable roof blocks, each delivering four two-bedroom units with two courtyards, and cooling 

and heating systems. These dwellings were built with high-quality construction materials and 

in consideration to the region’s architectural elements and the local lifestyle. For example, the 

new houses were planned according to the traditional Iranian architecture, including entrance 

hierarchy and entry division spaces. To maintain privacy, the windows and balconies facing 

the communal spaces were covered or blocked by partitions. Interestingly, these partitions 

were designed based on the region’s adobe and brick works (Figure 3-22). Simultaneously, 

the Iranian government also invited a few well-known post-war architects to design 

architectural and urban projects intended to contribute to the country’s project of modernity, 

and, despite this new Consortium housing, a number of these architects also proposed 

affordable housing for the NIOC workers. For instance, between 1956 and 1959, Georges 

Candilis (1913-1995) proposed a large habitat for the NIOC employees and labours in the 

south of the Pirouz Abad project.75 The design of this unbuilt project offered pinwheel-like 

houses holding two- to five-bedroom dwellings, constructed from prefabricated concrete and 

local bricks.76 

 

Figure 3-23 A working-class house in the New Site, Ahvaz 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 

 
75 See ArchiWebture: Online Architect Archive Inventories. "Fonds Candilis, Georges (1913-1995)." France Ministère de la 

culture et de la communication, https://archiwebture.citedelarchitecture.fr/pdf/FRAPN02_CANGE.pdf, 2017. July 20. 2018. 
76 Francisco Convers, "The Theory of the Cumulative from and Housing" (McGill Unversity, 1969), 155-56. 
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Figure 3-24 A New Site workers housing 

Source: By the author, 2017 

 

At the same time as the construction of the Pirouz Abad housing in Abadan, the Consortium 

was also engaged with building the New Site habitat, which could be considered the best pre-

revolutionary company town in Iran. This project was created for the NIOC staff and workers 

in an area near the Karun river in Ahvaz town, 140km north of Abadan. The New Site 

complex was designed in the late-1950s by the recently established NIOC Department of 

Roads and Housing, known as Edar-e Raho Sakhteman. This new construction and design 

department had hired a number of foreign and Iranian graduates in architecture and planning, 

who trained under the influence of the post-war architectural transitions in Europe and 

America. The New Site created an alternative housing model that mediated between the 

region vernacular architecture, local traditions, and the company towns production principals. 

This small utopia offered two- to six-bedroom dwellings for the NIOC staff and five other 

different housing typologies for workers, all of high quality and surrounded by green living 

spaces (Figure 3-23 and Figure 3-24). In comparison with the previous oil towns, the New 



The History of Social Housing in Iran  

80 

 

Site dwellings showed more dependency on the traditional Iranian lifestyle rather than 

Western life values. Although the company separated the staff and workers’ areas in the 

original scheme, the dwellings in both zones were constructed equally in terms of quality and 

amenities. In the New Site, all residents, including the low-rank workers and their families, 

were able to use the communal buildings and facilities. This project is the first and only 

company town for Iranian workers and staff that achieved socialist utopian objectives, 

including maintaining social equality, alongside the humanistic design principles of the 1950s 

as discussed in previous chapter. 

 

Conclusion  

Regardless of the post-revolutionary era,77 the history of Iranian oil towns can be categorised 

into four historical junctures. Before the 1930s, the Anglo-Persian Oil Company town 

planning strategy was based on a racial and colonial segregation policy, designed to accelerate 

the exploitation of Iranian oil resources. Between the early 1930s and 1945, the designs for 

the oil company towns showed more freedom and flexibility toward natives due to the 

political changes in Britain and the formation of opposition and nationalist groups in the 

Iranian oil fields. The increasing tensions in the Iranian oil fields and the introduction of the 

first labour laws forced the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company to provide better welfare for the 

Iranian labourers after 1945. However, the British could not resist continuing their colonial 

policies, which eventually resulted in the 1951 nationalisation of the Iranian oil industry. It 

was the legacy of Mosaddegh and his dream of oil nationalisation that finally created comfort 

and dignity not only for the workers in the oil fields, but in many ways for the entire country. 

Built between 1951 and 1979, the Consortium housing projects can be considered the best 

examples of company towns in the history of affordable housing in Iran. The Consortium 

residential projects have not only contributed to the current understanding of social housing 

design, but also illustrated alternative approaches for creating new habitats in regions with 

particular traditions and lifestyle. Obviously, the housing prescription of these green oases 

was not able to cause a methodological change in the general politics of housing design. The 

primary reason was that the oil town housing proposals could not be digested by the existing 

housing market and, thus, work within the capitalist mode of production of the pre-

revolutionary era. In fact, the oil towns were conceived according to colonial purposes, and 

 
77 The term “the post-revolutionary era” refers to the time since the downfall of the Pahlavi dynasty and the formation of the 

Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979.  
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the economic logic of the plans could not be adapted to the Pahlavi government’s agenda 

regarding the provision of affordable housing. As a universal issue, most similar utopian 

visions have been swept away by the reality of capitalist market ideology.78 The 

discontinuation of the oil industrial towns once again proved the significance of economic 

factors to public housing projects. The economic program is vital to any consideration of 

innovative housing production under the capitalist system.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
78 See Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia: Design and Capitalist Development, 135. 
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The History of Public Housing Between the 1920s and Mid-1970s: Social Housing 

as a Means of Social Engineering 

Modernisation and Housing Shortage (1920-1940s) 

As mentioned in the previous section, at the time of Reza Shah Pahlavi, the processes of 

industrialisation and modernisation were spreading throughout Iran. Previously, only the 

southwest of Iran was touched by the consequences of modernisation due to the development 

of the oil industry, while a large proportion of the country still lived in an agrarian peasant 

culture. Influenced by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s progressive reforms and the modern 

movement in Turkey, Reza Shah argued that modernisation was the only way forward in 

order to develop the country. Further, this modernisation, he felt, could only succeed through 

the elimination of the dominant Islamic culture.79 In fact, the era of Reza Shah has commonly 

been understood as a social rupture and historical friction that was initially caused by the 

imposition of the project of modernity upon traditional and conservative Iranian society.80  

Reza Shah initiated controversial policies and laws to speed up the process of modernisation. 

He built the first national railway, enacted the first national civil law, founded Tehran 

University, sent a large number of students to Europe, established the first modern Iranian 

army and air force, and, most relevant here, planted the seeds of the Iranian National Style.81 

Reza Shah aimed to reconstruct the core of Iran’s national identity, replacing the existing 

conservative Islamic culture,82 “that [was] responsible for all the social failures and cultural 

lags since the Muslim conquest of Persia,” with classical and modern elements.83 Tehran 

became the main scene where the First Pahlavi’s ambitions and ideology would be played out, 

the capital that would display the previously forbidden pure Persian identity to the world. 

By the early 1920s, Reza Shah’s progressive policies officially became part of the authorities’ 

development agenda. In a short period of time, a number of organisations and public 

administration departments were founded, and enforcing new civil laws became the highest 

priority of the government. On December 12, 1922, the Iranian parliament, or Majles, passed 

 
79 Seyyed Mohsen Habibi, Intellectual Trends in the Contemporary Iranian Architecture and Urbanism: 1979-2003 (Tehran: 

Cultural Research Bureau, 2016). 
80 Hamed Khosravi, Amir Djalali, and Francesco  Marullo, Tehran: Life within Walls: A City, Its Territory, and Forms of 

Dwelling (Berlin: Hatje Cantz, 2017), 111. 
81 The Iranian National style aimed to combine pre-Islamic architectural elements, most notably from the Achaemenid style, 

with modern architectural features, including asymmetrical compositions and flat roofs. See Vahid Ghobadian, Theories and 

Styles in Contemporary Iranian Architecture (Tehran: Ulum Memari Royal, 2015), 183.  
82 Amirjani, "Architectonics in Pre- and Post-Revolutionary Iran." 
83 Ramin  Jahanbagloo, Iran and the Problem of Modernity: Interview with a Number of Iranian & Non-Iranian Authorities 

About the Confrontation of Iran with the Achievements of the Modern World (Ghatre Publication, 2016). 
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the first law defining the primary public service and governmental duties in the country.84 As 

part of the new regulations, the existing peasant communities were provided with national 

identification documents and birth certificates. The authorities were also responsible for 

delivering a proper and free education to the people through a variety of methods. These rapid 

transformations not only centralised the state’s power and achieved more political autonomy 

for the newly established government, but also gradually resulted in the formation of new 

social classes within Iranian society.85 

At the same time that he was undertaking the aforementioned reforms, Reza Shah also aimed 

to transform the traditional image of Iranian cities, most notably Tehran, which mostly 

represented the Qajar era and its conservative and religious mores. In collaboration with 

foreign architects and advisors, between 1927 and 1933 most of the old houses, historic 

citadels and the octagonal boundaries in Tehran were drastically destroyed.86 According to 

Hamed Khosravi, “Tehran no longer required symbolic representations of religion … it was 

now completely dependent on its own power of productivity—the mobility of the new 

capital—which was enhanced through the new regulations and infrastructural interventions 

linking the city centre to its developing industrial periphery.”87 

As the capital, Tehran’s new urban image was supposed to convey a new identity motivated 

by Nationalism, Archaism and Modernism, with less, or eclectic signs of Islamic elements. To 

this end, the Tehran municipal administration employed several prominent local and overseas-

educated architects of the time, including Vartan Hovanessian, Mohsen Forughi, Paul Abkar, 

Manochehr Khorsand, and most notably Gabriel Guevrekian, one of the founders of 

the Congrès Internationaux d ‘Architecture Moderne (CIAM).88 These architects soon 

became the main founders of the modern housing movement in Iran, injecting the Western 

modern movement agenda, in particular the principles that came out of the CIAM 

congresses,89 into the Iranian municipality laws that later played a significant role in the 

planning of public housing. In Benjaminian terms, through the aestheticisation of politics, or 

politicisation of art, the first architectonic manifestations of the government’s ideology 90 

 
84 See Khosravi, Djalali, and Marullo, Tehran: Life within Walls: A City, 112. 
85 Khosravi, Djalali, and Marullo, Tehran: Life within Walls: A City, 112. 
86 Mostafa Behzadfar, The Indentity of a City: A Review of Tehran Identity (Tehran: Shahr Publisher, 2011). 
87 Khosravi, Djalali, and Marullo, Tehran: Life within Walls: A City, 117. 
88 Amirjani, "Architectonics in Pre- and Post-Revolutionary Iran," 19. 
89 See the 1929, 1930 and 1933 CIAM congresses outcomes in Mumford, The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism: 1928-1960. 
90 An ideological manifestation is an articulation of identifiable elements or symbols through techno-aesthetic and techno-

artistic features of architecture. See Vladimir Mako, Architecture and Ideology, ed. Vladimir Mako, Mirjana Roter 

Blagojevic, and Vokotic Lazar. Marta (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014). See also Ansgar Hillach, Jerold 
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emerged in the work of these architects in Reza Shah’s period. Most designs for public 

buildings were inspired by the modern movement in Europe, based on the modern language, 

but also inspired by the Iranian neo-classical and National styles,91 delivering strong 

symbolism for the upcoming era. Through Reza Shah’s efforts, Tehran was becoming a 

flagship of the new ideology, a project of modernity aimed at an ostensibly “bright future.” 

The Reza Shah’s radical agenda gradually appeared in new town planning initiatives and a 

series of civil regulations. In 1933, the parliament passed the Construction and Enlargement 

Streets and Passageways Law,92 and, soon after, modern Parisian-style boulevards, along with 

new public buildings, were rapidly constructed in the heart of Tehran.93 Most significantly, 

the new urban rules were employed in the first official master plan for Tehran in 1937.94 The 

1937 plan put all previous regulations into one scheme and included a series of detailed 

recommendations for the design of streets to allow easier transportation and car circulation.95 

In fact, through the 1937 master plan, Tehran was purged of old religious and cultural 

limitations, and was instead recomposed based on the new Western-style machinery of city 

life. The 1937 master plan in many ways followed the concept of the Functional City that had 

been presented at the 1931 and 1933 CIAM congresses. The master plan demolished a large 

number of the so-called “chaotic and unsanitary” elements in the old fabric, providing, in their 

place, sizeable square- and rectangular-shaped plots of vacant land in the centre and on the 

fringes of Tehran. The 1937 master plan for Tehran opened the way for future public housing 

projects, as it would not have been possible to propose mass housing drawing on Western 

planning considerations in the existing unorganised fabric of Tehran. 

In the new urban legislations and the 1937 master plan, the gentrification of the traditional 

districts was a priority, and was implemented by imposing new types of modern houses and 

urban planning regulations. As a consequence of the reforms, the introverted traditional 

courtyard houses were replaced with new types of low-rise dwellings that were conceived 

with large windows and balconies; the openings were abruptly exposed to the new boulevards 

and wide streets.96 Newly constructed housing was limited to low-rise apartments or 
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multistorey houses; the units that faced the main streets were required to have glass-fronted 

commercial space on the ground floor, and three or four residential units above.97 Through 

these new regulations, the concept of the courtyard gradually turned into a small leftover 

backyard or a car park accessible from the ground floor.98 In addition, any new construction 

was subject to municipal permission. These radical transformations displaced vernacular 

courtyard houses and religious buildings from their previously central position as the main 

communal spaces of traditional Iranian society.99 The legislations also brought more socio-

political control on the conservative classes of the community, or Tabagh-e Sonati, through 

eliminating the traditional organisation of the old districts and neutralising their architectonic 

identities. The new municipal laws later determined and formulated the image and planning of 

the upcoming public and affordable housing. 

At the same time as he was implementing these urban reforms in the late 1930s, Reza Shah 

was also focusing on the development of the Imperial Iranian Armed Forces, in collaboration 

with European and American military advisors. Due to the shortage of accommodation for the 

new cadre, some foreign military engineers suggested Reza Shah provide housing for the 

Iranian army, especially the Imperial Iranian Air Force staff in Tehran. The government 

welcomed the idea, and soon targeted some large vacant plots in the south-east and east sides 

of the capital, as well as Ghale Morghi, Nazi Abad and Nezam Abad. As a result of the 1937 

master plan, these designated lands had previously been given road access, and linked to the 

main area of the capital. With the help of some foreign military engineers, the state 

constructed a small number of low-rise apartments using imported materials, including steel 

beams. These affordable rental apartments were designed based on the International Style 

architecture; however, they showed some traces of the new municipal legislation and some 

planning features of Le Corbusier's Plan Voisin or “Radiant City” design for Paris. The units 

consisted of two small rooms without any kitchen or bathroom; the users on each level had 

access to communal kitchens and toilets located in the centre of the floors. Families did not 

welcome the new dwellings due to their poor and unfamiliar design. Since the 

accommodations offered cheap renting prices, it was only the bachelors and low-ranking 

single staff who were tempted to live in these affordable apartments. These buildings were 

later transformed into soldiers’ barracks or hostels, as they did not correspond to the 
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traditional Iranian “family lifestyle.” These projects should not be categorised as public 

housing; however, they can be understood as the first attempt of the Pahlavi regime to house a 

specific social group through constructing dwellings manifesting the language of modern 

architecture. 

Between the late 1930s and early 1940s, the new urban planning and low-rise dwellings 

became the ideological tools not only for producing a new form of modern lifestyle, but also 

for manipulating the cultural beliefs of the middle and upper classes that were emerging as a 

result of modernisation. Additionally, “the new streets helped to free up congested areas for 

better accessibility and to physically tame the religious and political tensions in the 

[neighbourhoods]” 100 However, a growing number of people and clergies began to criticise 

Reza Shah’s modernisation agenda. Regarding Reza Shah’s policies, the British ambassador 

argued that “[the administration’s] destructive tendencies passed all of the logical 

boundaries.”101
 Similarly, Ann K. S. Lambton, an Iranologist, writes that, “a majority of the 

people despised Shah due to his hostile policies towards Islam.”102 
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Social Housing and the Agency of Social Transformation (1940s – 1960s) 

 

Figure 3-25 Social Housing and the Agency of Social Transformation 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

While rapid modernisation fuelled population displacement and increased the number of 

workers in big cities, the outbreak of the Second World War also affected the demand for 

housing in central Iran. Although the Iranian authorities declared their neutrality during the 

Second World War, the Allies, specifically the British and Soviet armies, occupied Iran from 

both the south and the north due to the Iranian government’s close relationship with Nazi 

Germany.103 This situation resulted in the migration of many Iranians from the occupied parts 

of the country, and the growth of slum populations on the outskirts of cities in the centre of 

the country, particularly Tehran.104 Subsequently, the lack of accommodation for the 

migrants, new workers and government staff resulted in a rapid increase in the cost of land 

and rent. At the time, nobody considered the welfare of, and the dwellings required for, these 

recent domestic immigrants: 

So many children would die every day in those chaotic, contemptible and dirty 

places, lacking suitable light and fresh air; these unhealthy conditions would 

gradually and cruelly break the spirits of these young people and would penetrate 

in to and poison all their cells. It is a gradual death, and it is a crime! The 

government had to think of a solution for this strange disease called ‘housing 

famine.’105 

Although Reza Shah built a small amount of affordable rental housing for the Iranian army’s 

staff and cadre in the late 1930s, the idea of social housing for the public did not become a 

priority until the end of the Second World War, and the reign of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi 

(the Second Pahlavi). When the Second Pahlavi came to power in 1941, there was a rapid 

development of buildings utilising the modern language, due to three main catalysts. First, in 

1944 the Association of Iranian Architects-Diploma (AIAD) was established, by architects 
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who had mainly graduated in Europe. These architects, also known as the First Generation, 

were trained under the influence of early Modern architecture movements in Europe.106 Most 

of the AIAD members became the government’s architectural advisors and contractors, with 

the intention of determining the future orientation of architecture in Iran. Second, the US had 

become progressively more committed to the stability and security of the Middle East, as a 

way to suppress the influence of Soviet Communism in the region. Thus, the American 

government started exporting the latest technologies and capitalist ideologies107 under the 

cover of humanitarian projects.108 Third, the new Shah had strong tendencies towards 

“building big” as part of his national modernisation policy.109 As a result, the administration 

hired a number of foreign companies with the capacity to construct large-scale projects in a 

short period of time. Subsequently, at the beginning of the Second Pahlavi era the dominant 

architectural movements, such as the Iranian neo-classical and National styles, were gradually 

replaced by a purely modern architectural language. Each of these factors affected the 

characteristics of the upcoming social housing, as will be discussed extensively in the rest of 

this chapter.  

As Iran’s first social housing was officially initiated and directly supervised by Mohammad 

Reza Shah, it is vital to understand his desires in life and architecture. However, one should 

distinguish between Mohamad Reza Shah’s architectural attitude concerning the country’s 

image and his own private life. Personally, the Shah liked the mystical and aesthetic aspects 

of Iranian traditional architecture. During his reign, the Second Pahlavi and his family mostly 

lived in the Sad-Abad and Niavaran palaces in Tehran. Both palaces are small buildings 

utilising the strong language of Iranian vernacular architecture; however, their interiors were 

designed based on a combination of Western furniture and traditional Iranian interior features, 

including mirror, stucco and tile works. By contrast, in terms of the country’s image, 

Mohamad Reza Shah clearly preferred a progressive modern picture. For example, when the 

government asked a French filmmaker, Albert Lamorisse, to create a documentary on Iran, 

Lamorisse attempted to highlight local traditions and poetic aspects of Islamic and pre-Islamic 

Iranian architecture. When the film was shown to the Shah before public screening, he 
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became angry and requested that the director create another movie. From Mohammad Reza 

Shah’s point of view, the documentary did not fully cover the new modern buildings, dams, 

and technological developments of Iran.110 Arguably, as with other projects related to the 

regime’s social reforms, the Shah wanted to see the realisation of his so-called “modern” 

perceptions in the country’s architecture and housing projects. This is the reason that there are 

many photographs of, and speeches by, Mohammad Reza Shah during housing project 

briefings and opening ceremonies. 

The construction of social housing became part of the government’s agenda in the mid-1940s. 

The state of stability and subsequent exit of foreign soldiers after the end of the Second World 

War resulted in a suitable situation for the continuation of the country’s development. This 

stability caused more migration from villages to cities, especially Tehran, the core of 

modernisation. Made necessary by the rapid expansion of governmental organisations, the 

concept of affordable housing for low-income public employees was first suggested by the 

cabinet of Ahmad Qavam (1873-1955), who was elected Prime Minister five times between 

1921 and 1952.111  

In order to build the first social housing project, the government introduced a mortgage bank, 

known as the Rahni Bank,112 as the administrators responsible for the provision of affordable 

housing. The Rahni Bank was established in 1939 through the collaboration of the Iran 

National Bank or Bank Melli, and the Ministry of Finance, to improve and supervise the new 

housing construction movement.113 For the proposed social housing, the bank took the first 

steps in the early 1940s by setting up new housing standards and training its staff.114 To this 

end, at the suggestion of the state, the bank contacted British and American authorities, due to 

their experience in the provision of social housing.115 For example, the Rahni Bank received 

assistance from Britain’s Cooperative Building Society. The Cooperative Building Society 

invited the director of the Rahni Bank to London, and later sent two members of the board to 

study the Rahni Bank’s policies and supervise the subsequent design and construction.116 

Similarly, a number of American economic advisors and design experts were transferred to 
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Iran with the financial support of the American authorities; the intention was to manage and 

reform the projects based on the latest American housing standards.117 Later, the Rahni Bank 

began to send groups of staff to England for education and training under the supervision of 

some English design departments and mortgage institutes.118 

Although the Rahni Bank’s primary strategy was to decrease the price of land and rent 

through the mass construction of hygienic and standardised social housing, the bank reports 

show a clear image of the government ideology behind the housing policies and the overall 

modernisation plan. According to a Rahni Bank report:  

The previous great king (Reza Shah) established a revolutionary movement and 

brought growing security, and new desire to society. Gradually, people’s living 

standards, public hygiene, cognition and knowledge increased due to the attention 

of the state and his majesty. With the emergence of modern dwellings all over the 

country, the traditional and old adobe-brick houses could no longer satisfy the 

people’s desires. Nowadays, people are seeing more comfort, hygiene and welfare 

in the modern buildings. These modern houses changed the people’s criteria 

concerning beauty and life and replaced the domination of materialism (caused by 

the luxury traditional houses) with new aesthetic taste brought by the abstract 

features of the imported buildings.119 

The government designated portions of lands that were in distance from the centre of the 

capital as the location of the social housing projects. In fact, the authorities planned to use the 

social housing projects to displace the middle classes to the fringes of the capital, to help ease 

population density in the heart of Tehran.120 This high concentration was mainly because of 

the existing governmental departments and important private sector corporations in the city 

centre; therefore, the state dedicated the first social housing projects to state employees, 

military officers, teachers and bureaucrats, to decrease the rapid growth of population around 

the governmental and private sectors.121  

In 1944, the municipality of Tehran prepared a scheme for four hundred affordable housing 

units in one of the eastern districts of Tehran, known as Farah Abad.122 This first social 

housing project, the 400-Unit Housing or Chaharsad Dastgah was financed by the Iran 

National Bank and the municipality of Tehran, while the Rahni Bank took responsibility for 

the project’s construction.123 The design team consisted of the progressive architects Ali 

 
117 "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  33. 
118 "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  34. 
119 "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  9. 
120 "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  20-23. 
121 See Khosravi, Djalali, and Marullo, Tehran: Life within Walls: A City, 128. 
122 Arefian and Moeini, Urban Change in Iran, 33. 
123 "A Brief History of the 30 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  (Tehran: The Rahni Bank, 1970), 69. 
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Sadegh, Manouchehr Khorsand and Abbas Ajdari, who were all members of AIAD, and were 

appointed by the Rahni Bank to design the housing across a 1.2 hectare site.124 Due to 

AIAD’s values and tendencies, the plans in many ways adhered to the first and second CIAM 

guidelines, which were explained in the previous chapter. For example, the 400-Unit Housing 

project was designed to maximise the use of natural air, air circulation and sunshine, as 

recommended in the early CIAM congresses. Additionally, the housing delivered a healthy 

and sanitary living environment with large open and communal spaces that responded to the 

users’ fundamental necessities. The project offered the first housing in Iran supplied with 

hygienic fresh water, and, according to a Rahni Bank report, the overall scheme was planned 

according to the “best modern housing standards of the time.”125 This complex was also 

planned according to a detached model, and its dwellings were conceived through a 

minimalist agenda. According to Khorsand, the need for affordability in the units was the 

main reason for the project’s detached plan and minimal design.126 Eventually, in 1950, the 

project was delivered to the lower-income government staff through twenty-five year 

purchasing contracts with two percent interest.127 

The 400-Unit Housing project accommodated families with four to eight members. The 

complex delivered three major minimal dwelling typologies: single- and two-storey houses, 

shop houses, and low-rise apartments, each located in a distinctive area of the plan. Single-

storey houses consisted of two major spaces: living area (two bedrooms, one living room and 

a small kitchen with storage), and a courtyard that included a toilet, a traditional balcony or 

Eyvan,128 and sometimes extra storage and kitchen facilities. Two-storey houses were 

designed based on five rooms, with three rooms located on the lower level, which was one 

metre below ground level, and received light from the adjoining backyard and streets. The 

first floor delivered two large rooms, plus one balcony and a kitchen with small storage 

space.129 Designed with two levels, the shop-houses consisted of three- and five-room 

units.130 The planning of these dwellings followed the aforementioned municipal regulations 

requiring that the ground floors of houses that faced the street contain a shop or office.131 In 

 
124 "A Brief History of the 30 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  69. 
125 "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  23. 
126 Manochehr Khorsand, "The Affordable Housing in Iran," Architect1947, 125-35. 
127 "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  23. 
128 See Rana Habibi, "The Institutionalization of Modern Middle Class Neighborhoods in 1940s Tehran – Case of Chaharsad 

Dastgah," Cities 60 (2017): 37-49. For more information regarding Eyvan, see chapter five in Pirnia, An Introduction to 

Islamic Architecture of Iran. 
129 See Khosravi, Djalali, and Marullo, Tehran: Life within Walls: A City, 132. 
130 See Habibi, "The Institutionalization of Modern Middle Class Neighborhoods," 47. 
131 Khosravi, Djalali, and Marullo, Tehran: Life within Walls: A City, 128. 
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addition, the shop-houses showed some traces of Le Corbusier’s Dom-Ino frame, due to 

exposed pilotis (Figure 3-27). The toilets were designed based on the Fosses Septique system 

and located outside in the courtyard. This consideration could guarantee the hygiene of the 

interiors, as supposedly “poor inhabitants [were] not as clean as ordinary people.”132 

In Iran, the concepts of functionalism, standardisation, and minimalisation in housing 

arguably started with the Chaharsad Dastgah/ 400-Unit Housing project. Indeed, this project 

was the first governmental attempt to shift from traditionalism towards global modernity in 

terms of public housing. However, as the first social housing designed by European-trained 

Iranian architects, this habitat displayed some flexibility concerning the continuance of the 

Iranian-Islamic lifestyle within the context of the government’s project of modernity. In this 

regard, the Chaharsad Dastgah housing should be categorised as an affordable housing plan 

based on non-Western modernism; “this does not mean an incomplete version of the modern 

ideal, but rather an application and interpretation of an ideal, based on contextual trajectory, 

discourse, social institutes, and frames of reference.”133 For instance, the overall urban layout, 

especially the communal open space, addressed the traditional Persian gardens and the 

Islamic Iranian town configurations, including the Safavid empire town planning in 

Isfahan.134 However, the 400-Unit Housing’s urban image also showed strong dependency on 

the work of the modern movement in the West, for example Jacobus Johannes Pieter Oud’s 

workers’ housing, the Kiefhoek complex, in Rotterdam, Netherlands (1925-1930) (Figure 

3-28). In another example, the units were designed considering traditional “entry dividing 

space,” known as Hashti, which brought a sense of privacy for the users. Additionally, the 

toilets were located in the courtyards, as in the traditional Iranian-Islamic lifestyle toilets were 

not traditionally built close to private indoor spaces. In other ways; however, the dwelling 

plans disregarded the notion of privacy central to the Iranian lifestyle. Moreover, though the 

primary scheme did provide a mosque for the neighbourhood, the mosque was designed on a 

small scale and located at the edge of the complex, far from the centre (Figure 3-26). This 

planning ideology eroded the previous centrality of religious buildings, which were 

traditionally also employed for the community’s political and social activities.135  

 

 
132 Khorsand, "The Affordable Housing in Iran," 135. 
133 Habibi, "The Institutionalization of Modern Middle Class Neighborhoods," 48. 
134 See Habibi, "The Institutionalization of Modern Middle Class Neighborhoods." 
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Figure 3-26 The 400-Unit Housing layout 

(Source: The Architect magazine. Photograph reproduced from the cover page of the Architect 

magazine (4), 1946) 

 

 

 

Figure 3-27 The Shop-houses’ pilotis 

(Source: on the left, the Maskan Bank archive, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the 

Maskan Bank archive, 1947; on the right, © Photograph reused with permission from Hamed 

Khosravi,136 2017) 
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Figure 3-28 Jacobus Johannes Pieter Oud’s workers housing in Rotterdam 

(Source: Wikimedia, https://fr.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fichier:Hoekvanholland_2escheepvaartstraat91-

133.jpg) 

 

Despite the design’s attempt to accommodate the locals’ lifestyle, this first Iranian affordable 

housing radically imposed a modern way of living. First of all, the Chaharsad Dastgah units 

were small in size compared to the spacious rooms of traditional houses (Figure 3-29); as a 

result of the smaller spaces, many named the new dwellings “chicken cages.” The traditional 

single-storey typology was usually able to house two or three generations of grandparents, 

their children and grandchildren, but this was not possible in the new units. This huge 

transformation in the lifestyle of the Iranian family was discussed in a Rahni Bank’s report: 

“Prior to the beginning of the governmental housing movement, a four-member family used 

to live in a single room; however, the provision of modern housing caused an increase in 

living conditions and as a result, today, the same family needs a three-bedroom dwelling.”137 

This clearly showed the rise of living standards, and most importantly, transformation from 

traditional Iranian houses into commodities and objects of trade, beginning the 

commodification process of housing within a capitalist economic system in Iran. Secondly, 

the new design also delivered a strange and unfamiliar kind of kitchen for users at the time. In 

most traditional houses, the cooking place was separated from the living or family rooms due 

to odours and smoke. In addition, in some cases, cooking activities had been done in an 

entirely separate kitchen outside, known as a Matbakh. These traditional kitchens guaranteed 

privacy and autonomy for women, whose primary domain was the kitchen, allowing them 
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access to storage spaces or bedrooms without being seen or interrupted by guests or 

unexpected visitors. In the 400-Unit Housing project, the kitchens remained separate from the 

living room; however, they were small in size, and merged with storage spaces, creating an 

unpleasant situation for many housewives.138 As a result of this inconvenience, many users 

built kitchens in the courtyards shortly after their occupation. 

 

Figure 3-29 Examples of the 400-Unit Housing project plans 

(Source: By the author, the maps redrawn and modified based on the illustrations from Maskan Bank, 

Khosravi139 and Habibi140) 

 

The 400-Unit Housing project also created other cultural difficulties concerning sleeping 

habits and the functionality of the interior spaces. In the traditional Iranian lifestyle, family 

 
138 Khosravi, Djalali, and Marullo, Tehran: Life within Walls: A City, 132. 
139 Hamed Khosravi, "Planning a Revolution Labour Movements and Housing Projects in Tehran, 1943-1963" (paper 

presented at the 17th IPHS Conference: History-Urbanism-Resilience, Delft, TU Delft, 17-21 July 2016), 47. 
140 Habibi, "The Institutionalization of Modern Middle Class Neighborhoods," 46-48. 
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members typically sleep in the living room, or in a big separate room also designated for 

sleeping; they sleep on the floor, side by side, on large wool mattresses. However, in the 

Chaharsad Dastgah housing, the bedroom design was based on the Western “bed sleeping 

style.” The rooms were so small in size that it was difficult for even a small family to sleep 

together – the plans required that parents sleep in separate spaces to their children – and there 

was not adequate storage for the sleeping pads during the day. This new lifestyle broke-apart 

the traditional norms, forced people to change their lifestyle and to adapt themselves to a new 

Western life. Traditionally, all rooms were multifunctional, and living spaces could easily be 

adjusted for different day or night-time activities. The logic of the proposed apartments 

dictated not only very specific activities, but a certain family size and way of living.  

Following the completion of the Chaharsad Dastgah project and similar projects in other 

cities by Rahni Bank, the government approach concerning the new municipal regulations and 

the design of affordable housing began to receive harsh criticism. In the late 1940s, a large 

group of clergies argued that, through imposing an American lifestyle, the new dwellings 

targeted Islamic beliefs and the traditional Iranian lifestyle. They also suggested that these 

alien houses were demolishing the role of Iranian women as dedicated housewives, and 

encouraging them to go outside because of the dwellings’ limited design.141 Ironically, the 

Tudeh party condemned the authorities for their housing policies on different grounds, 

arguing that the design principles followed the German living philosophy of “Kinder, Küche, 

Kirche und Kleid or children, kitchen, church, and clothing,” which would keep Iranian 

women in their traditional role as “good housewives.”142 Likely this view was influenced by 

the Soviet ideology that attempted to break apart the traditional role of women and get them 

out of the limited home environment.143 These Marxist tendencies, along with the outbreak of 

the Cold War, raised concerns for Mohammad Reza Shah and his American allies. 

Eventually, Americans increased their presence in Iran, and their support concerning the 

development of the country.144 

From 1948, the Royal government established seven “National Development Plans” in order 

to improve the country’s infrastructure, enhance the nationalist image of the cities, and 

 
141 Andrew Scott Cooper, The Fall of Heaven: The Pahlavis and the Final Days of Imperial Iran (New York: Henry Holt and 

Co, 2016). 
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144 Khosravi, Djalali, and Marullo, Tehran: Life within Walls: A City, 127. 
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accelerate the provision of affordable housing for the poor.145 The first Development Plan was 

mainly financed by the World Bank and the “Point Four Program”146 and was implemented 

by the Iranian government Planning Organisation, or Sazman-e Barname, with the 

supervision of American advisors.147  In addition, seven per cent of the First National Plan 

budget was dedicated to the provision and construction of affordable housing throughout the 

country. In 1951, after the parliament passed the Law of Land Registration Act, large empty 

plots and barren land both inside and around Tehran became the public property of the 

government.148 At the same time, the Construction Bank, Bank-e-Sakhtemani, was founded, 

specifically for responding to the shortage of housing by providing mass affordable housing 

in Iran.149  

In the early 1950s, three key events occurred that increased the extent to which regional and 

historical features were expressed in architectonics and urban plans. Firstly, the new imported 

building typologies had consolidated the power and modern agenda of the authorities. 

However, they had failed in maintaining the identity and legitimacy of the regime, as modern 

architectural expression reduced all forms to abstraction. Secondly, the dissemination of 

regionalism, along with the failure of International Style architecture, affected the new 

generation of foreign architects and planners who were engaged in Iran. Thirdly, the increased 

power of Marxist and anti-capitalist movements forced the authorities to moderate the Shah’s 

project of modernity. As a result, the country gradually experienced the emergence of new 

architectural manifestations, such as Vernacular Modernism and the Iranian Modern 

Architecture or Novel style.150 

It can be argued that the first traces of the Postmodern architectural style in Iran also appeared 

in the early 1950s due to the aforementioned reasons. At this time, a number of architects 

created interpretations of pre- and post-Islamic historical forms using modern techniques, 

generating a new architectural experience and environment. Although the conflict between 

modernisation and tradition in Iran was a different phenomenon to Postmodernism in America 

and Europe, one could easily view some of the 1950s Iranian architectural projects as 

forerunners of the late 1960s Postmodern movement in the West. This new movement did not 

 
145 See Ali Ghasemi and Hamed Ghader-Marzi, Housing Provision Policies: Iranian and International Experiences (Tehran: 
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149 Khosravi, Djalali, and Marullo, Tehran: Life within Walls: A City, 135. 
150 See Ghobadian, Theories and Styles in Contemporary Iranian Architecture, 265. 



The History of Social Housing in Iran  

98 

 

have a strong impact on the subsequent social housing schemes; however, it did have an 

influence on the practice of using local materials and vernacular patterns in the facades of new 

developments. Arguably, at this time the imported modern housing became localised by 

wearing an Iranian-Islamic cultural cover or hijab. 

The Narmak housing project, Koy-e Narmak, is among the habitats that were created at the 

time of the aforementioned socio-political changes and new architectural trends of the early 

1950s (Figure 3-30). After the Chaharsad Dastgah project, the Construction Bank designated 

17,000 small plots of land on the outskirts of Tehran for the social housing program.151 The 

Narmak housing project (1952-1958) is considered one of the largest public housing projects 

in the Second Pahlavi era, and was dedicated to the society’s middle class.152 The scheme was 

again designed by AIAD members, who, before beginning designs, visited India, in particular 

Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh project, to study modern housing projects similar to the size and 

context of Narmak.153 Located in the north-eastern part of Tehran, the Narmak housing 

project was planned on 506 hectares, of which approximately 184, 225, and 97 hectares were 

allocated to squares and streets, dwelling lots, and communal areas, respectively.154  The 

urban fabric of Narmak delivered a grid system, including six main boulevards and a series of 

intersected lanes.155 This grid configuration held 110 blocks, each of which included 

approximately seventy housing units. In all, the Narmak scheme offered 7,500 houses in 200 

to 500 square metre lots,156 comprised of one-storey semi-detached dwellings with private 

yards, and including a range of two-, three-, and four-room dwellings.157 In addition, a 

common garden was considered for the middle of each block.158 

 
151 Khosravi, Djalali, and Marullo, Tehran: Life within Walls: A City, 133. 
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Figure 3-30 The urban layout and physical model of the Narmak housing project 

(Source: Photograph reused from Seyed Mohamad Ali Sedighi, 2016)159 

 

The Narmak social housing should be understood as an attempt to create a design based on 

the Iranian vernacular modernist architecture that was becoming influential in the early 1950s. 

For the first time in Iranian housing history, an imported construction technology was 

combined with local building techniques and materials in the Narmak project. For example, to 

accelerate the construction process, a French concrete prefabrication system known as Kalad 

was employed, with the result that a house could be completed within a week.160 However, in 

many cases Kalad was combined with traditional load-bearing brick walls, or local bricks 

were used as a cover for the final cladding. In addition, the concept of traditional Persian 

gardens, or Chaharbagh (four-quarter gardens), was synthesised with Western urban planning 

theories, and utilised for creating different spaces in the Narmak scheme. For instance, the 

overall scheme was conceived based on the Athens Charter guidelines and the concept of 

Chaharbagh, resulting in a grid of streets and rigid functional zoning with green belts in 

between.161 Moreover, some living clusters represented a re-articulation of Chaharbagh in 

combination with 1950s city planning principles regarding urban playgrounds and car-free 

zones. According to Habibi: 

The block layout resembled the typical chaharbagh, an archetype in Iranian 

traditional urbanism—a rectangle divided to four quarters of trees and flowers and 

linked together by stream of water and pathways. The repetition of this pattern 

provided a linear form and an urban structure. The architects of Narmak, however 

adapted the chaharbagh pattern to the modern design by locating houses (instead 

of gardens) on the outside and designating the vast empty space in the middle as a 

public green space.162 

 
159 Sedighi, "Kuy-E Narmak," 115.  
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Figure 3-31 Examples of the Narmak dwellings 

(Source: By the author, the maps redrawn and modified based on the illustrations from Journal of 

Bank-e Sakhtemani, 1957, 1, no.6, and H. Khosravi163) 

 

Similar to Chaharsad Dastgah, the Narmak housing scheme reflected some aspects of the 

traditional Iranian lifestyle; however, it did not properly respond to its intended users’ 

requirements (Figure 3-31). For example, the AIAD architects located the mosque at the edge 

of the complex, instead placing a large green area with high-rise buildings at the centre of the 

Narmak neighbourhood. In terms of the dwellings themselves, the project was the first social 

housing in Iran to employ indoor toilets. Once again, this forced a new style of living on the 

users, as the Iranian-Islamic lifestyle did not traditionally build toilets close to private indoor 

spaces. Compared to Chaharsad Dastgah project, the interior spaces of the Narmak units 

offered more privacy for the users, but most of the plans still followed the government’s 

ideology of Westernisation, with no sign of an Iranian “identity” or “quality of life” in the 

interiors. The architects failed to offer multifunctionality in the interior spaces, and neglected 

traditional design considerations in the planning of the courtyards. Again, this resulted in 

dissatisfaction among the early users; living in the Narmak housing was still quite challenging 

for many people, even those from the middle classes. This claim is substantiated by a report 

of the Journal of Bank-e-Sakhtemani regarding owners’ requests after the occupation of the 

complex. The owners asked the government to construct a traditional pool, or Hawz, in the 

courtyard for washing clothes and rugs, and a stairway from the yard to the roof so that it 
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could be used for sleeping on summer nights and during moderate seasons, a concept 

traditionally known as Mahtabi or Bahar Khab.164 

The criticisms, and some design modifications from the houseowners, soon forced the 

government housing agencies to adapt the newly constructed houses to the users’ desires. 

Consequently, the authorities added a traditional pool in the courtyards; staircases were 

installed on the houses’ facades, connecting the yard to the roof.165 Interestingly enough, most 

of the rooms were later used by residents as multi-functional spaces, even though the 

designers provided particular labels for spaces (bedroom, dining room, living rooms, etc.).166
 

This clearly shows that nothing could stop dwellers from transforming their living place 

according to their needs. Indeed, these incidents recall the transformation of Le Corbusier’s 

Pessac housing by its users, as discussed in the second chapter. Nevertheless, after the 

completion of the project, the Narmak social housing was admired by many progressive 

Western figures and introduced as a prototype for the next generation of housing. For 

instance, Edward Welz, Marcel de Buer and Jop Benou visited the Narmak project, and were 

complimentary towards it.167 Additionally, Jop Benou, who visited and compared Narmak and 

Chandigarh in 1955, saw the Narmak scheme as a significant attempt to address both the 

Western needs of urban life and the traditional Iranian lifestyle.168  

 

 

 

 
164 See Habibi and De Meulder, "Architects and ‘Architecture without Architects’," 35. 
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The Emergence of Medium- and High-Rise Affordable Housing (Late 1950s - Late 

1960s) 

 

Figure 3-32 The emergence of medium- and high-rise affordable housing 

Source: By the author, 2018 

In the late 1950s, US President Harry S. Truman’s Point Four Program became another 

significant factor in the advance of building technologies and the Westernisation of affordable 

housing in Iran. During the Cold War, the US struggled to keep Iran from communism, which 

led to the 1953 CIA and MI-6 coup that targeted the Prime Minister, Mohammad 

Mosaddegh.169 This marked the beginning of heavy US support for the Pahlavi monarchy. 

Subsequently, American foreign-policy makers became determined to furnish Iran with 

Western life values, commodities and technologies, in an effort to integrate the 

underdeveloped country into the global capitalist culture.170 Truman’s Point Four Program 

was employed as a tool for destroying the traditional infrastructure of Iran, and Westernising 

the country’s healthcare, education, agriculture, construction, and urban planning.171 Under 

the program, American advisors became more of a presence in different sectors of the 

government, especially in the organisations responsible for the provision of affordable 

housing. Subsequently, Americans played a major role in the emergence of medium- and 

high-rise projects, by educating the local architects and introducing the latest construction 

technologies, including prefabricated concrete and steel systems.172 

During this era, the dissemination of American goods and consumer culture was arguably an 

influential feature that gradually changed the unease toward Western-style homes into a desire 

for living in such dwellings. Under the Point Four educational program, changes in kitchens, 

cooking, hygiene and other domestic activities forged a new demand for Western products.173 

In terms of housing and urban image, the emergence of the early medium- and high-rise 
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projects with public areas at ground level, upper-class green neighbourhoods, and large 

avenues with modern facilities, all offered new ways of experiencing Western pleasure. 

Simultaneously, American commodities such as cars and kitchen appliances, and the latest 

technologies in heating and cooling, communication and media, were widely advertised. 

Together these factors gradually transformed the desires of the society across all social 

classes.174 

As the Cold War began to intensify in the early 1960s, the administration of US President 

John Fitzgerald (Jack) Kennedy initiated a new foreign strategy to defeat communist groups 

in so-called “emerging nations.”175 Similar to Truman’s Point Four Program, Kennedy’s 

policy was based on improving the “emerging nations” economies through introducing a “free 

market-oriented economic policy and land reform strategies.”176 It also aimed to introduce 

cutting-edge American technologies and scientific knowledge into under-developing coun-

tries.177 As Kennedy noted, the new US agenda will give “these new nations a hand in 

building a society, and a glimpse of the best that is in our country.”178 In this regard, US 

policy encouraged and utilised the universalisation of the project of modernity, as this could 

create a sense of Westernisation in the economic, social, and political affairs of the under-

developing countries. 

Iran’s large oil reserves, a long border shared with the Soviet Union, and the increasing power 

of the communist parties put the country on the frontline of the American/Soviet political 

cold-battle. In line with his Western-focussed policy and anti-Communist attitude, the Second 

Pahlavi, the Shah, wanted to advance Iran’s economic system through incorporating more 

American and capitalist principles.179 In alignment with Kennedy’s doctrines, the Shah 

launched a reform programme in 1963, known as the White Revolution.180 With the support 

of US advisors, these reforms aimed to transform the political system, societal structure, 

education system, provision of land and fabric of the cities.181 Under the name of the White 

Revolution, the government project of modernity extensively targeted the lifestyle of the low 
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and middle classes. This rapid Americanisation agenda also affected the existing social 

housing planning. The influence of Truman’s Point Four Program, the intensification of the 

Cold War, the rise of consumerism, along with the implementation of the White Revolution, 

all rapidly influenced the public housing plans after the late 1950s, as can be seen by looking 

at the governmental social housing projects that were planned or constructed after the 

completion of the Chaharsad Dastgah and Narmak projects. 

 

Figure 3-33 Example of the Nazi Abad Blocks two-bedroom units 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

The Nazi Abad Blocks are the first project that demonstrates the aforementioned transition in 

the social housing program. This project was the state’s point of departure from low-rise 

planning (previous courtyard and two-storey housing) towards the provision of medium-rise 

habitats. The Nazi Abad Blocks were constructed in 1958, and located in the southwest of 

Tehran, between the main railway station and an Iranian air force base,182 known as Ghale 

Morghi. The project was again supported by the Rahni bank. The first phase of the complex 

consisted of four-storey apartments, delivering 114 two-bedroom units in  four large blocks 

 
182 The Ghale Morghi military base was transformed into a public park after the 1979 Islamic Revolution.  
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(Figure 3-33).183 Planned under the second phase of the Fifth National Development Plan,184 

this project aimed towards gentrification, demolishing the low-class neighbourhoods in the 

capital. After the completion of the project, at Moahammad Reza Shah’s command, the units 

were delivered to a group of police staff and officers for free.185 At the same time as the 

construction of the Nazi Abad Blocks, the Rahni Bank and some other state organisations 

planned other social housing projects with the same agenda. The most important ones were: 

1. An affordable housing complex, Mahal-e Araba, located in part of the traditional city 

fabric of Tehran called Dolat Abad, previously known as the Arabs or Ud-lajan 

district. In 1958, the Rahni Bank director had a meeting with Mohammad Reza Shah 

to discuss the urban projects in Tehran. During the conversation, the Shah mentioned 

that, “Tehran’s new neighbourhoods had been developed without a balance with its 

old fabric, and the heart of the city has remained like a previous century.”186 He 

continued that, “It is a wrong policy to develop the city from its borders that end with 

deserts. The old city of fabric is the best location for the upcoming modern urban 

projects!”187 Later, the Shah ordered a design for a high-rise social housing project in 

the most valuable location of the aforementioned old district. A design team prepared 

the primary plans and models within a few months, under the direct supervision of the 

bank director and with the Shah’s consultation. The plan was expected to deliver one 

of the most radical public housing projects to date, with sixty-four concrete slabs 

(Figure 3-34),188 similar to the late-1950s slab housing movement in Germany. A 

Rahni Bank report highlighted that, “[the] Shah has a strong desire for destroying this 

traditional fabric as it consists of filthy old houses, we hope to demolish the entire 

district as soon as possible and build the proposed housing that could add more beauty 

and glory to the city.” 189 However, this project was never built, due to the 1950s 

economic crisis in Iran, and resistance from the proposed site’s existing residents. 

2. Two other housing projects for the Nazi Abad neighbourhood in Tehran, known as the 

1000-Units, or Hezar Khan-e Nazi Abad, and the Nazi Abad Apartments Blocks.190 In 

1960, a big flood had destroyed thousands of traditional houses in the south of the 

 
183 "A Brief History of the 30 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  70. 
184 "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  58. 
185 "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  58. 
186 "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  49. 
187 "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  50. 
188 See "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  58. 
189 "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  50. 
190 "A Brief History of the 40 Years Rahni Bank's Services." 
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capital. The Shah ordered the Rahni Bank to immediately build affordable dwellings 

for the those who had lost their homes to the flood.191 The bank prepared the land in a 

couple of weeks, and proposed a new district consisting of 1000 two-bedroom units 

with public facilities, including open green spaces, schools, and sixty-seven shops 

located on the ground floor of the apartments.192 Construction started after just a 

month, with the financial support of contributions from other state institutes and 

charitable public donations, which resulted in 870 units being delivered in 1961, 

within just eight months.193 The Nazi Abad Apartment Blocks were initiated in 1969, 

creating eight medium-rise apartment blocks consisting of 232 three-bedroom units. 

Having faced delays, the apartments were completed in 1971.194 The Nazi Abad 

Apartment Blocks were in many ways designed based on the 1933 Athens Charter 

urban planning principles, which clearly demonstrates the Rahni Bank planners’ shift 

towards Western design principles (Figure 3-35). 

3. The Kan District project in Tehran, or Koy-e Kan, was constructed by the Ministry of 

Development and Housing in 1964.195 The project was designed and funded by the 

Rahni Bank in 1960, and comprised 1000 units in apartment blocks, as well as 200 

small courtyard houses.  

 

 
191 Read the introduction of "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services." 
192 "A Brief History of the 40 Years Rahni Bank's Services." 
193 "A Brief History of the 30 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  70. 
194 "A Brief History of the 40 Years Rahni Bank's Services." 
195 "A Brief History of the 30 Years Rahni Bank's Services." See also: Hamed Talebi, Isa Hojat, and Mohammad Farzian, 

"The Low-Rise Residential Complexes in the Second Pahlavi Period," Honar-Haye-Ziba 19, no. 1 (2014) 
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Figure 3-34 A model of the Dolat Abad housing project 

(Source: The 20 Years Rahni Bank Report, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the 

Maskan Bank archive, 1960) 

 

Figure 3-35 The Nazi Abad Apartments Blocks 

(Source: Journal of Bank-e Sakhtemani, no.3, second series, (1962): p.22, Photograph reproduced by 

the author) 
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Figure 3-36 The Behjat Abad complex after its completion in 1970 

(Source: The Maskan Bank archive, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the Maskan Bank 

archive, 1970) 

4. Constructed by the Ministry of Development and Housing between 1964 and 1970, the 

Behjat-Abad complex is one of Tehran’s first high-rise affordable housing structures 

(Figure 3-36). This complex was constructed based on a concrete prefabrication 

structure, reflecting brutalist style principles. Behjat Abad included fourteen apartment 

blocks, delivering 336 units on 350,000 square metres of land.196 Each block was 

designed with 14 levels, though they had different internal configurations: there were 

two blocks with 96 studios (90 square metre double rooms), two blocks containing 48 

two-bedroom dwellings (116 square metres per unit), and 10 blocks which all together 

delivered 240 three-bedroom units (240 square metres per unit).197 This housing was 

the first affordable residential community designed with luxury facilities mainly for 

middle-class people. As with several of the aforementioned projects, the Behjat Abad 

scheme did not offer religious buildings; instead, the complex contained an outdoor 

swimming pool, gym, playgrounds and a park. In addition, the units were equipped 

with central cooling and heating systems, timber kitchen cabinets, and wooden doors 

and floors. 

 
196 "The Behjat Abad Apartment Construction Is Nearly Finished," Ettelaat Newspaper, January 1972, 6. 
197 "The Behjat Abad Apartment Construction Is Nearly Finished,"  6. 
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5. The A.S.P complex was another middle-class housing project was emerged in the 

name of affordable housing. This project was designed in 1967 by the A.S.P firm, with 

the supervision of the Tehran Redevelopment Company (TRC).198 The A.S.P project, 

also known as the A.S.P towers, is located between the Vanak and Amir Abad districts 

of Tehran. The scheme was comprised of three main towers, each with 23 floors. The 

complex was finally constructed in 1975,199 delivering 370 residential dwellings and 

140 commercial units and offices.200 Similar to the Behjat Abad project, this project 

offered luxury facilities including an indoor swimming pool, shopping area, cafe and 

restaurants. The construction of this project was highly dependent on the latest 

techniques and materials that were imported from Europe and America. Although the 

project was constructed in lieu of public housing, even middle-income earners could 

not afford the units’ buying plans. As a result, the project mainly occupied by people 

from the upper classes. 

Reviewing these projects, it can be argued that the Pahlavi regime gradually changed its 

social housing design strategies after the late 1950s. First, the previous single- and two-storey 

courtyard houses were gradually replaced with medium- and high-rise dwellings following 

the International Style and Brutalist architectural language. Second, compared to the 

Chaharsad Dastgah and Narmak projects, the new social housing delivered smaller spaces 

through a minimalisation agenda. Third, the plans of these projects totally disregarded the 

spaces that were considered fundamental to the traditional way of living. For instance, 

fundamental spaces of vernacular houses such as division space and traditional balconies and 

pools were gradually removed. As a result, the secondary functions of these spaces, for 

example serving as kitchen storage and dining areas, were also eradicated from the dwelling 

schemes. Fourth, the social housing complexes and their dwellings showed more dependency 

on the Western lifestyle, and on pleasure, consumption and commodities. For example, 

providing outdoor pools and sport facilities was too radical in Iran, as an Islamic society with 

conservative middle and lower classes. Fifth, the planning ideology either eliminated religious 

buildings, or disregarded their centrality; instead, planners insisted on creating large green 

open spaces between the apartment blocks, which could offer modern facilities and Western 

lifestyle experiences. In fact, the mediation between Iranian vernacular elements and Western 

 
198 Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 11. See also Ghobadian, Theories and Styles in Contemporary Iranian Architecture, 

243. 
199 Ghobadian, Theories and Styles in Contemporary Iranian Architecture, 243. 
200 Laleh Davar Panah. "Tehran Towers: Durable Heights." Chidaneh, https://www.chidaneh.com/blog/post/14589, 2015. 

December 12. 2017. 
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design principles, which was manifested in the Narmak project and in many ways also in 

Chaharsad Dastgah, was replaced with a close adherence to the Western concept of the 

Functional City, and to the 1930s CIAM design agenda. 

 

Other Trends in the Provision of Social Housing (Late 1950s - Late 1960s) 

At the time of the implementation of medium-rise housing projects in the 1960s, there were 

also other governmental trends in social housing that should be distinguished from the main 

so-called “modern” housing movement pursued by the state:   

1- The provision of social housing in smaller cities and towns: It should be noted that it 

was only Tehran and some other large cities that saw the medium-rise and tall housing 

projects, due to the available construction techniques and materials. In villages as well 

as rural towns, and other cities a much smaller amount of housing was built. In 

addition, the design somehow expressed the existing courtyard and vernacular 

typologies due to lack of technology for the construction of mass housing and modern 

style tall buildings. For instance, the Workers Housing Neighbourhood, or Koy-e 

Kargaran, in Isfahan was built with the support of an American financial team 

between 1956 and 1958.201 This new complex followed the same design strategy as 

the 400-Units Housing project and provided two- and three-bedroom houses for 204 

families. The units were eventually delivered to the Department of Labour employees 

in Isfahan.202 

2- Public housing for peasants and nomads: As part of the implementation of the White 

Revolution principles, some Iranian villages and nomads’ seasonal settlements were 

also impacted by the government housing projects. For example, as part of the White 

Revolution agenda, the government founded the Advancement and Development 

Corps, also known as Sepahe Tarvij va Abadani, and graduate engineers were sent to 

rural areas and villages in the name of the Compulsory National Military Service. At 

this time, through the work of these graduates in architecture and civil engineering, 

and with the help of US humanitarian foundations, the government provided free 

dwellings and schools to the peasants and some nomads, particularly in Khuzestan 

province.203 Due to the modern approach of these graduates, most of the dwellings 

 
201 "A Brief History of the 30 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  70. 
202 "A Brief History of the 40 Years Rahni Bank's Services." 
203 These houses were also built through the support of the provincial government budgets. Due to the prolific oil production 

in the Khuzestan region, the municipality had enough funds for the implementation of the mentioned projects.  
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were planned based on the modern architectural language. As a result of this 

unfamiliar design, most of the peasants could not adapt their lifestyle to these 

dwellings; instead, they mainly used them as either stables for their livestock, or as 

storage for keeping agricultural products. This incident recalled Le Corbusier’s 

Chandigarh project and Georges Candilis’s habitat in Morocco, Cité 

Verticale/Horizontale; in the both cases, the users showed almost the same reaction due 

to the unfamiliar design of the buildings.204 

 

 

Figure 3-37 the Koy-e Nohom-e Aban housing project 

(Source: Abadani va Maskan magazine, no.1, (1966): p.9, Photographs reproduced by the author) 

 

3- Affordable housing for slum dwellers and the unemployed: On March 2, 1965, the 

Second Pahlavi ordered the Ministry of Development and Housing to gather and house 

the slum dwellers, known as Aloonak Neshinan, who were living on the fringes of 

Tehran.205 The inhabitants of these slums consisted mainly of criminals, drug addicts, 

dealers and prostitutes, whose existence called into question the progressive image of 

Tehran. For better control of these groups, and monitoring of crime and the 

sanitariness of conditions, the government decided to construct several housing 

projects of single-storey or courtyard houses to accommodate them.206 For example, 

Koy-e Nohom-e Aban, or the Nohom-e Aban quarter, was constructed in the Azim 

Abad district in the south of Tehran, for 25,000 inhabitants (Figure 3-37). This project 

delivered 3,396 houses in 84 square metre plots, with a number of communal 

 
204 See Boudon, Lived-in Architecture: Le Corbusier's Pessac Revisited. 
205 Mohammad Ali Karimian, "Nohome Aban Neighborhood or New Town for Aloonak Neshinan," Abadani va 

Maskan1966, 6-10. 
206 Karimian, "Nohome Aban Neighborhood," 6. 
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facilities, including several schools, two public baths, one laundry, central green areas 

with high-rise buildings and a green sport area.207 

4- Social housing for the high-ranking authorities: As mentioned, in constructing housing 

for the lower- and middle-class “masses,” the government mainly tended to create 

minimal medium-rise dwellings. However, in the case of the Royal family or high-

ranking public employees, the state sought to deliver luxury cultural-friendly 

accommodations which followed the vernacular courtyard house typology mixed with 

traditional Iranian architectural principals. This discrimination clearly showed that the 

provision of social housing featuring modern architectural language was a policy 

based in a radical ideology, which aimed to eliminate the people’s Islamic lifestyle, 

and deconstruct the traditional image of the Iranian cities. The Farah District project, 

or Koy-e Farah, was planned in 1963, and is the best example of the aforementioned 

luxury affordable housing for high-ranking governmental employees (Figure 3-38). 

The scheme provided 636 houses, with six different typologies from single-storey 

houses with four bedrooms to seven-bedroom two-storey houses, on an area of 

228,000 square metres located in the east of Tehran.208 The district was constructed in 

18 months with the buyers paying 30% of the total price upfront and the remainder 

due over a 15-year instalment plan.209 

 

Figure 3-38 Koy-e Farah housing 

(Source: The 30 Years Rahni Bank Report, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the 

Maskan Bank archive, 1970) 

 
207 Karimian, "Nohome Aban Neighborhood," 7. 
208 "A Brief History of the 30 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  71. 
209 "A Brief History of the 30 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  71. 
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Towering Up: Rapid Modernisation and the Dissemination of High-Rise Social Housing 

(1970s) 

 

Figure 3-39 Towards the towers 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

Between the 1940s and the1960s, the Pahlavi regime housed 230,000 families in social 

housing projects.210 In the early 1970s, the Rahni Bank employed other strategies to 

accelerate the provision of housing.211 Due to the success of the Cooperatives Movement in 

England, with the recommendation of Western advisors the Rahni Bank created new 

regulations that pushed governmental institutions and private companies to provide housing to 

their own staff through creating non-profit cooperatives.212 The new policy also encouraged 

the private and public sectors to participate in construction, especially in providing 

accommodation for poorer employees.213 Shortly after, some semi-private companies and 

institutes also took responsibility for housing construction, most notably the Pahlavi 

Foundation. The Pahlavi Foundation was established by the Second Pahlavi  in 1973, as a 

nonprofit governmental group intended to advance Iran's investments and charitable interests 

in America.214 The Rahni Bank also took other action: providing a variety of housing 

construction loans to private builders and public organisations, offering free land or 

affordable plots to cooperatives and lower-income earners, and giving financial aid and loans 

to construction material producers in order to accelerate the production of construction 

materials and decrease the price of building supplies.215 

In the 1970s, one of the main intentions of the government was to build unique 

megastructures or high-rise habitats in the modern language, to secure Iran’s place in the 

 
210 "A Brief History of the 20 Years Rahni Bank's Services,"  68. 
211 "A Brief History of the 40 Years Rahni Bank's Services." 
212 See the “formation of cooperatives in Iran in "A Brief History of the 40 Years Rahni Bank's Services." 
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global group of progressive modern nations, and, of course, to put Iran in the headlines of 

architectural journals. Indeed, using megastructures, and utilising Brutalist architectural style 

were seen in line with the Pahlavi’s regime ideology. This enabled the state to showcase the 

distinctive housing style of so-called “progressive Iran.” Additionally, the concrete high-rise 

buildings could be constructed in a short time and to accommodate large numbers of people. 

At this time, the authorities tended to hire foreign architects for large projects, to bring an 

extra promotional gimmick for themselves and to cultivate a reputation for superiority.216 A 

review of the commissioned architects and construction firms of the early 1970s clearly 

verifies the above statements. For example, with the help of some AIAD members, the 

authorities commissioned Kenzo Tange, Moshe Safdie and Moshe Bashan, due to their 

experience in designing high-rise habitats and skyscrapers.217 

The Navy Residential Complex and Eskan Towers are examples of the described government 

inclination toward building “instant” high-rise social housing in the early 1970s. At that time, 

as a mutual ally of both Iran and America, Israel was also helping Iran in its modernisation 

process in a several areas, including agriculture, water treatment, and, most importantly, 

architecture and regional planning. Israeli engineers planned two residential projects with 

totally different styles: The Navy residential complexes in Bandar Abbas and Bushehr, and 

the Eskan residential towers in the heart of Tehran. 

In 1972, the Iranian Navy authorities chose Dan Eytan to design their housing complexes, due 

to his residential works in Israeli.218 This housing was expected to deliver 12,000 dwelling 

units in several building types.219 Analysing the dominant culture of the two cities, Bandar 

Abbas and Bushehr, Eytan prepared the first scheme based on the Navy families’ lifestyle and 

essential cultural considerations. As Eytan discusses, he spent a lot of time studying the future 

inhabitants’ culture to make his modern proposal “less intrusive.” 220 Regardless of Eytan’s 

intentions and the ideas behind his plan, from the government’s perspective the project was 

also a deliberate attempt to transform the families’ living style as part of the overall 

modernisation plan. As Eytan explained, given his sensitivity to local traditions, he dedicated 

a lot of time to examining the dominant culture of the region, which resulted in delays in the 

 
216 Kamran Diba, "The Recent Housing Boom in Iran - Lessons to Remember," in Housing, Process and Physical Form, ed. 

Linda Safran (Jakarta: The Aga Khan Award for Architecture, 1979), 40. 
217 Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 11. 
218 Neta Feniger and Rachel Kallus, "Israeli Planning in the Shah's Iran: A Forgotten Episode," Planning Perspectives 30, no. 
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219 Feniger and Kallus, "Israeli Planning in the Shah's Iran," 236. 
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planning process. In contrast, the authorities asked Eytan to accelerate the design process. A 

short quote from Eytan demonstrates the Westernising agenda behind the government’s 

housing policy: “At one point, the Navy asked me why the project wasn’t moving faster. I 

told them that I needed to learn their culture. They said – ‘No. Bring your own culture. That’s 

why we hired you.’ So, I told them I only brought my profession.”221 

Under the masterplan for Tehran, the Pahlavi Foundation also began a number of high-rise 

housing projects in the city, with the help of American designers. In 1965, the Planning and 

Finance Organisation, Sazman-e Barnameh va Budjeh, ordered the Municipality of Tehran to 

initiate another masterplan for Tehran, to control the city’s expansion and designate new plots 

for upcoming housing projects.222 A Los Angeles-based architectural firm, Victor Gruen 

Associates, was chosen to prepare Tehran’s masterplan with the help of local architects, most 

notably Abdolaziz Farmanfarmaian.223 It was estimated by the Iranian authorities that they 

needed to erect 283,500 dwellings for middle-income employees, especially civil servants.224 

“To achieve this objective, Gruen suggested that 40 per cent of the total investment in Iran’s 

construction sector, equal to 16 per cent of Gross National Income, should be dedicated to this 

Tehran housing programme.”225 Within a short time, the Pahlavi Foundation commissioned 

many international construction groups and architects, particularly Americans, to build 

housing projects for middle- and upper-class Iranians, mostly in the northern parts of 

Tehran.226 

At the same time as the Navy project in 1972, and again with the support of the Pahlavi 

Foundation, Israeli engineers were also engaged for another progressive residential project in 

Tehran, the Eskan towers. The Eskan Towers were designated for the cosmopolitan elite, who 

were increasing in number as a result of the rapid modernisation process. The units would sell 

through an affordable long-payment plan to its users. Designed by Moshe Bashan, three 

towers of 32 floors each were intended to deliver a mixed-use luxury complex for privileged 

Iranians who wanted a luxury lifestyle with a touch of the Western fashion. The scheme also 

included five floors of commercial facilities with a large underground carpark. The towers 

were fabricated using a concrete structure with reinforced concrete frames, and then clad.227 

 
221 Feniger and Kallus, "Israeli Planning in the Shah's Iran," 238. 
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Although the choice of a steel frame would have been a cheaper and more logical option at 

that time, one should interpret this approach by considering the government’s dogma. A 

concrete slab could deliver more of a sense of tectonic and technological advancement. 

Although the state could have spent the extra cost on dozens of affordable housing projects in 

mid- or downtown for the poor, they cared more about the transformation of the traditional 

image of the city and the presentation of the capital.  

Similar to the earlier social housing constructed by the government, the Eskan project also 

attempted to break down the core of traditional beliefs through the provision of modern living 

environments. Interestingly enough, like many Western architects working in the region, 

Moshe Bashan also attempted to consider a number of vernacular patterns for the project, in 

order to decrease the nihilistic aspect of the modernist language. However, two incidents 

prevented Bashan from reaching his goal. First of all, through interviews with his clients, 

Bashan found out that the future users were more progressive and futuristic than him, and that 

they had strong desire to live in modern-style accommodation.228 This fact clearly shows the 

rapid growth of the elite and upper-class social groups, and the effects of the government 

ideology on the people’s inclinations regarding housing. Secondly, the Pahlavi Foundation 

also pushed Bashan to disregard local cultures’ considerations. According to Feniger and 

Kallus: 

Eskan’s chief architect, Moshe Bashan, claimed that he was trying to adapt the 

tower to the local modus vivendi. He saw it as his duty to ‘help the Iranians move 

from traditional living in private courtyard houses to modern high-rise 

dwellings’… A team member claimed that the Pahlavi Foundation representatives 

were offended by the suggestion of including [vernacular] arches in the facade, 

and insisted on a building ‘like everywhere else in the world.’ The architects 

could only comply, and the facade was built of rectangular slabs. Thus, Eskan was 

intended as ‘a material manifestation of global capitalism,’ a symbol of Tehran as 

a global city… It seems that Eskan and the many other towers built in Tehran at 

the time were just that for the Shah’s regime, as well as a means of accelerating 

financial development and accumulating wealth.229 

 

From Affordability to Luxury 

In the early 1970s, Iran along with several other developing countries utilised the consumer 

culture of capitalism as a model to accelerate the process of Westernisation in the country. As 
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the Iranian middle- and upper-classes were expanding, ideas on the desirability, or even 

necessity, of buying refrigerators, automobiles, televisions, processed food products, and 

other symbols of American consumer culture were disseminating. Tehran was becoming a 

modern mega-city, the value of the Iranian currency was increasing, and the society was 

becoming richer by the day due to the rapid increase in petrol-dollars, largely a result of the 

global energy crisis. At this time, owning a business in Iran came to be viewed as a profitable 

investment opportunity, and as a result the capital city and other large Iranian towns 

experienced an unexpected influx of both domestic and international migrants. Most of the 

hotels were full at this time, and even pools, spas, and their change rooms were rented at high 

prices due to the level of demand.230 In the case of architecture, vernacular houses, which had 

been a symbol of Iranian culture, were rapidly replaced by luxury villas expressing the wealth 

and power of the newly-rich classes. Apparently, the masses were adapting to the Western 

lifestyle; however, in the deepest layers of the society, a large group of people, especially 

from the conservative and lower classes, were struggling to acclimate to the modernisation.  

As a symbol of having a modern life, living in high-rise flats gradually became popular 

among groups from the middle classes, especially for those who preferred to live close to 

Tehran’s centre. Previously, it was largely foreign advisors, government employees and some 

elites who were living in the medium- or high-rise buildings. At this time; however, due to 

growing popularity and demand, private construction companies and real-estate agencies 

became more interested in developing tall habitats with luxurious facilities, including spas 

and swimming pools. In this regard, many builders started to construct tall apartments and 

high-rise buildings to gain more profit by attracting the middle- and upper-class of the 

society.231 Interestingly enough, even the government’s affordable housing providers, most 

notably the Rahni and Construction banks, started building high-rises for lower-income 

earners, mainly using Brutalist architectural features.  

The Apadana social housing project in the south of Tehran is the best example of the 

government’s new approach towards housing design for poorer citizens in the early 1970s 

(Figure 3-40). Supported by the Rahni bank, the Apadana habitat was designed by Nezam 

Ameri S.A.E Consulting Engineers, with the collaboration of a French construction company, 

in 1971.232 This complex is the Rahni bank’s biggest high-rise project, 233 delivering 2901 
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units in seven typologies, across 46 apartment blocks in the Mehrabad district.234 Using a 

prefabricated concrete structure,235 the Apadana blocks were designed based on Brutalist 

architecture, using bare concrete in detached and stepped volume patterns with different 

levels. Additionally, the planning of the complex followed the Athens Charter guidelines. The 

construction of the project was hindered in 1979 due to the Islamic Revolution, but it was 

eventually completed in 1984 with the help of a new branch of the Rahni Bank, known as 

Bank-e Maskan, and Tehran Municipality. Compared to the social housing of the 1950s and 

1960s, the interior spaces were designed on a smaller scale. Interestingly enough, the concept 

of the balcony, which in previous projects had been the only replacement for the courtyard, 

was totally removed, or turned into tiny enclosed spaces with open roofs. In some cases, the 

design team also imposed semi open-plan kitchens, eliminating the notion of privacy for 

housewives.236 The Apadana project was the first instant affordable housing aimed mainly at 

lower-class people to provide luxury facilities. The complex delivered outdoor swimming 

pools, gyms and tennis courts, along with other amenities such as shops, schools and green 

areas. At this time, as an affordable commodity, the high-rise block also turned into a luxury 

product for the low and middle classes.  

 

Figure 3-40 The Apadana complex 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 

 

 
234 "A Brief History of the 40 Years Rahni Bank's Services." 
235 "A Brief History of the 40 Years Rahni Bank's Services." 
236 After the 1979 Islamic Revolution, many open-plan kitchens were transformed into enclosed kitchens by Bank Maskan.  
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The Failure of Social Housing: The Search for Alternatives (Early-1970s) 

In the early 1970s, a new opposition formed among some sectors of Iranian society toward the 

dissemination of modern architectural expression, large buildings in the International or 

Brutalist style, and Westernisation. The Shah’s radical interventions, along with the effects of 

what Fredric Jameson calls “market ideology,”237 not only troubled the image of Islamic 

identity, but also affected people’s behaviour towards, and their opinions concerning, the 

Islamic lifestyle. For instance, many people gradually started to use indoor Western-style 

toilets, or to live in modern apartments with open-plan kitchens that did not consider privacy 

and other features of the Islamic way of living. In addition, the simplicity of the traditional 

lifestyle was being replaced by luxury consumerism, especially among the middle and high 

classes of society. Tehran and other major cities became polarised between traditional and 

modern expressions, causing a sense of disorientation among the people. As a result, some 

intellectuals argued that Mohammad Reza Shah had poisoned the country with Western ideas 

and products, and they used this as an opportunity to stand against the regime. In addition, the 

Shah’s policies concerning social and individual freedom, as features of modern democracy, 

faced difficulties. It was at this time that terms such as Westoxification238 and Technological 

Toxicity came into common usage in reaction to the Shah’s policies. The Soviet Union also 

took advantage of these protests, supporting Communist and anti-imperialist parties.239 

Through different magazines and publications, groups with Communist and Islamic 

tendencies provoked the masses and clergies into fundamental opposition to the Pahlavi 

regime. Ultimately, the rapid modernisation and its use of high-rise buildings as a solution for 

the housing shortage were not able to continue in the face of opposition from the hard-

conservative core of the society. 

In the early 1970s, the harsh criticism concerning the process of Westoxification gradually 

pushed the government to allow the emergence and exploration of other architectural 

languages. At this time, two contradictory existing architectural languages and design 

approaches came to the fore. The first sought to resist modern architectural principles, 

particularly the proliferation of high-rise buildings. This approach, which followed the 

Postmodern architectural trend, tended to use regional cultures and to revive Iranian 

 
237 Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. 
238 The term Westoxification refers to a fascination with western technologies and lifestyle which erodes traditional Iranian 

cultural practices. The phrase was first coined by Ahmad Fardid, a professor of philosophy at the University of Tehran, in the 

1940s. The term came to the fore, and into common usage, when Jalal Al-e-Ahmad published a clandestine book in 1962, 

known as Occidentosis: A Plague from the West. 
239 Amirjani, "Architectonics in Pre- and Post-Revolutionary Iran," 22-23. 
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vernacular architectural elements. This design practice appeared under the names of Nativist, 

Culturalist or Traditionalist Architecture, or Sonat Garayi and Bum Garayi. The second 

language, which was closer to the government’s Westernisation agenda, tended to mediate 

between the Shah’s modernisation and the continuity of local cultures. This mediator design 

practice emerged under several names, including the Iranian Modern or Novel movement, 

which in many ways still existed from the First Pahlavi period. The Second Generation of 

architects, who trained under the influence of Regionalism, Postmodernism and post-war 

humanist discourses, gradually developed these design practices. 

The Iranian Nativist or Culturalist movements were originally born from a broader concept 

known as “cultural authenticity” or farhang-e bumi.240 The concept of cultural authenticity 

was an attempt to resist modernisation and any other hegemonic unfamiliar forces from the 

West, encouraging people to keep and reflect their own cultures.241 As Mozaffari and 

Westbrook state, “Nativism also refers to a purifying impulse that seeks to reject all that is 

foreign to the body of a culture, the corollary outcome of which is an often-nostalgic return to 

a collective, national past and its heritage.”242 Between the 1960s and 1970s, there were a 

number of influential proponents of this position among intellectuals and academics, most 

notably Jalal Al-e Ahmad, and later Ali Shariati. Al-e Ahmad (1923-1969) was a disillusioned 

Marxist, also inspired by the existentialist philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre. He again used the 

terms Westoxification, West-Infatuation and Technological Toxicity to describe the culturally 

corrosive effects of the Shah’s Westernisation strategies.243 He railed against the Western-

style modernisation in Iran, and “advocated the reinstatement and continuity of an Islamic 

tradition that predated the modern Iranian state.”244 Ali Shariati (1933-1977) was a doctoral 

graduate in sociology from the Sorbonne University.245 Shariati was influenced by Marxism, 

and also by the concept of the “continuity of Iranian history” by French professor Louis 

Massignon, who was a scholar of Islamic studies and himself inspired by Heidegger.246 In 

addition, both writers were inspired by anti-colonial scholars, notably Frantz Fanon and Aime 

Cesaire, and gave primacy to Islamic principles, Osule Shari-a, as the true source of the most 

 
240 Ali Mozaffari and Nigel Westbrook, "Designing a Revolutionary Habitat: Tradition, Heritage and Housing in the 

Immediate Aftermath of the Iranian Revolution – Continuities and Disruptions," Fabrications: The Journal of the Society of 

Architectural Historians, Australia and New Zealand 28, no. 2 (2018): 185-211. 
241 Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Designing a Revolutionary Habitat," 188. 
242 Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Designing a Revolutionary Habitat," 187. 
243 See Amirjani, "Architectonics in Pre- and Post-Revolutionary Iran," 22. 
244 Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Designing a Revolutionary Habitat," 188. 
245 Mehdi Abedi, "Ali Shariati: The Architect of the 1979 Islamic Revolution of Iran," Iranian Studies 19, no. 3/4 (1986): 

229-34. 
246 Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Designing a Revolutionary Habitat," 188. 
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profound Iranian culture.247 The literature of these scholars influenced a number of Nativist 

architects and historians. Tellingly, almost none of the nativist architects were commissioned 

to design affordable housing in the Second Pahlavi Era. 

The second approach, the Iranian Modern or Novel Architecture movement, gained more 

attention from the Royal government due to the socio-political power and ideology of its 

advocates. In fact, the authorities hoped to continue the Shah’s project of modernity under the 

guise of this movement without creating further tension. In the Second Pahlavi era, Seyyed 

Hossein Nasr and Empress Farah Diba were the figures who played the most key role in the 

dissemination of theories regarding Iranian Novel Architecture. Seyyed Hossein Nasr was 

born on April 7, 1933, in Tehran.248 He started his education at M.I.T university, in Physics, 

and eventually finished his academic training with a Ph.D. degree from Harvard University in 

the History of Science and Learning.249 Nasr was affiliated with Frithjof Schuon and Henry 

Corbin, and influenced by Heideggerian hermeneutic phenomenology.250 Due to his moderate 

concept of Islam and his close relationship with key Iranian intellectuals, Nasr was offered 

several positions by the Royal government after completing his degree at Harvard in 1958.251 

Due to his mystical culturalist ideas concerning a moderate Islamic ideology, the government 

used Nasr as a tool that could help the state to maintain a balance between the process of 

modernisation and the people’s religious inclinations. For example, when Nasr started 

teaching at the University of Tehran, he established new courses on Iranian mystical literature 

and Iranian-Islamic philosophies which were welcomed by both local and International 

students.252 When he was elected as the president of the Arya-Mehr University of Technology 

(Sharif University of Technology) in 1972, Nasr founded the study of Iranian-Islamic cultural 

history and traditions. He also adopted an advanced Western educational system that took into 

account the Iranian cultural sensitivities, which was welcomed by most university.253 

Between the late 1960s and early 1970s, the euphonious mediating philosophy of Nasr, and 

some other figures with the same agenda, indirectly moderated the government’s approach 

towards Westernising the country through its effect on some architects who were engaged 

 
247 Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Designing a Revolutionary Habitat," 188. 
248 Seyyed Hossein Nasr. "About Seyyed Hossein Nasr." The Seyyed Hossein Nasr Foundation, 
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Praeger, 2010). 
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with the Shah’s project of modernity. Nasr’s ideology also contributed to the design practices 

of a group of Iranian architects who were interested in ensuring the continuity of authentic 

Iranian-Islamic traditions, while benefiting from modern technologies and the influence of 

universalisation.254 Among this group of architects, Nader Ardalan, Hossein Amanat and 

Kamran Diba created magnificent projects by synthesising modern architectural language 

with vernacular features. However, as with the proponents of Nativism, the government did 

not commission this group of architects to design mass public housing projects until the mid-

1970s.255 

Empress Farah Pahlavi can be counted as the most powerful contributor to the realisation of 

many projects under the Iranian Modern movement or Novel style. Farah Diba studied 

Architecture at the École Spéciale d’Architecture in Paris, under the influence of the 1950s 

transitions in the modern architecture movement that were discussed in the second chapter. 

She was reportedly obsessed with Iranian local cultures and traditional art and architecture.256 

When she started her academic training in Paris in 1957, she became close to a number of 

communist activists who were against the Shah’s policies.257 This resulted in rumours 

claiming that she herself also had Marxist tendencies.258 After Farah married Mohammed 

Reza Shah and became “Empress Farah” of Iran in 1959, she gradually mitigated the 

authorities’ radical cultural and traditional reforms. According to Prime Minister Asadollah 

Alam’s diary, it was she who replaced a number of the governmental directors and managers 

who were engaging with cultural sectors, such as those at National Iranian Radio-Television 

and the Institute of the Intellectual Development for Children and Young Adults.259 Empress 

Farah directly and indirectly commissioned architects who were interested in or involved with 

the Iranian Novel Movement to create a number of architectural and urban projects. This 

resulted in a big shift concerning the emerging image of Iranian cities, most notably Tehran. 

In the late 1970s, through Empress Farah’s efforts, Iran gradually saw the emergence of a new 

architectural manifestation, combining Iranian vernacular elements with the modern language. 

Tehran City Theatre (1972) and Museum of Contemporary Art (1977) are examples of public 

works designed with the support of Empress Farah. In addition, as an architect, she was in 

contact with many different groups of Iranian designers and attempted to strike a balance 
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between the government’s intentions and local architectural tendencies. Farah also hired a 

number of prominent intellectuals and enlightened figures in her office, trying to build a 

dialogue between state policies and the ideology of different socio-political groups. To this 

end, in 1974 Empress Farah commissioned Seyyed Hossein Nasr to establish and supervise 

the Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy, which would act as a centre for philosophical 

research and theoretical exchange for scholars of differing ideologies.260 Eventually, in 1978, 

Empress Farah appointed Nasr as her personal secretary and the Head of the Empress's 

Private Bureau,261 due to his mediating role between the opposition groups and the 

government.  

As discussed earlier, it was clear that the government faced a total failure in the provision of 

social housing in the 1970s. Through Empress Farah’s efforts, and with the help of the new 

generation of architects who were impressed by both the emerging Iranian mystical 

philosophy and the humanist discourses of Europe, the authorities attempted to find a solution 

to overcome the sense of disorientation, fading culture, and lack of belonging caused by the 

existing housing. Due to the opposition they were facing, the royal government sought to 

reconnect to a “perceived ‘authentic’ cultural ground” for expressing a foundation of cultural 

meaning within the context of modern universalisation.262 As Kamran Diba put it:  

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.263 

With the help of Empress Farah Pahlavi, new cultural reform took place in relation to 

government health and educational foundations, and, most relevant here, institutional 

architecture, mass architectural production and affordable housing.264 As a consequence of the 

new agenda, between 1970 and 1974 the state organised a number of international 
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conferences, and invited a large number of Nativist architects and urban planners265 to discuss 

the issue with world experts, and exchange strategies for the management of such 

complexities. At this historical juncture, the idea of reviving the city through a return to the 

customary relation between residents and community had become a critical concept in theory 

and in practice in both Europe and America.266 

 

Figure 3-41 Empress Farah and a group of international architects in the International 

Congress of Architects, 1970 

(Source: Photograph reused from the Report of the Proceedings of the First International Congress of 

Architects, 1970)267 

 

In 1970, when the first international congress of architects, “The Interaction of Tradition and 

Technology,” took place in Isfahan, a number of prominent architects attended the congress, 

including George Candilis and Buckminster Fuller (Figure 3-41).268 The intention was to map 

challenges involved in the design of new habitats, and to seek strategies for mediating 

between local cultures and the influences of modernisation in non-Western cultures. 269 The 

congress also focused on the issue of how to express advanced modern techniques and 
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processes through architecture without affecting traditional culture and values.270 In response 

to universal modernisation, and the anti-traditionalist ideology of the Iranian government, 

Ludivico Quaroni stated that, “Tradition is a continuous process and it cannot be turned off 

like a tap of water.”271 According to Quaroni, tradition is that part of the spirit of the past that 

has the power to transfer itself from one generation to another, and to adapt itself to 

technology and different trends.272 As Aptullah Kuran also argued, it is not so important what 

architects gain from the past; rather, it is more important what they can do with the past, and 

what they will deliver to the next generations.273 Additionally, influenced by Nasr’s ideology, 

some Iranian scholars also presented the idea of reviving forgotten Iranian mystical values 

and traditions in architectural projects as a way to reinvigorate regional cultures and identities. 

For instance, the Iranian architect Nader Ardalan called for the conscious embrace of a unitary 

idea of tradition,274 driven by the inner and esoteric dimensions of Islamic philosophy. This 

concept had existed in the structural forms of the traditional fabric of Iranian villages and 

towns, of which Isfahan served as a unique example.275 

During the conference, many scholars also addressed existing issues regarding world 

population growth, migrants, and the provision of mass housing in societies with old 

traditions. For instance, German architect and theorist Oswald Mathias Ungers argued that 

universal modernisation, and the subsequent increase in population, will be an issue in all 

countries. As Ungers stated: 

[More population] means more people, more products, and facing this problem we 

will be confronted with the fact of mass production and repetitive elements. 

Recognition of this reality makes it clear that architects and urban designers must 

change their conceptions and methods. the concept of a house as a singular 

autonomous work of art and the concept of a city as an economically and 

sociologically self-sufficient unit are equally irrelevant. The basic question is 

whether new quantities can produce new qualities.276 

The Second International Congress of Architects, “Towards a Quality of Life,” was held in 

Persepolis in 1974, a year after the global oil crisis that sent many Western nations into an 

economic depression.277 At this gathering, local and international architectural theorists, 

including James Stirling, Moshe Safdie and Kenzo Tange, proposed possibilities for the 
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construction of new habitats in the region – habitats with specific cultural identity, even under 

the forces of universalisation and global modernisation (Figure 3-42). Most of the speeches 

delivered by prominent architects focused on the provision of dwellings that not only utilised 

advanced modern techniques, but were also culturally appropriate;278 it was argued that the 

design of new dwellings should be compatible with regional cultures, and also take into 

consideration the existing fabric of cities.279 In addition, it was noted that capitalism had not 

succeeded in its goal of building mass housing. In the introduction to the conference 

proceedings, Houshang Ansari, the Minister for Housing and Development, argued that: 

“Societies grow and change, yet seek to maintain relevance, continuity and a sense of cultural 

identity.”280 George Candilis, who also engaged with the Iranian government’s modernisation 

program, criticised several aspects of the regime’s public housing provision, suggesting some 

solutions based on the design principles of the traditional houses in Isfahan. As Candilis 

stated, “It must also be remembered that in a given urban perimeter, building heights should 

be limited, conform to the scale so carefully defined and maintained in traditional houses; 

beyond that perimeter and heights could progressively rise.”281 He continues:  

The pattern of private housing in Isfahan is a visible tradition, both in rural and 

urban areas. Protected from a climate of contrasts under a thick terrace, one can 

sleep under the luminous summer sky. The inhabitant has found, with simplicity, 

logic and economy of means, a relative comfort for all seasons, in the areas where 

the absence of noise and pollution allow it. The cost of simple and modem 

housing based on these same principles, adding to them a few square meters of 

plot, should not be far more than that of collective housing. Many management 

problems would be avoided, and problems of maintenance, technical problems 

such as air conditioning for higher densities similar to some sort of pollution, 

generate many other problems.282 

In one session, Fumihiko Maki indirectly mentioned the effects of capitalism and the process 

of the commodification of public housing as contributing, in countries with strong cultural 

backgrounds, to the conflict between vernacularism and modernity:   

The industrial process makes a constant demand on architecture for 

standardisation, mass production, specialisation of functions and an enormous 

increase in scale for the maximisation of economic efficiency. But architecture 

differs from a tool, which is meant to satisfy a specific need, and is rather a 

container, which accommodates more than its expressed function…The 

vernacular also must be a significant part of today's architecture. Yet, instead of 
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the vernacular, we have arrived at the International Style and the standardised and 

popular architecture. In the face of this homogenisation, is it possible for a modem 

vernacular to develop, and if so, how?283 

 

Figure 3-42 A group picture of The Second International Congress of Architects, 1974 

(Source: Photograph reused from the Report of the Proceedings of the Second International Congress 

of Architects, 1976)284 
 

In another session, Josep Lluís Sert and Oswald Mathias Ungers raised the possibility of 

creating a universal “Urban Bill of Rights” that could lay out the basic principles for all urban 

interventions and address the issues involved in creating new habitats for populations 

displaced from rural regions to cities.285 Eventually, the results of these conferences were 

suggested as guidelines for Iranian architecture, and reflected in a number of books and 

publications. In addition, with the help of the Empress Farah, Iranian authorities presented the 

outcome of the Persepolis congress at the UN conference in Vancouver, and formed the 

world’s first “Habitat Bill of Rights” two years later, which was admired by a large number of 

well-known theorists and practitioners.286  
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In addition to these conferences, multiple other factors came together in the mid-1970s to 

significantly alter the policies regarding the architectural image of Tehran. The increasing 

power of local communist and anti-imperialist movements, along with the harsh criticism 

from the clergy class of the society, caused some influential foreign powers, including 

America, to recommend that Mohammad Reza Shah moderate his modernisation project.287 

This was followed by the return of many of the Second Generation of Iranian architects from 

Europe and America. In a short time, a number of these new architects were hired by the 

authorities and positioned in important sectors of the state, due to the compatibility of their 

mediator architectural approach with the new state agenda. Moreover, the Iranian architectural 

society was strongly influenced by the 1960s and 1970s writings of Western nativist and anti-

functionalist and scholars, notably Christopher Alexander, Oscar Newman, Amos Rapoport 

and Aldo van Eyck.288 Simultaneously, a large group of architects from the First Generation, 

who were engaged with academia, announced their retirement, and were replaced by the fresh 

Second-Generation graduates. This resulted in the transformation of architectural schools’ 

curriculums, and the emergence of new housing design practice based on humanism and 

behavioural approaches. 

As a consequence of these transitions, even the highest ranks of the Royal government began 

to consider existing Iranian-Islamic culture and values in their planned interventions. On the 

recommendation of some intellectuals who were close to Empress Farah, Mohammad Reza 

Pahlavi also encouraged the cabinet, especially the Ministry of Housing and Development and 

the Ministry of Culture and Art, to consider the people’s inclinations through a compromise 

between Iranian cultural heritage and the process of modernisation. This can be tracked in 

Honar-e Memari Magazine’s 1975 editors’ interview with Amir-Abbas Hoveyda, the last 

prime minister of the Pahlavi dynasty. In a short speech, Hoveyda mentioned that: 

For the last 20 years, the architecture that we have offered to the people did not 

reflect the society’s behaviour and manner. In terms of housing, what we have 

built were just a copy of Southern France, American and North African houses: 

learn from the people, and build for the people.289
 

After the aforementioned theoretical transitions, architectonic expressions increasingly 

utilised regional elements, through considering the western discourses of humanistic and 

behavioural approaches in the context of universalisation. Several members of Team 10 and 
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the Second Generation of Iranian architects left a unique legacy of new architectural 

language, although mainly through non-residential projects. Among Team 10, Georges 

Candilis was the most influential figure, designing magnificent projects in Hamedan and 

Abadan. Kamran T. Diba and Ali Sardar Afkhami from the Second Generation of Iranian 

architects also built several masterpieces in Tehran and other cities. Combining traditional 

architectural citations with the rational aspects of modern architecture and technology, along 

with a consideration of humanistic design principles, these architects not only presented a 

poetic interpretation of the Iranian Novel style, but also created a new alternative way to 

mediate between local cultures and universalising influences, a concept which could be 

understood as an antecedent to Critical Regionalism. 
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The Continuation of High-Rise Housing (Mid-1970s) 

 

Figure 3-43 The Continuation of High-Rise Housing 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

Although the government showed more flexibility towards local cultures in the mid-1970s, 

the new trend did not practically impact the regime’s radical approach to instant social 

housing. The Second Generation of Iranian architects designed small number of private 

residential complexes; however, almost none of them was commissioned to undertake and 

design a mass scale public housing project until the mid-1970s. Ironically, although the 

government had founded the architectural congresses of the early 1970s, it failed to follow the 

congresses’ guidelines regarding the provision of appropriate social housing.  

Ekbatan affordable housing290 is the clearest example of the government’s unchanged 

approach to the provision of instant social housing, even after the conferences and the early-

1970s architectural transitions. Two years after the first international congress of architects in 

Isfahan, the Tehran municipality commissioned the Tehran Redevelopment Company (TRC) 

to implement the first stage of the Tehran masterplan.291 The TRC designated a vast piece of 

vacant land in the southwest of Tehran, near the main city airport and approximately five 

kilometres from the city border, as a new district which would later become known as 

Shahrak-e Ekbatan, or the Ekbatan Town (Figure 3-44). In 1972, under the supervision of 

Rahman Golzar Shabestani, a young Iranian architect, the TRC proposed a primary zoning 

plan that was to house 15,500 families, with a total population of about 80,000, in a 220-

hectare area.292 In the original plan, the Ekbatan project was designed in three phases, with 

two main residential zones.293 Planned for 7,500 dwellings, the first zone would cover an area 

of 110 hectares on the east side of the complex. The second zone was 50 hectares of flat land, 

 
290 Various scholars categorised Ekbatan as an affordable housing project, mainly for the middle-income groups. See Bani 

Mas'ud, Iranian Contemporary Architecture, 276. See also Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 8&11.  
291 For more information regarding the Tehran master plan, see Azadeh Mashayekhi, "The 1968 Tehran Master Plan and the 

Politics of Planning Development in Iran (1945–1979)," Planning Perspectives  (2018): 1-28. 
292 Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 11. 
293 Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 11. 
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located on the west side, and would hold 8,000 units.294 Each zone would have its own 

community facilities, including schools, administrative buildings and commercial centres. The 

scheme also offered a 60-hectare non-residential zone to act as the town centre, with public 

facilities like transportation networks, a hospital, water-sewage treatment plants, and a major 

shopping mall and recreation centre.  

 

Figure 3-44 A concrete slab of the Ekbatan complex 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2018 

 

In 1974, to implement the Ekbatan project, the TRC commissioned Gruzen and Partners, in 

partnership with a New York firm, the Starrett Housing Corporation, which was a 

development company directed by Henry Benach,295 to design a detailed residential plan for 

the East zone of Ekbatan.296 Later, in 1976, the design of the West zone was given to a South 

Korean firm, Space Group, founded by Kim Swoo Geun. The three zones of Ekbatan 

contained, in total, 33 reinforced-concrete slab constructions297 which were designed based on 

the International Style and Brutalist architectural language. In fact, Ekbatan is the largest 

housing complex designed in this style in Iran.298 The mega-slab was made up of a series of 

modular blocks, each consisting of 5-, 9- and 12-storey buildings, with a triple-stepped 

 
294 Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 11. 
295 Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 11. 
296 Ghobadian, Theories and Styles in Contemporary Iranian Architecture, 250. See also Sedighi, "Mega Structure 

Reloaded," 11. 
297 Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 12. 
298 See Ghobadian, Theories and Styles in Contemporary Iranian Architecture, 250. 
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typology.299 The overall scheme, once again, followed the concept of the Radiant City. 

Additionally, Ekbatan drew on some radical European post-war public housing, most notably 

the Bijlmermeer habitat in Amsterdam, the Netherlands. Interestingly, the Bijlmermeer 

housing turned into a national disaster shortly after the completion of its first phase in 1968.300 

The Ekbatan dwellings offered some innovative ideas, including a duplex design; however, 

they were still conceived according to the government minimalisation ideology. For instance, 

the balcony and storage spaces were not considered for all units (Figure 3-45). Similar to the 

Apadana and Behjat Abad housing projects, this housing also expressed a strong language of 

tectonic architecture, and provided a number of luxury facilities for its low- and middle-

income users. According to Sedighi:  

In East Ekbatan, Gruzen and Partners designed 14 huge Y-plan slabs along a 

central boulevard, along with another 4 super-slabs alongside the northern ring-

road to achieve the required dwelling density. Each of these mega-slabs had a 

series of gardens and pools embedded within it, and sat upon a double row of V-

shaped concrete columns to provide a continuous ground-level landscape... For 

the construction of the Y-plan slabs with their three modular towers, Gruzen and 

Samton used the Starrett Housing Corporation’s construction system … where 

prefabricated concrete panels formed the main appearance … In West Ekbatan, 

[Kim Swoo Geun’s] urban design was based on an agglomeration of 19 semi-

hexagonal residential super-slabs around a central green spine, providing some 

6,000 dwelling units. Each super-slab consisted of a series of modular towers, 

again on a double-row of huge pier-like pilotis. Furthermore, these pilotis were 

partly closed off in each block to provide indoor communal spaces at ground level 

for the residents. Kim Swoo Geun also collaborated with Kwaak Young-hoon, a 

South Korean landscape architect who considered greenery to be the heart of any 

urban community. Thus, in West Ekbatan, the 19 residential slabs were placed 

around a central linear park not only for leisure activities, but also for everyday 

urban life.301 

 
299 Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 13. 
300 See Frank Wassenberg, "Demolition in the Bijlmermeer: Lessons from Transforming a Large Housing Estate," Building 

Research and Information 39 (2011): 363-79. 
301 Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 13-14. 
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Figure 3-45 Examples of the Ekbatan complex one-bedroom units 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

In the mid-1970s, due to the new demand for high-rise housing from the higher social classes, 

the focus of governmental housing construction was shifted from the downtown area to the 

north part of the capital city. In Tehran at this time, the construction of affordable housing for 

those on a lower income had lost its priority status; instead, the state preferred to invest more 

in the provision of expensive fancy high-rises for the high classes. This claim could be proven 

by drawing a comparison between a number of working-class housing and luxurious high-rise 

residential projects. In the mid-1970s, the number of luxurious high-rise buildings constructed 

by the Pahlavi Foundation and the TRC were greater than the working-class housing 

implemented by the Ministry of Development and Housing, and the Rahni and Construction 

banks.302 As a result of this policy, the housing shortage for the poor once again became a 

critical issue in Tehran. Although the mentioned luxury complexes were funded by the 

Pahlavi regime, they should not be categorised as affordable housing projects. As a 

consequence of the mentioned shift in the mid-1970s, Tehran’s upper-class neighbourhoods, 

 
302 See "A Brief History of the 40 Years Rahni Bank's Services." 
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including Shahrk-e Gharb, Elahie, Farmanieh, Velenjak and Jordan, saw a rapid rise in tall 

luxury residential projects. As Diba highlights: 

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 spending 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.303 

 

Figure 3-46 The Zomorrod complex 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 

 

The Zomorrod residential complex is the best example of the rapid growth in high-rise fancy 

complexes in the mid-1970s (Figure 3-46). The Zomorrod towers were built between 1974 

and 1976, and designed by Gruzen and Partners in collaboration with the Starrett Housing 

Corporation.304 As Sedighim states, prior to the Zomorrod and ASP projects, the Starrett-

Gruzen collaboration had already achieved a good reputation for mass housing projects in 

 
303 Diba, "The Recent Housing Boom in Iran - Lessons to Remember," 39. 
304 Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 11. 
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New York, especially for their design of North Town II on Roosevelt Island.305 When the 

Pahlavi Foundation brought this achievement to the attention of the Tehran Redevelopment 

Company (TRC), Gruzen and Benach had a chance to expand their project into Iran, due to 

the power of the Pahlavi Foundation with the authorities, and their interest in Western style 

projects. The Zomorrod housing complex offered 1,600 units on a plateau located in the 

north-west of Tehran, facing the Alborz Mountains, known as Shahrak-e Gharb.306 The 

Zomorod residential community contained 15 high-rise concrete slab towers that ranged in 

height from six to 27 levels, with prefabricated concrete panels used for articulation on the 

main facades.307 This complex offered the latest Western luxury facilities, including roof 

gardens, swimming pools, green open areas and shops, for almost 100,000 residents.308  

In the 1970s, at the time of the implementation of these luxurious high-rise projects in Tehran, 

other Iranian towns were experiencing poor quality affordable housing. Similar to some 

developing countries in the 1970s, the authorities focused more on superficial projects and the 

image of the capital, rather than instituting an equal housing policy for the entire country. 

This approach, along with the shortage of housing for the poor, caused the masses and 

different opposition groups of elites, clergies, and of course architects to severely criticise the 

Pahlavi housing policy. In the mid-1970s, many accused the Shah of discrimination, 

materialism, and of supporting high-income people rather than the lower classes, or 

Tabaghat-e Forudast va Mosta-zafin.309 

 

The Reasons for the Continuation of High-Rise Social Housing 

The continued construction of high-rise public housing in the mid-1970s was driven by a 

number of different political and economic factors. The domination of technocrats in the body 

of the royal government could be counted as the first cause for the continuation of mass social 

housing. In the 1970s, the increase of petrodollar and ambitious political leadership resulted 

in the emergence of a breed of achievement-oriented super-technocrat. After drafting a sizable 

and very ambitious annual budget, the new generation of technocrats realised that the social 

housing market could be employed as a potential political and financial tool to be manipulated 

 
305 Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 11. 
306 James Barron, "American Architects in Iran Saw Gigantic Projects Fade Away," The New York Times, September 09 

1979. 
307 See Sedighi, "Mega Structure Reloaded," 13. 
308 Barron, "American Architects in Iran." 
309 This concept has been considered as one of the most important reasons for the outbreak of the Islamic Revolution in 1979. 

Indeed, the provision of “free housing” was one of the promises of the revolution leader, Ayatollah Khomeini, In 1978.  
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for the sake of power and reputation.310 The provision of affordable housing within a short 

time, along with the construction of fancy high-rise buildings for the middle class and the 

wealthy, became a bewitching slogan. The technocrats understood that their capacity to plan, 

design and construct a large number of units in a short time could play a key role in increasing 

their reputation among the population, especially among the Iranian politicians.  

The aforementioned fact leaves architects and historians with one major question: why did the 

technocrats and other figures, who were involved with the housing programs, prefer to invest 

in high-rise fancy and luxury houses instead of culturally accepted affordable dwellings for 

the low-income people? One could argue that the provision of housing for the poor might 

establish a more formidable reputation! Perhaps the answer to this question can be found in 

the state of the country’s political system. Through building luxury “instant” high-rises, 

politicians could achieve “instant” political success by contributing to the Shah’s 

modernisation program. Subsequently, these kinds of successes would help them to be seen 

by Mohammad Reza Shah and the Royal family, and achieve more projects, and, of course, 

more profits. Additionally, in the mid-1970s Iran was a one-party state under the Second 

Pahlavi monarchy. Most political activities and parties were banned, and the low-income 

people had very little impact on the state’s governing system. Instead, it was mainly the 

middle- and upper-classes in Tehran who were involved with political issues. As a result, 

building for these classes could also guarantee more political achievements for the 

technocrats. Indeed, the regime’s deceptive slogan, “Learn from the people, and build for the 

people,”311 simply lots its legitimacy. 

Another reason for the continuation of instant high-rise housing was the ongoing migration 

from rural to urban areas due to the 1970s’ rapid industrialisation, high rate of employment 

and overall state of economic frenzy in Iran. As a consequence of the migrant displacement, 

squatter housing and slums were developing on the fringes of Iran’s so-called “modern 

towns,” especially Tehran.312 As mentioned, the inhabitants of the emerging slum areas were 

questioning the Shah’s project of modernity and the progressive image of the country. At this 

time, individual architects, most notably from the Second Generation, mainly tended to design 

low-rise housing which were more culturally and environmentally accepted. However, as 

highlighted previously, the government preferred to consider less local architects and planners 

 
310 Diba, "The Recent Housing Boom in Iran - Lessons to Remember," 38. 
311 "Prime Minister's Speech at Luncheon with Art and Architecture Magazine Editors,"  9-11. 
312 Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Shushtar No’w." 
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for the mass housing projects; instead, the state continued investing in foreign contractors 

who could deliver instant housing through fast building technologies, including prefab.  

The proliferation of high-rise public housing also accelerated the Iranian government’s 

capitalistic approach, similar to the capitalist, profit-driven political state of most Western 

countries in the 1960s and 1970s, through achieving more profits and economic benefits. 

Importing foreign contractors with fast construction techniques, the authorities eliminated the 

fees for local architects’ and planners’ supervisions, consultations and services. The instant 

public housing also brought more financial benefits by reducing building costs and 

construction time. Consequently, the provision of mass housing helped the state to keep more 

of its budget for its capitalistic agenda and other radical plans concerning the Shah’s project 

of modernity. These claims can be tracked in Diba’s discussion regarding the Pahlavi 

government’s housing policy in the 1970s: 

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 amortisation plus the 

elimination of architectural and planning fees … Bureaucracy and big business 

tend to minimise 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 subsidised by the government, thereby 

ensuring that precious resources are channelled 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… [In the 

1970s] the ideal in mass housing programmes remained quantitative, and national 

concern did not surpass the statistical level.313 

 

Conclusion 

Through a critical chronological view, the second part of this chapter discussed the transition 

of social housing in Iran from the 1920s to the mid-1970s. This section, along with the next 

two chapters, will reveal the reasons for the emergence and formation of Shushtar New Town 

as a response to the failure of social housing at this particular juncture. As mentioned, this 

chapter sought to analyse Iran’s social housing by looking at the most significant socio-

political incidents of that period. It should be noted that, of course, there were some other 

 
313 Diba, "The Recent Housing Boom in Iran - Lessons to Remember," 38-39. 
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exceptions and practices that were not covered due to thesis limitations. Indeed, the narratives 

around social housing in Iran could be interpreted from different and in many ways 

contradictory viewpoints. This fact shows the depth and importance of the Iranian discourses 

on social housing that are unpacked in this chapter, and the potential for further research in 

this field.  

Reviewing the most important social housing projects, it can be concluded that, from the 

1940s to the mid-1970s, the provision of social housing followed the Pahlavi regime’s 

modernisation program. In that era, the concept of social housing was certainly a response to 

the shortage of housing; however, it was also developed as a tool for the Pahlavi regime’s 

social engineering program and its agenda of creating a global image for Tehran, and Iran in 

general. In fact, the government’s modernisation plan brought a state of Westernisation that 

severely affected the design of public housing in the country. The social housing planning 

went through a number of transitions, each a response to a historical or socio-political 

incident occurring at that particular juncture:  

Between the 1940s and the late 1950s, rapid modernisation and the subsequent population 

displacement were the main reasons for the rise of social housing in Iran. In that period, the 

dwellings were mainly designed based on the courtyard, single- and two-storey typologies. 

The primary social housing projects addressed aspects of the people’s traditional lifestyle, but 

also showed the first signs of a shift toward Western life principles. Due to the modern 

tendencies of the architects, who were working in collaboration with the governmental social 

housing providers, and under Mohammad Reza Shah’s radical modernisation plan, the first 

Iranian affordable housing plans reflected Western modern movement housing design 

principles, including functionalism, standardisation, and minimalisation. Additionally, the 

social housing schemes showed the first indications of social engineering, disregarding the 

traditional architectural principles of Iranian housing, including the notion of privacy, space 

multifunctionality and the centrality of religious buildings in neighbourhoods. 

From the late 1950s to the late 1960s, the Shah’s modernisation program began to intensify. 

The effects of the rapid modernisation, along with the influences of the Cold War, 

consumerism, and the implementation of the White Revolution all rapidly transformed public 

housing plans after the late 1950s. The previous single- and two-storey courtyard houses were 

gradually replaced by medium- and high-rise dwellings providing smaller spaces compared 

with the previous housing. In this era, the social housing program mainly targeted the middle 
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class of the society, and only a tiny proportion of projects were dedicated to the poor and low-

income people. The plans of these projects totally disregarded the traditional Islamic way of 

living, eliminating the traditional fundamental spaces in plans. Instead, the schemes gradually 

showed, and encouraged, dependency on the Western lifestyle, appliances and commodities. 

Additionally, the planning ideology removed religious buildings or disregarded their 

centrality in the social housing complexes. 

In the early 1970s, the main intention of the government was to build unique megastructure 

housing, or high-rise habitats with modern language, to secure Iran’s place in the group of 

global progressive modern nations. As the American consumer culture was disseminating, 

living in high-rise luxurious flats gradually became popular among groups from the middle 

and upper classes. Due to the growing popularity of, and promising market for, these fancy 

high-rises, the governmental social housing providers also began offering them for the lower-

income earners. In comparison with the previous affordable housing, the new complexes 

offered new ways of experiencing Western lifestyle through providing lavish facilities. 

However, the schemes delivered small-scale units, and some of the essential spaces, including 

the Western-type balcony, were eliminated or minimised. At this historical juncture, the high-

rise residential complexes in the International or Brutalist style, along with the influence of 

globalisation, not only troubled the image of Islamic identity, but also affected people’s 

behaviour towards, and their opinions concerning, the Islamic lifestyle. The harsh criticism 

from opposition groups pushed the government to allow the emergence and exploration of 

other architectural languages. Through Empress Farah’s efforts, the authorities attempted to 

find a solution to overcome the sense of disorientation, fading culture, and lack of belonging 

caused by the existing housing. For this reason, from 1970 to 1974, a number of international 

conferences were organised, inviting world leaders in architecture and urban design to attend 

and discuss the issue. 

In the mid-1970s, the government showed more flexibility towards local culture in its non-

residential projects; however, the provision of high-rise deluxe housing continued by both the 

state and private sectors. Additionally, the construction of affordable housing for the low-

income people was no longer considered a priority; instead, the state preferred to invest more 

in the provision of expensive fancy high-rises for the middle- and high-income people. The 

continuing construction of high-rise public housing in the mid-1970s was driven by a range of 

political and economic factors, including the domination of technocrats in the body of the 

royal government, who understood that building luxury “instant” housing could bring 
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“instant” political success through contributing to the Shah’s modernisation program; and the 

ongoing migration from rural to urban areas due to the rapid growth of industrialisation in 

1970s Iran, and the country’s high rate of employment, and state of economic frenzy. 

Building minimal high-rises with fast and economical construction techniques, along with 

eliminating the fees for local architects’ and planners’ supervisions, also helped the state to 

keep more of the budget for their project of modernity. In fact, in the mid-1970s, the 

government transformed the social housing dwellings into a luxury commodity through their 

capitalistic approach. 
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Chapter Four_ The Realisation of Shushtar New Town: A 

Response 

Introduction   

This chapter focuses on Shushtar New Town as a response to the failure of the Iranian pre-

revolutionary government’s approach to the provision of social housing. After a brief 

biography of Kamran Diba, the morphological and typological aspects of the Shushtar New 

Town habitat will be extensively investigated, with the aim of highlighting how Diba’s oasis 

reacted to the existing housing issues and challenges caused by the government’s radical 

housing ideology and the universalisation of Western lifestyle values. This chapter will then 

use Kenneth Frampton’s “Critical Analogical Analysis” approach as a research tool, 

discussing the Shushtar New Town design considerations from different angles. Kenneth 

Frampton has mainly used this Critical Analysis in his book “A Genealogy of Modern 

Architecture,” to conduct comparative examinations of buildings that belong to a certain 

functional category.1 However, it is also possible to use Frampton’s strategy to investigate 

single buildings, as it provides a comprehensive tool for decoding the building’s design, its 

culture of building and construction details. Critical Analysis demonstrates how the thematic 

of the culture of building is recorded in reference to program, site, and topology. Buildings 

are examined in terms of their context, hierarchical spatial order, membrane, structure, 

infrastructure and referential details, illustrating how modern architectural features have been 

variously inflected.2 

It should be noted that this chapter will mainly focus on the parts of the Shushtar New Town 

project that were delivered between 1977 and 1990 (phase one and part of the phase three). 

Since a large proportion of the delivered sectors have been transformed, or do not exist 

anymore, most of the analysis in this chapter will use the past tense. In the next chapter, the 

post-occupancy situation and the current state of the complex will be extensively discussed.  

 
1 See Kenneth Frampton, A Genealogy of Modern Architecture: Comparative Critical Analysis of Built Form, ed. A Simone 

(Zurich: Lars Müller Publishers, 2015). 
2 Frampton, A Genealogy of Modern Architecture, 6. 
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Kamran Diba’s Biography and Design Thinking 

Biographical Note 

Kamran Diba is considered one of the most influential Iranian architects, having greatly 

contributed to the formation of contemporary Iranian discourse on architecture. Diba not only 

played a key role in the adaptation of Western architectural features to local conditions, but 

also created a new alternative way for the Iranian architectural society to digest the 

universalisation of modern architecture, especially when creating new residential 

communities. Diba was also one of the central figures who contributed to the reappearance, 

formulation, and influence of the Iranian Novel Style in the 1970s, as an antecedent to Critical 

Regionalism. It can be argued that some members of the Diba family, most notably Kamran 

Diba and Empress Farah Diba, played a significant role in helping the state to reform their 

policies concerning the architectural image of the country, and their approach towards local 

cultures. In fact, they were among the key founders of the 1970s architectural transitions in 

the country, which resulted in “the golden age” in the contemporary history of Iranian 

architecture in the pre-revolutionary era.  

Kamran Diba was born on March 6, 1937,3 to a well-known and socio-politically active 

family in Tehran, Iran. Several of Diba’s recent ancestors, including his great-grandfather, 

Nezam-mol Dolle (Iranian ambassador to the Tsar Monarchs and Ottoman Empire) and 

grandfather (the Second Nazem-mol Dolle, who was educated in France) were among the first 

followers of the Western lifestyle in Iran after the Industrial Revolution.4 Diba’s father, 

Esfandiar Diba, was a stylish carpet seller in old Tehran’s bazar, and his mother, Adele, was 

an elegant and fashionable woman who designed and decorated Diba’s family house based 

primarily on Bauhaus principles, rather than following the traditional Iranian interior styles 

(Figure 4-1).5 It should be noted that Diba learned drawing and painting techniques from the 

early years of his childhood due to his mother’s artistic aptitudes.  

 
3 Shahryar Khanizad and Farzane  Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture (Tehran: Honar-e 

Memari-e Qarn Publications, 2014). 
4 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 43-63. 
5 See Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 48-49. 
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Figure 4-1 Kamran Diba and his father, Esfandiar Diba, 1940; Kamran Diba, 1949 

(Source: on the left, Wikimedia, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kamran_Diba,_1940.jpg, 

2017; on the right, Wikimedia, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kamran_Diba,_1949.jpg, 

2017) 

 

Like many talented Iranians from upper-class families in the pre-revolutionary era, after 

completing his diploma degree at age nineteen, Diba went to America and pursued his studies 

in Architecture.6 In 1957, with a scholarship from the Imperial Government of Iran,7 he 

entered Howard University in Washington D.C as a bachelor student, graduating in 1964.8 

Diba trained at the peak of post-war architectural debate over cultural identity and the 

incompleteness of modernity. As noted in the second chapter, at the time many argued that 

the rapid dissemination of the International Style, and “the mechanical reproduction of the 

object,” destroyed the unity that had once existed between architecture and “place.” In 

addition, the concept of redefining cities and urban life through the formation of “an organic 

relation” between buildings and people was a critical discourse in the theorisation of socially- 

and humanistically-relevant architectonics in the 1960s and 1970s.9 Like many students in the 

1960s and 1970s, Diba was obsessed with the works of Le Corbusier, Frank Lloyd Wright 

and Mies Van Der Rohe,10 and he attempted to create a dialectic between universalising 

influences and regional identities by combining vernacular elements, modern architectural 

language, and the concept of “place making.” 

Influenced by 1960s architectural tendencies that drew on the human social and behavioural 

sciences, Diba continued his studies, after his graduation from his architecture degree, with a 

 
6 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 19. 
7 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 51. 
8 Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture, 9. 
9 Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Shushtar No’w." 
10 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 53. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kamran_Diba,_1940.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kamran_Diba,_1949.jpg
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Master of Sociology.11 He also took a number of Urban Design units with well-known 

American town planner Morton Hoppenfeld, who was fascinated by social philosophies in 

architecture.12 Diba also touched on other disciplines; he dedicated hours to studying the 

European Existentialist philosophers, and studied human psychology and philosophy of art 

independently in his free time.13 As Diba explains, he had a “cultural vision” for architecture, 

and, from the beginning of his career in America, he had been interested in building 

communities and cultural projects that were linked with society and public spaces.14 From 

Diba’s perspective, the creation of new environments is a social program, which can enhance 

sense of identity and quality of interaction. According to Diba, “the main task for an architect, 

as with a theatre director, is organising and setting the stage for certain human situations and 

providing users with the possibility of interaction.”15 

Diba returned to Iran in 1965, a year after his graduation in America.16 In the 1960s, due to 

the small number of educated architects and civil engineers, and the abundance of 

architectural projects, along with the rapid increase of petrodollar,17 it was quite simple to 

architectural projects. However, according to Diba, “at that time, designing luxury villas for 

the bourgeois-class counted as the final achievement for Iranian architects, and no one paid 

attention to the social aspects of architecture or public projects.”18 Ultimately, two main 

factors helped him to find the right project to suit his interests. First, in 1966, with the help of 

a bank loan, Diba opened his own construction and design firm, the Office of Urban Design 

and Social Planning,19 in the basement of a multi-storey building in Tehran.20 Second, Diba 

had become a member of the Iranian imperial family when his cousin, Farah Diba, 

married King Mohammed Reza Pahlavi on 20 December 1959, at age twenty-one.21 Although 

Diba considered this family relationship with Farah to be a harmful and destructive factor,22 

 
11 See Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 94. 
12 Luovico Micara and Veronica Salomone, "Shushtar New Town: The Idea of a Community Interview with Kamran Diba," 

The Journal of the Scientific Society Ludovico Quaroni 5, no. 8 (2016): 121-55. 
13 See Micara and Salomone, "Shushtar New Town," 124. 
14 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 58. 
15 M. Reza Shirazi, "From Utopia to Dystopia: Shushtar-E-No, Endeavour Towards Paradigmatic Shift," in Urban Change in 

Iran, ed. F.F. Arefian and S.H.I. Moeini (Switzerland: Springer International Publishing, 2016), 127. 
16 Micara and Salomone, "Shushtar New Town," 126. 
17 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 36. 
18 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 59. 
19 Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture, 9. 
20 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 62. See also Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-

Friendly Architecture, 306. 
21 Cooper, The Fall of Heaven: The Pahlavis and the Final Days of Imperial Iran, 90. 
22 See Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 60-61. 
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in the early years of his career in Iran, he received a number of public projects through 

Farah’s assistance (Figure 4-2).23 

 

Figure 4-2 Farah and Kamran Diba, 1977 

(Source: Wikimedia, Photograph reproduced by the author, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tehran_Museum_of_Contemporary_Art_Inauguration,_Teh

ran,_Iran,_1977_(4).jpg, 2017) 

 

In addition to his design projects, Diba was also involved in several other activities that 

greatly influenced the Iranian discourse of architecture and, later, the next generation of 

architectonics in the country. In 1970, Diba established an urban design course at Tehran 

University’s College of Fine Arts, the first of its kind in Iran.24 Interestingly, urban design 

subject was also a fresh discourse in Western art academies at that time. Shortly after, the 

course syllabus was exported to other universities, most notably the National University of 

Iran in Tehran (the Shahid Beheshti University), and the Pahlavi University (Shiraz 

University) in Shiraz. Diba also held a number of workshops and short classes on topics such 

as environmental planning based on social principles, behaviouristic design approaches, and 

humanistic design practices.25 These workshops, along with the influence of the newly 

established urban design course, greatly affected architecture in the 1970s and onwards. Due 

 
23 Read Diba’s statement concerning his relationship with Farah in Micara and Salomone, "Shushtar New Town," 132. 
24 See Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture, 24. 
25 See Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture, 29. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tehran_Museum_of_Contemporary_Art_Inauguration,_Tehran,_Iran,_1977_(4).jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tehran_Museum_of_Contemporary_Art_Inauguration,_Tehran,_Iran,_1977_(4).jpg
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to his experience in urban planning, Diba was also commissioned by Iran’s Ministry of 

Housing and Urban Development to propose master plans for several cities, including 

Khorramshahr, a town in the south-west of Iran, in collaboration with Greek planner 

Constantinos A. Doxiades; 26 Bushehr; Dezful; and old Shushtar.27 In addition, as Diba was 

obsessed with modern art in general, he completed many paintings, drawings, and sculptures 

in his leisure time, concurrently with conducting architectural projects in Iran. 

Diba’s influential works emerged almost at the peak of the socio-political tensions before the 

1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran. As discussed in the previous chapter, in the 1960s and 

1970s, modernisation had caused a sense of dissatisfaction and disorientation, mainly among 

Iranian lower and middle classes. Demonstrations and opposition against Mohammad Reza 

Shah gradually grew in force in 1977, and soon turned into a fully-fledged campaign of civil 

resistance. Between the months of August and December 1978, strikes and demonstrations 

polarised the political and social structure of the country. The opposition mainly targeted 

Shah, his cabinet, and the Royal family, most notably Farah Diba, blaming them for following 

US orders, and accusing them of corruption, fraudulent conduct, and dictatorship policies. 

According to Diba, there was a sense of insecurity and confusion among the Royal family 

members and the high-ranking staff who were working in the key governmental sectors. Diba 

recalled, “it was like everyone in [the Royal family was] sad about something, but they could 

not recognise what was that thing…it was like the numbness and heaviness feeling before 

getting the flu, we were waiting for the final incident.”28 Due to increasing stress, mainly 

caused by work pressures and the ongoing sense of insecurity, Diba left his position in 

December 1978,29 and, a few weeks before the revolution, decided to leave the country and 

stay with his parents in Paris.30 Diba was at the most fruitful phase of his career when he left 

the country at age forty-one.31 As Diba highlighted, “most of the people who had a 

relationship with the government, or had an important political role, were hiding or leaving 

the country…The airport was packed, and people were terrified and begging to get a sit on 

airplanes. It was even difficult to get to the check-in counters and boarding gates.”32 In an 

effort to decrease the tensions in Iran, and on the recommendation of Farah, Mohammad Reza 

 
26 Shirazi, "From Utopia to Dystopia," 21. 
27 See Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture, 293-305. 
28 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 201. 
29 Kamran Diba was the director and manager of the Museum of Contemporary Art in Tehran before he left the country. See 

Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 120. 
30 See Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 208. 
31 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 120. 
32 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 208. 
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Shah left the country on 16 January 1979, leaving control of the government to Shapour 

Bakhtiar, an opposition-based prime minister.33 Through the departure of Shah and the return 

of Ayatollah Khomeini, the leader of the revolution, who had been in exile for fifteen years, 

the Pahlavi regime ultimately fell on 11 February 1979.34 

 

Figure 4-3 Examples of Diba’s artworks in exile 

(Source: Kamran Diba’s official Facebook page; photographs reproduced by the author. On the 

left: https://www.facebook.com/KamranDiba/photos/a.10151060483569462/10152802403029462/?ty

pe=3&theater, 2014; on the right: 

https://www.facebook.com/KamranDiba/photos/a.10151060483569462/10152689490704462/?type=3

&theater, 2014 ) 

 

After the 1979 Islamic Revolution, Diba could not return to Iran, due to his collaboration and 

relationship with the previous government. Diba’s design and construction company was 

restructured and supervised by a post-revolutionary organisation, known as the Foundation of 

the Destitute or Bonyad-e Mostazafin, and run by a director appointed by the new 

authorities.35 Diba’s unfinished projects were either continued by other architects, who had 

different approaches, or were never completed. Following the revolution, in unwanted exile, 

Diba continued his career as an artist and architect, mostly in France and Spain; he chose 

Málaga in Spain for establishing another architectural design firm.36 Unfortunately, Diba 

could not recreate any masterpieces as powerful as his pre-revolutionary projects in Iran. The 

reason can be found in Diba’s comments concerning his life in the Western world: “For me, 

 
33 Cooper, The Fall of Heaven: The Pahlavis and the Final Days of Imperial Iran, 481-87. 
34 Amirjani, "Architectonics in Pre- and Post-Revolutionary Iran," 23. 
35 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," (The Aga Khan Award for Architecture, 1986), 10. 
36 See Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture, 9. 

https://www.facebook.com/KamranDiba/photos/a.10151060483569462/10152802403029462/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/KamranDiba/photos/a.10151060483569462/10152802403029462/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/KamranDiba/photos/a.10151060483569462/10152689490704462/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/KamranDiba/photos/a.10151060483569462/10152689490704462/?type=3&theater
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architecture was meaningful because of [the Iran] that I knew, a beautiful and large country 

with an authentic culture. [Architecture for me] was a responsibility and duty because of my 

homeland. Living in the West is killing my motivations as I do not have any sense of 

belonging and responsibility.”37 Nevertheless, Diba’s design approach was echoed in many 

post-revolutionary projects in Iran. Additionally, Diba’s “artworks in exile” could be 

considered a fresh and prominent practice in the discourse of visual art, which needs to be 

defined and analysed through further research (Figure 4-3). 

 

Kamran Diba’s Take on the Collective 

Diba’s design thinking regarding residential projects was rooted in the state of Iranian 

architecture during the rapid modernisation in the Second Pahlavi era. As a passionate young 

person with a sincere desire concerning Iranian cultural values, it was difficult for Diba to 

observe the disappearance of local traditions under the government’s modernisation program 

and cultural reform. Indeed, for Diba, it was not only the country’s identity that was 

threatened by the process of Westernisation, but his childhood, memories, and sense of 

belonging. Diba was severely opposed to the Pahlavi government’s social engineering 

program, and their approach to the provision of mass housing, and to regional cultures. As 

Diba stated: 

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 ... 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 ... 

Traditional materials and methods of construction ought not be ignored or 

sacrificed in favor 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 recognised.38 

In most of the available interviews and publications, Diba mentions the effects of the radical 

modernisation and increasing consumerism that were taking place in the pre-revolutionary 

era, describing his work as a “dialectic” and sometimes as a form of “resistance,” aimed at 

maintaining local cultures and national identity. Based on Diba’s perspective, his approach 

 
37 See the back of the cover of Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture. 
38 Diba, "The Recent Housing Boom in Iran - Lessons to Remember," 40. 
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could be defined as a continuous quest to revive the country’s identity through simultaneous 

attention to universalisation and local cultures: 

I think about myself as someone who was seeking a dialectic between tradition 

and modernism. It was something unconscious; I took an alternative way that 

wanted to be modern, new and avant-garde with a historical take and 

understanding. [In the pre-revolutionary era] we were [living] in a traditional 

society and, at the same time, we had the desire for modernism and being modern. 

My job was to create a compromise between these two facts. I didn’t want to cut 

the [traditional] roots which were our authentic culture, especially in architecture 

and the culture of building. I saw Iranian culture as an important treasure that 

feeds us, and we could build our foundations on it. I knew that [addressing] 

traditions itself could stop innovation and creation, that’s why I sought for a 

syntax between these two different worlds: local cultures and modernism.39  

As Diba describes, his design practice for residential projects followed regional cultures and 

the behaviour of the people, as opposed to Modern architecture’s functionalist methodology. 

Diba states that, “I am aware that I have a different design method compared to my colleagues 

who are practicing based on ‘space function.’ But, for me, I do not actually care about 

function and creating new [unfamiliar] experiences; for me, architecture is driven from 

humans, their relationships, and cultures.”40 Instead of focusing on considerations of 

geometry, or other concerns of the Western modern movement in creating new environments, 

Diba designed new spaces according to the everyday life, activity, and behaviour of the 

society. Indeed, Diba considered himself a “human-friendly” or “culture-friendly” architect, 

who attempted to fulfill the people’s desires through design practices, according to social and 

humanistic principals: 

I understand architecture as an art which belongs to the society, and [architecture] 

is not an intellectual based movement for me. That is why I always talk about 

people and human-friendly architecture. I did not think that ordinary Iranian 

people could welcome avant-garde works, as there should be an adequate 

intellectual and educational background for the masses to understand it.41  

Perhaps the most notable aspect of Diba’s design strategy was his mediator approach 

regarding local cultures and the universalisation of modern architectural principles. As 

mentioned in the second chapter, at the time of Diba’s study in America (1957-1964), the 

Postmodern architectural style and Regionalist values were strongly advocated by a large 

number of architects, as a reaction to the global dissemination of the International Style and 

its nihilistic agenda towards local cultures. However, the Postmodern and Regionalist 

 
39 As cited in Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture, 57. 
40 Mahmood Arjmandi and Masoud Vakil Zadeh, "An Interview with Kamran Diba," Art and Architecture1968 
41 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 152. 



The Realisation of Shushtar New Town: A Response 

150 

 

movements not only failed to respond to the downfall of the Modern movement, but also 

created a new disorientation and confusion in architecture. This was mainly due to the radical 

use of obsolescent regional elements, and the disregard for the influence of universalisation, 

most notably its technological advancements. Since that time, a few prominent architects, 

including Alvaro Siza, Louis Kahn, and Georges Candilis, have taken another approach in 

order to deal with the effects of modernisation and universalisation on local cultures, 

especially in residential projects. Similar to these architects, young Diba understood that an 

absolute emphasis on local or historical elements might result in chaotic work that halts 

creativity,42 but that disregarding tradition could also cause chaos and bring severe 

consequences;43 thus, he attempted to mediate between tradition and modernity. As Diba 

highlighted, his work is usually made up of an endeavour to compromise between tradition 

and modernity, a combination of roots in the past, and new technologies. Diba truly 

understood that durability for an architect’s work could only be achieved through considering 

the past and present as a mixture, as neither would be everlasting in itself.44  

“Palimpsest planning” was another feature of Diba’s design practice for creating new 

residential communities. From Diba’s point of view, when an architect proposes a new habitat 

in or close to the traditional fabric of a city, the historical texture should act as a source of life 

and a vital dynamic for the sustainability of that project. For Diba, context, terrain, and pre-

existing elements were central sources of inspiration for his architectural interventions. 

Reviewing Diba’s conceptual sketches for his projects, it is evident that he started with a 

qualitative and observational analysis of the project site, in order to understand which 

elements could be utilised or should be eliminated in adapting the project to the current state 

of the region. Diba highlighted that architects should be wary of imposing radical and 

unfamiliar concepts, as they were likely to destroy the image of the old fabric, and 

subsequently the sense of belonging and life in the housing projects. Diba’s strong opposition 

to the modern movement concept of the “Tabula Rasa,” along with his emphasis on the 

continuation of traditions, can be tracked in his reaction to the urban development plan for the 

old city fabric around the Imam Reza shrine in Mashhad city, Iran. The proposed plan 

intended to demolish the historical fabric around the shrine, to provide more space for new 

modern residential and commercial projects. Diba disagreed with the scheme, arguing that 

 
42 See Shirazi, "From Utopia to Dystopia," 124. 
43 See Arjmandi and Vakil Zadeh, "An Interview with Kamran Diba." 
44 Rahmatollah Amirjani, "Alvaro Siza’s Design Strategy: An Insight into Critical Regionalism," International Journal of 

Architectural and Environmental Engineering 12, no. 10 (2018): 930-34. 
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urban traditional life is organic in form, so any rash or unconsidered intervention into the 

existing historical texture would simultaneously destroy the space tactility and the quality of 

life.45 Thus, Diba not only opposed radical modern ideas and alienation, but also attempted to 

preserve the old city fabrics and their culture-friendly characteristics, to contribute to the 

“quality of life” in his projects. 

 

The Rise of the Shushtar New Town Project 

As these intellectual developments were taking place in architectural circles in the 1970s, the 

Pahlavi regime was developing the agricultural and oil industries in the Khuzestan province, 

located in south-west Iran, due to its fertile soil and resources. Between the 1940s and 1970s, 

the authorities constructed some dams and water pumping stations to ensure electric power 

and fresh water for the developing industries.46 At that time, large land plots between Ahvaz, 

old Shushtar and Haft Tappeh cities were being employed for the production of sugarcane, 

under the supervision of American advisors (Figure 4-4).47 In 1973, when the Karun Agro-

Industrial Company (KAC), Kesht-o Sanate Karun, targeted a tract of land to the north of old 

Shushtar city for the production of sugarcane,  the firm sought to provide a company town for 

its working staff, administrative body, and technicians.48 The project was a government-

funded housing plan,49 and was awarded to D.A.Z architects, for whom Diba was the head of 

the design team.50 Diba had been the master planner for old Shushtar city in the early 1970s, 

and, according to him, the Shushtar housing complex was given to him because he had this 

experience:  

The project of Shushtar New Town was not given to me. It came to me because I 

was the master planner of old Shushtar. When the Karun Agro-Industry decided to 

[build] houses for their workers and employees in Shushtar, they had to come to 

me to get permission [for the construction of] the houses, because I was the master 

planner of old Shushtar and the land around it. They said: we want to build a town 

for the workers, but we want to build it next to the sugar fields ... And then, the 

Minister of Housing told them they should give the job to us because we did the 

master plan and we should design the new town. 51 

 
45 Shirazi, "From Utopia to Dystopia," 125. 
46 See the second and third chapter of Ali Asghar Saeedi, The Position of Industrialists in Iran During the Pahlavi Era: Ali 

Khosro Shahi's Biography (Tehran: Ney Publisher, 2016). 
47 See Manoochehr Farah Bakhsh, The Pahlavis' Gentle Revolution (London: Mehri Publication, 2016). 
48 See AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 41. 
49 The construction budget of the project was maintained mainly by the Planning and Budget Organisation.  
50 Westbrook and Mozaffari, "A Return to the Beginnings of Regionalism," 716. 
51 As cited in Micara and Salomone, "Shushtar New Town," 133. 
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In the beginning, KAC designated an abandoned and featureless field near the sugarcane 

production site, 86 kilometres away from the old city of Shushtar, for the Shushtar New Town 

project.52 The original concept proposed to the architectural firm by the company was a 

satellite town consisting of a number of residential buildings, with several accesses to the 

sugarcane production plots. According to Diba: 

[The Karun Agro-Industrial company firm] said: we want to build a town for the 

workers, but we want to build it next to the sugar fields. I said to build a satellite 

town of Shushtar next to the fields is something ridiculous. Shushtar is not a big 

enough town to have a satellite … In short, I don’t want a company town. I want 

to make a town, which is integrated into the old Shushtar … What I wanted to do 

was to stop destroying the old town. That was my main concept.53 

 

 

Figure 4-4 The location of old Shushtar in the Khuzestan province, Iran 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

Based on Diba’s recommendation, the location of the project was changed, and the Pahlavi 

government, with the help of the Ministry of Agriculture, provided a larger tract of land 

(40,000 hectares) which could accommodate 25-30,000 inhabitants (approximately 6500 

families).54 The new project site was located 18 kilometres north of the old Shushtar city 

centre, and was approached from the city, but divided from old Shushtar by the Karun river. 

Thus, the new town and old Shushtar were supposed to be connected by two bridges, one 

bridge linking old Shushtar’s main district distributor to the heart of the new town, and the 

 
52 Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture. 
53 Micara and Salomone, "Shushtar New Town," 133. 
54 Diba also mentioned 30-40,000 residents in another statement. See the second page, and also the 1986 technical review 

summary, in AKDN, "Shushtar New Town." 
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second a pedestrian bridge that would create a safe walkway from the new town to old 

Shushtar’s traditional fabric and shops.55 Given the distance between the company production 

fields and the newly designated site, a railway system was proposed to transport the personnel 

to and from their job site.56 

 

Figure 4-5 The proposed site of Shushtar New Town 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

The idea of simply providing company housing was dismissed by Diba, as Shushtar New 

Town offered him an opportunity to realise his ultimate dream: designing a utopia based on 

the humanistic discourse of architecture. A large part of the reason why Diba changed the 

location of the project was that he did not consider Shushtar New Town to be autonomous 

 
55 See AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 24. 
56 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 9. 
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company housing. Rather, he wanted to build complete social housing in the shape of a 

preplanned town that would contribute to the quality of living in the region. According to 

Diba and D.A.Z architects: “Our goal was akin to writing a script for human interaction, 

anticipating all possible action and yet leaving room for spontaneous improvisation within the 

given architectural space.”57 

By shifting the project site closer to old Shushtar, the planners created an interaction between 

old Shushtar and the new town that could eventually contribute to the life dynamic in both 

cities (Figure 4-5). Firstly, residents from the new town would utilise old Shushtar’s services 

and facilities;58 conversely, through the provision of communal facilities, Shushtar New Town 

would attract people from old Shushtar, which could increase the value of land around the 

new town. Secondly, having a new town close to old Shushtar could increase the rate of 

employment and the possibility of finding jobs in both cities. Diba also proposed several 

public and communal buildings in the original scheme of the new town, which would 

decrease the risk of isolation for the new town. These strategies, seen by Diba as desirable in 

their own right, were also reactions against the Shah’s project of modernity and the 

government’s Tabula Rasa planning. 

In early conversations between Diba and KAC, Diba suggested that the firm make eight per 

cent of the future dwellings available to non-company residents from the old town and nearby 

villages.59 In fact, Diba attempted to create housing that could not only accommodate the 

company’s workers and employees, but also house different classes from the general public. 

Consequently, the project was eventually introduced as rental social housing for both 

groups.60 According to KAC former directors, the company workers and employees were able 

to live in the dwellings by paying an affordable monthly rent that was directly deducted from 

each month’s pay (one-twelfth of the workers’ salaries).61 Moreover, the units could be leased 

(for a minimal sum) to the workers and technical staff of the company.62 Non-employees 

could also rent or lease the properties based on certain contracts and regulations.63 A 

 
57 Kamran Diba and DAZ Architects-Planners, "A Case Study: Design Concepts of Shushtar New Town," in Housing, 

Process and Physical Form, ed. Linda Safran (Jakarta: The Aga Khan Award for Architecture, 1979), 43. 
58 Amirjani, "An Analogical Quotation," 15. 
59 See Micara and Salomone, "Shushtar New Town," 133. See also Diba and Architects-Planners, "A Case Study: Design 

Concepts of Shushtar New Town," 43. 
60 It should be noted that Diba’s project was understood as residential community housing in the Aga Khan Award for 

Architecture report concerning Shushtar New Town. 
61 Mostafa Bakhtiari and Reza Mosavi-e Shush, interview by Rahmatollah Amirjani, July 23, 2017, Shushtar. See also 

AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," IV. 
62 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 10. 
63 Bakhtiari and Mosavi-e Shush, interview by Amirjani, July 23, 2017. 
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collaboration between the Planning and Budget Organisation, Shushtar Municipality, and 

KAC was eventually formed to supervise the rental and leasing contracts.64   

Another reason for changing the project’s site was that this enabled the planners to utilise old 

Shushtar’s regional elements for enhancing the new town’s identity. Based on Roman 

Ghirshman’s archaeological discoveries, the Shushtar region, located in south-west Iran, was 

the site of the first human settlement in Iran in the Middle Paleolithic (Old Stone 

Age), around 8,000 BC.65 According to the Persepolis Fortification Tablets, Šurkutir was the 

name given to Shushtar city in the ancient civilisation of Elam.66 Old Shushtar itself had been 

formed in the pre-Islamic historical era of Persia, and had been the centre of the Khuzestan 

region at different historical junctures from the Sasanian to the First Pahlavi empires (224 to 

1925 AD).67 Thus, the town carried various architectural legacies of three main historical eras: 

pre- and post- Islamic Conquest, and the contemporary history of the country. 

Further, the architecture of the region had also been influenced by different ancient European 

and Mediterranean styles, most notably Roman architecture. Old Shushtar city is situated 

between what was historically the Royal Road near Susa, the capital of Elam, and Persepolis, 

the centre of the Achaemenid empire;68 it also crosses the Pasitigris (also known as Karun) 

and Gar-gar rivers.69 The city is well known for its historical hydraulic systems, dating back 

to Darius the Great, the king of the Achaemenid empire in the 5th century B.C.70 This ancient 

city was also a centre of Roman-Persian wars. At the time of the Sasanian empire, the First 

Shapur managed to defeat and capture a Roman emperor, Valerian, which brought great 

honour to the Sasanian empire.71 Around 260 A.D., a large number of arrested Roman 

soldiers were forced to construct bridges and different buildings in old Shushtar and other 

Sasanian towns, including the city of Bishapur.72 The Roman art and architectural style later 

affected the pre- and post-Islamic architecture of Iran, especially in the Khuzestan region. 

 
64 See AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 10. 
65 See the first chapter of Roman Ghirshman, Iran from the Earliest Times to the Islamic Conquest (London: Penguin Books, 

1954). 
66 Mohammad Taghi Zadeh, Shushtar in the History: From Ancient Times to the Islamic Revolution (Tehran: Bashire Elmo 

Adab, 2002), 17-18. 
67 Taghi Zadeh, Shushtar in the History. 
68 Taghi Zadeh, Shushtar in the History, 12. 
69 Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Shushtar No’w." 
70 UNESCO. "Shushtar Historical Hydraulic System." United Nations: World Heritage Convention, 

https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1315, 2009. July 23. 2017. 
71 Joshua J.Mark. "Shapur I." Ancient History Encyclopedia, https://www.ancient.eu/Shapur_I/, 2017. January 23. 2018. 
72 "Shushtar." Livius, http://www.livius.org/articles/place/shushtar/, 2015. June 12. 2017. 

http://www.livius.org/va-vh/valerian/valerian.html
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After shifting the project’s site close to old Shushtar, the D.A.Z Company prepared the plans 

in 1975, planning the project in five phases (Figure 4-6). Construction of the first phase, 

which was intended to house 4200 residents, started in 1976,73 and was almost completed, 

with 600 units built, between 1977-1980.74 The project was financially supported by the 

Planning and Budget Organisation and the Social Welfare and Services governmental 

department.75 Due to political unrest and the 1979 Islamic Revolution, construction and 

building work were paused in 1978, but then continued gradually until 1979.76 At the time of 

the revolution, many Khuzestan industries, most notably sugarcane and petrochemical 

factories, decreased or stopped production because of the national strikes against the Pahlavi 

regime. Former KAC directors stated that the company faced financial difficulties shortly 

after the 1979 revolution,77 and the firm director and its board members were replaced by the 

post-revolutionary authorities, most notably from Bonyad-e Mostazafin78 and later the 

Industrial Development and Renovation Organisation of Iran, known as Sazman-e Gostaresh 

va No-Sazi. These events severely affected sugarcane production, the company income, and 

eventually the completion of the Shushtar New Town project. Besides, due to his 

collaboration and family relationship with the Pahlavi regime, Diba had left the country, and 

the D.A.Z company could not adequately supervise the Shushtar project anymore. These 

issues were followed by the Iran–Iraq War, which ran from 22 Sep 1980 to 20 Aug 1988, and 

brought construction of the project to a complete halt.79 During the battle, war refugees and 

large groups of slum dwellers from neighbouring regions occupied the new town. Shortly 

after the eight-year war, the firm decided to sell the New Town residential units and retail 

stores to the public in order to complete the unfinished constructions and make some income 

for pursuing the production of sugarcane.80 The last construction activities took place in the 

early 1990s, when the company completed some unfinished buildings and constructions 

(Figure 4-7 and Figure 4-8). 

The completion of the project was never considered by the post-revolutionary board of KAC, 

and, at present, only half of the Shushtar original scheme is functioning (Figure 4-9). From 

 
73 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 9. 
74 It should be noted that different dates have been mentioned in the available reports as the phase one completion date. As 

one of the reliable sources, the Aga Khan Award for Architecture also mentions different years. See AKDN, "Shushtar New 

Town," 1-48. 
75 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 10. 
76 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 9-16. 
77 Bakhtiari and Mosavi-e Shush, interview by Amirjani, July 23, 2017. 
78 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 10. 
79 Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Shushtar No’w." 
80 Bakhtiari and Mosavi-e Shush, interview by Amirjani, July 23, 2017. 
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the first construction stage of the project, also known as “phase one quarter,” the  

nursery/kindergarten, also known as Social Service Centre (which later transformed into a 

primary school in the 1990s), bathhouse, neighbourhood centre or plaza, and 87% of the 

residential dwellings started to function in the early years after the end of the war.81 In the 

phase one area, the dwellings were mostly delivered without the installation of windows and 

openings; the windows and doors were gradually placed after the revolution by the residents. 

The plaza, which was designed to hold retail spaces and a hostel, was delivered at almost the 

same time; however, it started to function without the completion of the hostel or installation 

of the openings. The phase one mosque is still incomplete. The second stage of the project 

included a wide range of one-storey courtyard houses and low-rise apartments located in 

different parts of the Shushtar New Town complex. Most of the stage two dwellings (71.27%) 

were delivered before 1978,82 and the rest completed by the early 1990s, under the 

supervision of the new firm. Within the third stage of the project (phase three), the only 

residential area consisted of low-rise apartments, also known as Sector Five or Bakhsh-e Panj, 

delivered at the same time as the completion of phase one. The fourth stage of the project held 

similar housing typologies to the second stage, 84% of them constructed by 1978.   

The residential dwellings from the complex are currently owned by both members of the 

company and non-employees, mainly from neighbouring regions.83 The third and fifth stages 

of the project were never completed. These phases were supposed to hold several residential 

areas, a shopping centre, hospital, day care centre, swimming pool, firefighting station, 

sporting field, and several schools.84 Instead, the land from each of these sections was given 

to other governmental or private organisations for other projects. This was a major shift away 

from Diba’s original intentions for the project, as the non-housing aspects of Shushtar New 

Town were supposed to play a critical role in maintaining the social dynamic of the residents 

and the social sustainability of the complex.  

Since the construction of the Shushtar New Town project, Diba’s housing scheme has been 

discussed and admired by prominent local and international architects. The project gradually 

became well-known when Diba and some members of the D.A.Z company introduced it at an 

architectural conference entitled “Housing, Process and Physical Form,” held in Jakarta, 

 
81 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 9-16. 
82 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," Annexure I,3. 
83 Regardless of the phase one and three neighbourhoods, the rest of the complex is under the supervision of Iran Housing 

Investment Company, known as Sherkat-e Khaneh Sazi Iran. 
84 See AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 20. 
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Indonesia in 1979. 85 The conference was the third gathering in a series on the topic “The 

Architectural Transformation in the Islamic World,” held by the Aga Khan Award for 

Architecture. The paper provides interesting information regarding the project’s site, old 

Shushtar; Diba’s design concepts and ideas; social harmony in the New Town; and the 

typology and size of the dwellings. Two years later, in 1981, the project was highlighted in a 

book, Kamran Diba: Buildings and Projects, published by HATJE. Subsequently, Shushtar 

New Town was extensively represented in different exhibitions, and presented in some 

international architectural journals in the early 1980s, including the Lotus International 

Journal in 1982.86 The Shushtar project received the Aga Khan Award for Architecture in 

1986, which significantly enhanced Diba’s reputation and prestige. Soon, the project was 

being discussed by a number of prominent architects and historians, most notably Kenneth 

Frampton in his study of “low-rise high-density” housing in the third edition of his Modern 

Architecture: A Critical History,” published in 1992.87 Regardless of the incompleteness of 

the project and its subsequent unfortunate incidents, Shushtar New Town is still being 

analysed by many critics and well-known scholars.  

 

 
85 See Diba and Architects-Planners, "A Case Study: Design Concepts of Shushtar New Town." 
86 Ali Mozaffari and Nigel Westbrook, "Death Mask: Fetishising Tradition through Citations" (paper presented at the 

QUOTATION: What Does History Have in Store for Architecture Today? The 34th Annual Conference of the Society of 

Architectural Historians, Australia and New Zealand, Canberra, Australia, 5-8 July 2017), 472. 
87 See Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History, Third ed. (London: Thames & Hudson, 1992), 342. 
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Figure 4-6 The Shushtar New Town master plan 

(Source: By the author, the map redrawn and modified with permission from the Aga Khan Trust for 

Culture (AKAA), the Aga Khan Award for Architecture report of Shushtar New Town, p.43, 1986) 
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Figure 4-7 The parts of Shushtar New Town implemented by 1990 

Source: By the author, 2018 
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Figure 4-8 The new town’s construction stages, and state of completion by 1990 

Source: By the author, 2018 
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Figure 4-9 The 2019 condition of Shushtar New Town  

(Source: By the author, the map redrawn and modified based on a 2019 Shushtar map provided by the 

old Shushtar municipality) 
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Kamran Diba’s Design Approach in Shushtar New Town 

Reviewing a number of Diba’s interviews about, and drawings of, Shushtar New Town, it can 

be argued that the architect designed the Shushtar project based on what can be called a 

“sentimental approach,” based on feelings, memories, tenderness, and a utopian nostalgia for 

a lost past and disappearing world. This, along with Diba’s intentions of “reviving the 

traditions” and “resisting the universal mass production culture” played a key role in the 

creation of the Shushtar New Town project. As Diba frequently contended, when designing 

social housing in any culture, users have a “particular lifestyle” with certain needs, and the 

architect’s main responsibility is to respond to users’ everyday life demands in a poetic way.88 

Diba’s preliminary drawings for Shushtar New Town clearly showed his perception of the 

“particular lifestyle” of the Shushtar region, also communicating a collage of his emotions 

and sensations, as well as a sense of nostalgia for the fading traditional Iranian lifestyle, and a 

desire to revive his childhood and teenage memories from living in the modern upper-

neighbourhoods in Tehran. Diba’s sentimental perception could also be found in a statement 

concerning his criteria for designing community habitats: 

A family are going shopping, there are some local grocers, bakeries, and shops on 

the corner, some are waiting in line at the bus stop, others are looking for a 

Chelow Kabab restaurant, and you can see some people are coming back from 

work to prepare dinner, while they are smelling Jasmine blossoms in the alleys: 

these are the intellectual foundations for creating a social complex. 89 

In the case of the Shushtar New Town project, Diba’s design approach should not be 

categorised as or attributed to one architectural style. Diba previously followed one design 

strategy in his housing projects, which could be understood as a combination of principles 

from social-behavioural, Postmodern and vernacular modernist design practices. For example, 

in the Jondi Shapour University’s staff living quarter in Ahvaz, Khuzestan (1968–1970), Diba 

mainly used local materials and regional architectural elements, including windcatchers and 

adobe-works. Due to the use of these citations, the total image of the staff quarters can be 

understood as an attempt based on Traditionalism, Nativism, or Postmodern architectural 

style. In the staff quarters, Diba intended to revive and manifest regional and historical 

features, as well as rejecting modern architecture’s austerity and nihilistic principles. 

However, Shushtar New Town was a unique and unfamiliar case compared to Diba’s previous 

habitats. Although this housing project carried some elements from the work of the modern 

 
88 See the introduction of Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture. 
89 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets. 
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movement in the West and Diba’s previous projects, the total image of Shushtar New Town 

delivered a different take on collective housing. 

Interestingly, various scholars have also offered different interpretations of the Shushtar New 

Town design concepts and style. For example, according to Nigel Westbrook and Ali 

Mozaffari, the actual origin and conceptual basis of the Shushtar project can largely be 

understood as what Manfredo Tafuri described as “the substitution of order and universality 

for historical perspective.”90 Westbrook and Mozaffari also highlighted that Shushtar New 

Town might be better considered as an “agonistic montage of ‘thick,’ that is embedded, 

images that could resonate with a population for which such images were still part of 

everyday life.”91 Others attributed the project to the Postmodern architectural style due to its 

regional manifestations and historical representations.92 Still others, like Mohamad Sedighi, 

understood the New Town scheme as a synthesis between local traditions and global 

civilisation.93 Moreover, various other researchers, including M. Reza Shirazi, discussed 

Shushtar New Town as an attempt based on the concept of resistance and the continuation of 

traditions. According to Shirazi: 

At the time of designing [Shushtar New Town], construction and housing in Iran 

was essentially under the influence of the Western style and vulgar modernism 

was the leading trend in the professional sphere. Diba’s architectural approach in 

this project, similar to his other works, was a reaction to the pervasive trend of 

Western architectural values in the third world as well as Iran, in which a building 

symbolised power, commerce, gaudiness, inattention and disrespect to the 

everyday life and the traditional community culture of the people ... In order to go 

beyond the overwhelming trend of the time, Diba took the values of traditional 

architectural and social life as his departure point.94 

In fact, a reason why one could find different takes on, and interpretations of, the design of 

the New Town is that Diba employed several languages and images to plan each phase of this 

social housing. Although, overall, Shushtar New Town delivered a unified image, each part of 

the town had a particular identity and expression. An explanation for this approach could be 

found through reviewing Diba’s other projects. Revisiting Diba’s previous works in Iran, it 

can be noted that he utilised various styles and citations based on the class of the project’s 

 
90 Westbrook and Mozaffari, "A Return to the Beginnings of Regionalism," 717. 
91 Westbrook and Mozaffari, "A Return to the Beginnings of Regionalism," 722. 
92 See Pooya Khazaeli Parsa’s statement in Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly 

Architecture, 32. 
93 See Mohamad Sedighi, "Re-Thinking the Architecture of an Appropriate Habitat: The Example of Shushtar-Nou, Iran 

(1975-85)" (paper presented at the 15th International DOCOMOMO Conference, Cankarjev Dom, Ljubljana, Slovenia, 28-31 

August 2018), 583. 
94 M. Reza Shirazi, "New Towns—Promises Towards Sustainable Urban Form from “Shushtar-No” to “Shahre Javan 

Community”," in Young Cities Research Paper Series (Berlin: TU Berlin, 2013), 26. 



The Realisation of Shushtar New Town: A Response 

165 

 

user, the dominant regional culture, client, context, and function or category. For example, the 

National Iranian Oil Company Resort (1972-1979), located in Mahmudabad town, was 

designed for employees who were from the middle and upper class of the society. As an 

unequivocally modern high-rise project, the Mahmudabad complex delivered strong language 

of, and dependency on, the Brutalist and International Style principles. Similarly, in the case 

of projects that were supposed to represent Iran, including museums, offices and commercial 

centres, Diba utilised more technological advancements, and borrowed features from the 

universal modern movement in order to manifest the country’s modernisation agenda. Diba’s 

pure Brutal work of Empress Farah’s Secretariat (1970–1978), or his gigantic high-tech 

model for the ATI Centre project (2004), could prove the above argument. By contrast, Diba 

took a more nativist approach in his design of the Jondi Shapour staff quarters, due to the 

dominant Islamic culture of the region. Since Shushtar New Town was expected to deliver 

various buildings with different functions, and to accommodate diverse classes, Diba used 

several languages and manifestations similar to his previous approaches. 

The aforementioned claim could be verified by looking at Shushtar New Town’s different 

parts. For instance, in terms of the Shushtar New Town neighbourhood centre (plaza), or 

Meydan-e Mahall-e, the design delivered a strong sense of modern monumentality, 

megastructure and tectonic architecture. In contrast, in phase one, Diba toned down the 

tectonic language and conceived most of the residential dwellings through a traditionalist or 

regionalist point of view. These claims will be discussed in the following sections concerning 

the morphological and typological analyses of the Shushtar New Town social housing.  

 

The Morphology, Typology and Design Analyses of Shushtar New Town 

This section seeks to analyse the Shushtar New Town project’s morphological, typological 

and design aspects. Through the morphological study, the evolution of the complex’s form 

and design within the built environment and the site’s historical context will be discussed 

extensively. Next, the typology of Shushtar New Town will be examined, with particular 

attention to the most important residential and commercial buildings. This section will be 

followed by a comprehensive examination of Diba’s design features, including the project’s 

circulation, access, structure, infrastructure and ventilation. Since the phase one and three 

residential quarters were the only parts that were constructed based completely on Diba’s 
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original scheme, the aforementioned examinations will mainly be carried out by focusing on 

these quarters (Figure 4-10). 

 

 

Figure 4-10 Phase one, and the phase three residential quarter 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

The Morphological Examination of Shushtar New Town 

The Project Site’s Context 

The Shushtar New Town project is laid out on an undulating site near old Shushtar, 

overlooking the Karun river and gently sloping historical monuments and sites, including the 

Salasel Castle and the Shadorvan Weir Bridge, which date back to the Achaemenid and 

Sasanian Empire eras. The designated site was partly arable, but is mostly desert sand. The 

Shushtar New Town project’s original site was approximately two kilometres wide and eight 
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kilometres long;95 however, it was gradually integrated with the new city fabric and 

constructions of old Shushtar. With an altitude of 213 feet (65m), the Shushtar region is 

known for its extremely hot climate. The summer days in the region are long and very hot, 

with temperatures of up to 50°C, and the winter days are short with moderately dry, with a 

minimum temperature of 1°C. It is also common to experience high humidity in the summer 

and late spring, due to the evaporation of water from the Karun river and the vast sugarcane 

fields. When the dry northern gale and breeze blow from the Zagros mountains, they decrease 

midday humidity; however when the southern winds blow from the Persian Gulf and Abadan 

plain, the humidity increases, causing more hot and moist weather. When it is both hot (about 

50 °C) and humid (50% humidity), especially in July and August, the weather becomes 

unbearably humid, what the native people call Sharji in Farsi.96 Each of the aforementioned 

features influenced the design of Shushtar New Town, as will be highlighted shortly.  

 

Figure 4-11 A bird’s eye view of the Shushtar New Town phase one quarter 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 

 

The Primary Evolution of the Complex’s Form 

The overall image of Shushtar New Town could be understood as clustered low-rise carpet 

housing with medium density settlements (Figure 4-11).97 Reviewing Diba’s original 

drawings concerning the Shushtar New Town project, it can be argued that the initial model 

 
95 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 3. 
96 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 4. 
97 Many scholars, most notably Kenneth Frampton, have also categorised the project as low-rise carpet housing. See 

Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History, 342. 
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for the project was a syntax found in some pre- and post-Islamic historical towns and 

buildings, reformulated based on 1960s and 1970s Western urban planning principles (Figure 

4-12). However, Diba ultimately articulated different residential and commercial parts of 

Shushtar New Town based on different concepts. Although Diba ultimately produced a new 

innovative and united image for this project, the entire town was a collage derived from 

various sources. From another perspective, this project was a combination of national and 

international projects, along with citations of Diba’s previous works, formed into a unified 

housing project in response to the outcome of the 1970 and 1974 Isfahan and Persepolis 

international conferences and the Habitat Bill of Rights design principles.98  

 

Figure 4-12 Diba’s drawings regarding the Persian and traditional Islamic towns plans 

(Source: Darab Diba, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the Shushtar New Town On-

Site Review Report, internal Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKAA), 1986)99 

 

Figure 4-13 Kamran Diba's drawings regarding the evolution of the complex’s form 

(Source: Darab Diba, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the Shushtar New Town On-

Site Review Report, internal Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKAA), 1986)100 

 
98 Amirjani, "An Analogical Quotation," 14. 
99 Darab Diba, "Shushtar New Town on-Site Review Report," (Aga Khan Trust for Culture, 1986), ANNEXURE III. 4. 
100 Diba, "Shushtar New Town on-Site Review Report," ANNEXURE III. 3. 
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Figure 4-14 An illustration of a caravanserai in Kashan, Iran 

(Source: Wikimedia, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caravanserai#/media/File:18_Chardin_Caravanseray_in_Kashan.jpg) 

 

Shushtar New Town’s core configuration followed the introverted structure of some ancient 

Persian towns, using elements from the country’s pre-Islamic period. As seen in Diba’s 

drawings, the main centre of the complex was placed at the highest part of the site (Figure 

4-13). Through this strategy, a high-rise megastructure could act as a landmark and axial 

centre. To achieve that, Diba put the plaza at the top, in the heart of the complex. As the core 

of the complex, the gigantic square-shape form of the plaza with its central open courtyard 

could be understood as a reimagining of the multi-storey Safavid Empire caravanserais 

(Figure 4-14), the ancient Persian ziggurats, and the pre-Islamic fire-temple structure, known 

as “four vault,” or Chartaqi. Putting the hollow cubic volume at the centre, Diba formed the 

main accesses based on the four cardinal directions that linked the new town to the district 

distributors around the complex. The residential clusters, communal spaces, gardens and other 

buildings were placed around and between the four cardinal directions (Figure 4-15). Since 

the cardinal points were understood as holy orientations in ancient Persian beliefs, many 

ancient towns, palaces and temples were constructed in line with this perception.101 The new 

 
101 See Nader Ardalan and Laleh Bakhtiar, The Sense of Unity : The Sufi Tradition in Persian Architecture (Chicago: Kazi 

Publications, 2000). 
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town’s design considerations, building concept, form inspirations and urban configuration 

will be expanded upon shortly. 

 

Figure 4-15 The position of Shushtar New Town in reference to the four cardinal directions 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

Typology 

As noted, Diba’s oasis could be understood as a collage from different sources, including 

Diba’s previous works. In the Shushtar New Town master plan, each building delivers a 

unique typology; however, some of these buildings have a similar appearance to, or qualities 

in common with, earlier works by Diba. For example, the scheme of the Neighbourhood 

Mosque resembles Diba’s Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art, and also his design for the 

Shahid Chamran University mosque. Unfortunately, many of Diba’s planned buildings 

remained unbuilt, and cannot be discussed here due to the lack of information and archival 

documents. Thus, the following discussion will focus on the implemented parts of phase one 

and three, and, to conduct a more precise analysis of the Shushtar New Town typology, the 

project will be discussed based on two different categories: the residential and commercial 

sectors. 
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The Typology of the Residential Buildings 

The residential aspect of the Shushtar New Town master plan was comprised of a wide range 

of two- to five-room dwellings, designed according to two different typologies: courtyard and 

apartment types. Single- and two-storey courtyard houses were the most common among the 

units (80 per cent of the master plan).102 The phase one quarter included one type of two-

storey apartment, and five different models of courtyard houses. The courtyard houses in 

phase one were designed based on single- and two-storey models, which were delivered in 9 x 

11, 10 x 12 and 12 x 14 metre plots. The single-storey models were planned mainly in three 

different types, each delivering three-room dwellings with a small garden and traditional pool. 

Diba also planned two types of two-storey courtyard houses with five rooms. Diba utilised the 

apartment typology in the other phases of the complex. In the implemented part of phase 

three, he delivered totally different types of apartment model than in phase one. This 

residential quarter mainly included three-room dwellings in different levels; however, a small 

number of the units were designed based on a five-room model. 

Diba designed most of the residential typologies to incorporate the possibility of extension. At 

the beginning of the project’s operation, Diba recommended a number of regulations that 

would enable users to evolve the unit plans, or merge dwellings that were next to one another. 

Due to the plans’ adaptability, growing or extending the Shushtar New Town houses and 

apartment units was easily possible through a few simple modifications to the walls between 

the units.103 For instance, based on Diba’s considerations, the Shushtar complex’s two- and 

three-room housing units could be transformed into a four-, five or six-room dwellings as 

family size expanded and standard of living improved.104 As mentioned in Chapter Two, the 

idea of dwelling extension was enthusiastically advocated in architectural discourses in the 

1960s and 1970s, influencing the housing projects of several prominent architects, including 

Moshe Safdie, Georges Candilis, Shadrach Woods, James Stirling, and Alvaro Siza. In Iran, 

the idea was first reflected by some Second-Generation scholars in a few architectural 

journals in the 1960s, and later discussed in the 1970 and 1974 international congresses.105 

This strategy was also addressed in the Habitat Bill of Rights as a vital factor in housing 

 
102 Diba, "The Recent Housing Boom in Iran - Lessons to Remember," 42. 
103 Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture, 208. 
104 Diba and Architects-Planners, "A Case Study: Design Concepts of Shushtar New Town," 41. 
105 See Bakhtiar and Farhad, The Interaction of Tradition and Technology, 137. See also Towards a Quality of Life: The Role 

of Industrialization in the Architecture and Urban Planning of Developing Countries ( Reports of the Proceedings of the 

Second International Congress of Architects, Persepolis, Iran,1974),  93,143&72. 
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design, especially for maintaining the stability and structure of lower-class families.106 

According to Diba, in Shushtar New Town, this design strategy not only safeguarded the 

urban fabric against stagnancy, but also improved the diversity, and eco-dynamic and social 

sustainability, of the families.107 As Mozaffari and Westbrook write:  

[In Diba’s scheme,] the emphasis on respect for continuity recalls the Second 

Congress [Persepolis Declaration for an International Code of Human Habitat] in 

which the delegates proposed that there should be the creation of a ‘wholesome, 

balanced and equitable habitat,’ while responding to the desirable diversity of 

perceptions and means inherent in the shaping of the human habitat in time and 

place.108 

In addition to offering the ability to extend the units, Diba designed the residential plans to 

revive the concept of functional flexibility. As mentioned in the third chapter, the social 

housing imposed as a result of the government’s modernisation program disregarded the 

functional flexibility of traditional Iranian architecture. Diba abolished the modern 

architectural minimalisation approach, along with the modern concept of a house as an 

agglomeration of specific functions. Instead, in Diba’s habitat, the rooms were larger than 

typical size (3m×3m, 3m×4m, 4m×4m and 5m×5m), and thus could be used for various 

functions. As a result, the units could offer both the Western bed-style and the traditional way 

of sleeping to residents. Consequently, the Shushtar complex could accommodate different 

classes of society, with diverse lifestyles. 

The residential typologies were also formulated considering other considerations of the 

traditional Iranian-Islamic lifestyle, especially in terms of privacy, cooking and hygiene. 

Unlike the existing “instant” housing that manipulated people’s lifestyle, Diba’s 

environmentally- and culturally friendly planning explored alternative ways of creating 

architecture that was harmonious with the traditional Iranian way of living. Both the Shushtar 

New Town houses and apartment units offered more privacy for families. For example, the 

traditional concepts of “entrance hierarchy” (Selsel-e Marateb-e Vorodi,) and “entry division 

spaces” (Hashti) were restored in some of the Shushtar complex’s residential typologies. In 

another example, the kitchens were designed with enclosed plans that could bring more 

private space and comfort for women; most of the dwellings also had designated areas for 

cooking in the courtyards or on balconies. Moreover, with the exception of the apartment 

typologies in the phase three quarter, the rest of the residential models were designed to offer 

 
106 Ardalan et al., Habitat Bill of Rights, 29. 
107 Khanizad and Ehsani Moayed, Kamran Diba and the Human-Friendly Architecture, 208. 
108 Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Shushtar No’w." 
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the possibility of the installation of toilets in their courtyards.109 Again, these considerations 

could facilitate the coalition and integration of the low- or conservative-class users with the 

middle-class families in the complex.  

 

Phase One’s Residential Typologies 

The typological concepts of the phase one residential units were derived from a variety of 

different contemporary and historical sources. In designing the single-storey houses, Diba 

utilised two common typologies of the introverted traditional courtyard house that existed in 

the region, most notably in old Shushtar, and also Dezful city, a historical town located 70 

kilometres to the north of the new town (Figure 4-16).  

In one of the region’s traditional typologies, the houses were conceived without the customary 

Iranian entrances and division spaces; instead the rooms, kitchen, shower and toilet were 

located around the courtyard, directly facing the open space and garden. A flat-roofed patio or 

porch, along with courtyard walls, protected the rooms from sunlight and overheating. Diba 

planned two types of phase one’s single-storey houses according to that concept (Type A and 

Type B in Figure 4-17). These models were intended to accommodate more conservative 

classes of user, as these typologies maintained more features of the traditional Iranian-Islamic 

lifestyle, including outdoor toilets and kitchens. 

In the region’s second house typology, by contrast, the units included enclosed division 

spaces, and all rooms were accessible and linked through them. In phase one, one type of 

single-storey courtyard house (Type C in Figure 4-17), and all the two-storey courtyard 

houses were planned based on this model (Type A and Type B in Figure 4-18). In these types, 

some spaces, including the kitchen and toilets, were not placed outside the houses; instead, 

they were connected to small voids, offering natural air and sunlight. Interestingly, the 

conceptual model of the two-storey houses also resembled the multi-storey villas that had 

appeared in the Iranian cities, most notably Tehran, during and after the modernisation era. As 

a result, these units were occupied by the middle-class employees after the completion of 

phase one. 

 
109 It should be noted that the apartments in phase one were provided with both indoor and outdoor toilets.  
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Figure 4-16 Kamran Diba's drawing of the architecture of a traditional Shushtar house  

(Source: Darab Diba, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the Shushtar New Town On-

Site Review Report, internal Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKAA), 1986)110 

 

 

Figure 4-17 The single-storey courtyard typologies in phase one 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 
110 Diba, "Shushtar New Town on-Site Review Report," ANNEXURE III. 6. 
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Figure 4-18 The two-storey courtyard typologies in phase one 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

Diba utilised the traditional courtyard house model as a reaction to the failure of social 

housing, and emergence of culturally and environmentally inappropriate housing, during the 

modernisation era. Firstly, the introverted courtyard models could maintain the notion of 

privacy and some other features of the Islamic way of living that had been neglected by the 
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Pahlavi regime’s radical planning. Secondly, the courtyard typologies could also provide 

more tolerable thermal and climatic conditions inside and outside the houses in both the 

summer and winter seasons. The courtyard walls protected the front yards from sunlight and 

overheating, and small gardens and traditional pools (Hawz) inside the courtyards improved 

air temperature and quality. As a result, the inward-looking openings of the houses could 

circulate fresh, pleasant air from the yards into the interiors. Additionally, each courtyard 

house had an easy access to the roof. On summer nights and during the more moderate 

seasons, spring and fall, the flat roofs could also be used as sleeping places, traditionally 

known as Mahtabi or Bahar Khab. As mentioned in the third chapter, the concept of Bahar 

Khab was also disregarded in the government’s social housing. As suggested by the 

architectural debates of the 1970s, this courtyard typology could also deliver more sense of 

belonging and of authentic Iranian culture, which would eventually contribute to the identity 

and sense of place in the complex.  

It can be argued that the apartment typology Diba offered in the phase one sector was a totally 

new model, drawing on the locals’ traditions, the regional culture of building, and the 

language of modern architecture (Figure 4-19). This low-rise typology could be considered an 

attempt to preserve the features of courtyard houses, while delivering some aspects of the 

Western apartment model that was disseminated in the 1960s and 1970s in Iran. One could 

also relate these apartments to the two-storey traditional houses with central courtyards in 

Yazd and Kashan. The two-storey apartments had two levels and each level was separated in 

the middle to create two double-room dwellings, giving four units in total. The company 

offered each family two units, one on the ground floor and another on the first level, which 

combined to make a four-room, two-storey apartment. According to previous company 

managers, it was also possible to provide lower-income families with single units under 

certain terms and conditions. After taking a few stairs in the main entry, users had access to 

their units from a small central courtyard, or void, on the ground floor (Figure 4-20). The 

central courtyard was divided equally with a wall that blocked the other unit’s visual access, 

thus maintaining more privacy for each unit. Indeed, Diba replaced the concept of void, a 

Western phenomenon, with a central courtyard, an important vernacular housing element, to 

produce a more culturally friendly apartment typology. Diba designed two rooms, a toilet, 

shower, and kitchen on the ground level, which were all accessed via passing through the 

open-roofed central courtyard. Each family could reach the first-floor unit through the main 

apartment staircase. On the first floor, Diba designed two rooms, one bathroom, and also a 
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toilet; these spaces were linked to each other via a strip of U-shaped balcony that had visual 

access to the central courtyard. 

 

Figure 4-19 A view of the phase one apartment units 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2012 

 

 

Figure 4-20 The phase one apartment plans 

Source: By the author, 2018 
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The Phase Three Apartment Typologies 

The phase three quarter consisted of two- to four-storey apartment blocks arranged in a 

carpet-like pattern. Most of the units were designed based on a three-room plan; however, 

Diba also placed a five-room unit on the third and fourth levels of each block, on top of the 

quarter entrances. In designing the low-rise apartments in the phase three quarter of the 

project, Diba used his experience in the Jondi Shapour University staff residential complex, 

delivering almost identical balcony-type dwellings (Figure 4-21). The staff residential units 

had been delivered to the intellectual and scholarly classes of the society, and thus the plans 

drew quite heavily on the modern architectural design language, and the Western lifestyle. 

Since Diba almost reused the plans of the Jondi Shapour residential quarter, the final 

typologies of the phase three dwellings were closer to Western-style apartments. For example, 

unlike the phase one residential plans, the phase three units imposed certain functions for each 

room and space, due to Diba’s slight minimalist and functionalist considerations. However, 

Diba also infused the layout of these apartments with the region’s traditional architectural 

elements, perfectly transforming a Western apartment typology to a local product. 

 

Figure 4-21 A comparison between the phase three apartments and the Jondi Shapour 

University residential units 

(Source: on the left, Shushtar New Town, photograph by the author, 2017; on the right, The Jondi 

Shapour University campus, Kamran Diba’s official Facebook page, photograph reproduced by the 

author, https://www.facebook.com/KamranDiba/photos/a.10150962520399462/10150962524434462/

?type=3&theater) 

 

Shushtar New Town’s phase three apartments borrowed typological design concepts and 

citations both from the work of the modern movement, and from the region’s traditional 

architecture. For example, the articulation of volumes, the quarter entrances and the shaded 

bridges in many ways reflected Kahn’s Indian Institute of Management in Ahmedabad 

https://www.facebook.com/KamranDiba/photos/a.10150962520399462/10150962524434462/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/KamranDiba/photos/a.10150962520399462/10150962524434462/?type=3&theater
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(Figure 4-22). On the other hand, Diba designed all the apartment blocks with communal 

courtyards at the front and back. Through this strategy, Diba once again localised a Western 

typology using an element borrowed from the region’s traditional architecture. Interestingly, 

Diba designated small balconies within the apartment courtyards for each unit on the ground 

level, resembling the concept of Eyvan from traditional Iranian architecture (Figure 4-23). 

These private spaces could be employed for different purposes, including laundry and 

cooking. The balconies on the upper levels played the same role for their users. Through the 

phase three apartment typology, Diba sought to mediate between the people’s traditional 

lifestyle and the globalisation of the Western lifestyle. 

 

Figure 4-22 A comparison of the entrances in Kahn’s Ahmedabad project and Diba’s phase 

three residential quarter. 

(Source: on the left, © Photograph reused with permission from Enrique Pérez Rodero, 

https://artchist.files.wordpress.com/2016/08/indian-institute-of-management-in-ahmedabad-by-louis-i-

kahn-14.jpeg; on the right, Photograph by the author, 2012) 

 

Diba also conceived the phase three cluster typology based on different sources. The 

orientation and arrangement of the residential dwellings formed a central enclosed, vehicle-

free open space resembling the courtyards in traditional Iranian architecture, and the ancient 

Persian gardens in a different expression (Figure 4-24). On the other hand, creating enclosed 

open spaces within residential complexes was strongly advocated in the 1960s and 1970s 

Western urban planning discourses. This concept was also reflected in the Habitat Bill of 

https://artchist.files.wordpress.com/2016/08/indian-institute-of-management-in-ahmedabad-by-louis-i-kahn-14.jpeg
https://artchist.files.wordpress.com/2016/08/indian-institute-of-management-in-ahmedabad-by-louis-i-kahn-14.jpeg


The Realisation of Shushtar New Town: A Response 

180 

 

Right as an outcome of the 1974 Persepolis International Architectural Conferences in Iran.111 

The introverted car-free space in phase three could be used as a playground, and an area for 

gathering and sitting. In this quarter, Diba confined the residential parking spaces to the end 

of the west side of the complex, in order to maintain more safety and comfort for children and 

the residents who would use the communal open space.  

 

Figure 4-23 The plans of the three-room units in the phase three residential quarter 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

Figure 4-24 The arrangement of the phase three apartment blocks 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2018 

 
111 See Ardalan et al., Habitat Bill of Rights, 67. 



The Realisation of Shushtar New Town: A Response 

181 

 

The Typology of the Plaza 

The Shushtar New Town plaza, or main bazar, also known as the Neighbourhood Centre, was 

the heart of Diba’s oasis. Diba designed the plaza in five levels. On the ground floor, the 

building consisted of a large open courtyard, surrounded by retail shops and services (Figure 

4-26 and Figure 4-27). This central space also offered designated places for vendors and 

individuals who wanted to sell their own products. In fact, providing free-of-charge spaces for 

private sellers or communities was another central concept in the discourse of social housing 

in the 1960s; this idea was also addressed in the Habitat Bill of Rights.112 Diba also 

designated the second floor of the plaza to retail shops and workshops. Levels three to five of 

the building were supposed to function as a hostel, delivering studio and one-bedroom 

accommodations.113 The typology of this building was the most innovative element in the 

Shushtar New Town phase one quarter, delivering a new experience of “plaza” that was 

somewhat unfamiliar in the contemporary history of architecture in Iran. As with the 

residential building typologies, the design concept of the plaza and its model were derived 

from different sources. As mentioned, the main typology of this gigantic square-shaped 

building, with its central open courtyard, could be attributed to the multi-storey Safavid 

Empire caravanserais or bazars in Kashan and Isfahan cities, including the Shah Abbas 

Caravanserai (Figure 4-25).114 Additionally, the cubic volume and model of the plaza in many 

ways expressed the typology of the pre-Islamic Persian fire temples. The proposed model was 

also another interpretation of Charles Fourier’s concept of the Phalanx community, given its 

combination of shops, a hostel and workshops.115 

 

 
112 Ardalan et al., Habitat Bill of Rights, 33. 
113 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 102-06. 
114 From an architectural point of view, a caravanserai, or roadside inn or hostel, was usually a single-storey building with a 

rectangular walled exterior and a central square courtyard open to the sky. A caravanserai mainly included shops, rest rooms, 

a traditional bath and animal stalls, for travellers and traders. 
115 See AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 102. 
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Figure 4-25 A bird’s eye view from the Shushtar New Town plaza 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2018 

 

Figure 4-26 The plaza’s central courtyard 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2012 

 

The plaza could be considered to be an attempt to create a tectonic architecture by using local 

materials and regional elements. At 24 metres high, and with a diameter of 60 metres, the 

solid volume of the Neighbourhood Centre played a key role in delivering tectonic sense in 

the Shushtar New Town complex. Indeed, one could categorise Shushtar New Town as a 
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work of Critical Regionalism due to the expression of the main plaza. In this building, Diba 

designed two gigantic semi-cylindrical stair-boxes that could act as stairs, canopies, 

monuments, and landmarks for the Shushtar New Town. These cylindrical boxes were among 

Diba’s design signatures, used in different projects. However, the Shushtar New Town plaza 

was the only work in which Diba manifested a monumental and tectonic form of this design 

element through using regional features, including brick-work and superficial cantilever 

beams, known as Torr-e (Figure 4-28). These large stair-boxes, along with the tall brick walls 

surrounding them, protected the central open courtyard from overheating by maintaining 

enough shade during daylight hours. Similar to the apartments from phase three, Diba 

finalised the typology of the building by borrowing a number of design ideas from Louis 

Kahn’s Salk Institute Meeting House, Indian Institute of Management, and library at Phillips 

Exeter Academy in Boston. Although Diba offered a new type of plaza and commercial 

building through combining regional, historical, and Western elements, this building could 

also be understood as a multi-functional monument or landmark with strong tectonic 

manifestation. 

 

Figure 4-27 The ground floor of plaza 

(Source: By the author, the map redrawn and modified with permission from the Aga Khan Trust for 

Culture (AKAA), the Aga Khan Award for Architecture report on Shushtar New Town, p.106, 1986) 
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Figure 4-28 A plaza stair-box with the cantilever beams 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 

 

Shushtar New Town Design Aspects 

Circulation, Spin and Communal Areas 

During the time when the Iranian government’s modernisation program, along with the 

effects of the consumer culture of capitalism, was polarising the image of Iranian cities, 

vehicle traffic was recognised as a new issue affecting the traditional Iranian lifestyle. In fact, 

the authorities were failing to find a workable balance between local cultures and traditional 

city fabrics and the new uprising modern phenomena, including cars and large highways or 

avenues. This problem, also discussed by a number of well-known postwar scholars, 

including Kevin A. Lynch and Christopher Alexander, considerably affected the modern 

movement and discourses of architecture and urban planning between the 1950s and the 

1970s.116 This issue was also the subject of many discussions in Iran, appearing in a number 

of papers at the 1970 and 1974 Isfahan and Persepolis international architectural conferences.  

The issues of traffic, vehicle access, and highways were considered by Diba in designing his 

oasis, resulting in an alternative way of compromising between the indigenous lifestyle and 

the necessities of Western life. Diba’s approach tended to separate the vehicle traffic and 

pedestrians through a dialectic between past and present. The ultimate outcome was a 

 
116 See “The Image of the Environment” and “Three Cities” in Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City (London: The MIT Press, 

1960), 1-46. See also the “Towns” chapter in Christopher Alexander et al., A Pattern Language: Towns, Buildings, 

Construction (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977). 
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hierarchy of car access: from the main district distributor, the road system was gradually 

scaled down, ending in designated car parks at the entrances to both the residential sectors and 

the town’s public facilities. This strategy could enhance the social sustainability of the 

complex by reducing problems of noise, the visual impact of vehicles, hazards to pedestrians, 

and invasion of privacy. According to Mozaffari and Westbrook: 

One important planning feature of the design of New Shushtar was for a separation 

of cars and pedestrians, in common with a number of English and American 

precedents. For example, Clarence Stein’s Radburn garden suburb, New Jersey, 

begun in 1928, and Cumbernauld New Town, Scotland, of 1955 to 1996. In both 

cases, separation of pedestrian areas and vehicular traffic was a priority.117 

In designing the Shushtar New Town accesses and central spine, Diba used a number of 

different historical and contemporary sources as inspiration. The Shushtar New Town urban 

configuration followed the introverted structure of some ancient Persian towns, and drew on 

elements from the country’s pre-Islamic period. As noted previously, the original concept was 

to have the centre of the town occupy the highest part of the site, and to construct the tallest 

building in this section, to form a landmark and axial centre for the access network. To do 

this, Diba put the plaza in the heart of the complex, allowing access from the four cardinal 

directions that linked the new town to the main district distributers around the complex 

(Figure 4-29). 

Diba also designed a secondary car-free network of pedestrian walkways, reflecting the 

Iranian Islamic towns’ design principle of orienting walkways towards the mosque, 

bathhouse, school and plaza. As discussed in the third chapter, the social housing planning of 

the Pahlavi regime had neglected the centrality of religious and commercial buildings, which 

were traditionally also employed for the community’s political and social activities. In the 

Shushtar New Town housing, Diba restored the centrality and power of these buildings and 

institutions in town planning. This secondary main network predominately stretched from 

west to east, also following the design concept of traditional Persian gardens, or 

Chaharbagh.118 This car-free route was intended to connect the Shushtar New Town facilities 

and social services to each other. In addition, it was also supposed to link the complex to old 

Shushtar through a pedestrian bridge over the river.119 The residential quarters and clusters 

were linked to these secondary pedestrian accesses, common car parks, and open spaces via a 

 
117 Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Shushtar No’w." 
118 Westbrook and Mozaffari, "A Return to the Beginnings of Regionalism," 719. 
119 See AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 2. 
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system of narrow car-free alleys (Figure 4-30). The geometrically distributed network of 

central open areas; hierarchy of courtyards; 45-degree angle diagonal walkways; and the 

overall rectilinear geometry of phase one recall Louis Kahn’s arrangement of the central large 

open court and yards in his Ahmedabad project.120 

 

Figure 4-29 The Shushtar New Town primary and secondary accesses 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 
120 See Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Shushtar No’w." 
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Figure 4-30 The phase one communal areas and pedestrian car-free accesses 

Source: By the author, 2018 
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Diba conceived the Shushtar New Town open spaces and car parks according to humanistic 

and behavioral design approaches. Separating the car-accesses and pedestrian walkways was a 

common practice between the 1950s and 1970s, and Diba had also had a successful 

experience in the Jondi Shapour University staff quarters regarding the separation of car and 

pedestrian accesses, which encouraged him to follow the same strategy for the Shushtar New 

Town project. Diba stated that the access network of the new town gave priority to 

pedestrians, allowing the residents to walk or cycle through the entire complex without using 

cars.121 In phase one, Diba designated two central car parks at the north and south of the 

plaza, between the residential quarters. In phase three, Diba located a car park at the end of 

the west side of this sector. As a result of Diba’s strategy, residents had to park their vehicles 

in common car parks and take the pedestrian accesses to get to their dwellings or the plaza. 

The car parks were placed a standard distance away from the walls of the residential units; 

small gardens between the parking lots and the dwellings were also designed in order to 

decrease the noise of the vehicles. 

The multi-function common open spaces between the phase one and phase three clusters were 

also planned according to behavioral design practices. These spaces were designed for 

increasing residential interaction and enhancing social sustainability in the complex.  For 

instance, children could play in the common areas while parents could see them from their 

units; people could sit and talk to each other or walk or jog around these areas while enjoying 

the green spaces. These considerations were also part of the Habitat Bill of Rights, as an 

outcome of the 1974 Persepolis international architectural conferences.122 

Diba also considered climatic and thermal factors when designing the Shushtar New Town 

accesses and open spaces. According to Diba, the streets and open environments responded to 

the Shushtar region’s hot and dry climate conditions, especially during summer, by preserving 

the coolness of the night for the hot daytime.123 Since the design of the walkways and alleys 

in the town was intended to facilitate the comfort and social interaction of the residents, at the 

time of planning, Diba decided to remove automobile traffic in order to reach the narrowest 

width of an alley (Figure 4-31). Diba eliminated any gardens or greenery from the pedestrian 

walkways. Diba felt that the maintenance of vegetation, trees and landscaping on private 

streets would have been too costly and luxurious for Shushtar New Town; as a result, the 

 
121 Daneshvar, A Garden between Two Streets, 195. 
122 See Ardalan et al., Habitat Bill of Rights, 38-39. 
123 Diba, "The Recent Housing Boom in Iran - Lessons to Remember," 42. 
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private gardens in the courtyards were situated so that the trees could create shade and provide 

a bit of greenery for the streets.124 From Diba’s point of view, these strategies not only 

provided adequate shade and fresh air circulation during summer time, but also made the 

alleys a safer place, and promoted some kind of privacy for the residents. In the open spaces 

between the phase one and three apartments, Diba planned some strip-line and square-shaped 

gardens. Although these gardens were never completed, Diba had intended that the garden 

plants and greenery would protect the ground from sunlight and overheating, thus maintaining 

more pleasant fresh air in the open spaces. Using various sustainable design techniques, 

including different air pressures in the walkways and houses, the fresh air would be circulated 

from the gardens to the narrower alleys, and also into the units through internally-oriented 

openings. 

 

Figure 4-31 Diba's drawing regarding the narrow car-free alleys’ climate conditions 

(Source: Darab Diba, © Photograph reproduced with permission from the Shushtar New Town On-

Site Review Report, internal Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKAA), 1986)125 

 
124 Diba and Architects-Planners, "A Case Study: Design Concepts of Shushtar New Town," 43. 
125 Diba, "Shushtar New Town on-Site Review Report," ANNEXURE III. 10. 
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Structure and Construction Materials  

The Shushtar New Town residential and commercial buildings comprised different structural 

systems tying the Iranian culture of building to the latest modern construction technologies. 

Brick was the most used material in the construction of Shushtar New Town, as it was one of 

the most efficient and available construction materials in the region. Due to the thermal mass 

of the bricks, employing this material could moderate temperatures in the courtyards and 

interiors by averaging day and night extremes. Unlike poor-quality bricks, the available bricks 

in the region, known as Khatayi and Ghazaghi, were designed so as not to absorb heat in the 

daytime and radiate it at night, which was especially advantageous in summer; however, in 

winter, the bricks absorbed and radiated all the heat that was produced inside during the day 

and night. This consideration would contribute to the residents’ comfort, to and energy cost 

reduction. 

In the case of the courtyard houses and apartments in phase one, Diba used traditional load-

bearing brick walls combined with steel beams supporting the roof, which was understood as 

a revolutionary idea at the time.126 Brick barrel-vaults, a traditional construction technique 

locally known as Tagh Zarbi, have been used between each pair of beams. Low-density or 

porous concrete was poured over the brick vaults and arches to make a base on which a layer 

of concrete was laid, and light concrete paving blocks were arranged over this to form the 

final roof.127 Ceiling and interior walls were finished with a decorative stucco plaster coat, 

although, for a variety of reasons, including humidity in the kitchens and bathrooms, white 

cement coat was sometimes used. The courtyards and unit floors were covered with dark-grey 

or dark-green terrazzo and mosaic tiles, laid on cement and concrete pads on each level. In 

terms of finishing materials for the exterior walls, Diba used white cement for coating the 

inner side of the courtyard walls of the single- and double-storey houses, while for the final 

cover of the facade and external side of the courtyard houses and apartments, a harmonious 

mixture of local bricks, clay, and white-cement coats were employed (Figure 4-32). The main 

doors of the courtyard houses and most of the apartment units were made of steel. For the 

interior spaces, Diba offered wooden and PVC doors in the apartments. However, as 

mentioned previously, the phase one dwellings were mostly delivered without windows and 

interior doors. 

 
126 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 7. 
127 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 7. 
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Figure 4-32 A courtyard house facade in phase one 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 

 

Diba designed the Shushtar New Town plaza and phase three apartments with another hybrid 

structural system. Due to the enormous volume of the plaza and its tectonic expression, Diba 

combined precast reinforced concrete slabs with a steel structure, with a traditional Iranian 

load-bearing construction technique. In this innovative system, instead of using the traditional 

brick barrel-vaults, Diba used reinforced-concrete cross beams spanning between steel girder 

beams, in conjunction with load-bearing masonry break-walls. In the floors and stair landings, 

the space between the concrete cross beams was filled with light-weight cement blocks, and 

the gaps between the stair stringer beams were also covered by brick (Figure 4-33). The 

Shushtar New Town plaza facade was completely covered by different decorative bricks. In 

the case of the phase three apartments, Diba employed the same structural system; however, 

he used layers of white cement for the facades of the dwellings in this quarter.  
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Figure 4-33 The plaza’s uncovered structure 

Source: Photographs by the author, 2017 

 

The Shushtar New Town streets, neighbourhood open spaces, and walkways had been 

designed to utilise various materials. In phase one, the main streets were generally paved in 

patterned brick, with concrete border tiles. In the alleys of this area, Diba also included slip-

resistant ramps made of pebble stones and rough cement. For the phase one open spaces 

between the courtyard houses, patterned brick along with concrete and mosaic tiles were used 

in harmony with, and continuation of, the main street and alley layouts (Figure 4-34). The 

open carparks on the north and south sides of the plaza, and the open spaces between the 

phase one apartments, were also tiled with light-grey terrazzo and concrete slabs, and pebble 

stones and rough cement were used for the pedestrian ramps (Figure 4-35). In phase three, the 

walkways and central space between the apartments were paved and covered with different 

sizes of low-quality cement tiles and concrete slabs, which did not show any specific design 

consideration. The central courtyard in the plaza was also surfaced with similar cement 

patterns and materials to the phase three walkways. As the phase three outdoor areas and the 

central plaza courtyard were the last parts of the Shushtar New Town project to be completed 

after the revolution, it can be argued that the pavements in these sections were not constructed 

based on the original scheme for the town.   
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Figure 4-34 An open space pavement design in a phase one cluster 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

 

Figure 4-35 The unfinished pavement of the south-side communal car park 

Source: (Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKAA) - © Photograph by Kamran Adle, reused with 

permission from the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, https://archnet.org/sites/103/media_contents/89701) 

 

https://archnet.org/sites/103/media_contents/89701
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Membrane and Expression 

The overall image of the Shushtar New Town project should be understood as an attempt to 

revive regional traditions and historical elements, along with the continuation of some values 

of Western modernity. Similar to the typology of Shushtar New Town, Diba’s utopian image 

was a montage of different aspects, resisting being subsumed by either the past or the present, 

but rather introducing a dialectic between these contradictory elements. Although the project 

membrane was derived from various sources, the final outcome delivered a united image, an 

innovative harmonious combination of different citations. This magnificent montage has 

raised questions among many scholars concerning the “origin” and “genuineness” of the 

project.128 In order to understand Diba’s sources of inspiration in the Shushtar New Town 

membrane, it is necessary to analyse each quarter of the project separately.  

Shushtar New Town was conceived based on various historical and contemporary elements, 

benefiting from three main historical junctures, while simultaneously maintaining distance 

from them. These epochs (pre-Islamic or ancient time, the Islamic era after the Muslim 

conquest, and the contemporary period or modern era) each carry a number of significant 

values, forming the identity of the country. As mentioned in the third chapter, the Pahlavi 

regime viewed the Islamic era of the country as the “dishonest past,” seeking to reduce the 

dominance of the country’s Islamic identity. Diba, by contrast, once again reconnected these 

historical eras also through the Shushtar New Town citations. In fact, his use of brick can be 

understood as an attempt to reunite the three main historical periods of the country. The brick 

patterns he used have existed since the pre-Islamic period of Persia and were used by different 

empires in the Khuzestan region. Choosing brick as the only material for the facades could tie 

different historical periods together and bring a strong sense of place and belonging to the 

users. Given the way that Diba expressed the mentioned historical periods in a syntax using 

bricks, Shushtar New Town was a true manifestation of Louis Kahn’s phrase “Even a brick 

wants to be something.” 

The Shushtar New Town neighbourhood centre or plaza undeniably reflected the country’s 

identity and dignity through a tectonic language. In designing the main facade of the plaza, 

Diba utilised the brick-work patterns of the region, semi-circular arches, and vertical 

rectangular holes and openings, each citing a particular historical juncture. The vertical 

rectangular holes and openings of the plaza were reinterpretations of three different pre-

 
128 See Mozaffari and Westbrook, "Shushtar No’w."  
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Islamic buildings, as well as the Apadana Palace in Persepolis, the Palace of Darius the Great 

in Susa (currently known as Shush), and Ka'ba-ye Zartosht, close to the Achaemenid Tombs 

in Persepolis, also known as Nagsh-e Rustam. The semi-circular brick arches were undeniably 

quotations of Kahn’s U.S Consulate for Luanda, Angola, contributing to the universality of 

the project (Figure 4-36). Two gigantic semi-cylindrical staircases were also covered by local 

bricks. However, the usage of traditional wooden cantilever beams in their facades smoothed 

the tectonic expression of these volumes. The various, and sometimes contradictory, citations 

of the plaza did not oppose each other; rather, they increased the authenticity of Shushtar New 

Town. 

 

 

Figure 4-36 The contemporary and historical citations in the plaza facade 

(Source: By the author, the image at the bottom modified with permission from the Aga Khan Trust 

for Culture (AKAA), the Aga Khan Award for Architecture report of Shushtar New Town, p.103, 

1986) 
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In the design of the phase one dwellings’ membrane, Diba employed even more citations 

from the region’s traditional architecture than in the plaza. Indeed, here Diba avoided citing 

any features from the language of modern architecture or delivering unfamiliar tectonics. 

Instead, he increased the tactile and localising features of the residential units. Diba’s 

conception for the facades involved combining the local brick- and clay-works with use of 

white cement. The brick and clay patterns, and even the white-coloured covers and finishes, 

were all borrowed from vernacular houses in old Shushtar and Dezful towns. For example, 

one could find all the Shushtar New Town brick and clay citations in the Sozangar and Tizno 

traditional houses in Dezful (Figure 4-37). Interestingly, the ultimate combination of the 

mentioned elements created a fresh and innovative membrane for this residential sector, 

which has been admired by many scholars and critics. 

 

Figure 4-37 A comparison between a Sozangar traditional house, and the phase one houses’ 

facades 

(Source: By the author, the image at the top reused and modified by the author from Alireza Heydear, 

Wikimedia, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Soozangar%27s_house_02.jpg, 2017) 
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Figure 4-38 The phase three apartments' citations 

Source: By the author, 2018 

 

In the case of the facade of the phase three apartments, Diba took a different approach, 

synthesising the vernacular architectural language with some elements derived from the 

modern movement in Iran and the West. Diba considered more unfamiliar elements in the 

design of the third phase, which made the outcome of that quarter different compared with the 

other residential sections. The use of circular geometrics and brick-works were the most 

significant tactile expressions in phase three. Similar brick-works and quotations had been 

used by other Iranian and Western architects, most notably by Nasrollah Farangi in his 

cultural complex project in Sabzevar, and by Kahn in the Indian Institute of Management 
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(Figure 4-38). The membranes of the quarter’s entries and shaded bridges were also 

interpretations of the structures of the old Shushtar alleys and Kahn’s Indian Institute gates. 

The yard walls and façades of the buildings were articulated with more simple and abstract 

brick- and stucco-works that increased the language of universality in this quarter.  

In fact, simultaneous with the construction of the Shushtar New Town, many other projects 

around the globe were designed reflecting Kahn’s architecture as a source of inspiration. 

Kahn’s magnificent techniques using bricks directly influenced a large group of projects from 

the 1970s onwards, especially in some regions where brick was the central material in their 

culture of building. According to William JR Curtis: 

Kahn was a convinced ‘universalist’ and his work contains resonances for 

architects pursuing other agendas in places and times far from the points of origin. 

In the years immediately after Kahn’s death in 1974, there were any number of 

architects wandering around mumbling about ‘what a brick wants to be’ and 

imitating the bold circles and textured materials of Kahn’s buildings.129 

Overall, the proposed membrane of Shushtar New Town should be considered a collage of 

images designed primarily for the purpose of creating a continuity of tradition in the context of 

the universalisation of Western values. Diba’s montage expressed more dependency on 

Western and modern architectural sources in the phase three quarter and plaza. In fact, that 

was the reason a few scholars considered the project to be a product of modern architectural 

language. 

However, it is more accurate to understand the final outcome of Diba’s oasis as an attempt to 

maintain a compromise between local cultures and universalising influences, a work based on 

what is called Critical Regionalism.130 In 1983, Kenneth Frampton redefined Critical 

Regionalism as an “architecture of resistance” and formulated six points for this design 

practice.131 According to Frampton, Critical Regionalism is a marginal approach that draws 

on the benefits of both universal civilisation and local cultures. Rather than viewing the 

building as a free-standing object, Critical Regionalism stresses “place-form,” and the 

territory formed by the structure raised on the site. In addition, it considers architecture as a 

tectonic fact: a poetic articulation of the rational aspects of technology responding to the 

conditions imposed by site, climate, traditional elements and the quality of local light. 

 
129 William JR  Curtis. "Louis Kahn: The Space of Ideas." Architectural Review, https://www.architectural-

review.com/essays/viewpoints/louis-kahn-the-space-of-ideas/8637503.article, 2012. January 02. 2019. 
130 See chapter 13 of Homa Jahansouzi-Danesh, Hillary Can Belly Dance Too: A Quest to Save Piazzas (North Carolina: 

Lulu Publishing Services, 2016). 
131 See Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History, 314-27. See also Amirjani, "Alvaro Siza’s Design Strategy: An 

Insight into Critical Regionalism," 931. 
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Moreover, Critical Regionalism advocates architectural work that is more tactile, rather than 

visual.132 

Arguably, the image of Shushtar New Town met Frampton’s six points of Critical 

Regionalism. As discussed, Diba’s utopia borrowed elements from different sources, 

benefitting from both universalisation and local cultures. Interestingly enough, the image, or 

more accurately the collage of images, also carefully compromised between the implications 

of the Islamic lifestyle and the Pahlavi government’s cultural and political agenda, discussed 

in the third chapter. This complex not only insisted on the place-form, but was formed as a 

continuation of the Shushtar region’s traditional and historical elements. Using different local 

materials, the image of Shushtar New Town also delivered a strong sense of tactile 

architecture through engaging the physical and emotional senses of residents. As the core of 

Diba’s oasis, the plaza was also considered a multifunctional landmark conceived based on 

tectonic architectural language, expressing a poetic articulation of bricks through utilising and 

exposing the latest construction technologies. 

As Westbrook and Mozaffari stated: 

Here image acquires a ‘thickness’ that is qualitatively different from a 

contemporary semiotic reading of image. Image as citation entails the construction 

of place through recollection of fragment, through their exploding montage. Such 

an imageability, rather than being understood as a stable representation of the 

power structure, in Heidegger’s words a “world epoch placed in an image,” may 

be distinguished from what Benjamin termed ‘Phantasmagoria’ – the distracting 

effect of modern mass-media on the individual’s capacity to connect in a 

meaningful way with the collective.133 

 

Infrastructure, Ventilation and Maintenance  

In Shushtar New Town, according to the Aga Khan report of 1986, services including gas, 

electricity, telephone, sewerage, and water were supplied through underground ducts.134 The 

underground services were protected by removable concrete slabs under the streets and alleys; 

the complex drainage system, street gutters and curbs were also covered by removable 

concrete and metal-channel covers, protecting the alleys and streets from bad smells, and 

increasing the hygiene of the complex. Previously, in many Iranian towns, it was only fresh 

water and gas that were delivered through underground systems; other services were supplied 

 
132 See Chapter Five in Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History. 
133 Westbrook and Mozaffari, "A Return to the Beginnings of Regionalism," 720. 
134 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 20. 
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via overhead lines or through installation on building facades. The proposed infrastructure 

system in Shushtar New Town was among the first underground systems in a social housing 

project in Iran. This strategy not only protected the infrastructure from aging and decay 

caused by the Shushtar region’s harsh environment, but also safeguarded the membrane from 

unnecessary installations and chaos. Additionally, this approach contributed to the harmony 

of the complex and the clarity of the skyline.  

 

 

 

Figure 4-39 Windcatchers in a Shushtar New Town courtyard wall 

(Source: Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKAA) - © Photograph by Kamran Adle, reused with 

permission from the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, https://archnet.org/media_contents/89706) 

 

The cooling and heating of the Shushtar project’s residential and commercial units was 

achieved through both natural and mechanical means. In the courtyard houses, Diba used 

natural ventilation, similar to that found in the traditional old Shushtar houses, for cooling 

down the units during summer. As mentioned, the courtyard typology also provided more 

tolerable thermal and climatic conditions inside and outside the houses in both the summer 

and winter months. Fresh air could come from the alleys into the houses through holes and 

openings in the courtyard walls. These holes were designed according to the regional brick 

https://archnet.org/media_contents/89706
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patterns (Figure 4-39), and acted as windcatchers, traditionally known in the region as Badgir. 

The courtyard walls safeguarded the yards from sunlight and overheating, and small gardens 

and traditional pools improved the air temperature and circulation of fresh air from the 

courtyards into the interiors. For heating, the courtyard typologies relied on portable gas or 

kerosene heating units, known as Bokhari Gazi or Nafti; exhaust gases were conveyed from 

the units to the outdoors through metal flue vents, which extended to the roofs. 

 

Figure 4-40 The windcatchers and openings in the phase one apartments 

Source: By the author, 2017 

 

The apartment units in the Shushtar project were also designed with similar cooling and 

heating strategies. In the phase one and three apartments, the ventilation of the units during 

summer relied on the region’s northerly winds and the circulation of air from the central open 

spaces to inside the residential units. In the communal areas between the phase one and three 

apartments, garden plants and greenery were intended to protect the ground from sunlight and 

overheating, thus maintaining more pleasant fresh air in the public spaces. The fresh air could 

flow from the gardens to inside the units through windcatchers and openings, aided by some 

sustainable design techniques, including creating different air pressures (Figure 4-40 and 

Figure 4-41). Like the courtyard houses, the heating system of the apartments relied on 

portable gas or kerosene heaters. 
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Figure 4-41 An example of the air circulation from the gardens to the apartment units 

Source: By the author, 2018 
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The maintenance of the Shushtar New Town complex and its infrastructure was planned 

perfectly in a collaboration between a group of governmental organisations, some public third 

parties, and the Karun Agro-Industrial Company’s service departments. Shushtar New Town 

should not be considered a company town, and Diba sought to transform the Shushtar project 

gradually into social housing through leasing residential units to the public. Thus, Diba 

convinced the authorities to take responsibility for maintaining the project and its services, in 

collaboration with the company. This strategy ensured the durability and safety of the project, 

even at times when the company was experiencing financial difficulties and lacked the budget 

for the town’s upkeep. According to the Aga Khan Award for Architecture report, the 

government’s Planning and Budget Organisation was responsible for supplying and 

supervising the urban infrastructure, including water, electricity, roads, and railroad drainage 

in the Shushtar complex.135 The budget for the maintenance and further development of the 

project was supposed to come from the Planning and Budget Organisation, with the help of 

the Bank of Industries and Mines, and the Bank of Agriculture.136 

 

Conclusion  

Analysing the typology and morphology of Shushtar New Town, the ultimate model of the 

project could be understood as clustered low-rise carpet housing, conceived based on various 

historical and contemporary sources. Diba’s “urban housing” achieved distance from, and yet 

also borrowed many elements from, three main historical junctures: the pre-Islamic or ancient 

Persian time, the Islamic era after the Muslim Conquest, and the contemporary period or 

modern era. Shushtar New Town should be considered a collage of images, created for the 

purpose of ensuring the continuity of traditions in the context of modernisation. The design of 

the complex was also developed according to what could be called a “sentimental approach,” 

based on feelings, memories, and a utopian nostalgia for a lost past. The project also took into 

consideration the 1960s and 1970s humanistic architectural and urban planning discourses. In 

some Shushtar New Town sectors, Diba’s montage expressed more dependency on modern 

construction techniques, mostly through expressing tectonics or citing Western modernist 

architectural elements, especially from Louis Kahn’s works. However, while the project 

offered some features of the Western lifestyle, it also delivered a strong sense of resistance, 

and revived local cultures. The Shushtar New Town image also achieved a careful 

 
135 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 20. 
136 See AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 20. 
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compromise between the implications of the Iranian-Islamic lifestyle and the 1970s 

government’s cultural and political agenda. The final outcome of the project manifested a 

tectonic expression, meeting Frampton’s interpretation of Critical Regionalism. Thus, it is 

most accurate to understand Diba’s montage as a work based on this critical practice. Diba’s 

utopia took benefits from both local cultures and the universalisation of Western values. In 

fact, the image manifested in the Shushtar New Town housing project was a significant 

example of Critical Regionalism, contributing to our understanding of social housing design 

strategy, and, ultimately, addressing an insatiable desire for identity and eternity. 
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Chapter Five_ Success and Failure: The Lessons 

Introduction 

Through the emergence of the Shushtar New Town housing project, great hope was raised 

among contemporary Iranian architects and authorities. Shushtar New Town was introduced 

as an alternative for creating social housing that could respond environmentally and culturally 

to the users’ physical and psychological needs. However, even as Kamran Diba’s project was 

receiving worldwide awards, signs of erosion were gradually emerging after its completion. 

Today, only a few elements of the original design remain unchanged, the rest demolished or 

transformed by the residents and authorities. These incidents have called into question the 

success of Diba’s oasis. 

In the light of this dissertation’s findings regarding the universal and particular challenges of 

social housing in Iran, this chapter seeks to highlight the reasons for the decay of Shushtar 

New Town. To this end, the incompleteness of the project, along with the chaotic situation 

and transformations that have taken place since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, will first be 

highlighted. Secondly, through a discussion of both the successful and problematic aspects of 

Diba’s design, this chapter will index the lessons learned from the rise and fall of Shushtar 

New Town as a turning point in the history of social housing in Iran.  

 

Shushtar New Town in the Aftermath of the 1979 Islamic Revolution 

The Incompleteness and Revolution 

As a result of the successful revolution on the 11th of the February 1979, Iran’s infrastructure, 

organisations, and socio-political approaches were reconstructed based on an Islamic 

ideology. Due to the anti-Western ideology of the authorities, known as Gharb Setizi, most of 

the agreements and contracts with the Western world were cancelled; even listening to and 

playing some foreign musical instruments was forbidden. As a result, a large number of 

cinemas, theatres, bars and cafes were closed or demolished. A new committee, the 

Committee of Cultural Revolution, was formed for the Islamisation of universities, schools, 

and governmental organisations.1 Subsequently, most of the country’s academies and 

 
1 See also Maryam Gusheh, "Golden City at Persepolis: As Found" (paper presented at the GOLD: The 33rd Annual 

Conference of the Society of Architectural Historians, Australia and New Zealand, Melbourne, Australia, 2016), 232. 



Success and Failure: The Lessons 

206 

 

important cultural sectors were shut down for almost two years, which resulted in the exile of 

many educated and culturally progressive Iranians. 

Shortly after the revolution, the Iranian architectural society, along with a large number of 

architectural projects, faced new challenges. As a consequence of its Modern approach and 

collaboration with the previous government, the Association of Iranian Architects-Diploma 

(AIAD) was obstructed, and its members, along with a large number of First- and Second-

Generation architects, chose to leave the country. The country’s construction engine seized 

up. The new anti-imperialist ideology showed a clear animosity towards a number of 

countries, including America and Israel, causing the departure of many foreign construction 

companies. Ultimately, the building of many projects was stopped. In fact, Shushtar New 

Town was not the only pre-revolutionary project that doomed to remain incomplete as a result 

of the creation of the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

The 1979 Islamic revolution should be considered the first unforeseen incident that brought 

serious repercussions for Iranian architecture in general, and Diba’s habitat in particular. 

Shortly after the revolution, the Karun Agro-Industrial Company (KAC) faced difficulties; 

due to Islamisation, the KAC directors and board members were replaced by the post-

revolutionary authorities.2 At this time, any projects associated with the Shah and the Royal 

family, or seen as part of their modernisation program, were being extinguished by the new 

authorities. From the new regime’s point of view, Diba was considered a traitor: a member of 

the corrupt Royal family, a person who wasted the country’s petrodollars on constructing 

luxurious projects and buying fancy Western artworks, and a gigolo who distributed Western 

life values and cultural engineering with his projects. These accusations, and the harsh and 

hostile post-revolutionary environment, made the continuation and support of Diba’s project 

almost impossible. In addition, the pre-revolutionary governmental organisations and banks 

that were responsible for financing the Shushtar project were being reconstructed based on 

new agendas. Subsequently, the allocated budget and funding plans for Diba’s project were 

curtailed. All of these factors eventually resulted in an unfinished Shushtar New Town 

project. 

The immediate chaos and mismanagement after the revolution, along with the incompleteness 

of the project, played a significant role in the appearance of the first signs of transformation in 

the Shushtar complex. According to the former directors of KAC, the company was not able 

 
2 Bonyad-e Mostazafin, and later, Sazman-e Gostaresh va No-Sazi 
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to pay employees’ monthly salaries for several months due to a pause in the production of 

sugarcane, and reforms in some ministries that were involved with the company’s annual 

budget. At this time, a large group of employees and workers faced financial difficulties, and 

some who were tenants could not afford to pay for their accommodations. Through the 

recommendation of the KAC new firm, the company employees and workers were given 

permission to occupy the completed units. As mentioned in the previous chapter, most of the 

dwellings were unfinished at this point, delivered without the installation of doors and 

windows. As a result, a large group of early users placed windows and doors according to 

their own preferences. These early installations troubled, for the first time, the harmonious 

image of the complex.  

The incompleteness of the project affected the social sustainability of Shushtar New Town. 

Social sustainability is a human-oriented discourse which looks at the concept of 

sustainability through a social lens,3 enhancing the longevity of projects by working with 

people’s needs, strengthening the social dimensions of their lives. In architecture, people’s 

relationships, social interactions, security and safety, as well as the quality of communal 

spaces, all play a significant role in social sustainability.4 Social sustainability is seen as a 

universal criterion of successful architecture: in fact, since the emergence of utopian visions 

for architecture in the early nineteenth century, many human-centred manifestoes and 

proposals have looked for social equality and sustainability in settlements under different 

names; today, maintaining social sustainability is a universal factor in the generic discourse of 

social housing. Although the term “social sustainability” was coined after the emergence of 

Shushtar New Town, Diba’s design considerations could be seen as an attempt to maximise 

the social sustainability of the complex. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Diba conceived Shushtar New Town based on the idea 

of creating social and civic engagements. He hoped to enhance the social sustainability of the 

complex by increasing the interaction between users, and between the old and new towns. 

However, although in theory Diba’s oasis offered an exciting living environment, as a result 

of the project’s incompleteness, it could not ultimately achieve these goals. First of all, the 

gathering areas, gardens, parks, greeneries, landscape elements, and the complex’s security 

services were not delivered. The absence of these features affected the quality and safety of 

 
3 Lucia Caistor-Arendar, Nicola Bacon, and Saffron Woodcraft, Design for Social Sustainability (London: The Young 

Foundation, 2011). 
4 See Esmaeil Zarghami, Dorsa Fatourehchi, and Mohammad Karamloo, "Impact of Daylighting Design Strategies on Social 

Sustainability through the Built Environment," Sustainable Development 25, no. 6 (2017): 504-27. 
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the open spaces of the complex, and users’ engagement with them. Similarly, the pedestrian 

bridge connecting the old town to the new, as well as transportation, social services, public 

facilities, schools, communal buildings and several shops, all remained unbuilt. Thus, after 

the commencement of the first phase in 1980, the residents could not make the necessary 

social and physical links with old Shushtar. Schools, shops, and many other essential facilities 

did not exist in the new town, but it was hard for the residents to travel to the old town every 

day due to the lack of a pedestrian bridge or transportation. The users felt the absence of 

social interaction and engagement, because they could not create proper social connections 

with each other or with the people in the old town. These factors troubled the healthcare, 

employment, education and psychological wellbeing of the Shushtar New Town residents. 

From the beginning, the Shushtar New Town housing project was doomed to isolation and 

deprivation. 

Indeed, social isolation has been understood as a significant universal challenge in creating 

new residential complexes since the emergence of the early industrial towns in the eighteenth 

century; at this time, the social isolation was largely due to the ongoing dichotomy between 

the city and the countryside. As mentioned in various studies, when residents of public 

housing or a residential community suffer from isolation, the condition brings severe 

consequences, negatively affecting both the inhabitants and the physical condition of the 

habitats.5 What follows are some examples that attest to the universality of this challenge. 

Masdar City, located in the United Arab Emirates, and designed by the British architectural 

firm Foster and Partners, is one well-known recent case of a housing development that faced 

difficulties largely because of social isolation. This city, which was supposed to be the first 

zero-carbon-footprint city, with 45,000 inhabitants, turned into an “eco-friendly ghost town.” 

Since its commencement, the town has been home to only 3,500 people, as a result of several 

reasons, including the incompleteness of the project, high production speed, and lack of 

engagement with central towns like Abu Dhabi.6 Similarly, in Iran, the Mehr National 

Housing Project, the largest public housing project in the country’s history, also faced total 

failure, mostly due to residents’ social and physical isolation. Between 2007 and 2016, under 

the Mehr housing’s master plan, nearly 4.5 million affordable units were constructed on the 

 
5 See Dan Durcan and Ruth Bell, "Local Action on Health Inequalities: Reducing Social Isolation across the Lifecourse," ed. 

Public Health (London: UCL Institute of Health Equity, 2015). See also Lewis H. Spence, "Rethinking the Social Role of 

Public Housing," Housing Policy Debate 4, no. 3 (1993) 
6 Suzanne Goldenberg, "Masdar's Zero-Carbon Dream Could Become World’s First Green Ghost Town," The Guardian 

2016. See also Federico Cugurullo, "Speed Kills: Fast Urbanism and Endangered Sustainability in the Masdar City Project," 

in Mega-Urbanization in the Global South: Fast Cities and New Urban Utopias of the Postcolonial State, ed. Abdul Shaban 

and Ayona Datta (London: Routledge, 2016). 
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fringe of the town.7 However, the Mehr residential complexes were designed without 

adequate facilities or proper connections with the main cities. The absence of social 

connectedness and sustainability led many residents to leave their dwellings shortly after 

occupancy.8 Eventually, large sections of the Mehr residences turned into ghost towns, which 

resulted in the termination of the Mehr project by a parliament act in 2016. 

 

 

Figure 5-1 A transformed courtyard wall and its windcatcher in a phase one house 

(Source: on the left, © photograph reproduced with permission from the Aga Khan Trust for Culture 

(AKAA), the Aga Khan Award for Architecture report of Shushtar New Town, p.163, 1986; on the 

right, photograph by the author, 2017) 

 

The Question of Class –Tradition versus Modernity 

From the beginning, the design of Shushtar New Town showed a conflict between Diba’s 

perception and users’ actual lifestyles. Shortly after the occupancy of the first group of users 

in mid-1979, two major transformations, both linked to the notion of privacy, took place 

under the direct supervision of the new managers. First, some users filled up the windcatcher 

holes located in the courtyard walls. Second, almost all of the early tenants blocked the 

openings facing the pedestrian walkways. It is evident that both of these interventions were 

aimed at creating more privacy for families. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the 

 
7 Rahpoo, The Assessment of Mehr Housing Scheme. 
8 See Rahpoo, The Assessment of Mehr Housing Scheme, 347-56. 
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concept of the courtyard was culturally accepted in the region, as it could preserve privacy 

and autonomy for the family members, especially women. However, the windcatcher 

openings in the walls created visual access from the alleys to the introverted yards, which 

disturbed the privacy of the users (Figure 5-1). Similarly, in the phase one apartments and 

some courtyard typologies, the windows on the ground level created the same issue: the 

passersby in the pedestrian streets and open communal spaces were able to see into the 

interior spaces of the dwellings. As a result, it was almost impossible for the inhabitants to 

open the windows to let in sunlight or fresh air. Consequently, as with the windcatchers, many 

users preferred to wall-off the openings, since they were unable to use them as they wished in 

any case (Figure 5-2). 

 

Figure 5-2 Blocked windows on the ground level 

Source: Photographs by the author, 2017 

 

 

It should be noted that the aforementioned considerations related to privacy should not be 

seen as merely a class-related issue specific to Iran. Rather, they were directly related to the 

universal conflict between tradition and modernity, especially in developing countries. The 

notion of privacy has long been a fundamental aspect of the Iranian lifestyle, regardless of 

class, location, and specific regional culture. As Shirazi notes, “the desire for privacy and 
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security is the wish of every family [in Iran].”9 In addition, as a cultural demand, the 

importance of maintaining privacy is one of the key points in the Iranian discourse of housing. 

Today, even in Tehran, a megacity with modern architecture and large groups of people from 

the middle and upper classes, it is not recommended to design windows or any openings on 

the ground levels that face streets or passageways.  

The challenging question of privacy was also recognised by the foreign architects who 

designed the oil company towns fifty years before the rise of Shushtar New Town. As 

discussed in the third chapter, a number of the oil company towns should be considered the 

best examples in Iran; they were culturally, and environmentally-friendly communal housing 

designed on a mass scale. Although most of the units in the oil towns would accommodate 

employees who belonged to the middle and upper classes, the architect who designed them 

correctly understood that the notion of privacy was a fundamental aspect of the Iranian 

lifestyle and should be considered for all classes. Consequently, in the oil towns, the openings 

of houses rarely faced the streets. Instead, similar to traditional Iranian courtyard typologies, 

the windows faced towards the enclosed courtyard or backyard. However, in some early 

company towns with poor design quality, including Naft Sefid, the windows, which faced the 

streets, did not survive, and were eventually walled-off by the users, similar to the Shushtar 

social housing project (Figure 5-3). 

 
9 Shirazi, "New Towns," 47. 
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Figure 5-3 The walled-off openings in the Naft Sefid company town 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2018 

 

Interestingly, the early oil company towns offered two solutions for using windcatchers on the 

ground level without hindering the concept of privacy. Firstly, the foreign architects utilised 

dense tall boxwoods instead of solid courtyard walls in most of the oil towns’ dwellings 

(Figure 5-4). This feature was derived from the English gardens and the concept of the 

Garden City. However, it was a perfect choice for creating courtyard walls in the harsh 

environment of the Khuzestan region: the use of dense boxwoods could maintain privacy for 

the users, but the boxwoods also functioned as windcatchers; the air could flow through the 

plants, significantly contributing to the air quality and freshness of the courtyards. Secondly, 

the concept of “walls with holes” could be found in some of the courtyards in the oil towns; 

however, the holes were formed in 45- or 60-degree configurations (Figure 5-5). Through this 

strategy, the air could still circulate to the courtyards, but the hole configurations blocked the 

visual access of strangers outside. 
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Figure 5-4 The use of boxwoods in the New Site oil company town, Ahvaz 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2018 

 

 

Figure 5-5 A courtyard wall windcatcher in an oil company town, Ahvaz 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 
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The Eight-Year War 

The eight-year war between Iran and Iraq, beginning in September 1980, should be 

recognised as the second unforeseen event that demolished the harmonious image of Shushtar 

New Town, creating destructive challenges to the project. During the war, cities and villages 

in the Khuzestan province situated close to the borders with Iraq were bombarded by Saddam 

Hussein’s army. Many people from the border regions moved to safer cities, including old 

Shushtar, and were placed in public buildings, motels, and also in buildings under 

construction. Shushtar New Town was one of the locations that sheltered hundreds of war 

migrants and also poorer people from the nearby regions. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, by the time of the war, phase one of the project and a large group of dwellings had 

been delivered. The old Shushtar municipality and the KAC board were ordered by the 

Khuzestan Provincial Government to place the maximum number of war refugees in the new 

town, since the other cities in the region had been targeted by Saddam Hussein and did not 

have any places for them.10 

At the beginning of the war, the KAC managers offered whole dwellings to families. 

However, soon, due to the increase of migrants, each unit was occupied by multiple families, 

with each family in a single room, and occupants sharing service areas. This state of 

overpopulation brought catastrophic consequences for Shushtar New Town. Most of the 

families transformed the rooms according to their condition and needs. Many built walls 

inside the rooms, creating new spaces that could be used for sleeping, or as kitchens, 

wardrobes and/or storage spaces. A large number of balconies were also transformed into 

small rooms. Some occupants placed new doors to separate their entrances. Several dwellers 

destroyed the interior walls and merged the rooms to live in a bigger space. Various other 

occupants constructed toilets or showers in the courtyards, since they preferred not to share 

bathrooms with other families. These changes, once again, troubled the image of many 

dwellings in the town.11 

After a time, KAC also began offering the non-residential buildings to the refugees, as these 

were now the only available spaces. Shortly after, the new migrants occupied any places 

available in the new town, including the unfinished schools and plaza spaces, as well as 

shops, storages, and the hostel rooms. The phase one residential quarter, which was designed 

 
10 Bakhtiari and Mosavi-e Shush, interview by Amirjani, July 23, 2017. 
11 Bakhtiari and Mosavi-e Shush, interview by Amirjani, July 23, 2017. 
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to house 4000 inhabitants, was occupied by almost 10,000 people, who were mainly war 

refugees.12 At that stage, the Shushtar complex saw rapid transformation, which resulted in a 

chaotic and unmanageable situation. For instance, since the plaza did not have the necessary 

infrastructure for residential buildings, the migrants had to transform the commercial units 

and add features to make it suitable as a living place. For example, toilets and kitchens were 

built by many migrants inside their rooms, which required new sewer lines and plumbing. 

Many residents utilised the facades for installing the new pipes and services, severely 

damaging the image of the plaza. In addition, as with the courtyard houses, some blocked the 

windows and balconies. A number of migrants changed the balconies into enclosed rooms, 

adding more space to their living area. In other cases, the original windows, set in rectangular 

and arched shaped openings, were blocked by occupants to create more privacy. 

During the war, these destructive transformations and careless installations took place under 

the supervision of the KAC. Of course, the KAC could have prevented the war migrants from 

transforming their units, and one could criticise the government and the KAC firm for their 

decisions and mismanagements. However, it is important to understand that, when the war 

began, Iran was still experiencing the effects of the Islamic Revolution; the country’s army, 

infrastructure and crisis management organisations were not ready to deal with the immediate 

consequences of the war, including the war migrants. The government did not have any 

option but to use any building as shelter for the newcomers. Although Shushtar New Town 

and many other projects saved thousands of lives during the war, it was not without paying a 

high price. Indeed, the same incidents occurred in other buildings in other cities where war 

refugees were welcomed. For instance, Shiraz in the Fars province also accommodated 

thousands of migrants during the war. Similar to the Shushtar region, the people were placed 

in many completed and unfinished projects. Interestingly, most of these projects saw identical 

modifications as a result of the overpopulation and lack of space. 

 
12 Diba, "Shushtar New Town on-Site Review Report," V. 
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Figure 5-6 An image of Plaza from the 1986 Aga Khan Award for Architecture report of 

Shushtar New Town  

(Source: The Aga Khan Award for Architecture, © photograph reproduced with permission from the 

Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKAA), the Aga Khan Award for Architecture report of Shushtar New 

Town, p.60, 1986) 

 

Surprisingly, Shushtar New Town received the Aga Khan Award for Architecture in 1986, at 

the peak of the rapid transformations of the war. The Aga Khan Award for Architecture’s 

report introduced Diba’s utopia as a satellite city seeking to enhance the socio-economical life 

of the residents, providing a hygienic living environment and job opportunities.13 Ironically, 

most of the objectives highlighted in the report had already failed by the time of the award. 

Interestingly, the report did briefly highlight some issues regarding the incompleteness of the 

project, overpopulation, and the unbalanced social situation within the complex at that time. 

However, it seems that the award report tried to disregard, or did not comprehend the 

significance of, the incidents that were occurring. For example, it stated that the existing 

residents were satisfied with the functionality of the dwellings, and, although “sometimes” the 

houses or apartments were within each other’s range of sight, “this problem is not generally 

very acute.”14 By contrast, discussions with both the KAC former managers and a number of 

Shushtar New Town’s original residents revealed that the users reported many issues 

 
13 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," 2. 
14 AKDN, "Shushtar New Town," V. 
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regarding the functionality of the dwellings, even before the war. As will be discussed shortly, 

each of the aforementioned, supposedly “unimportant” issues terminated the entire image of 

the town. Ironically, even some of the images in the report clearly showed the complete 

destruction and transformation that took place in the plaza and some residential quarters 

(Figure 5-6). 

Shortly after the Iran-Iraq ceasefire in 1987, KAC sold the units to the public. The 

announcement of the ceasefire saw the return of many migrants to their home cities and 

towns; however between 20% and 30% of them remained in Shushtar New Town, mainly 

those from the border cities and villages, whose houses had been demolished during the war. 

15 Later, KAC, in collaboration with the old Shushtar municipality and the War Refugees 

Affairs Foundation,16 decided to sell all the residential and commercial units to the refugees 

and company employees who were already living at the complex, and other available 

applicants, to fund the completion of the unfinished constructions. After the completion and 

subsequent sale of the last groups of units in the 1990s, KAC officially withdrew from 

managing the complex. Instead, the old Shushtar municipality and Housing Investment 

Company, known as Sherkat-e Khaneh Sazi Iran, took on the responsibility of maintaining 

urban services for the new town, including rubbish removal and infrastructure maintenance. 

The change in ownership, and absence of the KAC management, played a significant role in 

the subsequent transformations of Diba’s oasis. 

 

The Conflict Between Design and Ownership - A Universal Battle 

The change in the Shushtar New Town ownership firstly affected the image of the complex. 

In the 1990s, there were no strict urban regulations concerning the modification of houses, 

and owners could modify their properties without any permission from the municipalities or 

any governmental agencies. After the war, the new owners altered their dwellings, as they 

were unsatisfied with some aspects of their living place. Interestingly, the changes they made 

were more or less identical, and linked to the design of the complex. As mentioned, from the 

beginning, there was conflict between Diba’s perception and the users’ lifestyle. Similar to 

the early modifications, many tenants blocked the openings and designated areas for 

windows, as they thought “they were unnecessary or inappropriate.” Others roofed the 

 
15 Bakhtiari and Mosavi-e Shush, interview by Amirjani, July 23, 2017. 
16 Bonyad-e Omor-e Mohajerin-e Jang-e Tahmili. See http://rch.ac.ir/article/Details/11741 for more information. 

http://rch.ac.ir/article/Details/11741
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courtyards or constructed sheds in the yards. These incidents call into question some of 

Diba’s considerations regarding the design of the units. 

As with the early transformations, most of the changes in the 1990s were linked to the notion 

of privacy. Reviewing the residents’ modifications, it can be argued that a number of Diba’s 

design ideas, which were expected to bring more comfort for the users, damaged other 

significant design aspects of the complex. For instance, since the design of the walkways and 

alleys in the town was intended to facilitate the comfort of the residents, Diba decided to 

remove automobile traffic in order to achieve the narrowest width for the alleys. The dwelling 

walls, along with the trees in the courtyards, were supposed to allow shade in the alleys and 

passageways to prevent them from overheating. However, the small distance between the 

courtyard houses allowed visual access from the two-storey houses into other nearby 

courtyard units (Figure 5-7 and Figure 5-8). The design troubled the notion of privacy for 

many families who lived in the courtyard dwellings. As a result, many roofed their courtyards 

and blocked their windows to prevent the visual access from other units (Figure 5-9). Once 

again, these transformations contributed to the ongoing physical decay of Shushtar New 

Town. 

 

Figure 5-7 The visual access from a two-storey house, and through an alley windcatcher, into a 

courtyard unit 

Source: By the author, 2019 
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Figure 5-8 The visual access from a two-storey house into a courtyard unit 

(Source: The Aga Khan Award for Architecture, © photograph reproduced with permission from the 

Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKAA), the Aga Khan Award for Architecture report of Shushtar New 

Town, p.100, 1986) 

 

In addition to the physical decay, the constructed roofs also affected the quality of life and 

freshness in the clusters. The new additions to the courtyards prevented the families from 

planting trees in their gardens, which resulted in the absence of the tall vegetations that were 

supposed to protect the passageways from sunlight and increase the openspace living 

qualities. As a consequence, the alleys faced overheating in most seasons. Moreover, the 

lifeless image of the walkways decreased the attractiveness of the spaces in between the 

clusters, which, once again, destroyed the expected social engagement and interaction 

between the neighbourhoods. 



Success and Failure: The Lessons 

220 

 

 

Figure 5-9 An example of the transformation in a phase one house, with the addition of a roofed 

courtyard  

Source: By the author, 2019 

 

Interestingly, the residents in the low-rise apartments in phase one also faced similar issues 

concerning privacy. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the void, or central courtyard, of 

the low-rise apartment blocks was divided equally with a wall, which was expected to block 

the other ground-floor unit’s visual access; this strategy was expected to maintain privacy for 

each unit. Yet, Diba’s design had two main problems, which troubled the privacy of users. 

Firstly, similar to the courtyard windcatchers, Diba designed the partition walls to include 

configurations of rectangular holes, which could contribute to the air circulation in the void. 

However, the holes were large enough to see through to the other side of the wall. Secondly, 

the partition walls were only designed to prevent visual access at ground level; people from 

the upper floor could still see the other unit’s interiors, windows and courtyard (Figure 5-10). 

As a result, many users again roofed the courtyards and filled up the holes in the partition 

walls. A few others extended the wall up to the second floor and roofed the void from the top. 

Although these changes created more privacy for the families, they destroyed the tactile 

features of the courtyards, blocking the fresh air circulation and light (Figure 5-11). In no 

time, these liveable voids, which were supposed to represent traditional Iranian courtyards, 

turned into gloomy enclosed spaces.  
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Figure 5-10 The partition wall, and visual access from the upper level, in a phase one apartment 

void 

(Source: The Aga Khan Award for Architecture, © photograph reproduced with permission from the 

Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKAA), the Aga Khan Award for Architecture report of Shushtar New 

Town, p.99-100, 1986) 

 

 

Figure 5-11 A blocked partition wall in a phase one apartment 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 
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The conflict between the Shushtar New Town residents and Diba’s design raises a major 

question: Were the residents wrong to make these modifications? To answer this question, 

one should look at what the residents added to their living place. Clearly, they made 

modifications to meet their primary needs; however, based on their own taste. Thus, the 

residents should not be blamed: similar to Le Corbusier’s Pessac housing and Georges 

Candilis’s Carriere Centrale in Casablanca, the residents had no choice but to modify their 

units in order to maintain adequate living conditions according to their own lifestyle; the 

changes were inevitable. Of course, a comprehensive management plan could have provided 

the residents with better solutions and protected the project from the more destructive 

transformations. The crisis in Shushtar New Town shows, once again, the importance of 

professional management as a universal issue in residential communities. This concept will be 

discussed below. 

In fact, the conflict between ownership and the right of residents to personalise the design has 

been another universal challenge in creating sustainable social housing.17 However, some 

architects and government agencies have come up with innovative solutions for responding to 

this conflict. For example, in the case of the Malagueira Social Housing project in Portugal, 

Alvaro Siza employed a unique design strategy called Participatory Methodology, aimed at 

directly considering the demands of the people, engaging users in the development of plans 

and concepts, and reviving the relationship between designer and users; Participatory 

Methodology can be seen in many housing projects designed by Siza. Siza began to develop 

the concepts and early plans of the Malagueira project through several conversations with the 

future users, authorities, and local housing co-op representatives.18 Interestingly, after 

finalising the plans, Siza built a number of full-scale models of the kitchens, living areas, and 

other rooms using light-weight blocks, exploring clients’ feedback concerning their thoughts 

and experiences.19 Siza frequently highlights “user engagement” as a fundamental aspect of 

the design process, giving it priority over all other design process steps.20 In another example, 

the government of Chile introduced the idea of “half-finished” housing typologies. In this 

concept, the government delivers half-completed houses, all identical in design. In response, 

the future homeowners complete the design for the remaining empty space based on their own 

 
17 See Newman, Creating Defensible Space, 28-30. 
18 Mota, "Between Populism and Dogma," 52. 
19 Amirjani, "Alvaro Siza’s Design Strategy: An Insight into Critical Regionalism," 932. 
20 Mota, "Between Populism and Dogma," 52. 
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taste and needs.21 Both of these solutions provide greater freedom for residents, and guarantee 

flexibility of design, another important design factor that will be expanded on below. 

 

Social Harmony 

The consequences of the war not only brought physical transformation and decay to Diba’s 

oasis, but also destroyed the social harmony of the complex. After the rapid transformations 

that had taken place in the 1990s, large groups of Shushtar New Town residents, mainly 

middle-class KAC employees, moved to the old town, or to other KAC company housing 

such as the Ney Abad and Shahrak-e Bustan complexes,22 both constructed after the new 

town. According to the original KAC residents, Diba’s oasis had changed, lost its identity, 

and the residents no longer felt a sense of belonging. These transformations, along with the 

move of the middle-class employees, resulted in a sudden drop in rent and housing prices. In 

the early 2000s, the new town became a cheap place to live in the Shushtar region. Low-rent 

residential units attracted many low-income workers from old Shushtar and nearby towns, and 

suddenly Shushtar New Town, which was supposed to house all classes of society, became a 

living place mainly for the remaining refugees, the less well-off KAC workers, and the poor 

of the Shushtar region. These shifts eventually challenged the social harmony of the complex. 

Again, the unbalanced social situation in Shushtar New Town is not specific to Diba’s 

project; it should be considered one manifestation of another universal challenge faced in the 

provision of social housing. As current studies have shown, large-scale social housing 

projects designed for only the low-income classes are subject to crime and many other 

potential threats.23 According to Oscar Newman, there are several connections between the 

socioeconomic characteristics of users and the crime rate in affordable housing projects for 

low-income people.24 Indeed, the relationship between the scale of housing projects, crime, 

and the social characteristics of inhabitants was a hot subject in the 1970s due to the high rate 

 
21 See Rory Stott. "Elemental's "Half-Finished" Housing Typology: A Success in All Circumstances." Archdaily, 

https://www.archdaily.com/450958/elemental-s-half-finished-housing-typology-a-success-in-all-

circumstances?ad_medium=widget&ad_name=recommendation, 2013. January 22. 2019. 
22 The Ney Abad residential housing, also known as Shahrak-e Shahid Beheshti, is located close to the sugarcane production 

fields. The original scheme of Ney Abad was proposed by the Karun Agro-Industrial Company’s English advisors in 1977. 

The early construction of Ney Abad took place in 1978, a few months before the revolution. Eventually, the building of this 

residential complex restarted after the war, and was completed in the early 2000s. The Bustan housing, or Shahrak-e Shahid 

Rajayee, was built at the time of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s presidency (2005-2013). The design of Ney Abad and Bustan 

residential complexes do not deliver any citations from Shushtar New Town.  
23 See Marie Skubak Tillyer and Rebecca J. Walter, "Low-Income Housing and Crime: The Influence of Housing 

Development and Neighborhood Characteristics," Crime & Delinquency 65, no. 7 (2018): 969-93. 
24 Newman, Creating Defensible Space, 24-25. 
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of crime in many low-income housing projects in America, including Pruitt–Igoe. This same 

dynamic played out in Shushtar New Town. As the Shushtar New Town police station’s 

reports show, after the rapid occupancy of the new town by low-income residents in the early 

2000s, the complex saw an increase in the rate of crime, mostly burglary, assault, and drug 

dealing. In a short time, Diba’s utopia suddenly turned into a safe haven for criminals, drug 

dealers, and prostitutes, threatening the safety of the families and children living there. The 

fragile state of security in the new town was completely gone. Subsequently, the already low-

quality social engagements and interactions were hindered and replaced with a sense of fear 

and insecurity. These events caused even more families to leave, which contributed to the 

existing condition of isolation in Shushtar New Town. 

 

 

Figure 5-12 The central courtyard and front garden transformations of the phase one apartment 

Source: By the author, 2019 

 

This state of unsafety soon fuelled further transformations in Shushtar New Town. Because of 

the rising crime rate, the residents attempted to safeguard their houses and properties from 

burglary. Once again, many walled the windows located on the ground floor and on the first 

levels. In addition, most of the owners roofed the voids, since burglars could easily access the 

inside of the houses and apartments from the roofs. Most significantly, the lack of security 

affected people’s behaviour with regard to their cars. As mentioned in the previous chapter, 

residents were expected to park their vehicles in communal car parks and follow the 

pedestrian accesses to get to their dwellings. The security of the carpark area was supposed to 

be maintained by the New Town security service; however, as a result of the incompleteness 

of the project, this was not put into action. Due to the increase in motor vehicle theft from the 
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carparks, residents tried to take cars into the pedestrian walkways and to their houses. Many 

demolished the external courtyard walls and replaced the entry doors with gate-like doors to 

house cars. In phases one, a large number of apartment residents built private courtyards in 

place of the designated semi-private/public gardens in front of their apartment blocks (Figure 

5-12). These spaces were mainly used as private garages or courtyards; however, they also 

enabled the residents to open the windows on the ground level that had previously been 

blocked due to lack of privacy. These transformations were the most destructive 

modifications introduced by the users, which ended in demolishing the entire image of the 

new town (Figure 5-13).  

 

Figure 5-13 A constructed garage in front of a phase one apartment 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2012 

 

The Effects of Consumerism 

It can be argued that the modifications relating to cars and car parking spaces were also driven 

by the consumer culture that was disseminating among the lower class of Iranian society. As 

mentioned in the third chapter, the Shah’s modernisation program resulted in the rapid 

expansion of the middle class. Before the revolution, the middle-income classes welcomed the 

consumer culture of capitalism. At that time, Western commodities, including cars, were 

widely used by people from both the middle and upper classes as symbols of Western life 
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pleasure. However, it was in the post-revolutionary era, especially at the time of Seyyed 

Mohammad Khatami’s presidency (1997-2005), that the less well-off groups within Iranian 

society were given more social welfare, and thus experienced more increase in their 

purchasing power. As a result of these socioeconomic shifts, members of the low-income 

class were now able to buy more commodities, and participate in the ongoing process of 

consumerism.  

Thus, it was at the time of these socioeconomic improvements that Shushtar New Town saw a 

rapid increase in the inhabitants’ usage of cars. The growth in the number of Shushtar New 

Town residents owning vehicles, and their dependency on them, should be considered another 

factor, along with the state of insecurity in the complex, explaining some of the 

transformations that occurred. In the early 2000s, using a car became part of the Iranian 

lifestyle, which was adapting more to the globalisation of Western life values. At the turn of 

the twentieth century, most of the Iranian cities experienced new planning and urban 

regenerations, mainly due to the increasing number of cars. Diba was completely aware of the 

crucial role of cars and dissemination of consumerism in the pre-revolutionary era. However, 

a comparison between the proposed number of parking spaces in phase one of the original 

scheme (approximately 50 to 60) and the expected number of families in this quarter 

(approximately 600 to 700) clearly calls into question Diba’s design concept. It seems that 

Diba at least contradicted himself, if not outright disregarded the reality regarding the effects 

of the consumer culture of capitalism. Instead, he insisted on resisting the influence of 

modernisation, opposing cars in favour of creating social interactions:  

I wanted to build a pedestrian bridge over the river that was very unusual at the 

time in Iran, because in Iran everything was for cars, and there was no money for 

pedestrian bridge. But anyhow, I proposed a pedestrian bridge; and then I knew 

that when I make the bridge there, people go from the old town to the new one. If 

you have a big mosque here, because I wanted to build a big mosque, people from 

the old town go to the mosque. If I have a cultural centre … with classes for 

performing arts and so on, people go from the old town to the cultural centre, the 

children go there. I knew that I could have interaction, integration of these two 

towns.25 

It should be noted that Shushtar New Town was not the only social housing project in Iran 

that was affected by the growth of car culture. In fact, as a result of universal modernisation 

and the growth in Iran’s economy, most of the residential communities in the large Iranian 

cities faced identical challenges. In addition, the families who lived in traditional houses also 

 
25 Micara and Salomone, "Shushtar New Town," 133. 
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experienced difficulties in adapting their living places to up and coming cultural phenomena, 

including cars. It was at this time that the rigid dichotomy between tradition and modernity 

was, once again, discussed in the Iranian architectural societies.  

The apparent contrast between the Shushtar New Town residents’ regional cultures and their 

desire for consumerism was driven by the ongoing conflict between tradition and modernity. 

As noted, in the Second Pahlavi era a large number of low-income people joined the middle 

class of society as a result of modernisation, and subsequent improvements in the country’s 

economy. Similar to the process of modernisation in many other countries, the Shah’s project 

of modernity consisted of two major features: the importation of the latest technologies and 

consumer goods. This modernisation, along with the universalisation of Western life values 

and cross-cultural interactions through the media, brought a Western consumer culture, and 

social transition, to Iran. This rapidly transformed the society’s inclinations towards modern 

values. As a result, most of the classes desired to experience Western life though through their 

own belief framework.  

In the pre-revolutionary era, the general cultural tendency favoured the populist aspect of the 

consumer culture of capitalism; however, people simultaneously distanced themselves from 

other aspects of Western life values. Indeed, the Iranian people welcomed those 

characteristics of the Western lifestyle that could be easily adapted to their own lives without 

hindering their core cultural beliefs. In a broader view, the people were becoming “modern” 

without having to cut ties with their cultural roots.26 These inclinations became even more 

tangible after the Islamic revolution, which was a reaction against Westernisation. However, 

it was too late to extract the pleasant venom of consumerism, and to deter the society from 

appreciating aspects of the Western lifestyle.  

The Shushtar New Town residents’ desire to own cars (a symbol of Westernisation), along 

with their sensitivity regarding privacy (a traditional cultural phenomenon), was a true 

reflection of what could be called “contradiction” and “distance.” Today, the global consumer 

culture of capitalism is one of the critical characteristics of the lifestyle of Iranians, regardless 

of class or location, and architects should therefore consider this an important factor in their 

design and interventions. The effects of consumerism on Diba’s oasis can be seen by 

comparing the number of cars and garages in two recent photos of the phase one communal 

space (Figure 5-14).  

 
26 See also Karimi, "Dwelling, Dispute, and the Space of Modern Iran." 
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Figure 5-14 The increase in cars and garages in a phase one communal space 

(Source: on the top, photograph by the author, 2012; on the bottom, photograph by the author, 2018) 

The Shushtar residents’ desire for modern values, and at the same time tradition, also 

challenges some theories regarding the project of modernity. Between the 1950s and 1960s, 

many scholars claimed that countries converge towards modern values, while gradually 
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abandoning their cultural boundaries.27 Arguably, Iranian society’s response towards the 

Shah’s modernisation program (protesting and embracing it simultaneously) along with the 

Shushtar New Town residents’ contradictory responses to the complex (resisting and 

welcoming), oppose these theories about the effects of modernisation on local cultures. This 

continuing dichotomy between tradition and modernity can also be seen in Western societies. 

For instance, several studies highlight that the so-called “modern lifestyle” of Europeans is 

still structured around their cultural axis.28 Of course, the absorption of, and desire for, 

modern values varies from place to place, and each nation maintains a particular distance 

from it. However, as a universal phenomenon, each country, regardless of time and location, 

is able to embrace modern global values, while maintaining distance from them. Indeed, the 

Shushtar New Town, Pessac and Carriere Centrale incidents highlight the importance of 

creating the right “balance” between the desires of users towards cultural and global values. 

As another universal challenge, this “balance” should be considered by architects, in order to 

ensure the durability of their projects, and protect their products from transformations. 

Otherwise, as seen through the transformations that residents made to the Shushtar New Town 

complex, it is the users who will show the right balance to the architects. 

 

Design Flexibility 

After the war, due to a sudden improvement in Iran’s economy, the country’s infrastructure 

went through massive changes. At that time, the country’s modernisation engine was restarted 

under the name of post-war developments, ushering in a period known as the “Era of 

Construction.” As a consequence, the large Iranian cities experienced urban gentrification, 

renewing services and infrastructure. As discussed previously, in Shushtar New Town 

services including gas, electricity, telephone, sewerage, and water were intended to be 

supplied through underground ducts. However, due to the war and the incompleteness of the 

Shushtar project, the gas lines were not placed in some clusters, and the town was not linked 

to the main gas distributor located in old Shushtar. Between the Islamic revolution and the 

end of the war, the users mainly utilised LPG gas cylinders or kerosene for cooking and 

heating purposes. Shortly after the war, the town was connected to the gas mainstream; 

 
27 See also Charles Taylor, "Two Theories of Modernity," The Hastings Center Report 25, no. 2 (1995): 24-33. 
28 See the results in Olivier Galland and Yannick Lemel, "Tradition Vs. Modernity : The Continuing Dichotomy of Values in 

European Society," Revue Française de Sociologie 49 (2008): 53-186. 
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however, due to the decay of the existing pipelines, along with some changes in gas-supply 

technology, the government had to renew and modify the New Town gas lines.  

The lack of flexibility of the units, along with mismanagements by the Shushtar Gas 

Company, brought other catastrophic consequences during the change of the New Town gas 

pipelines. First of all, at the time of the pipeline replacements, the gas company demolished 

many of the streets and alley pavements. In Shushtar New Town, the underground pipelines 

and cables were easily accessible by removing the concrete slabs covering them. However, 

the gas company needed more space to place the new gas pipes. After the replacements, the 

company did not use identical tiles to cover the destroyed surfaces. Instead, they resurfaced 

them using asphalt concrete, which severely damaged the image of the alleys and streets. 

Secondly, due to lack of space, the company had to install the gas pipes and regulators on the 

facades of the buildings. Once again, these modifications contributed to the decay of the 

complex (Figure 5-15). 

 

Figure 5-15 An example of careless pipeline installation (left) and inappropriate paving (right) in 

Shushtar New Town 

Source: Photographs by the author, 2018 

The lack of design flexibility also resulted in further transformations when it came to 

installing air conditioners. In Diba’s design, the cooling of the Shushtar project’s residential 
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units relied on natural considerations; however, this strategy was not successful and resulted 

in further decay of the town. As discussed previously, in houses with courtyards, fresh air 

from the alleys was intended to enter the houses through windcatchers; small gardens and 

traditional pools would also contribute to moderation of the air temperature. Following the 

Islamic revolution, and especially after the war, many residents roofed their courtyards or 

blocked the windcatchers and windows located on the ground levels. These transformations 

also destroyed the existing plants and vegetation inside the courtyards. In addition, these 

modifications hindered Diba’s designs regarding the circulation of fresh air in the alleys, 

courtyards, and inside the houses.  

As with the courtyard houses, the ventilation of the low-rise apartments also faced challenges. 

In the apartment units in the phase one and three residential quarters, the cooling of the 

dwellings during summer relied on the region’s northerly winds, and the circulation of air 

from the central open spaces into the interior spaces of the residential units. The plants and 

greenery in both the communal areas and designated semi-private gardens in front of the units 

were supposed to protect the ground from sunlight and overheating, thus maintaining more 

pleasant fresh air for the residents. Due to the incompleteness of the project and the absence 

of vegetation in open spaces and designated gardens, the residents suffered from the flow of 

hot air, especially in summer. 

Against Diba’s plans for the complex, using air conditioners became common among the 

Shushtar New Town residents. This was in part because Diba’s design considerations 

regarding the cooling and heating of the units had been based on the 1960s life standards in 

the Shushtar region; however, as a result of the dissemination of consumer culture, and the 

socioeconomic improvements experienced by the lower classes in the post-revolutionary era, 

the expectations held by the people regarding standards of living and welfare had rapidly 

increased. As a result of these changes, the residents gradually started to use electric cooling 

and heating units after the war. Similar to the gas pipeline case, the Shushtar inhabitants 

ruined the walls and window frames to place cooling systems, due to lack of space. 

The transformations that occurred in Shushtar New Town, in an effort to accommodate new 

infrastructure and cooling systems, once again highlight the significance of flexibility and 

adaptability as universal factors in the design of successful social housing. Today, one could 

easily criticise Diba’s design for its inability to adapt to new infrastructure and services. 

However, it should be noted that, in the generic discourse of social housing, the notion of 
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flexibility and adaptability of building services and habitat infrastructure was only gradually 

coming into currency at the time of the emergence of Shushtar New Town in the early 

1970s.29 Of course, the concept of flexibility, and, later, of the growth and change of habitats, 

had been introduced in CIAM 9 (1953) and 10 (1956).30 Yet, most of these proposals 

focussed on architects taking into account, in designing housing, the possible growth and 

change of the families living there, and future developments or modifications of building 

elements that might become necessary as a result. Interestingly, Diba perfectly reflected these 

ideas, through designing the possibility of extension into the Shushtar New Town residential 

typologies. However, the adaptability of the dwellings’ services and infrastructure was not 

considered in the design process.   

As mentioned earlier, the idea of flexibility in building services was raised in the early 1970s. 

For instance, Andrew Rabeneck, David Sheppard and Peter Town discussed the concept of 

flexibility and adaptability in the social housing design process in two articles, “Housing 

Flexibility,” published in 1973, and “Housing Flexibility/Adaptability?” published in 1974. In 

both articles, the authors highlighted the growth of inappropriate mass housing in the post-war 

era, which, as a result of the drive for minimalisation and the functionalist agenda, did not 

allow residents any change or control. In response, the authors emphasised the importance of 

residents having the choice and freedom to adapt their living place. Most relevant here, 

Rabeneck, Sheppard and Town mentioned the significance of proposing, not only flexible 

building structures, but adaptable infrastructure/service spaces.31 Again, Diba should not be 

criticised for disregarding a design consideration that was not common at the time he was 

working on the project. Nonetheless, in the case of Shushtar New Town, a flexible design 

could have significantly protected buildings from transformation and decay, by allowing 

future changes and easy upgrades. In fact, considering these features could contribute to the 

durability and longevity of social housing projects more generally.  

Mismanagement 

As demonstrated throughout this dissertation, the mismanagement, or rather absence of 

management, in Shushtar New Town played a significant role in every step of the annihilation 

of Diba’s oasis. As Shirazi also notes, administrative and management decisions are the main 

 
29 It should be noted that these concepts had discussed  
30 See Mumford, The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism: 1928-1960, 250-55. 
31 See Andrew Rabeneck, David Sheppard, and Peter Town, "Housing Flexibility?," Architectural Design  (1973): 698-727; 

Andrew Rabeneck, David Sheppard, and Peter Town, "Housing Flexibility/Adaptability," Architectural Design  (1974): 76-

90. 
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reasons for the current undesirable condition of Shushtar New Town.32 Indeed, the 

unprofessional management of the KAC firm, and later the old Shushtar municipality and 

Housing Investment Company, not only failed to protect the project from erosion, but in fact 

accelerated the process of decay in the town. 

The post-war transformations of the plaza are the best evidence of the effects of 

mismanagement on Shushtar New Town. As mentioned, after the war, the plaza rooms, which 

were designed for commercial purposes, were given to the war refugees and less well-off 

people. This destructive decision brought a new wave of transformation to the plaza. Similar 

to the situation during the war, the users attempted to create a living environment inside the 

commercial units. Interestingly, most of the subsequent adaptations took place under direct 

supervision of the old Shushtar Municipality, and with the assistance of other governmental 

organisations. The Water and Sewerage Department of old Shushtar, for instance, was 

commissioned to provide fresh water and a sewerage system to the plaza units. Due to the 

complex’s lack of adaptability, the department carelessly installed the freshwater and waste 

pipelines inside and outside the building, damaging the fragile image of the plaza (Figure 

5-16). Obviously, the government prioritised providing adequate living necessities and 

primary services over finding a solution to stop the ongoing decay in the plaza. Indeed, 

nobody felt any sense of responsibility or belonging towards Diba’s complex after the war. 

The chaos became more evident when the old Shushtar Municipality and the Roads and 

Urban Development Department33 advised the residents to declare the size of their units in 

order to get their ownership certificates. According to a family who used to live in the plaza, 

“after the war, the building became a carcass, and residents broke it apart like hungry 

vultures.”34 There was a competition between the existing residents as they vied to expand 

their living space, to the point that sometimes the families had brutal fights over the 

communal areas. All residents wanted to declare the maximum possible size of their property 

in their ownership certificates. 

 
32 Shirazi, "New Towns," 47. 
33 Previously known as the Housing and Urban Department. 
34 This claim was also confirmed by the previous KAC directors during the interviews.  



Success and Failure: The Lessons 

234 

 

 

Figure 5-16 The fresh water and waste lines installed on the plaza facade 

Source: Photograph by the author, 2017 

Since 2000, the old Shushtar municipality’s mismanagement has introduced further negative 

consequences for Diba’s utopia, now a dystopia. Reviewing the qualifications of the 

municipality staff who worked between 2000 and 2018 suggests a few reasons for the 

mentioned mismanagement. First, various inexperienced managers supervised the 

municipality itself. Second, the old Shushtar municipality suffered from a lack of educated 

staff and skilled employees in the areas of architecture, management, and urban design. 

Indeed, the decisions of the inexperienced employees resulted in more decay in the new town. 

For example, on the recommendation of a city planning employee, the municipality helped to 

demolished the existing wall in the playground of the phase one of primary school, in order to 

create more open space for the students (Figure 5-17). Today, Shushtar New Town is still 

undergoing transformation, yet there are no strict rules from the Shushtar municipality, or any 

other governmental parties, to stop the residents from modifying their units. Indeed, since the 

war, tree planting and growing vegetation in the phase one communal gardens have been the 

municipality’s only positive actions. Seemingly, the municipality had no desire to improve the 

situation, endorsing the authorities’ believe that original image of Shushtar New Town is 

completely destroyed, and that Diba’s habitat does not exist anymore. 
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Figure 5-17 The removed wall and other transformations in the phase one primary school 

(Source: on the top, photograph by the author, 2012; on the bottom, photograph by the author, 2018) 

 

The situation in Shushtar New Town also highlights the importance, in the post-occupancy 

management of social housing, of maintaining the necessary link between the architect and 
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their project. In the case of the New Town, Diba’s absence, and thus the absence of his 

solutions for the design issues, and advice on better management of the complex, played a key 

role in the deterioration that occurred. In fact, maintaining the connection between architects 

and their products, or having a “solution architect”35 in the management team, could 

contribute to the flexibility and long-term success of housing in the battle against time and 

unforeseen challenges. Of course, there will come a time in each project when the architect 

will no longer contribute to the establishment of new designs, and their projects, in most 

cases, remain long after their involvement. Perhaps architects should create a guidebook, like 

the technical manual used by pilots in emergency situations, in case of incidents that occur in 

their absence; for each project, the guidebook could propose recommendations and plans of 

action in case of different scenarios and unpredictable events.    

Clearly, having a comprehensive management team with sufficient governmental budget and 

support could play a significant role in the durability of social housing projects. For instance, 

as was highlighted in the third chapter, the Pahlavi government management was able to 

protect a number of projects from transformations, most notably the Narmak housing. 

However, the Shushtar New Town case also raises questions of what can be done in the 

absence of competent management: how can public housing be managed in a crisis, without 

the support of the government? Or, from another angle, is it possible to manage community 

housing without official managers? Further investigation is required to answer these questions 

accurately. However, one could find a solution in the word “community.” Today, in many 

societies, especially in the West, neighbourhoods and residential housing clusters organise 

different communities for various purposes. In some countries, the local communities are 

educated by the government to perform specific tasks. For example, Neighbourhood Watch 

communities, mostly trained by police departments or private security contractors, have been 

successful in a large number of societies. The same strategies could be employed for creating 

“local management communities” in public housing projects. This concept differs from the 

untrained local groups or boards in residential complexes who manage the bills and undertake 

maintenance. In order to create effective local management communities, the authorities could 

provide the residents with free education and training. The workshops should cover 

community management fundamentals, including creating various groups for different aims, 

 
35 Solution Architecture is the discipline of designing, proposing, investigating, and managing alternative solutions to specific 

problems in any field, including architecture. 
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and crisis management during unforeseen circumstances, including natural disasters, financial 

difficulties, and conflicts. 

 

Success and Failure? 

Undeniably, the rise of Shushtar New Town should be considered a turning point in the 

Iranian discourse of social housing. From Diba’s perspective, Shushtar New Town manifested 

a utopia, “an oasis with image of paradise, water, plants, blue sky, stars [and] coolness.”36 

However, it is more accurate to liken the rise and fall of Shushtar New Town to a comet that 

shed momentary light on the dark sky of hopelessness; its beauty did not last long, but still 

this vision has inspired many to write and dream about it. 

It can be argued that the critical events in the generic and Iranian discourses of social housing 

outlined in this thesis, along with the events that took place in Shushtar New Town, 

demonstrate the universality of the challenges facing social housing. Indeed, the effects of 

political and ideological decisions made by governments; the reality of economic and market 

forces; worldwide capitalism; the influence of global Westernisation and consumerism; the 

dichotomy between tradition and modernity; the contrast between city and countryside; the 

conflict between design and ownership; lack of flexibility and adaptability in architectural 

design; minimalisation and functionalism; various class issues; and mismanagement, have all 

undermined the success of social housing in many countries, in more or less identical ways. It 

is for this reason that this dissertation has argued that Shushtar New Town is a valuable case 

study, which could contribute to the generic discourse of social housing due to its universal 

challenges.  

The incompleteness of the project and the effects of unforeseen circumstances make it 

difficult to come to a clear conclusion regarding the success or failure of Diba’s oasis. 

Nevertheless, regardless of the transformations that took place in the complex, this 

dissertation considers Shushtar New Town to be successful social housing, for the following 

reasons: 

- Shushtar New Town was successful in responding to the failure of social housing in pre-

revolutionary Iran. As discussed, through a dialectic of tradition and modernity, and 

sometimes an architecture of resistance, Shushtar New Town revived most of the essential 

 
36 Diba, "Shushtar New Town on-Site Review Report," ANNEXURE II. 
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features of the traditional domestic lifestyle and culture that had been undermined through the 

Shah’s modernisation program, and the government’s housing politics. Indeed, Diba’s project 

introduced alternative ways of compromising between traditional cultural values and the 

existing destructive housing policies in the region, including minimalisation, functionalism, 

and standardisation.  

- Shushtar New Town is a housing prescription that could be digested by the current housing 

market in Iran, and work within the capitalist mode of production. As a universal issue, many 

scholars have argued that it is not possible to arrive at better or more innovative solutions for 

social housing, since architecture is subsumed and exploited by capitalism. As Manfredo 

Tafuri wrote, most utopian visions have been swept away by the reality of capitalist market 

ideology.37 As mentioned previously, consideration of the economic aspect is vital to any 

innovative architectural production under the capitalist system. However, it seems that Diba’s 

utopia somehow successfully worked within the existing industrial capitalist program, without 

putting aside its tectonic and superstructural visions. Indeed, as an innovative utopian vision, 

Shushtar New Town was not suppressed even in the face of devastating market forces, 

including real estate principles, financial speculation, and globalisation. Interestingly, it 

successfully fuelled the business power system of the general market of construction and 

production. 

- Shushtar New Town made a significant contribution to the generic and Iranian discourses of 

social housing, from different angles. Firstly, as Ali Mozaffari, Nigel Westbrook, and 

Mohamad Sedighi have noted, this project perfectly reflected the outcome of the 1970 Isfahan 

and 1974 Persepolis conferences. Diba’s project demonstrated the importance of the 

conference recommendations, and their possible constructive role in the durability of social 

housing projects. Secondly, in Shushtar New Town, Diba pushed the boundaries of the 

existing housing design principles and introduced many innovative ideas, which have not 

been seen in any other project yet. Thirdly, due to its magnificent collage and fresh concepts, 

this project has become a valuable case study and source of inspiration for many local and 

international architecture students and scholars. The overall positive reflections on Shushtar 

New Town in different publications and debates validate the success of Diba’s utopia.  

- Shushtar New Town should be interpreted as an historical antecedent to Critical 

Regionalism. Arguably, the image of Shushtar New Town met Kenneth Frampton’s six points 

 
37 Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia: Design and Capitalist Development, 135. 
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of resistance. This image – or, more accurately, collage of images – represented a careful 

compromise between the implications of the Iranian-Islamic lifestyle and global Western 

lifestyle features. This complex not only insisted on “place-form,” but was also designed to be 

a continuation of the region’s traditional and historical elements. Using different local 

materials, Shushtar New Town also delivered a strong sense of tactile and tectonic 

architecture, engaging residents’ physical and emotional senses with the complex and its 

megastructure core. This image in many ways went beyond the current discourse of Critical 

Regionalism, contributing to our understanding of strategies related to social housing design, 

and, ultimately, addressing an insatiable desire for identity and eternity. 

- Most importantly, Shushtar New Town created a “hope” that it is possible to have 

alternative approaches to creating new habitats, instead of following the current mass 

production of high-rise residential buildings. Shushtar New Town not only brought into 

existence a utopian vision based on regional traditions, but also breathed new life into these 

authentic Iranian-Islamic traditions, using both the universal language of modern architecture 

and local design principles. Since its emergence, the image of Diba’s oasis has fuelled an 

ongoing search among scholars for ways to create an Iranian-Islamic utopia, or Arman Shahr, 

as promised by tenth-century philosopher Farabi. 

Shushtar New Town has gone through a large number of transformations, and the original 

project does not meaningfully exist anymore. Nor are the modifications and decay reversible. 

Yet, the termination of the project should not be attributed to Diba’s design. Of course, as 

Shirazi also stated, a number of Diba’s considerations, along with some miscalculations, 

troubled the image of the new town.38 However, the design issues could have been resolved 

through a proper management and post-occupancy revision plan. In reality, social housing 

design is a comprehensive and complicated task, and it is completely common for residential 

projects, as a manmade product, to face problems and challenges after their construction. For 

instance, even well-known housing projects like Siza’s Malagueira Housing have experienced 

design issues and the effects of miscalculations in their post-handover stages. It has been the 

appropriate management and supervision of the projects that has protected them from the 

kinds of destructive modifications seen in Shushtar New Town.39 

 
38 Shirazi, "New Towns," 47. 
39 See Sara EloyMaria, Ângela Dias, and Pieter E Vermaas, "User-Centered Shape Grammars for Housing Transformations: 

Towards Post-Handover Grammars," in 22nd Conference of the Iberoamerican Society of Digital Graphics (IAU - 

INSTITUTO DE ARQUITETURA E URBANISMO, São Carlos, Brazil: Repositório ISCTE-IUL, 2018). 
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Some scholars have argued that Diba’s housing prescription could not bring about a 

methodological change in the general politics of housing design in Iran, especially after the 

Islamic revolution.40 This claim is partly valid: neither Diba’s design proposal, nor the 

termination of Shushtar New Town, accounts for the lack of impact that this project has had 

on the government’s housing regulations and policies. Rather, the reason for its lack of impact 

lies in the inefficient and disorganised structure and hierarchy of “housing policymaking” in 

the country. Firstly, the provision of social housing, and public housing design principles, 

have been affected by the ideology of the post-revolutionary government. Indeed, the “key 

players” in social housing have been selected based on their political and ideological 

standpoints, and loyalty to the government cabinets. Most of the key players have proven their 

ability to manage the existing system; however, they have not shown any utopian visions with 

regard to social housing or any other aspect of the cities. In addition, due to the ongoing 

political disagreements between the left and right wings of government, different financial 

crises, mismanagements, worldwide sanctions, and sometimes corruption, even the 

constructive decisions of these key players have not led to a methodological change in the 

government’s housing practices. Secondly, as in the pre-revolutionary era, the rapid provision 

of affordable housing has been used as a tool by different cabinets to achieve instant political 

success; the promise of “large numbers” of affordable houses has become an effective slogan 

for attracting middle- and lower-class voters. In such a defective, “politicised” environment, 

quantity is prioritised over the quality of design. This claim can be substantiated by 

considering various presidential debates, and the arguments between candidates regarding the 

amount of affordable housing they would provide, or had already delivered. Thus, the current 

structure of housing policymaking could not produce or accept utopian visions like Shushtar 

New Town. As another universal challenge in social housing, further investigation is required 

to find avenues for the “depoliticisation of social housing.”  

In conclusion, this dissertation considers Shushtar New Town to be a paradigmatic shift in the 

Iranian discourse of social housing, which, the current political situation notwithstanding, will 

eventually contribute to a methodological change in the politics of housing. This strong 

anticipation is raised for two main reasons. Firstly, the Iranian government, especially the 

Ministry of Roads and Urban Development, has made positive attempts to hire more scholars 

and highly educated experts in different positions. Impressed by the image of some 

 
40 See Sedighi, "Re-Thinking the Architecture of an Appropriate Habitat: The Example of Shushtar-Nou, Iran (1975-85)," 

583. See also Shirazi, "From Utopia to Dystopia," 135. 
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revolutionary housing projects, most importantly Shushtar New Town, this new generation of 

employees is expected to implement important reforms concerning the provision of social 

housing. Secondly, in Iran, social housing and the establishment of appropriate habitats are 

central topics in the current discourses of architecture and urban design. Indeed, a number of 

volumes on the subject of social housing have been published recently; researchers are still 

investigating possible prescriptions for designing culturally- and environmentally-friendly 

settlements through examining previous social housing cases, including Shushtar New Town. 

These studies have raised, and are continuing to raise, the awareness of many early career 

researchers and members of the architectural profession. The hope is that the current and next 

generation of architects, along with new groups of government employees, will utilise these 

studies, assisting a methodological shift in Iranian housing politics. Another Adolf Loos will 

arrive, and an Arman Shahr will be made.
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