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Objective: This study aims to examine housing conditions during the Pahlavi era,
particularly in the 1970s, and to trace the historical process through which housing
exclusion networks emerged in Tehran. It further seeks to understand how these networks
were translated, stabilized, and reproduced throughout the Pahlavi period.

Method: Actor—Network Theory (ANT) was employed as both the conceptual framework
and methodological approach of the study. Using ANT, the housing exclusion
network/black box was traced and conceptualized not as a policy failure or demographic
consequence, but as a socio-technical “black box” produced through the alignment and
translation of heterogeneous actors.

Results: The analysis identified two distinct networks in the formation of the housing
exclusion black box during the Pahlavi era: the “City of Stability” (1921-1961) and the
“City of Turmoil” (1961-1979). The City of Stability network was primarily composed of
modernization and migration actor-networks, which facilitated the transformation of
Tehran from a traditional to a modern city, albeit without coherent planning or effective
housing policies, while also encouraging gradual urban migration. The City of Turmoil
network ultimately generated the severe housing crisis of the 1970s. This network
consisted of seven major actor-networks: the City of Stability, land reform, rural migration,
development programs, declining mortality rates, the comprehensive urban plan, and
Dutch disease. Each actor-network operated through multiple intermediaries with their
own forms of agency and influence. For example, Tehran’s natural environment played an
active role within the comprehensive plan, while industrialization patterns and dependence
on an oil-based economy functioned as intermediaries within the rural migration network.
Conclusions: In the years leading up to the 1979 Revolution, the consequences of
uncontrolled oil revenues (Dutch disease), rising unemployment, and the escalating costs
of basic necessities—particularly land and housing—became increasingly evident. One of
the few economic slogans widely voiced during the Revolution was “Bread, Housing,
Freedom.” By the 1970s, the housing exclusion network had become a fully stabilized
black box, to the extent that the government was unable to dismantle it despite enacting
more than ten housing-related laws and regulations. This finding highlights the central role
of housing issues in the social and economic conditions that contributed to the outbreak of
the Iranian Revolution.
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Introduction

Revolutions emerge from diverse historical, social, political, and economic processes, and the
1979 Iranian Revolution was no exception. Rather than being the product of a single cause, it
resulted from the convergence of multiple and interconnected factors operating across
different spheres of society. Among these factors, economic conditions—and particularly the
mounting economic pressures experienced by large segments of the population during the
final decade of the Pahlavi regime—played a significant role in intensifying public
dissatisfaction and fostering collective mobilization against the state. One of the most visible
manifestations of these economic pressures was the housing crisis that unfolded during the
1970s. Rapid inflation, escalating land and housing prices, rising rents, inadequate housing
quality, and severe shortages of residential land and construction materials placed
unprecedented pressure on urban households. Despite the importance of these developments,
the housing dimension of late Pahlavi urbanization has received comparatively limited
attention as an independent field of scholarly inquiry.

The sharp increase in housing and rental costs, the proliferation of informal settlements and
marginal housing areas, restrictions on urban expansion, and shortages of key construction
materials such as cement and bricks collectively reflect the crisis-ridden nature of Tehran’s
housing sector during the final years of the Pahlavi era. Access to adequate and affordable
housing had become a major concern for a broad spectrum of social groups and increasingly
emerged as a source of urban discontent. Against this backdrop, the present study examines
the evolution of housing exclusion in Tehran during the Pahlavi period, with particular
emphasis on the 1970s. The research seeks to trace the historical processes through which
exclusionary housing networks were formed, stabilized, and reproduced over time. By
investigating the actors, relationships, and mechanisms involved in the production of housing
exclusion, the study aims to provide a deeper understanding of the role of housing in shaping
Tehran’s socio-spatial transformation and the broader conditions that preceded the Iranian
Revolution.

Method

This study employs Actor—Network Theory (ANT) as both a theoretical framework and a
methodological approach. From an ANT perspective, housing exclusion is understood not as
the direct outcome of policy failure, demographic change, or market dynamics alone, but
rather as a socio-technical “black box” produced through the alignment, translation, and
stabilization of heterogeneous actors operating within a network of relationships.

The analysis focuses on tracing the formation and consolidation of the housing exclusion
network by identifying the human, institutional, material, economic, and spatial actors
involved in its production. Consistent with the relational ontology of Actor—Network Theory,
the study assumes that no phenomenon—whether a space, institution, policy, subject, or
material object—possesses an inherent or predetermined essence. Instead, entities acquire
meaning, agency, and influence through their position within specific networks of relations.
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Accordingly, the research examines how diverse actors became connected through
processes of translation and enrollment, ultimately producing a durable network that
normalized and reproduced housing exclusion in Tehran throughout the Pahlavi period.

Results
Applying the analytical lens of Actor—Network Theory, the study demonstrates how human,
technical, institutional, economic, and natural actors became assembled into increasingly
durable networks that gradually rendered housing exclusion resistant to political intervention
and legal reform. The analysis identifies two dominant actor-networks that shaped Tehran’s
urban transformation during the Pahlavi era: the City of Stillness (1920-1960) and the City of
Chaos (1960-1978). The City of Stillness network was organized around two principal actors:
migration and urban modernization. These actors operated largely in the absence of
comprehensive planning mechanisms and effective housing policies, facilitating Tehran’s
transition from a traditional urban settlement to a modern metropolitan center. Migration
functioned as a stabilizing yet often overlooked actor by gradually increasing the city’s
population without prompting corresponding institutional responses in housing provision.
Simultaneously, modernization initiatives selectively transformed urban space, concentrating
investment and development in particular areas while neglecting the broader housing needs of
a rapidly growing population. Together, these processes generated a latent imbalance between
housing demand and supply that remained politically obscured but structurally significant.
The City of Chaos network represented the period during which housing exclusion became
increasingly visible, intensified, and institutionalized. During this phase, multiple actors
converged and interacted, including land reform policies, accelerated rural-to-urban
migration, state-led modernization programs, declining mortality rates, comprehensive urban
master planning initiatives, and oil-dependent economic growth commonly associated with
the phenomenon of Dutch disease. These actors operated through various intermediaries that
translated economic growth and modernization into uneven socio-spatial outcomes. For
example, Tehran’s geographical and environmental constraints influenced the implementation
of master plans, while patterns of industrialization and dependence on oil revenues shaped
migration flows and the expansion of informal settlements. The interaction of these actors
reinforced existing inequalities and progressively stabilized housing exclusion as a structural
feature of Tehran’s urban development.

Conclusions
The findings indicate that the years leading up to the 1979 Iranian Revolution were
characterized by a combination of economic instability, rapid urbanization, and deepening
socio-spatial inequalities. Inflation driven by oil-dependent economic growth, rising
unemployment, and the escalating costs of basic necessities—particularly land and housing—
placed substantial pressure on urban households. At the same time, political repression limited
opportunities for public participation and restricted channels for expressing social grievances.
In the social sphere, land reform policies, increased oil revenues, and state-led
industrialization programs accelerated rural depopulation and stimulated large-scale migration
toward urban centers. Improvements in public health and declining mortality rates further
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intensified demographic growth, resulting in unprecedented urban population increases and a
high degree of spatial concentration in Tehran. These dynamics generated severe pressure on
the housing market, leading to housing shortages, declining housing affordability, rapid rent
inflation, and dramatic increases in land and property values.

From the perspective of Actor—Network Theory, these developments should not be
understood as isolated phenomena but rather as interconnected elements within a broader
network that continuously reproduced housing exclusion. By the late Pahlavi period, this
network had become sufficiently stabilized to function as a socio-technical black box,
resistant to governmental intervention despite numerous legislative and policy efforts aimed at
addressing housing problems.

An examination of revolutionary slogans and political expressions highlights the central
role of religious leadership and Islamic ideology in the mobilization process. However, the
prominence of the slogan “Bread, Housing, Freedom” also reveals the significance of
housing-related grievances within the broader landscape of revolutionary discontent. This
finding suggests that housing exclusion was not merely an urban planning challenge but also a
critical socio-economic issue that contributed to the accumulation of tensions preceding the
Revolution. Consequently, housing should be recognized as a central, yet often overlooked,
dimension of the socio-spatial inequalities and political transformations that shaped modern
Iranian history.
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