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Obijective: This article examines the explicit and implicit aims behind the establishment of
Iran’s Ministry of Development and Housing in 1964. Its central question is how housing
came to require an institution at the ministerial level in the early 1960s, and how this
institutional change was connected to the state’s project of modernization. Against
accounts that treat the housing crisis mainly as an unintended consequence of the White
Revolution, the article traces the formation of this crisis back to the mid-1950s. It explains
how housing was constructed as a national problem, how this construction justified
bureaucratic expansion and institutional centralization, and how the creation of the
ministry expanded state intervention in the built environment.

Method: The study adopts a discourse-analytical approach. It examines the establishment
of the Ministry of Development and Housing not as a self-evident administrative response,
but as an event made possible through specific ways of defining housing, social justice,
state responsibility, and modernization. The primary sources include newspapers, general
and specialized journals, laws and official documents, debates in the Iranian Parliament
and the Senate, minutes of the Economic Council, speeches and writings of the Shah,
statements by state officials, and the positions of the regime’s opponents and critics. The
article mainly studies texts produced in the years immediately before and after the
ministry’s establishment, while also referring to earlier or later materials when needed to
clarify the roots or consequences.

Conclusions: The article argues that the Ministry of Development and Housing emerged at
the intersection of two discourses: social justice and modernization. The discourse of social
justice framed housing as a public crisis and, by doing so, legitimized the expansion of
state intervention in the built environment and the growth of bureaucracy. Yet the
ministry’s mission cannot be reduced to housing provision. More than an administrative
response to housing shortage, it became an instrument for advancing modernization and
reshaping the country's built environment.
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Introduction

During the Pahlavi period, housing gradually became more than a technical matter of
construction or a social need. It became a visible sign of inequality and, in the final years of
the monarchy, one of the ways through which the regime’s political legitimacy was
challenged. The Shah’s opponents increasingly used differences in residential conditions to
expose social division, criticize the state, and mobilize revolutionary forces. Housing, in this
sense, was not only about shelter. It became a political language through which inequality
could be seen, named, and turned against the government.

The housing crisis is often explained as an unintended consequence of the White
Revolution, land reform, and the migration of rural populations to large cities. This article
shifts the chronology backward. It argues that housing had already been constructed as a
national problem from the mid-1950s, before the social consequences of the White Revolution
became visible. This earlier formation matters because it shows that the establishment of the
Ministry of Development and Housing in 1964 was not simply an administrative response to a
shortage of dwellings. It was a decisive moment in redefining the relationship between the
state, society, and the built environment.

The article addresses three related questions. First, how was the shortage of housing
formulated as a national crisis from the mid-1950s onward? Second, how did this formulation
justify bureaucratic expansion and the centralization of state intervention in the built
environment? Third, what was the relation between the ministry’s explicit aim of providing
housing and its less explicit role in advancing the state’s project of modernization?

Rather than presupposing a straightforward connection between housing shortage and
institutional reform, the article investigates the discursive and political conditions that made
the establishment of a housing ministry possible. By examining how housing was defined,
debated, and represented in public and official arenas, it seeks to clarify the broader
significance of this institutional development within the state's wider modernization project,
through which administrative authority, territorial planning, and the transformation of the
built environment became increasingly interconnected in mid-twentieth-century Iran.

Method
This study uses a discourse-analytical approach. It does not treat historical texts only as

sources of factual information. Instead, it examines them as discursive arenas in which
housing, state responsibility, bureaucratic intervention, and modernization were defined and
connected to one another. The establishment of the Ministry of Development and Housing is
therefore not examined as a self-evident administrative measure. It is studied as an
institutional event whose possibility depended on earlier ways of speaking about housing,
social justice, and the transformation of the built environment.

The analysis focuses on the processes through which housing became visible as a national

problem from the mid-1950s onward. It also examines how this problematization helped
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make state intervention appear necessary, legitimate, and technically manageable. In this
sense, the article is less concerned with measuring the actual scale of the housing shortage
than with understanding how the shortage was represented, what kinds of solutions became
thinkable through that representation, and how these solutions supported the expansion of
state bureaucracy.

The primary materials consist of a wide range of historical sources. These include
newspapers, general-interest and specialized journals, laws and official documents, debates in
the Iranian Parliament and the Senate, minutes of the Economic Council, speeches and
writings of the Shah, statements by state officials, and the positions of the regime’s opponents
and critics. Bringing these materials together makes it possible to follow the movement of
housing between different arenas: public debate, state policy, parliamentary discussion,
development planning, and oppositional critique.

The main chronological focus is on the years immediately before and after the
establishment of the Ministry of Development and Housing in 1964. This period is central
because it allows the article to trace both the formation of the problem that justified the
ministry and the early definition of the ministry’s mission. At the same time, the study refers
to earlier and later materials when they are necessary for understanding the roots of the
housing question or the consequences of the state’s modernization agenda.

Conclusions
This article has argued that the establishment of the Ministry of Development and Housing in

1964 cannot be explained simply as an administrative response to housing shortage. From the
mid-1950s onward, housing was gradually constructed as a national problem. It was no longer
treated only as a private need or a technical matter of construction, but as a sign of social
inequality and state responsibility. This formulation made wider state intervention in the built
environment appear necessary and legitimate.

The White Revolution gave this process a stronger political language. By framing itself as
a project of social justice, the regime incorporated housing into its promise of welfare. This
move allowed the state to absorb demands that had already circulated among its opponents
and to recast them as part of the Shah’s own reform project. In this sense, the discourse of
social justice helped justify the expansion of bureaucracy and the centralization of housing-
related institutions.

Yet the article has shown that the housing crisis was not a simple matter of numerical
shortage. Contemporary discussions of vacant dwellings, rising housing costs, and unequal
access to adequate shelter suggest that the problem also concerned distribution and inequality.
Therefore, the establishment of the ministry cannot be understood only through the need to

build more houses. Its broader function was tied to the state’s project of modernization.
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The Ministry of Development and Housing became an apparatus for reorganizing the built
environment. It inherited executive responsibilities from the Plan Organization and brought
together housing, urban planning, village development, infrastructure, and public construction
within a more centralized administrative framework. The priority of “development” over
“housing” in the ministry’s title reflected this broader mandate. Housing provided the primary
justification for state intervention, but modernization shaped the ministry’s actual field of
action.

The article therefore concludes that the ministry emerged at the intersection of social
justice and modernization, but the two did not carry equal weight. Social justice legitimized
intervention; modernization shaped its actual purpose. The ministry was justified by the
housing question, yet it functioned mainly as an instrument for reshaping cities and villages,
managing population, stimulating economic activity, and advancing the state's broader vision
of a modern built environment. This tension helps explain why the housing problem was not
resolved. Rather than eliminating the problem, the modernization policies pursued by the state
often intensified rapid urbanization, increased pressure on land and housing markets, and
deepened existing social inequalities.
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