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Abstract:

The present article investigates the profound impacts of Pahlavi-era architecture (1925-1979) on the urban landscape of Tehran. This study
demonstrates that modernization policies during this period led to a fundamental transformation in Tehran’s architectural fabric, marking a
transition from introverted traditional styles to extroverted modern patterns. In the First Pahlavi period (1925-1941), despite the retention of
some traditional architectural elements, urban structures were predominantly shaped by Western models. This trend continued with greater
intensity during the Second Pahlavi period (1941-1979), resulting in the emergence of modern buildings with international architectural
characteristics. Although these transformations contributed to the development of urban infrastructure and economic growth, they also had
significant negative consequences, including the destruction of historical textures, a rupture in architectural identity, and the emergence of
social tensions. The article underscores the necessity of a comprehensive examination of the political, economic, and cultural dimensions
influencing architecture in order to fully understand this era. The findings of this research offer a valuable framework for analyzing the

evolution of contemporary Iranian architecture.
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Extended Abstract

The architectural transformation of Tehran during the Pahlavi era (1925-1979) presents a compelling narrative of identity
reconstruction, urban modernization, and cultural negotiation. The reigns of Reza Shah and Mohammad Reza Shah marked
two distinct phases in Iran’s modern history where architecture was mobilized as a tool for asserting national progress and
cultural redefinition. In the First Pahlavi period (1925-1941), Tehran underwent a strategic shift from introverted, courtyard-
centered structures rooted in traditional Iranian architecture toward a more extroverted, Western-inspired urban configuration.
This transitional phase was neither a complete rupture from the past nor an uncritical imitation of European norms. Rather, it
created a hybrid aesthetic where classical Persian motifs subtly persisted beneath a surface of symmetrical fagades, grand
boulevards, and neoclassical public institutions. The architecture of this period was shaped by Reza Shah’s centralist
modernization policies, which aimed at rationalizing the city through infrastructural projects and architectural symbolism that
aligned with the state's vision of secular nationalism (1-3). Despite the continuity of some traditional materials and forms, the
period also laid the groundwork for a more pronounced architectural break in the decades to follow.

The Second Pahlavi period (1941-1979) represented an acceleration of urban and architectural modernization under the
influence of international styles and increased foreign presence. With the advent of oil wealth and the implementation of the
White Revolution, Tehran’s urban landscape expanded rapidly to accommodate demographic growth, industrialization, and
new administrative and cultural institutions. Modernist paradigms—particularly those influenced by the International Style—
dominated public housing, educational complexes, and commercial centers, as Tehran was reimagined as a modern metropolis.
However, this urban transformation was not purely an architectural endeavor but was deeply interwoven with broader
sociopolitical strategies that sought to frame the monarchy as the vanguard of national progress. As scholars have argued, this
period exhibited a growing disjunction between structure, construction, and architectural design—referred to as tectonic
disharmony—raising concerns over the coherence and authenticity of built forms (4-6). The facades of buildings frequently
combined traditional motifs with industrial materials, producing a stylistic duality that scholars have identified as an attempt
to preserve "semantic authenticity"” amidst the pressures of global architectural homogenization (1, 2, 7).

A critical evaluation of this transformation reveals both its developmental merits and its socio-cultural costs. On the one
hand, the architectural evolution of Tehran during the Pahlavi era facilitated infrastructural modernization, enhanced mobility,
and introduced a variety of new spatial typologies to Iranian society. On the other hand, it often entailed the erasure of historic
textures, displacement of long-established communities, and a symbolic rupture with vernacular traditions. The critique of
architectural modernity in Tehran has underscored the inadequacy of purely functional or stylistically reductive readings,
advocating instead for a multi-dimensional analysis that situates these changes within the cultural, economic, and political

matrices of the time (3, 8, 9). Despite the valuable insights generated by existing scholarship, a more nuanced synthesis is
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required to fully grasp the multi-scalar impacts of this era. This involves integrating analyses of tectonic design, facade
aesthetics, and socio-political semiotics, while also acknowledging the tensions between imposed modernization and local
agency (2, 5).

The emergence of architectural styles during the Pahlavi era reflected an evolving ideology of state-building through built
form. In the First Pahlavi period, architectural references to Achaemenid and Sassanid antiquity were resurrected and fused
with neoclassical elements, aiming to forge a continuity with a glorified imperial past while symbolically severing ties with
Qajar-era aesthetics. This constructed narrative sought to legitimize the Pahlavi monarchy’s rule and reinforce a centralized
cultural identity. As modernization progressed, the incorporation of international modernist idioms reflected an aspiration to
position lIran within the global community of modern states. However, these adaptations were not without contestation.
Conservative religious factions and segments of the traditional middle class viewed such transformations as cultural
encroachments, perceiving the adoption of Western styles as a threat to Islamic and national values. The dual pressures of
modernization and preservation thus produced an architecture that was ambivalent in its symbolism—attempting to project
modernity while also retaining a sense of rootedness through traditional ornamentation and spatial organization.

Urban expansion in Tehran during the Pahlavi era was driven by a combination of demographic pressures, industrial growth,
and state-sponsored modernization initiatives. The rapid proliferation of new districts, high-rise apartment blocks, and
sprawling government complexes necessitated new planning paradigms that departed from the organic, courtyard-centered
logic of traditional neighborhoods. The White Revolution, in particular, played a catalytic role by promoting land reform,
empowering new social classes, and increasing rural-to-urban migration. As a result, Tehran’s urban fabric became increasingly
heterogeneous, reflecting both the aspirations of a modern elite and the material needs of a growing working class. While some
projects sought to blend modernist principles with Iranian spatial concepts—such as the introduction of open courtyards within
high-density housing developments—others prioritized efficiency and standardization over cultural coherence. Scholars have
explored the conceptual tensions in these design decisions, emphasizing the role of “semantic authenticity” in reconciling
modern aesthetics with cultural specificity (2, 7, 11, 13). Nevertheless, the growing scale of development often outpaced the
capacity of planners and architects to ensure contextual sensitivity, leading to the marginalization of traditional forms and
values.

The social and cultural consequences of architectural change during the Pahlavi period were profound. At a symbolic level,
the built environment came to represent the ideological contestation between tradition and modernity. From the prohibition of
traditional dress to the design of monumental government buildings, the monarchy used architecture as a performative medium
to articulate its vision of a secular, progressive nation. Public buildings such as museums, universities, and ministries were
constructed as embodiments of state ideology, often employing symmetrical compositions, monumental scales, and hybrid
facades to communicate both strength and modernity. However, this process also alienated segments of the population who
perceived these changes as disenfranchising and culturally dislocating. The juxtaposition of glass-and-concrete towers with
historic neighborhoods not only disrupted spatial continuity but also exacerbated class divisions and socio-spatial segregation.
Scholars have noted that the aesthetic dissonance and physical displacement resulting from these changes contributed to a sense
of cultural loss and identity crisis, particularly among older generations and rural migrants. While the modernization process
undeniably expanded urban amenities and economic opportunities, it did so at the cost of spatial equity and cultural cohesion.
These tensions remain visible in contemporary Tehran, where debates over urban heritage, authenticity, and development

continue to unfold.
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In conclusion, the Pahlavi era’s architectural legacy in Tehran offers a richly layered case study of how built form mediates
between political ideologies, cultural identities, and historical narratives. The transition from traditional to modern architecture
was neither linear nor unidimensional, but a contested and negotiated process that reflected the complexities of Iranian society
in the 20th century. While infrastructure was modernized and new architectural languages were introduced, these developments
also brought about significant disruptions to established social and spatial structures. The legacy of this transformation is
evident in both the physical fabric of the city and in the ongoing discourse on urban identity and heritage. Understanding this
period thus requires an interdisciplinary approach that bridges architecture, urban planning, cultural history, and political
theory. Future research may benefit from examining how post-revolutionary architecture has responded to or diverged from
Pahlavi-era precedents, especially in the context of contemporary urban challenges in Iran. Ultimately, the architectural
evolution of Tehran under the Pahlavis is a testament to the enduring dialectic between modernization and memory, between

state ambition and cultural resilience.
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