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The idea of democracy, in Western societies is inseparable from the 
public space. As an accessible space for all, public space provides a 
realm for everyday activities, social interaction, communication, and 
the practice of democracy.  However, in a country under the gover-
nance of a totalitarian regime, concepts like open dialogue, freedom 
of expression and debate, democratic encounter, and free social in-
teraction are often suppressed.

In Tehran, authorities dominate the offi cial public spaces of the city. 
Surveillance and repression are vividly imposed on the everyday lives 
of citizens as well as the public spaces of the city. Therefore, a con-
stant defi ance and struggle has become characteristic of the lives of 
most Tehrani citizens, especially the youth. Through this struggle, citi-
zens of Tehran have re-appropriated ordinary spaces of the city into 
a stage for practicing everyday activities and their rights to the city.

This thesis is a study of Tehran’s public spaces and the role of both 
citizens and authorities in their creation. Offi cial public spaces of Teh-
ran are constantly monitored and subjugated by authorities, whereas 
subversive spaces offer alternatives for citizens to practice what has 
been repressed in offi cial spaces.

The defi ance and struggle for rights, as it is manifested in the spaces 
of the city, is documented. 

Abstract
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PROLOGUE 



Before beginning my thesis study, while wondering about the potentials and possible 
outcomes of conducting research on Tehran’s public spaces, my main concern was 
whether or not something could be designed at the fi nal stage. When I started the 
research, I had no specifi c subject in mind; all I had in mind was its relevance to Teh-
ran and the public spaces of the city. Knowing that the turbulent Tehran has a vast 
ground of potential opportunities to work on, I thought of many different choices: 
proposals for designing sustainable and playful public spaces, restoring the historic 
core of the city into a massive public area, proposing spaces for social interactions, 
improving women’s engagement in public spaces, and so on. 

Nevertheless, at the very early stages, when I was trying to focus on each of these 
subjects, I faced a frustrating truth: those proposals could never be accomplished in 
Tehran. Bearing in mind the authoritarian system, omnipresent government, social 
inequalities, and cultural paradoxes that are clearly visible in Tehran, most propos-
als for a democratic and civil form of public space would simply be unrealistic and 
impractical in the current society. I realized that my image of Tehran was that of a 
utopian city, where the social orders are not so complex, where there are at least 
some sorts of rational regulations under which people can benefi t from the simplest 
human rights and freedoms, where there is not so much corruption in administrative 
systems, and — so very hopefully — where there is a civil society that benefi ts from 
democracy. One might argue that these are not qualities of a utopian city, because 
there are many cities in the world that have all these characteristics and they are 
taken for granted by the citizens there, since they are regarded as the essential ele-
ments of their society. Sadly, that’s not the case for Tehran.

Before I came to a conclusion about the subject matter of my thesis, and as I was 
planning a trip to Tehran in 2009 to hopefully fi nd my subject, the controversial Ira-
nian presidential election took place, and post-election incidents shook the city and 
changed all my perceptions. The courage, solidarity, and harmony of the people in 
the streets, regardless of their social, economic, and cultural background, were phe-
nomenal. The possibility of change was visible in every corner of the city in a way that 
could not be avoided, even if, for me, it was projected only through videos and images 
constantly popping up on social networks such as YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter. 
This vision was amazingly beautiful, surprising, and very powerful. The utopian image 
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was not merely a dream anymore. I could clearly see that the waves of change were 
forming on the streets and rooftops of my city. After a year, those waves seemed to 
have been suppressed, and the path for a major shift seems to be a quite long one, 
but I believe it is still something inevitable.

Apart from the post-election incidents, my trip itself was full of surprises and an 
uncanny sense of nostalgia. The places where I grew up, the concerns with which 
I used to live, the fears that I used to have, and the issues that were parts of my 
everyday life all seemed somehow not quite normal anymore. Being away for a few 
years — not too long to forget and not too short to neglect the differences — made 
me perceive all the spaces that I used to occupy and all the activities that I used to 
do differently. I was surprised to discover a constant defi ance and subversion in most 
of the everyday activities that I used to do while living as a youth back in Tehran 
— which is still ongoing in the everyday lives of my friends who are still living there. 

The main idea of this thesis is rooted in my realization that the lifestyle I used to 
have and the spaces I used to occupy had a very different quality than what I experi-
enced in the West. In a society where loud laughter or holding hands can be counted 
as a crime, social interaction and public life are defi ned differently.  Moreover, spaces 
are created and occupied in a distinctive manner. What I learned during this thesis 
journey was that, no matter how restrictive the situation is, nor the extent of the 
limitations put in place by authorities, citizens will always fi nd creative solutions, and 
will struggle to obtain their rights. 

3



4

This thesis is about the struggle of the citizens of Tehran for their 
rights to public spaces of the city and everyday life practices. It is 
a research and documentation of public spaces of Tehran and the 
role of both citizens and authorities in the creation of such spaces. 
The signifi cance of this work  is the study of the issues that an au-
thoritarian regime can cause in terms of public spaces of the cities 
and also the examination of the tactics (in forms of spatial arrange-
ments) that residents — through their defi ance and struggle — 
have created to subvert the imposed restrictions and practice their 
everyday activities. 

Throughout its history, Iran has been mostly governed by a dicta-
torship. Although the dynasties and regimes have changed over time 
and a constitutional revolution has led to the establishment of a 
parliament, and even though today the country is offi cially called a 
republic, the notions of surveillance, control, suppression, and gov-
ernmental domination have not yet been eliminated from Iranian 
society. There have been a few periods of exception in Iran’s history, 
but such concepts as open dialogue, freedom of expression, debate, 
democratic encounter, and free social interaction have not been 
benefi cial and favourable to the authorities and have therefore been 
often suppressed. 

Tehran, Iran’s capital and the subject matter of this thesis, is a city 
full of paradoxes and dichotomies at different levels, from the spaces 
of the city to the individual lives of its citizens and their interactions. 
In the current theocratic and authoritarian governing condition of 
Iran, many everyday activities and social relations are labelled as 
crimes, and have been severely suppressed. This, obviously, affects 
the public lives of citizens and their use of public spaces. 

Public space, as a space accessible to all for everyday activities, social 
interactions, communication, and, most importantly, the practice of 
democracy, plays an important role in civil societies. However, in a 
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totalitarian society, where many everyday activities are considered 
illegal, the nature of public space is very different from what it is 
in the West; there are no truly open and accessible spaces for all 
members of society, and what public space there is provides no 
democratic stage for social interaction and expression. 

I approached the research with the question of how — despite 
governmental controls, censorship, segregation of spaces, fear of the 
moral police, and restrictive rules —public life happens in Tehran.  
The fi rst thing that I have done in this thesis is categorizing public 
spaces of Tehran into two very different types: offi cial and subver-
sive.  One, with the most visibility in the city, has fulfi lled the totali-
tarian state’s desire for domination, manipulation, and control over 
the everyday lives of its citizens to portray its power and authority. 
The other is an outcome of the struggle over very basic rights and 
everyday activities. 

I have then intended to study and document the strategies that 
the Iranian state has used to stabilize its authority, and the tactics 
that have emerged from the defi ance and struggle of its citizens, in 
relation to the public spaces of the city and spatial arrangements. 
Since offi cial public spaces are dominated by hard-line restrictions, 
limitations, and suppressions, perpetual defi ance and resistance can 
be considered as main characteristics of the everyday lives of most 
citizens. Consequently, citizens of Tehran (especially the younger 
generation), in order to defy the restrictions that are imposed on 
them, and in an attempt to participate in the public life of the city, 
have created their own types of spaces, which are labelled “subver-
sive public spaces” in this thesis.

To have an in-depth observation and understanding of public space 
in Tehran, I had to be both an insider and outsider.  An outsider’s 
vision is manipulated by only having access to the offi cial spaces 
— monitored, controlled, and Revolution-dominated spaces. But an 
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insider, who cannot accept the limitations of the offi cial spaces, fi nds 
a temporary solution in the alternative and subversive spaces. The 
offi cial and subversive spaces of the city are inseparable, existing in 
parallel to each other, and are in constant dialogue. I had to be and 
do the same. I had to observe and document the paradox of both 
types of public space in parallel to give an impression of what public 
space and public life is truly like in Tehran. The different vignettes of 
the city have been put together to set up a dialogue between offi cial 
and subversive public space in Tehran, a constant conversation.

This thesis is a study of both offi cial and subversive public spaces 
and of the domination and representation of power, as well as citi-
zens’ participation, in the creation of public space in Tehran, using 
unique and spontaneous methods. It is about the methods, such 
as gender segregation, imposed dress codes, and behavioural rules, 
constantly visible in spaces of city, that a totalitarian regime has em-
ployed to dominate and control the lives of citizens, as well as spac-
es of the city.  The thesis is also about unconventional happenings in 
familiar spaces. Places like living rooms, rooftops, streets, cars, and 
basements have been re-appropriated and become the ground for 
many uncommon usages. It is about the alternative spaces: subver-
sive spaces of defi ance produced under censorship, pressure, and 
suppression.  It documents the informal creation of public spaces 
— the spaces produced by their users.

This work offers subjective explorations of public spaces of the 
city and provides multiple perceptions of how public life and social 
interactions happen in Tehran.  The aim is to study both the offi cial 
and subversive public spaces and to understand space and everyday 
life under suppression and totalitarianism in Tehran. There are many 
writings and documents about the struggle and defi ance of youth in 
Tehran. I wanted to understand this defi ance as it is manifested in 
spaces of the city and the relationship between public spaces, their 
creation, and this defi ance, and the role that this rebellion and the 
demand and cry for the rights play out in the creation of spaces.

This struggle for the rights, in the 
form of space, is documented.
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The thesis material is presented in four main sections. The fi rst 
chapter gives insight into the thesis: how the research started, what 
references are used, and how the idea of this thesis was shaped. 
The second chapter is in the form of a timeline; the third and main 
chapter is entitled “The City Montage,” which is presented in two 
subchapters, and the last part is the Manual. Each of these chapters 
has a different layout and presentation appropriate to its content.

Encounter
This section mainly consists of what has driven this thesis into its 
current shape and lays the foundation for the rest of the thesis. It 
starts with a study of public space and the importance of social in-
teraction and citizens’ rights to the city. Then, the role of authorities 
in the production and domination of city spaces is explored, and 
fi nally, the public spaces of Tehran, the resistance and defi ance of its 
citizens, and their contribution and participation in the creation of 
public spaces of the city are discussed. 

Tehran’s Narrative Timeline 
The second chapter is presented in the form of a timeline, describ-
ing the link between historical, political, and social events and the 
urban development of the city. In the course of history and social 
events, it will be explained how the public life of Tehran has changed 
since its formation as a city and as a capital. This chapter describes 
mainly the evolution and history of the formation and transforma-
tion of the city and its public life in a narrative format. Only the 
events and changes that have been infl uential in either the social or 
urban orders of the city are discussed. These key points are pre-
sented as they relate to the crux of the thesis — the public spaces 
of the city and the social life of its citizens.

The timeline introduces the key moments and events that shaped 
the city as it stands today.  It prepares the reader to understand the 
current situation of Tehran. The contemporary condition of public 

[ Thesis Structure ]
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space — offi cial and subversive — after the Revolution is discussed 
in detail in the next chapter. The timeline format allows the key 
points to be understood sequentially and in relationship with each 
other. We will see in the next chapter how the key public spaces 
of the city have formed the collective memory of citizens and how 
such spaces are re-appropriated for same the usage over time.

The City Montage
The main chapter of the thesis contains information in the form of 
text, photographs, quotations, maps, and personal experience to re-
veal the public life of Tehran’s citizens.  The thesis argues that public 
spaces in Tehran can be categorized into two different types: the 
offi cial and the subversive public spaces. These two coexist and are 
in constant dialogue within the city. Just like the spaces themselves, 
the two main components of this montage could not be separated 
into two distinct chapters. 

- The Offi cial City
Offi cial public spaces in Tehran are intensely controlled and domi-
nated by the totalitarian regime’s objectives. They are missing very 
important characteristics of public space: accessibility for all, the al-
lowance of free individual expression, and the providing of a ground 
for social interaction. Therefore, offi cial public spaces in Tehran are 
far from being true public spaces. This section explores the contexts 
out of which the current social and spatial issues have emerged. It 
delves into the current situation of the offi cial public spaces, those 
spaces that are produced and maintained by authorities, in Tehran 
after the Revolution to represent the power of the state and ma-
nipulation of the everyday activities of citizens. 

- The Subversive City
As the state imposes suppressions and limitations on the offi cial 
public spaces, citizens of Tehran struggle to obtain their rights to 
the city and its public spaces, and over their own individual lives.  
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The constant defi ance and resistance in everyday life has produced 
unique types of spaces as alternatives to offi cial public spaces in the 
city. The subversive section of the city’s montage explores these 
alternative spaces that have emerged as a result of citizens’ struggle 
for their rights to the city and its spaces. 

The Manual of Defi ance and Subversion 
This chapter takes the format of a manual: a documentation of sub-
versive spaces in Tehran that have not been documented in regards 
of to spatial features. The three sections of this chapter, which are 
in booklet format, document and analyze the most common cat-
egories of alternative and subversive public spaces and actions in 
Tehran. What is remarkable about them is that they were born out 
of the necessity of social interaction and public life, and as a struggle 
and defi ance. They are produced and organized by citizens in differ-
ent times and social conditions. What is valuable about these spaces 
is that they are practical and essential in the daily lives of the citizens 
of Tehran.      
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Presently, Tehran is about to explode — in size, density, and popula-
tion. It is a capital metropolis with an immense diversity of neigh-
bourhoods, social classes, and urban policies. Although Tehran is 
located in a region with more than six thousand years of history, 
culture, and civilization, the city itself had almost no real signifi cance 
until it became the capital of what was then called Persia in 1785. It 
has very little heritage left from that ancient culture. After the Arab 
conquest in 636 AD (the beginning of the Islamic era) and the Mon-
gol invasion in the thirteenth century, Iran was constantly involved 
in many civil wars, losing land and witnessing changes in dynasties, all 
of which helped to make the country more and more isolated from 
the Western world’s cultures and social movements. 

It was not until the late Qajar dynasty and the early Pahlavi period 
(early twentieth century) that Iran was exposed to a modernizing, 
Western culture. The height of the transformations occurred during 
Pahlavi’s period, with Reza Shah’s modernization plan. In 1936, in-
spired by Ataturk’s reformations in Turkey, Reza Shah attempted to 
import many aspects of Western culture into Iran, despite disagree-
ment from many religious leaders.  Tehran, as the capital, was specifi -
cally targeted to become the symbol of modernity within the coun-
try before the Islamic Revolution. From the 1960s onward, while 
trying to maintain its Islamic characteristics and structure, the city 
experienced rapid growth and expansion, facing the consequences 
of signifi cant challenges in the form of war, social movements, and 
fi nally, a massive revolution. 

After the 1979 Revolution was hijacked by hardliner fundamental-
ists,1 something that has happened to many other great revolutions 
(Russia, Egypt, etc.),2 the focus of the theocratic and authoritar-
ian government shifted from democratization to Islamization of the 
country on both the individual and state levels with the intention 
of eliminating all signs of the modern, Western culture, perceived as 
manifestations of evil.  What then followed can be best described as 

[ Tehran’s Current Situation ]
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a chaotic situation. On one side, this chaos involves the revolution-
ary government and its supporters trying to abolish every means 
of westernization, and ensuring its hard-line and authoritarian exis-
tence by controlling all aspects of the citizens’ everyday lives.  On 
the other side, those in opposition and defi ance — with the young-
er generation as a majority — hope to have a democratic, civil, and 
secular society.

The chaotic situation in Tehran is visible in both social and admin-
istrative policies, as well as in the city’s spaces and urban planning 
approaches. During the twentieth century, the city was under the in-
fl uence and practice of many Western architects and urban design-
ers. The effects of all these different approaches and urban policies 
are scattered throughout the image of the city. Looking at Tehran 
is like observing a chaotic miniature of the world. One can fi nd an 
unbalanced mix of different urban approaches gathered in a dense 
and interwoven city. This mix ranges from North American periph-
eries, European boulevards and dense two-storey buildings, slums, 
Islamic schools and mosques, ancient historical sites, Middle East-
ern bazaars vs. ultramodern shopping malls, high-end condominiums 
vs. handmade shelters, complex highway networks vs. narrow and 
winding rural alleyways, and even mountains and deserts. 

Although Tehran had been under the infl uence of diverse Western 
and traditional urban planning methods, what has extensively shaped 
the city as it is today is its urban citizens and social events. The Allied 
invasion of Iran during the Second World War caused an enormous 
infl ux of rural dwellers from all around the country to Tehran. The 
need for housing led to huge and improper developments and con-
structions fuelled by extensive bribery, fraud, and violation of city 
regulations and building codes. 4 In order to establish their existence 
as citizens of the city, the new mass of inhabitants started building 
in illegally occupied or confi scated properties of the city. 5 This has 
contributed to the chaotic situation that Tehran is facing today.

“With all its contradictions and 
inconsistencies, contemporary 
Tehran is a city built by its inhab-
itants, but not in a great social 
participation. They have built 
self-centeredly and as a kind of 
avoidance of social participation 
and urgency.”
                             Arash Mozaffari3
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Tehran has been also referred to as a city of paradoxes by many 
contemporary architects and scholars. In “Paradoxical Tehran,” an in-
terview with a number of famous Iranian architects published in 
Domus magazine, Darab Diba, Shahab Katouzian, and Kamran Afshar 
Naderi, along with others, explained the paradoxes of the modern 
and traditional in both the culture and spaces of the city, and the 
lack of true public space. 6 In “Tehran: Paradox City,” Soheila Shah-
shahani7 talks about Tehran’s Comprehensive Plan (TCP) and the 
fact that, despite urban regulations, many illegal constructions were 
built in the city. She also discusses the paradoxes in administrative 
systems and urban policies. 8

This constant dichotomy and paradox, which plays a crucial role in 
the creation of the spaces of the city, is present everywhere, from 
infrastructures to very basic individual lives. One example of this 
is the considerable dichotomy in the behaviour and appearance of 
people in public and private spaces of the city, and also the way 
that the most private spaces turn into public space, which will be 
explored in the following chapters. In short, the status quo of Tehran 
is tumultuous. However, despite all these undesirable aspects and 
issues, Tehran attracts the most immigration in the country and is 
considered the most attractive city for many Iranians, both the ones 
who desire to move there, and those who had to move away from 
it and wish to return.

The very fi rst set of questions that propelled this thesis forward 
focused on how public space and social life have been defi ned in 
a city such as Tehran, with all the paradoxes for which it has been 
criticized. What role does public space play in the society? How are 
the public spaces of the city being produced? And most importantly, 
what is the role of its citizens in creating such spaces?
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When I started my research on Tehran, I found that there are quite 
different portraits of the city painted by scholars, writers, critics, 
and authorities. The Iranian government, with its monopoly on the 
media, shows a city with citizens proud of their nuclear energy 
program, wrapped in chadors, robes, and turbans, and devoted to 
martyrdom and sacrifi ce for the state, while at the same time par-
ticipating in mass pro-government rallies and elections. No sign of 
any dissatisfaction, defi ance, or subversion is ever shown within the 
offi cial representation of the city. The Western media, on the other 
hand, projects a vision of Tehran subjugated in terms of politics, limi-
tations, diffi culties, restrictive rules, and — above all — destructive 
nuclear ambitions. In the form of documentaries, news pieces, and 
commissioned writings, an image of Tehran is publicized in which 
people are terrifi ed by the state’s restrictions and policies, impa-
tiently waiting to be rescued and liberated by the so-called ‘enlight-
ened’ West. Some scholars have argued that these kinds of images 
of Tehran are part of a project to manipulate the minds of Western 
citizens (mainly within the United States) such that they will be 
less opposed to a hypothetical future attack on Iran. 9 In contrast, 
there are numerous resources emphasizing Persian and Islamic art 
and architecture published by both Iranian and non-Iranian scholars. 
While these works portray a noble and comprehensive history, they 
tend to emphasize the aesthetic aspects of individual elements and 
buildings and historical developments in the city, with a focus on the 
periods prior to the early twentieth century.

The most recent scholarly works published in Iran about Tehran 
detail historical developments in the city by focusing on the his-
tory of buildings and urban progress up to the 1979 Revolution. 
The few works covering the current situation of Tehran, although 
very valuable in portraying the urban narrative and issues regarding 
city planning, do not give any image of the public life of the city, and 
are merely descriptive documentations instead of critiques. While I 
could not fi nd many resources about the current city’s issues, public 

[ A Note on Resources ]
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life, and social studies from Iranian scholars who reside within the 
country — not surprising due to the censorship, restrictions on 
publication, and lack of freedom of speech — I discovered Iranian 
researchers and writers who do not reside in Iran (willingly or by 
force), such as Shahram Khosravi, Kaveh Basmenji, Hamid Dabashi, 
Roxanne Varzi, and Maziar Bahari, whose writings have not been 
published inside Iran. There has been a new wave of studies and 
writings in the past decade among scholars outside Iran — mostly 
in an academic context — who have studied and criticized the cur-
rent situation in Tehran. What these texts have in common is a rev-
elation of the struggle and defi ance that is latent in the everyday 
actions of citizens — mostly the youth. Moreover, they criticize the 
intense level of restriction, censorship, and dictatorship that rules 
in Tehran (and Iran, in larger scale). Although I have referenced the 
history of urban development and social events from the resources 
published in Iran, I have based my main argument about the more 
realistic images of the city mostly on the resources that are pub-
lished outside Iran. 

Throughout the text, I have supported my arguments with coura-
geous and impressive works of art, such as drawings in Marjane Sa-
trapi’s graphic memoir Persepolis, Mana Neyestani’s cartoons, Shirin 
Neshat’s powerful visual art, and lyrics from underground music 
groups, that portray the imposed limitations and the resistance and 
struggle that have become part of daily life in current Iranian society. 
 
Although I have referred to Iranian sources for urban descriptions 
and socio-cultural subjects, in order to study public space, its role in 
society, and the value of everyday activities and social interactions, 
my resources are mainly Western (these concepts are not often dis-
cussed freely inside Iran). Among my Western resources are texts 
about half a century old on democracy, public space, and everyday 
life matters; however, I believe they could be applied to contempo-
rary Iran, since in some matters — for example, the replacement 
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of theocracy with a liberal, secular, and democratic state — Iran has 
not yet come to its age of enlightenment.

In order to achieve a better understanding of the status of public 
space and social life in Tehran, I studied the concept of public space 
and its method of creation, as well as the importance of social rela-
tions and interactions. I also studied citizens’ rights to the city (such 
as the World Charter on the Right to the City, the United Nations 
Human Settlement Programme [UN-Habitat], and UNESCO proj-
ects). The argument employs Henri Lefebvre’s concept of space as a 
social product, and it continues by signifying the importance of the 
practices of everyday life, democracy, and public space.

Social relations, the rights to the city and its spaces, and the impor-
tance of social participation are crucial for this thesis, as I consider 
them very important factors in our lives as urban dwellers. Our 
experience and involvement in city life comes from the quality of 
public spaces that we occupy. Public spaces, as accessible spaces for 
all, should provide a ground for social interaction, communication, 
expression, and participation in society. 

There have been many studies, theories, and writings about public 
space, each using different characteristics to defi ne public space. For 
this study, my focus was on those qualities of public space that relate 
to citizens’ participation, contribution to democracy, and everyday 
life activities. Everyday life and public space cannot be separated 
from each other. Everyday activities are important in cities as they 
are dominant actions that shape social values, and public space is 
needed for their practice, as well as to engage with differences and 
benefi t from the existence of other people.  

In the form of a diagram, I have categorized my understanding of 
public spaces and the qualities that have been crucial in shaping this 
thesis.

[ Thesis Perception of Public 
Space ]
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How and where should people encounter each other? How im-
portant is the space that is produced for social interaction? Marcel 
Henaff and Tracy B. Strong (2001) begin their book “Public Space and 
Democracy” by stating that one of the earliest references in Western 
culture to the importance of a space for people to meet appears 
in the second book of the Odyssey, before the agora is introduced. 
When Telemachus wants to gather a group of people, one of the 
three qualities he names of a place for assembly (meaning some-
where to gather a number of people for the purpose of a public 
meeting) is that “it is brought into existence by someone calling for 
it, it is created by the actions of human beings. It is a kind of space 
that human beings make for and by themselves.”12   

Historically, public space has been a space where people would gath-
er for debates, while providing a medium for social interactions. The 
question is how public space, as a space where people can interact 
socially, is produced. In his book “Production of Space,” Henri Lefe-
bvre (1991) argues that space is a product that is socially created. 
He defi nes three perspectives on space: fi rst, spatial practice (per-
ceived space); second, representations of space (conceived space); 
and third, representational space (lived space). Representational 
space, as Lefebvre argues, is the space of the users and inhabit-
ants that is “lived through its associated images.”13 It is alive and can 
contain all the ordinary objects of daily life, and it also “embraces 
loci of passion, of action and of lived situations.”14 It is lively, active, 
and dynamic, and it might be “directional, situational or relational.” 
Representational space is space for inhabitants and is the space in 
use, whereas representations of space are planned, controlled, and 
ordered spaces. In addition, Mark Purcell (2003) states that lived 
space “represents a person’s actual experience of space in everyday 
life.”15 He has concluded that the production of space can be in 
accordance with its representations.16 Thus, what seems crucial in 
the production of space, and especially the representational space, 

[ Space and Social Relations 
- 

Representational Space  ]

“(Social) space is a (social) 
product”

                             
                            Henri Lefebvre10
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is the everyday activities and lived experiences of its producers, or 
in other words, the social life and social interactions of those who 
occupy such space. 

For Lefebvre, the city itself is also an act of making, or oeuvre, “a 
work in which all its citizens participate.”17 Lefebvre saw the city 
as a mediation between far (society and its institutions) and near 
(“relations of individuals in groups of variable size”) orders,18  which 
is a social reality made up of relations. If the city is an act of making, 
it will need actors and actions to produce it. Basically, the oeuvre is 
a social reality which cannot exist without the acts and relations of 
its producers, namely, the urban dwellers.

Lefebvre and, later, Don Mitchell (1995) have tried to demonstrate 
the idea that social relations and interactions can indeed create 
spaces and even cities. The very notion of producing urban space 
cannot be separated from people and their use of space, and the 
social relations that are bound to it. Social relations and lived spaces 
are inseparable. Mitchell also asserts that “public space is socially 
produced through its use as public space.“19 Therefore, public spac-
es, as representatives of the general idea of space, are also produced 
by the actions of its users. Social relations and lived spaces (repre-
sentational spaces) are tied together in the everyday lives of city 
dwellers. 20 For Mitchell, “the logic of representation demands the 
construction or social production of certain kinds of public space.”21

  
This idea of a space (a representational space) that is produced by 
its users is crucial to this thesis, since I was trying to understand the 
role that Tehran’s citizens play in the creation of city spaces, and also 
because social interactions, everyday life, and the relationship be-
tween citizens, everyday spaces of the city, and the manner in which 
they are produced was the key spark for undertaking this research. 
I also think that the subversive public spaces that are introduced in 
this thesis, which the citizens of Tehran have produced, are examples 

 
“By claiming space in public, 
by creating public spaces, so-
cial groups themselves become 
public.”
                                           Don Mitchell11  
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of representational spaces, because they are situational, created by 
people and their own occupation and usage, and alive, and based on 
social interaction and everyday activities.

The signifi cance of everyday activities is the other idea central to 
this thesis. Many contemporary scholars have argued that practic-
ing everyday activities is essential to urban life. Lefebvre, Michel de 
Certeau (1984), Margaret Crawford (1999), and others argue that 
everyday life and space cannot be separated from each other. It is 
through lived experience that such concepts as space, public life, and 
citizenship are redefi ned. Crawford explains that everyday activi-
ties are determined by the concept of everyday space. She believes 
that ”existing in between such defi ned and physically identifi able 
realms as home, the workplaces, and the institution, everyday urban 
space becomes the connective tissue that binds daily life together.”22  

Moreover, Eugene J. McCann (1999) suggests that “social theories 
such as Lefebvre’s discussion of the social production of space both 
inform and are informed by the material circumstances of everyday 
life.”23 

Interestingly, Lefebvre authored a three-volume book, entitled “Cri-
tiques of Everyday Life,” which analyzes, criticizes, and considers the 
simplest elements of society and everyday life. According to Lefeb-
vre, human behaviours are not just inconsequential aspects of life; 
they are rather dominant actions that have shaped social values. 
He argues that the social space of everyday life is vitally impor-
tant, offering ‘a “critical opportunity to engage with difference and 
to develop an understanding of the world.”24 McCann argues that 
“Lefebvre’s constant attention to everyday practices of life makes 
his work applicable to discussions of urban public spaces in which 
large numbers of day-to-day activities are performed.”25  

[ Everyday Life Practices ]
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In “The Practice of Everyday Life,” de Certeau introduces two con-
cepts in spatial practices: “strategies” and “tactics.” While strategies 
require specifi c places under the control of authority, tactics rely 
on time, and appear in situations that are not under control. 26 He 
categorizes many everyday activities as tactics and explains that 
those who employ tactics are always on watch for opportunities 
and tricks to manipulate and subvert the imposed power in the 
constant struggle for obtaining their rights. 27 

Everyday activities range from interacting with strangers, sharing 
information, and being involved in social life, to the very routine 
activities of city life; they happen in spaces that are “socially pro-
duced.” Thus, the practices of everyday life activities are essential to 
our social and city life. The practices of everyday life also become 
essential in the production of spaces, especially the production of 
public spaces of the city where social interactions are vital. 

However, in Tehran, many aspects of everyday life cannot happen 
in the public spaces of the city, since they are considered crimi-
nal in hardliners’ moral classifi cation and are met with restrictions 
and punishments. In “Young and Defi ant in Tehran,” Shahram Khosravi 
(2008), an associate professor of anthropology, contextualizes de 
Certeau’s “tactics” in the lives of Tehran’s citizens. He states that 
for some everyday life activities in Tehran, the tactics that people 
employ are enabling them to survive oppressive restrictions. 28
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The concept of the right to the city, originated by Lefebvre more 
than forty years ago, has recently been reintroduced in academia 
and social movements. In a joint project, UN-Habitat and UNESCO 
have raised concerns about the rights of city dwellers. A number 
of conferences and meetings have been held in an attempt to raise 
awareness about various fundamental rights. Independent, civil, and 
non-profi t international organizations, such as the World Urban Fo-
rum and the World Social Forum, were founded in 2004, in addition 
to a World Charter for the Right to the City.

Lefebvre argued that citizens of the city have a right to the city’s 
spaces that they occupy, and that that right is “like a cry and de-
mand” and should be demanded by the city’s citizens. 30 He also 
stated that these rights and the demand for them are “part of the 
process of producing space.”31 Don Mitchell (2003) argues that the 
“right to the city is dependable on public space,”32  and public space 
is crucial to the demand for the right to the city. The rights to the 
city must be practiced somewhere, in a space, and that space should 
be produced and maintained in such a way that the rights “can ex-
ist and be exercised.”33  Lefebvre points out that city dwellers have 
“the right to oeuvre,”34  and that the right to participation and ap-
propriation are implied in the right to the city, which includes the 
“right to freedom, to individualization in socialization, to habitat and 
to inhibit.”35 

“A component of public space is the history and experi-
ence of citizenship. Citizenship is a multidimensional and 
dialectic relationship between the state and the civil soci-
ety. This multidimensional relationship is in essence con-
fl ictual, and these confl icts render historical character to 
public space.”                                                       Clara Irazabal36

[ Right to the City ]

“The right to the city is like a 
cry and a demand”

Henri Lefebvre29
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Next two pages are a brief description of the rights to the city.

Legend for the Rights to the City:
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Clara Irazabal (2008) argues that the concept of citizenship is in 
constant connection with the right to a public space, and that peo-
ple can only become citizens of a city by participation and nego-
tiation over the use of public space.38 The question thus becomes, 
who has the right to the city? The right to the city is a right for all 
the citizens of the city — those who inhabit and occupy the spaces 
of the city. Purcell claims that, in Lefebvre’s conception, those who 
“inhabit” the city have all rights over it other than enfranchisement, 
which is based on “national citizenship,” and that the right to the 
city empowers its urban inhabitants and is earned by the routines 
of everyday life practices in the spaces of the city. 39 

“Because the right to the city revolves around the produc-
tion of urban space, it is those who live in the city — who 
contribute to the body of urban lived experience and lived 
space — who can legitimately claim the right to the city. 
The right to the city is designed to further the interests ‘of 
the whole society and fi rstly of all those who inhabit.”                                         
                                                                               Mark Prucell 40     

In analyzing Lefebvre’s idea of the right to the city, Purcell men-
tions that this right for urban inhabitants involves two principles: 
the right to participation, and the right to appropriation. This means 
that the citizens should contribute and participate in the produc-
tion of urban and public spaces. Furthermore, they should be able 
to physically occupy, access, and use the urban spaces. They should 
be capable of physically occupying the urban spaces.42  Lefebvre’s 
right to the city implies that the decisions and components that 
produce urban space should be in harmony with the rights of its 
inhabitants and their everyday activities in the city. Likewise, those 
who inhabit the city should participate in producing spaces that will 

“Citizenship has been ex-
panded to encompass cultural 
claims, human and local rights, 
and signifi cantly, the rights to 
the city”                  Clara Irazabal37            
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meet their everyday needs. Mitchell talks about representation and 
public space, arguing that representation demands a space;43  hence, 
a space for representation, in which groups and individuals can make 
themselves visible, is essential for society.

The right to the city is not granted in all societies. In Tehran, many 
everyday acts cannot happen in public spaces, which are infused with 
hard-line restrictions. The right to the city and its public spaces has 
not only been granted, but has been actively suppressed. However, 
citizens have indeed been involved in contributing and participating 
in the creation of public spaces of the city, but in subversive ways. 
The “cry and demand” of citizens and their struggle to claim their 
rights to everyday activities, interestingly, have created alternative 
spaces for practicing their rights. These subversive spaces are spaces 
that emerged from this struggle.

“Not only is appropriation 
the right to occupy already-
produced urban space, it is 
also the right to produce ur-
ban space so that it meets the 
needs of inhabitants. Because 
appropriation gives inhabit-
ants the right to ‘full and com-
plete usage’ of urban space in 
the course of everyday life”      

                                            Mark Prucell41
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[ Politics, Democracy 
and 

Public Space  ]
“In the tradition of Western thought, the very idea of de-
mocracy is inseparable from that of public space”               
                                                                          Henaff and Strong 44 

              

Public space has been always a stage for citizens to share infor-
mation, to communicate, and to interact socially. Public space in 
the form of ancient Greek agoras refl ected a designated space for 
people to exercise their freedom of expression and the pleasure of 
debate, while being socially active. Hence, many critics have argued 
that public space and democracy have an irrefutable connection. 
Henaff and Strong argue that democracy and public space in Greece 
exhibited essential features: “All that appear in public can and must 
be seen and heard by all. Nothing concerning the public domain may 
be secret. Democracy manifests itself within the space; the public 
expression of its being resides in its very being. Democracy is the 
sensate life of the community.”46  

It is in public spaces that people have the chance to interact with 
each other and fi nd a stage for the expression of different thoughts 
and ideas. With the presence of public spaces and the social life 
associated with them, cities would be an ideal stage for practic-
ing democracy. Hannah Arendt, an infl uential political theorist, sees 
public space as a political stage with a theatrical quality. She divides 
public space into two distinct models: agonistic and associational. 
The associational model she introduces engages ordinary citizens in 
the representation of a democratic and associative political space.47  

Seyla Benhabib, in analyzing Arendt’s theory of the associational 
model, states that, based on this model, public space is not a space 
in an institutional sense; it is where freedom can appear. 48 However, 
in Tehran, this associational model, and the theatrical stage, is used 
to showcase the domination of authorities — it is not a space for 
the engagement of citizens in free, democratic encounters. 

“Public spaces spring from the 
need for room for people to 
gather in true democratic tra-
dition”                                                     Jan Gehl45
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[ Power and Public Space ] It is understood that cities, especially their public spaces, are es-
sential for practicing democracy and the right to the city for their 
citizens. What, then, is the role of governments and authorities in 
the public spaces of the city? Referring to Hegelianism, Lefebvre 
argues that “historical time gives birth to that space which the state 
occupies and rules over.”51  Henaff and Strong, an anthropologist and 
a political scientist respectively who have written about democracy 
and public space, state that the very notion of power is its visibil-
ity. 52 Likewise, Arendt’s idea concerning the theatricality of public 
spaces suggests that public space can be a great stage for showcas-
ing the power and domination of the authorities. Lefebvre has also 
posited that every society produces its own space, and if a society 
fails to do so, it loses its identity. 53 

There is no doubt that cities and, especially, their public spaces are 
some of the most important elements in which the policies of gov-
ernment are applied. Authorities, by producing and dominating their 
own spaces, consolidate their existence. However, spaces produced 
by authorities and governments might not always include participa-
tion from citizens, and might not always be a representation of their 
citizens’ rights to the city. Mitchell argues that, while people always 
occupy spaces, rights to them are not always guaranteed. 54

What can be summarized from the Western theories here pre-
sented is that space is a product and city is a work of participation, 
an oeuvre in whose production all citizens participate. Space for 
representation — a space in which groups and individuals can make 
themselves visible — is the essence of the everyday lives of citizens 
in cities. What makes such a representational space public is the 
lived situations and actions of those who occupy it and perform ev-
eryday activities in it. Public spaces are essential for the practice of 
everyday activities and for the maintenance of democracy in cities. 
It is important that the production of public spaces of the city in-
volve the actions and interactions of its citizens — those who live in 

 “Every society produces a 
space, its own space”           

                             Henri Lefebvre50

“The visibility of power is not 
an accident:  it is, as Hobbes 
knew, the very stuff of power”  
                                     Henaf and Strong 49         
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the city and participate in everyday activities of the city. City public 
spaces, besides being a ground for the social lives of citizens, are also 
a theatrical stage for authorities to demonstrate and enforce their 
power. On the other hand, citizens have a right to the city. This right, 
if not guaranteed, should be fought for, and this struggle for rights, 
this cry and demand in the form of actions and social relations, will 
produce public spaces.

Nevertheless, in a city such as Tehran, which is dominated by restric-
tion and dictatorship, the participation of citizens in public life and 
spaces is much different from that in Western countries. My main 
objective is to illustrate and document how, in a city where many 
rights are not granted, citizens partake in the creation of public 
spaces, how they are represented in the public life of the city, and, 
most importantly, what type of spaces could be produced through 
the struggle and demand for rights. 

[ Public Space in Tehran ]
“Here in Iran we don’t have public space as it is understood in 
Europe [west]. Perhaps this is because the city was the place 
of king and not a polis. There is no agora here, no place where 
people can go and meet up.”                            Shahab Katoozian55

Although it is not completely true that “there is no place where 
people can go and meet up” in Iran, the country’s public spaces 
are unable to operate as they would in western countries. Iran had 
been ruled under monarchical dictatorship until 1979, and theo-
cratic dictatorship since then. Under the totalitarian regimes, lib-
ertarian social interactions and democratic encounters had never 
been endorsed; therefore, the need to dedicate spaces to such en-
counters diminished. Since the seventh century and by the Muslim 
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conquest of Iran, the cities’ structure had been an adaptation of 
Islamic architecture merged with Iranian culture. Although the cities 
had a few Islamic public elements, such as mosques, marketplaces, 
and religious schools, those have never truly been spaces for social 
interactions and democratic encounters. Almost all public spaces 
of pre-modern Iran had been used either for announcements from 
representatives of the kings’ court and religious leaders, or for na-
tional and religious rituals. 

The notion of public space, as a space where people could assemble 
to practice democracy and exchange ideas, benefi ting from each 
other’s existence, was not present in pre-modern Iran. However, 
from the 1920s onward, culture, urban planning, and social life ex-
perienced a major ascendant shift. With modernization plans, many 
aspects of western culture entered the country and specifi cally its 
capital, Tehran. With changes in society and culture, public spaces 
as understood in the West were emerging into the city’s structure. 
However, the spaces of the city were not occupied in a true demo-
cratic way until late 1970s. It was then that public spaces in Tehran 
played important roles in the history of Iran, the most important 
one arguably being the Revolution itself. Streets and squares turned 
into places to demand and struggle for rights. For a few years, Teh-
ran’s public spaces turned into the most important grounds for so-
cial gatherings, rallies, protests, and the struggle of citizens to have 
their voices heard. 
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[ Spaces of Government 
- 

Limitations and Restrictions]

The social movements demanding freedom, independence from 
colonization, and a civil and democratic state, which led to the Rev-
olution of 1979, was later hijacked by hardliner theocrats. From 
the Revolution onward, it has been the representations and ideolo-
gies of government that have dominated the spaces of the city, and 
thus, they have not been true representations of peoples’ needs and 
rights. 

I should go back one more time to Lefebvre and his statement that 
a revolution and a society produce its own space,57  and Henaff and 
Strong’s declaration that “the visibility of power is not an accident: 
it is the very stuff of power.”58  In Tehran, the domination and vis-
ibility of power and the fact that the Revolution has produced its 
own spaces throughout the city are vivid mostly in the public spaces 
of the city. In the early years after the Revolution, many forms of 
western and modern public spaces, such as cinemas, entertainment 
centres, bars, social clubs, and many more, faced stagnation and sus-
pension. During the war between Iran and Iraq (1980–1988), city 
public spaces turned into sacred spaces for endeavouring against 
the enemy. 

Although the development of public spaces accelerated after the 
war, they were intensely subjected to control and limitations. 59  To-
day, Iran is governed by an authoritarian government that tries to 
excuse and hide its dictatorial manner behind the abuse of Sharia 
laws. Since the government’s rules and regulations are very restric-
tive, many of the normal, everyday activities of Tehrani citizens con-
travene the authorities, are counted as criminal, and are intensely 
suppressed. Azam Khatam (2005), states that an ideological morality, 
with roots in the Revolution, has been applied to public spaces.60 

Since the Revolution, many public spaces have been gender seg-
regated, and social interaction and encounter have been cut to a 
minimum, with any gathering and socializing considered a threat to 
the government. 

“A revolution that has not 
produced a new space has not 
realized its full potential”        
                             Henri Lefebvre56
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[ Resistance and Defi ance in 
Everyday Activities ]

Public space in Tehran during the last two decades has been ex-
clusively defi ned by authorities’ expressions and ideologies. In this 
thesis, the term “offi cial public spaces” refers to those spaces that 
are produced and maintained by authorities — spaces that have 
been produced or repossessed to represent the power of the state 
and the manipulation of the everyday life activities of the citizens, 
especially the young. The very basic requirements of democracy and 
public space — debate, free expression, and free interaction — are 
denied in Tehran. Therefore, the existence of public space, as a stage 
for practicing democracy and the right to the city, becomes ques-
tionable. With the involvement of politics in the symbolism, imagery, 
and representation of public spaces, social interactions have been 
suppressed extensively. With all that has been learned about pub-
lic space, offi cial public spaces of Tehran are missing very essential 
characteristics of public space, and are failing to deliver the true 
notion of public space. 

In a city such as Tehran, where offi cial public spaces are produced 
and overregulated by authorities, what is the role of citizens in the 
participation in and production of spaces? Where do citizens prac-
tice their everyday life in Tehran? Where is the cry and demand over 
rights? What has been the collective behaviour of citizens as a result 
of the policies forced on them? And how do the citizens, especially 
the young, engage in the social life of the city?

It is apparent that public spaces in Tehran have been transformed 
into stages for control over the everyday acts of citizens and for 
promoting and amplifying authorities’ dominance and power. Many 
activities that are routine and everyday in the West are suppressed 
extensively in the name of preventing moral crimes. Offi cial pub-
lic spaces are constantly under the surveillance of morality police 
forces. Therefore, many challenges exist for the citizens of Tehran in 
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their everyday lives. Appearing in public itself can be troublesome 
and results in many diffi culties and issues for citizens, especially the 
indomitable youth. The manner in which one presents oneself in 
society, their actions and interactions, and the simplest practices of 
everyday life can result in arrest and subjection to fi nancial or even 
physical punishment.

Don Mitchell states that “public space has long been a place of ex-
clusion, no matter how much democratic ideology would like to 
argue otherwise.”62  This marginalized group in Tehran is basically 
whomever challenges the state and authorities and questions their 
everyday rights, and mainly includes the younger generations of 
Tehrani residents. The term “Third Generation” (which will be dis-
cussed in depth in the third chapter) refers to those who were born 
after the 1979 Revolution. The age classifi cation of this group, for 
the purposes of this thesis, is mainly those under thirty-four, con-
sisting of 68 percent of the total population of Iran. 63

This generation of Tehran’s youth labels itself too modern to utilize 
traditional and religious public spaces, such as traditional tea houses, 
squares, and mosques, for communication, discussion, and debate. 
And contemporary offi cial public spaces do not provide a ground 
to socialize, communicate, and practice their everyday activities. In a 
democratic society, presence in public spaces encourages social in-
teraction and communication and should provide an opportunity to 
practice the right to freedom of expression and action. However, in 
Tehran, many of the daily activities of young people in public spaces 
are not considered legitimate. There is, therefore, always a culture 
of defi ance and resistance — growing stronger every day — in the 
daily activities of the youth in Tehran. There is an ongoing and invis-
ible battle between youth and authorities for the right to pursue 
normal, daily activities that are labelled cultural and moral crimes 
in Iran.

“Individual acts of defi ance 
and cultural escape are domi-
nant aspects of young peo-
ple’s social life.”                                                              
                          Shahram khosravi61
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Many scholars have argued that the current youth culture is based 
on defi ance. Tehran’s youth defy and resist the authorities, the gen-
erational gap, and traditional culture. Shahram Khosravi (2008) dedi-
cated a chapter in his book, “Young and Defi ant in Tehran,” to this 
“culture of defi ance.” He argues that, while many national festivi-
ties, gatherings, and everyday life activities of the young have been 
counted as crimes, the culture of defi ance is vivid in most of their 
actions and everyday activities, even if they do not intend to be 
defi ant. In “Tehran Blues,” Kaveh Basmanji (2005) also talks about 
cultural crime and the rebellious nature of the younger generations 
in Tehran. Hamid Dabashi (2007) also argues that in modern Iran, 
resistance is part of the culture, and is greatly visible in poems and 
other writings.

These acts of defi ance and resistance are not organized, institutional 
acts, but simple, individual acts of everyday life intended to repre-
sent defi ance and subversion to authorities and cultural barriers. 
Despite suppressive socio-political conditions imposed by the state, 
the youth in Tehran are struggling to obtain their rights to occupy 
the public spaces of the city, to have free social encounters, and to 
practice their everyday activities, in a place where the simplest ev-
eryday activities are considered rebellious and subversive.

[ Alternative and Subversive 
Spaces ]

As has been demonstrated, public space is always a negotiation, and 
the cry and demand for the rights — the struggle — is producing 
space. In a society such as Tehran, where offi cial public spaces are 
unable to provide a stage for true citizen participation, the struggle 
and demand for rights has indeed created alternative types of space.  
As was stated earlier in the text, Khosravi believes that the young 
generation of Tehran, the “Third Generation,” has created its own 
spaces and “tactics” for subverting the adult culture. 65 And it is very 
clear to me that the spaces that the “Third Generation” is produc-
ing — and that I used to occupy as well — are produced as a form 
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“The violence of power is an-
swered by the violence of sub-
version”               Henri Lefebvre64                        

of defi ance and struggle to obtain the rights that have been denied 
to them. 

“Theatricality demonstrates its subversive power when it 
leaves the theatron and begins to wander. At that point, it 
is no longer confi ned by prevailing rules of representation, 
aesthetics, social, or political; its vehicle is irreducibly plural 
and even more, heterogeneous…that turns up in the most 
unexpected places”                                    Henaff and Strong66  

For Arendt, public space is a space of appearance, and can be re-
created by individual’s political gatherings and actions.  It exists 
wherever the actors (citizens) gather for discussions about public 
concerns.67  This space is created by actions, and one of the main 
features of action is unpredictability, because  it is a manifestation 
of freedom. 68 Since the offi cial spaces of the city cannot provide a 
space for appearance for all citizens, the subversive spaces become 
associational spaces, created by the actions of citizens. 

Khatam also supports the idea of these alternative spaces by stating 
that “control over legal public spaces had created this tendency in 
youth to look for ways to create their own types of spaces without 
the control from above.”69  These alternative spaces have resulted 
from the struggle for neglected rights to very simple, everyday life 
activities. The spaces that the younger generation has produced are 
providing a ground for interactions, encounters, and the practice of 
everyday activities. Over the years, this generation has found ways 
to circumvent the restrictions and limitations and struggle to obtain 
their rights. 

In this thesis, subversive public spaces refer to spaces that the citi-
zens of Tehran, especially the youth, have produced for themselves, 
so that despite the suppressions and limitations imposed on them, 
they would have some ground to practice their rights to the city 
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and their everyday activities. These alternative spaces for subversion 
emanate from very ordinary spaces, such as basements, living rooms, 
rooftops, and streets. Rights have to be exercised somewhere, and 
these ordinary spaces provide the space for that exercise. What 
authorities consider a subversive act in Tehran would be a normal 
daily activity in the West. Therefore, subversive action and spaces in 
Tehran are only subversive in the context of the current, oppressive 
government.

With all that has been studied and written about public space, I can 
conclude that the offi cial public spaces of Tehran are missing very 
essential characteristics of public space, and are failing to deliver 
the true notion of public space. As was stated earlier, it has been 
said that Tehran is built by its inhabitants; its chaotic urban planning 
has been the result of self-built, not planned, housings. Since 1979, 
it has been the Revolution that produced its own spaces — the 
offi cial public spaces. And I can add that today, the younger genera-
tion of Tehran’s citizens is indeed producing and building the spaces 
of their city. The Third Generation’s defi ance and rebellion is shap-
ing alternative types of public space in Tehran: the subversive public 
spaces. These alternative spaces are produced by ordinary citizens 
of the city as a cry and demand for their rights, and as spaces for 
representation. 

Tehran is deeply polarized, in both social and urban aspects. 70  While 
northern Tehran is mainly inhabited by the affl uent and middle class-
es, the southern and far east-west neighbourhoods are mainly popu-
lated by lower- and middle-class citizens and immigrants. As will be 
discussed in depth in the next chapter, this polarization has affected 
the distribution of both the offi cial and subversive public spaces of 
the city.

In the next chapter, I will start exploring the history of public space 
and the social events that have been critical in shaping the city and 
its spaces as they are today. In the following chapters, I will explore 
and analyze both the offi cial and subversive public spaces of Tehran, 
and the role of both authorities and citizens in creating them.
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Tehran was once called the city of plane trees and it was possible for a traveler to complain about the 
density of trees and gardens around it, hiding it from visitors, who were searching inside these green walls 
hoping to unveil some reminder of the exotic and sleepy orient of a magical past. Now Tehran is a giant 
metropolis which has devoured its green borders and whose two revolutions and many more upheavals 
this century have changed the city and shaken the world around it. Nevertheless, it still remains a city hid-
den from the outside world, enwrapped within what appears to be a new clothing made from a political 
and ideological fabric. But, we may wonder, does the city reveal itself to its own inhabitants, or are they 
too visitors, entangled within a labyrinth, a complex web of places, people, and events?                Ali Madanipour1
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        TEHRAN’S NARRATIVE TIMELINE



Fig 2-1. 
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Fig 2-2.  

43



44



45

Ever since it became the capital of what was then called the Per-
sian Empire (today’s Iran), Tehran has been in constant crisis, from 
political and cultural aspects3 to spatial propositions. The Western 
world experienced the Renaissance in the seventeenth century, and 
by the nineteenth century, it had passed into the contemporary era 
and had fl ourished under the Industrial Revolution and civil changes. 
Iran, however, due to the incompetence and ignorance of its rul-
ers, had been kept far behind these international movements and 
developments. Many scholars  have stated that the modern era of 
Tehran (and Iran in larger scale) only dates from the early twentieth 
century, with the fall of the Qajar dynasty, when the country was 
exposed to Western culture. The treachery of the Qajars, throes 
and turbulence under the Pahlavis, and the corruption, bribery, and 
bureaucracy that have become routine aspects of administrative 
Tehran all together have affected the lives of the citizens as well as 
the spaces of the city. 

The history of Tehran can be studied in three major periods. The 
fi rst is the pre-modern city, when it was a small, walled market town, 
with a traditional-Islamic structure. The second period is the exten-
sive modernization era, which was started by the Pahlavi dynasty in 
early twentieth century. And the last period dates from the 1979 
Revolution to the present. Over the course of two hundred years, 
since its allocation as capital, Tehran has transformed from a small 
(4.4 square kilometres), enclosed village of about fi fteen thousand 
people to a metropolis of nearly 13 million. However, the society 
has been under a constant dictatorship, and concepts such as sur-
veillance, repression, and censorship have been dominantly visible in 
public spaces of the city.

This chapter presents a timeline of the transformations that Tehran 
has undergone since its emergence as a capital through historical, 
social, urban, and public narratives. The timeline documents urban 
and social transitions pertinent to this thesis — only those events 
and developments that have had a signifi cant infl uence on the for-
mation of Tehran and its public life as the city it is today. 

 Fig 2-3. Tehran’s Growth Map 

“Mapped out within three 
concurrent empires (the Ot-
tomans, the Safavids and the 
Mughals) and coveted by three 
competing colonial powers 
(the Russians, the British, and 
the French) Iran entered its 
modern history divided in its 
political disposition and frag-
mented in its cultural identi-
ties.”                          Hamid Dabashi2

This map shows the urban 
growth of Tehran from 1881 to 
present.
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[ Pre-Modern City and Public 
Spaces ]

The earliest historical reference to Tehran is in 
a travel diary written in the eleventh century, 
when it is mentioned as a small village, known 
for its fi ne pomegranates and gardens.5 It boast-
ed a strategic military location due to the moun-
tains on its northern side and the desert on its 
southern side. However, the primary reason for 
the development of Tehran was its proximity to 
the ancient city of Rey, a city with six thousand 
years of history. Rey was not only a strategic 
point of connection between the east and west 
of the large empire of Persia, but was also lo-
cated on the Silk Road, a trade route running 
across Asia that connected the Far East to Eu-
rope. The Mongol invasion in 1221 AD left the 
city of Rey in ruins, and subsequently, Tehran 
inherited some of its importance. Rich possibili-
ties for farming, gardening, and hunting drew the 
Safavid king Tahmasb’s attention to a small village 
called Tehran in around 1550. 6 

Fig 2-4.Tehran’s Location in Silk Road

In 1553, King Tahmasb of Safavid dynasty ordered the 
fi rst offi cial act for urbanizing the village, which involved 
the construction of walls and battlements around what 
was named Tehran. The fortifi cations had 114 towers 
(the number of chapters in the Quran) and four gates.7 
The enclosed area, which was about 440 acres (4.4 
square kilometres), included gardens, farms, a bazaar, 
the citadel, and three residential neighbourhoods. The 
bazaar was located at the heart of the city centre and, 
during the emergence and expansion of the city, it be-
came the main centre of occupation, activity, and trade.8 

Other than this initial move turning Tehran into a city, 
nothing of value in terms of urban change or develop-
ment was accomplished for nearly three hundred years 
during the Safavid and Zandieh dynasties. The city fol-
lowed the traditional pattern of Iranian¬¬–Islamic cit-
ies, with few public spaces, which were used mainly for 
religious and national rituals. 
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Tehran in the sixteenth century had a very 
simple linear structure. The main elements of 
the city (the citadel, the grand mosque, and 
the bazaar)9 were all aligned along the city’s 
only axis, which stretched between the two 
main entrance gates. 

Other than the few open public squares, the 
urban structures at this time are best de-
scribed as introverted. This refl ects both the 
Islamic and traditional architecture of the pe-
riod. Personal life and the importance of priva-
cy had driven building design to this extremely 
introverted style. Houses did not have open-
ings to the outside world and all hallways and 
corridors led to interior spaces and a central 
courtyard. It was only after passing through 
twisted and winding pathways that the transi-
tion from exterior to interior space would be 
completed. In pre-modern Tehran, structures 
were extremely confi ned and heavily inscru-
table, and open spaces were off the main axis 
and enclosed with built elements.

Fig 2-5.Tehran’s Earliest Map, Created by Berzin in 1852

Most elements of the city had 
an introverted structure, with 
no direct openings to the main 
axis.

Fig 2-6.Introverted Buildings along 
the Main City’s Axis
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As mentioned earlier, Iran was very isolated, and 
remained far behind international movements dur-
ing the Qajar period. In pre-modern Tehran, public 
space was not a very tangible concept. Women, in 
particular, did not have a very active presence in 
public spaces of the city. Traditional housing systems 
were defi ned by how the private space would be 
protected and hidden from public view through 
the use of high walls and an inner courtyard. The 
interior space of houses and the inner courtyard 
belonged to the women, and any space outside the 
house was considered to be the domain of men. 10 

There were very few places that women could ac-
cess outside these inner spaces. 

After the Islamic conquest of Persia, from 637 to 
651 AD, it took some time for the majority of the 
population to convert to Islam. Although the coun-
try had turned Islamic, Persian culture and language 
were not lost. An Iranian–Islamic culture was the 
outcome of the adaptation of Islamic codes. Like 
most Islamic cities, the main public elements of 
old Tehran followed the Islamic order. A few urban 
nodes attached to the main city axis could be called 
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public spaces. Two urban squares, one in front of the 
Arg (citadel) and the other in front of the bazaar, 
along with bazaar, were the main public foci of the 
city. These two squares, which were formed along 
the main axis, connecting the Arg to the bazaar, 
were the meeting places for men to interact with 
each other and with authorities. 11 

The bazaar, religious places such as mosque and 
takieh (building or a space used during the com-
memoration ceremonies for the death of Imams 
and religious leaders), Hamam (public bath), Madre-
seh (religious schools), ghahveh-khane (tea/shisha 
house), Caravan-sara (roadside inn), zoorkhaneh 
(traditional Persian sport venue), meidans (public 
squares), and some public gardens were all that 
could be called public spaces in traditional Tehran. 
Most public spaces of the pre-modern city were 
without question male-oriented. The presence of 
women in public spaces was neither religiously nor 
culturally pleasant or acceptable. 12 
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March 20, 1786, is a date that changed the destiny 
of Tehran and started a new era in the development 
of both Tehran and Iran.13 It was then that the fi rst 
king of the Qajar dynasty, Agha-Mohammad-Khan-E- 
Qajar, chose Tehran, still a village, as the capital of the 
Persian Empire. At that time, Tehran was considered 
a relatively poor city with a traditional Iranian-Islamic 
architecture and layout. Houses were built with ado-
be, and winding, narrow alleyways could only accom-
modate horses and mules as means of transportation. 

The enclosed city at this time could be divided into 
four main components: the governmental complex 
(the Arg), the economic centre (the bazaar at the 
heart of the city), religious elements (two mosques 
along the main axis), and residential areas (four neigh-
bourhoods). 14  The population was slightly over fi fteen 
thousand, which consisted primarily of courtiers and 
soldiers. The remainder of the population was mainly 
made up of merchants and artisans, as contrasted to 
other villages and cities, where the main focus was 
agriculture.15 Therefore, the bazaar was truly the most 
important feature of the city, after the Arg. 

Fig 2-7.Tehran’s Map in Early Qajar

17861785

Tehran became the capital of Iran and remains still

Qajar 
reign 
began

[ Tehran’s Emergence as the 
Capital ] 
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Although Tehran’s transformation into a capital was 
a major step towards its reform and improvement, 
the rate of development was very slow in the fi rst 
sixty years of Qajar reign. At the beginning of their 
monarchy, the Qajars were still very dependent on 
their tribe, and spent signifi cant time away from the 
city. Slowly, the city gained more attention, mostly 
from traders involved in the bazaar. Due to an in-
crease in population, the necessity for more than one 
public square emerged. The city’s urban spine, which 
was linear at that time, began to branch out to new, 
scattered centres along the main axis. Some public 
elements, such as squares and mosques, were cre-
ated, and were connected to the main axis by way 
of secondary roads. The same phenomenon can be 
seen in the structure of the bazaar. New rows of stalls 
were added to the main row and merged with the 
surroundings.17 Although open spaces were included 
in the newly built elements of the city, the overall pat-
tern remained introverted.

Fig 2-8. City’s Structure in Early Qajar

The Qajars came to power around the time of 
French Revolution, and while Europe was expe-
riencing massive social and intellectual upheavals, 
Iran had a feudal economy with medieval social 
stratifi cation, and intellectual debates and social 
movements were not a concern for any except the 
few in the scholastic class.16

The walled city had four main sections, 
each with a very specifi c functionality.
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During the rule of the fi rst three Qajar kings, the 
city frequently expanded upon its initial develop-
ment. However, in the fi fty-year rule of Naser-Al-Din 
Shah, major changes in the structure of the city oc-
curred, which began an important phase in city’s de-
velopment and growth. These changes were the de-
construction of old walls and the construction of a 
new, larger battlement. Due to Tehran’s rapid growth, 
extensive construction, and the popularization of the 
urban lifestyle, the area within the city limits began to 
fi ll up. Some royal palaces, gardens, and embassies and 
foreigner’s houses were built outside the city’s limits. 
Fortifi cations from the Safavid era were demolished 
and a new one, consisting of twelve gates to the out-
side and surrounded by a moat, was built.18  

The city grew extensively, and the interior area of the 
city reached twenty square kilometers. The new city 
wall, which had an octagon shape and was called Dar-
Ol-Khalafe- Naseri, was modelled after that of Paris.19 

Fig 2-9. Tehran’s Plan as Dar-Ol-Khalafeh-Naseri

1848

Naser-Al-Din Shah became king of Iran

[ Naser-Al-Din Shah  
Main Qajar’s improvements ]
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The ruling king, Naser-al-din shah, made frequent 
visits to Europe and had a very good relationship 
with France. He was strongly infl uenced by European 
capitals and, as a result, he supported initiatives for 
the development of Tehran with the help of French 
planners. The city changed its face due to the Shah’s 
infl uence and lost its more traditional appearance. As 
Tehran was exposed to Western concepts of urban-
ism, major social and urban transformations began.20 

By the end of Qajar’s power, Tehran had a population 
of 150,000.21

At the beginning of this era, the city’s structure was 
still linear, with only one main city centre. Over time, 
new centres, connected to the original urban spine, 
began to form. These centres were connected via 
newly built roads, creating a multi-“centred” city. 

Fig 2-10. Diagram of the City with Fortifi cation, in Compari-
son to Early Qajar’s Enclosed City 

1849

Construction of Dar-Ol-Fonoon school began and 
was completed in two years

From 1848 to 1921, the city had an area of nineteen 
square kilometres, almost four times larger than the 
older structure.
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The dense, interwoven structure of the city also 
changed. The ratio of empty spaces to occupied 
spaces increased. New complexes were not accessed 
through a series of narrow alleyways, as before; in-
stead, these complexes were built around large, open 
spaces. These squares were similar to the patterns 
of the piazzas of Rome, but were not much in use 
as a public space. From the mid-nineteenth century, 
Tehran slowly lost its traditional characteristics and 
became exposed to Western culture. 22 Nevertheless, 
most buildings were still introverted, with a central 
courtyard.23    

A major development that transformed the structure 
of the city happened in the street systems through 
the introduction of motor vehicles. The dense, com-
pact structure of narrow alleys, which were organic 
and disorganized, were reconstructed and replaced 
with wide, straight streets. As well, a few streets were 
built on a north-to-south line, parallel to each other. 
These changes typically occurred in the northern 
parts of the city, while the southern part, which con-
tained the bazaar, remained virtually untouched. 

Fig 2-11. Main Public Spaces of the Naseri Period

Fig 2-12. New Emerging Squares

The emergence of large, open squares 
changed the confi ned, interwoven struc-
ture of the city.

1890

Tobacco Riots; the king was forced to withdraw trade allow-
ances granted to Britain after mass protests
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Fig 2-13. Emergence of Shops with Win-
dows Facing Streets

One of the major changes in this period was the 
emergence of European-style boutiques in the streets 
of Tehran. Unlike the bazaar, these shops had glass 
windows opening directly to the street,24 in stark con-
trast to the traditional architecture, which focused on 
introverted, confi ned, and enclosed buildings. These 
boutiques increased the presence of people on the 
streets, as well as their involvement in the city’s pub-
lic life. Moreover, in northern streets and around 
the newly built squares, new institutions began to 
rise. Banks, hotels, hospitals, telegraph houses, and, 
perhaps most important of all, the Dar-Ol-Fonoon 
school, based on the model of Western universities, 
were built. The new structured and modern neigh-
bourhoods in the north of the old town boundary 
attracted new aristocrats, European residents, and 
foreign embassies.

This was the beginning of the polarization of social 
classes, which has formed the most important fea-
ture of the city ever since. Changes in street structure 
and the emergence of open public squares and new, 
modern buildings, followed by the increased infl uence 
of a European lifestyle and culture, caused a shift in 
the confi ned, traditional lifestyle. The city was on the 
verge of entering a completely new era, in contrast to 
its isolated existence. 

The Constitutional Revolution, and the gatherings 
and protests that were held, all happened in the 
newly built squares and open spaces of the city. For 
the fi rst time in the history of Tehran, public spaces 
were occupied for opposition and social encoun-
ters.25  These events and gatherings, which led to 
the establishment of a parliament, were the start-
ing point of revealing the connection between so-
cial movements and public space in the traditional 
society of Tehran the in early twentieth century.26

1907 1914 - 1918Constitutional Revolution World War I

The Constitutional Revolution of Iran, which was the fi rst of 
its kind in the region, was the beginning of the modern era in 
Iran, when the absolute monarchy of the Shahs turned into a 
constitutional monarchy. The period from the Constitutional 
Revolution to the end of World War I served as a transition 
period from the old, traditional, medieval times into the period 
of modernization. New groups of liberal and educated classes 
emerged as a bridge between working and religious classes and 
authorities. 

Although Iran declared 
neutrality, it was a scene 
of heavy fi ghting during 
World War I. Between 
the start of the war and 
the end of the Qajar Dy-
nasty, a profound change 
in popular culture oc-
curred. 
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When the coup happened, control was 
handed over to the military. The chief 
aim was to keep society away from any 
democratic and social groups. Military-
based mayors were selected, resulting in 
massive development of the city without 
any plan, while organized schemes be-
came visible in the Pahlavi monarchy. 

From the 1920s to the 1940s, as a result of immense 
fi nancial gains from international trade and the oil in-
dustry, political and economic changes took place in 
the capital. Tehran became an industrial–administra-
tive centre. A new bureaucratic middle class emerged 
and injected their wealth and capital into the city’s 
economy. As a result of this newborn social class and 
their need for leisure, new activities, and new spaces, 
the old structure of the city began to vanish, and the 
city began to adopt a new, more modern identity. As 
a result of rapid growth, from 1930 onward, orga-
nized plans were made to extend the city beyond the 
pre-existing, confi ning city walls. The demolition of 
the city’s medieval walls began in 1932 and was com-
pleted in fi ve years. Growth and development in the 
city completely changed at this point. Renovation was 
prioritized in governmental planning.27

Fig 2-14. City’s Map after the Destruction of  Walls

By 1921, the area of the city reached twenty-four 
square kilometres.

1921

Coup d’état, resulting in a change 
of power from the Qajars to Pahla-
vi’s monarchy.

1923

Reign of Pahlavi 
dynasty Began

[First Pahlavi Period]
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The most prominent feature of city growth in this era 
was the introduction of wide streets and boulevards, 
modelled after European cities, which cut through the 
dense, traditional structures and connected the city 
with an organized, geometric pattern. These streets 
made transportation much easier. At important inter-
sections, wide squares were designed for open public 
spaces and easier car movement. Such squares and 
streets cover 9 percent of the entire city. 28 Squares 
were introduced at the junction of the main streets, 
and this took away from the centralized nature of the 
city, which had had only one main square at the time 
of Dar-Ol-Khalafeh.

The appearance of the new middle class and the sub-
sequent fi nancial gains resulted in a massive increase 
in the number of motor vehicles in the city. As a re-
sult, roads and paths had to be extended and adapted. 
One of the important improvements in Reza Shah’s 
modernization plan was his strategy of an “open ma-
trix where goods and services could fl ow easily.”29  
He also envisioned a network that would accommo-
date all means of modern transportation.

Fig 2-15. Emerging Network of New Straight Streets

April 1926 

Reza Khan was crowned 
the fi rst king of the Pahlavi 
dynasty. He was determined 
to modernize the country 
and develop a national public 
education system.

1930 1932 

A law was passed to limit the 
height of residential buildings. 
Additionally, shops were re-
quired to have open glass win-
dows facing the streets, in con-
trast to the closed, introverted 
style of traditional Iran. These 
new requirements applied to the 
bazaar and other local stores.

Iran dedicated the national 
budget to building new min-
istries in Tehran, and the city 
became the true political and 
administrative capital of the 
country. 
From 1932 to 1937 the city’s 
walls were demolished; Tehran 
was no longer a walled city.
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The linear structure of the city, with its branches to a few 
scattered nodes, changed entirely into an open matrix 
with several nodes. The perpendicular pattern of streets 
introduced new, scattered centres. The structure of built 
spaces changed from an introverted to an extroverted 
style, infl uenced by European architecture. The unorga-
nized mesh structure of the city changed into a planned, 
chess-like pattern of streets and buildings. The external 
facade of buildings became important, and new buildings 
were constructed directly by the main roads and streets 
of the city. Streets become important elements, whose 
role was to form new neighbourhoods with new, pro-
grammatic functions. By the end of Reza Shah’s period, 
the area of the city grew two and a half times, reaching 
forty-six square kilometres.

Fundamental improvements to the city in this period in-
cluded the construction of the railway, water pipeline 
system, and wide streets, copied from nineteenth-centu-
ry European cities, and the installation of telephone and 
telegraph lines. Landscaping in general and factors such 
as decorative elements and the importance of aesthetics 
in building elevations changed the face of Tehran very 
quickly.30

Fig 2-16. Comparison of City’s Structure

One of the major changes in the structure 
of the city during the Pahlavi period was the 
appearance of openings in buildings along 
the main axis, in contrast to the introverted 
structure of the Qajar period.

1934

Tehran University is established. It 
brought a new educational system in 
complete opposition to the clerical 
educational system. Whereas Tehran 
University was completely under the 
control of Shah’s regime and secular 
and foreign instructors, the religious 
schools were completely under the 
control of clerics

1935

André Godard designs the National 
Museum of Iran In Tehran. It was the 
fi rst building to be solely dedicated as a 
museum in Tehran

The same year women win the right 
to be admitted to Tehran University
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During Reza Shah’s reign, when Iran benefi ted 
from the oil boom, a new middle class emerged. 
There was also a signifi cant increase in inter-
national relations. Many students were sent 
abroad to be educated, assisted by government 
grants, and many foreign teachers were hired 
to bring Western culture to Tehran. The new 
educated class, along with the booming middle 
class — and also the growing foreign popula-
tion of the capital — were now familiar with 
and eager to experience the Western way of 
life, and demanded new cultural, educational, 
and recreational public spaces.  

The importation of Western concepts of governmental 
and cultural buildings and public spaces, which were not 
present in traditional Iran, started in Tehran. Cinemas 
and theatres were introduced and became highly popular 
during Reza Shah’s period. Some streets were built with 
the singular purpose of leisure — shopping and walking. 
Along these newly constructed streets, Western-style 
public spaces and buildings emerged, including cinemas, 
universities, public libraries, cafés, social clubs, boutiques, 
shopping passages (similar to Paris’s arcades, in contrast 
to the old bazaar), luxury restaurants with Western 
cuisine, and many hotels. Buildings such as ministries, 
banks, airports, and embassies were also introduced 
to the city. The newly built neighbourhoods had noth-
ing in common with traditional Tehran. Although many 
citizens supported these changes, those with stronger 
ties to tradition and religion did not. The modernization 
plan also affected how people appeared in public spaces. 
People were highly encouraged to switch to Western-
style clothing and fashion, as opposed to the traditional 
Iranian clothes. Reza Shah also initiated a project that 
prevented women from wearing their traditional veils in 
public. This shift towards a Westernized appearance gen-
erated criticism from non-supporters. The society was 
slowly being divided into two very different camps. 31

 27 Jan 1936

This date marks a signifi cant point in history in the 
tradition of compulsory unveiling. Veiling of women 
in public is banned by the Shah, which played a sig-
nifi cant role in the desegregation of women. Supporters 
of this law agreed that the veil held women back from 
physical exercise and the ability to be involved in soci-
ety. This day marked an increased focus on the rights 
of women and developed the appearance and involve-
ment of women in Iranian society. 

August 1938 1939

The construction 
of Pahlavi (today 
Vali-Asr) Street 
began. It became 
the most impor-
tant and longest 
street in Tehran.

The 
national 
railway 
system 
was 
opened 
from 
Tehran’s 
station
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In 1941, the second and last king of the Pahlavi dynasty 
took power. During World War II, Reza Shah was forced 
to step down by the British and was exiled because of 
his relationship with Germany. Power was transferred 
to his son, Mohammad-Reza Shah. During the fi rst years 
of his rule, the city grew and changed vastly. However, 
it was not comparable to what happened after the war 
ended. Although Iran offi cially remained neutral in the 
war, there were signifi cant effects. Extreme famine and 
food shortages occurred throughout the country, espe-
cially in small villages. As a result, many villagers fl ocked 
to bigger cities, particularly Tehran. It was the beginning 
of massive growth for the city. The population of Tehran 
doubled in only a decade, passing one million,32 and its 
size reached fi fty square kilometres around 1956. How-
ever, the aftermath of the war continued drastically for 
many years. By the end of Pahlavi’s reign in 1979, Teh-
ran exceeded 515 square kilometres in size, ten times 
greater than it was at the beginning of Mohammad-Reza 
Shah’s reign. Mass migration to Tehran and extensive 
non-planned residential construction were major char-
acteristics of this period.

Fig 2-17. City’s Expansion in Second Pahlavi Period

The fi rst public 
radio, Radio Tehran 
started to work with 
an 8 hour program 
schedule per week.

This year marked the second Pahlavi 
monarchy. 22 year old Mohammad-
Reza Shah became king after his 
father was exiled to South Africa.

1940 1941

[ Second Pahlavi reign – End of 
king’s monarchy ]
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Following World War II, when the infl ux of mi-
grants intensifi ed, the middle and upper classes 
moved more and more towards the northern 
neighbourhoods of Tehran. The vast number of 
immigrants from villages and the working class, 
who fl ocked to the city looking for jobs, re-
sulted in the construction of many low-quality 
houses in the southern neighbourhoods of Teh-
ran. These neighbourhoods were located close 
to factories and workshops on the outskirts 
of the city. Some industrial offshoots became 
surrounded by houses and slowly formed new 
neighbourhoods, which ultimately became con-
nected to Tehran. On the other hand, the or-
chards and gardens in the northern part of the 
city, which had been the main characteristic of 
that area, were given over to housing for the 
upper class. Low-quality suburbs and outskirt 
slums around the city fractured the fi gure and 
body of Tehran and intensifi ed its polarization, 
which had begun during the reign of Reza Shah.

By moving to northern parts of the city, the upper 
and middle classes separated their work area from 
their residential area. In two decades, from the 1950s 
to the 1960s, the slow separation of urban functions 
began. Offi ces and businesses concentrated in the 
central area around old Tehran, while industrial cen-
tres extended from the southern parts to the eastern 
and western ends. The residential concentration took 
two very different directions. The northern city, mod-
ern and clean, was far from the compressed and high-
density poorer southern neighbourhoods. The con-
trast of form and demographics also brought about 
cultural differences between the two parts of the city. 
The marginalization of poorer populations and the 
creation of slums around Tehran tore the contiguous 
fi gure of Tehran in every direction.

The nationalization of oil by 
Prime Minister Mosaddeqh 

1951

Black coup d’état. The CIA and 
British intelligence joined forces 
to overthrow the democratically 
elected government of Mosad-
degh. The coup failed, but the 
pro-Shah army united after a few 
days and defeated Mosaddegh. 
Shah returned to power and Mo-
saddegh was sent to exile. 

The nationalization of the British-owned oil industry was one 
of the most vibrant events in Tehran’s history. The purpose 
was to transfer oil wealth from foreign companies to urban 
and public areas. It brought signifi cant wealth to the citizens 
and the capital. The foremost result of this new wealth was 
in people having more free time to spend in the city’s spac-
es, which increased the demand for entertainment and rec-
reational activities. To address these needs, many Western 
public concepts, such as bars, cabarets, and discotheques, were 
introduced to the public life of Tehran.

1953



64

Tehran grew from the south to such an extent that 
it connected to the old city of Rey, which had mostly 
been deserted. From the north, it reached the Royal 
Gardens, which had originally been far away from the 
city and were used by the royal family for summer 
vacations. Since this growth had already reached the 
mountain hillside, no further northern development 
was possible. The city began expanding in a west-east 
direction. To accommodate the growing population, 
many residential complexes were built in the western 
and eastern ends of Tehran. These complexes were 
strictly residential, with only a few public elements. 
Although the city grew in all directions, the service 
and recreational centres remained primarily concen-
trated in the core of the city.

The White Revolution was a program launched by 
the late Shah of Iran for social and economic mod-
ernization and further secularization. It consisted 
of a series of reforms in nineteen categories, with 
“Land Reform and Abolishing Feudalism” and “Ur-
ban and Rural Modernization and Reconstruction” 
being the most relevant to Tehran. The plan was to 
gain popularity for the Shah among farmers and 
the working class by eliminating feudalism and giv-
ing some shares of property ownership to those 
who worked on them. This resulted in previously 
rich landowners moving to the city when they had 
to sell their lands. One of the other reforms, the 
“Nationalization of Forests and Pasturelands,” re-
sulted in settling the nomads once again into the 
cities, especially in Tehran. The unemployment rate 
rose, the gap between the northern and southern 
neighbourhoods became larger, and social polar-
ization widened. 

SAVAK, the secret police, is established. US and Israeli 
intelligence offi cers helped the Shah to set up Iran’s in-
telligence organization to act against political activists. 
SAVAK was the fi rst such organization in Iran. Until 
it was annihilated right after the Islamic Revolution, it 
was believed to be responsible for violent suppression 
and the torture and execution of political prisoners 

1958 1963 1963

The Ayatollah 
Khomeini, a 
popular na-
tionalist cleric, 
started to chal-
lenge and criti-
cize the Shah, 
which resulted 
in his exile to 
Iraq

The 
White 

Revolution 
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The second half of the Pahlavi dynasty was marked 
by social and political upheavals. The nationaliza-
tion of oil in 1950 enriched the country, and Teh-
ran became an oil capital. This event attracted 
many well-to-do families from other cities, who 
moved to reap the benefi ts of the booming capi-
tal. Mohammad-Reza Shah followed in his father’s 
footsteps in westernizing Tehran, and with the 
wealth that oil brought to the country, this was 
easily achieved. Various activities in the city were 
introduced, which in turn fuelled another wave of 
immigration to Tehran. The introduction of new 
entities such as parks, sport complexes, and Euro-
pean-style shopping centres made Tehran a very 
tempting city in which to live. Recreational and 
entertainment centres such as sport clubs, bars, 
cafés, cabarets, and discotheques, which were in 
deep contrast to the few traditional, limited pub-
lic spaces in the pre-modern era (such as the 
bazaar and tea houses), extensively attracted the 
young population. 

With an increase in administrative and offi cial jobs, the 
presence of women in Tehrani society became very dif-
ferent from all other cities in Iran. The increase in lei-
sure, public spaces, activities, and women’s movements 
were also important in changing the participation of 
women in city life. While in most villages and smaller 
towns in the country, the presence of women in pub-
lic spaces was still taboo, in Tehran, their presence and 
daily involvement in city was becoming more and more 
visible. 

The nationalization of the British-owned oil industry 
was one of the most vibrant events in Tehran’s history. 
The purpose was to bring the oil wealth from foreign 
companies to urban and public areas. It brought signifi -
cant wealth to the citizens and capital and had a direct 
effect on the city’s spaces and architecture. The fore-
most result of this was that it allowed individuals to be 
fi nancially able to acquire motor vehicles, and this led to 
a change in the city’s structure to accommodate them. 
This further resulted in wealthier people having more 
free time to spend in the city’s spaces and increased 
the demand for entertainment and recreational activi-
ties. To address these needs, many Western-style pub-
lic concepts, such as bars, cabarets, and discotheques, 
were introduced to the public life of Tehran.

The building of 
City Theatre, 
the largest per-
formance centre 
in Tehran, was 
begun. Con-
struction was 
completed in 
fi ve years.

1967

TCP – Tehran Comprehensive Plan

1968

The fi rst urbanization plan for Tehran was approved in par-
liament in 1968. It was a 25 year project and was developed 
through the cooperation of Iranian and American urban de-
signers. However, due to the Revolution and the ensuing 
war, this plan was never accomplished and it was set aside. 
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The Islamic Revolution, the last classic revolution of the 
twentieth century, was led by clerics with strong support 
from the masses (at the beginning, before it was taken 
over by hardliners), who were unsatisfi ed with the dic-
tatorship and imperialist policies of the late Shah. Social 
polarization, the Shah’s dictatorship and his autocracy, 
his objective to gain independence from foreign interfer-
ence in government, the huge gap between Islamic tradi-
tions and practices, and the westernization of the coun-
try were the main reasons for demanding change. Many 
groups and parties with different ideologies opposed the 
Shah, but none except Khomeini was successful in unit-
ing the people. Although there had been hope for change 
towards a civil and democratic society, the leader of the 
Revolution demanded a non-secular and theocratic Is-
lamic republic, which was supported by a referendum. 
Before the revolution, Khomeini was supportive of dif-
ferent political parties, which led to his popularity.  How-
ever, after becoming the leader of the established Islamic 
Republic of Iran, the shift toward theocracy began and 
that was when the revolution was hijacked. The Revolu-
tion eliminated the interference of foreign governments 
in the politics, society, and economy of Iran. Consequent-
ly, the country slowly became isolated from international 
movements and Western values. 

Today, more than 15 percent of Iran’s total 
population lives in Tehran, and more than 40 
percent of the national economic activities 
take place there. The city has expanded 250 
kilometres in an east-west direction and 50 
kilometres from north to south. It is the most 
population-dense city in Iran, with more than 
13 million people occupying a metro area of 
1,274 square kilometres. 33

1971 1978 September 8, 1978 October 1978

The Azadi Tower at Azadi 
Square was completed. It be-
came the symbol of Tehran 
and the main gathering place 
for demonstrations and pro-
tests. 

This year is marked by a series of protests, riots, and mass 
demonstrations started by urban guerrilla movements and 
clerics against the Shah’s authoritarian rule and alienation 
from the clergy. In response, the Shah enforced martial law. 

Black Friday was the 
day on which the Shah’s 
army opened fi re on 
protesters in Tehran’s 
Jaleh Square, killing and 
wounding many. The re-
actions to this event were 
a turning point for the 
coming revolution. 

Cleric Khomeini fl ew to France 
and directed the Revolution 
from there. Demonstrations in 
Tehran became increasingly 
violent.

[ The Islamic Revolution 
Forward  ]
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Due to huge social shifts and rapid changes in author-
ity in the last few years of the Pahlavi dynasty, the city’s 
development has been disregarded. The Eight Years’ of 
war with Iraq began less than a year after the Revolu-
tion, as the new government was settling in. As a re-
sult, most of the attention and energy of the country 
was directed towards the war, survival, and away from 
urban developments. At the same time, migration to 
Tehran from those cities affected by the war inten-
sifi ed, and not much consideration was given to ac-
commodating this huge infl ux of people. In a few years, 
many scattered neighbourhoods sprang up, and many 
small villages around Tehran were swallowed into the 
city. After the war, low-quality corporate apartments 
multiplied throughout the city without any proper 
urban planning. At present, little is left of Tehran’s old 
quarters. Instead, modern high-rise buildings dominate 
the city’s skyline, and new multi-story apartments are 
replacing the few remaining old houses at a rapid pace. 
Traditional architecture style of residential buildings 
has almost vanished completely. 

“ Eleven years after the Tehran Comprehensive Plan, in 
1979, the Islamic Revolution shook the city. Two mea-
sures were of prime importance in forming the face of 
the city in the years to come. One was an oral decree 
by Khomeini that all Tehranis had the right to possess 
a house. This ignored the city limits set by the TCP and, 
overnight, small houses were built on the outskirts of the 
city. The second was the government’s decree, in 1989, 
after the war with Iraq that different sectors of the gov-
ernment had to become economically self-suffi cient. This 
encouraged the municipality to allow, and then fi ne, il-
legal buildings. Fines thus became permits and buildings 
were constructed in ways that were not permitted by law. 
Pollution, traffi c congestion and accidents thus became 
facts of daily life.”34 

January 16, 1979

February 1, 1979 

February 11, 1979 April 1, 1979

Shah fl ees Iran. He and his 
family are forced into exile.

Khomeini returned to Iran 
from France. He was greet-
ed by several million people 
in a huge demonstration in 
Tehran.

By a national referendum (not 
giving people any other choice) 
and under Khomeini’s guidance, 
Iran declared itself a theocratic 
republic by Islamic guidance, and 
the name of the country changed 
to the Islamic Republic of Iran.  
Khomeini became the Supreme 
Leader of the country.

The royal regime 
collapsed
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After the Revolution, the right of land ownership was 
granted to the common public. This was made possible 
by oral declarations that whoever nourishes a land will 
be the owner. This led to massive building and construc-
tion in all directions, and with no limits. Residential build-
ings mushroomed everywhere, even in tiny, empty spots, 
with no intended or designed plan. Individuals, builders, 
and contractors rushed to the city after the war to cash 
in on such opportunities. 

Other very dominant aspects in the image of the city 
after the Revolution and the war were the formation 
of housing cooperatives and the creation of low-qual-
ity residential complexes (satellite periphery approach) 
around and at the edges of Tehran. Most of these com-
plexes belonged to governmental institutions trying to 
accommodate their employees in the same area for con-
trol and safety reasons. 

During the period of 1980–1988, the Iran-Iraq War, Teh-
ran was the scene of repeated Scud missile attacks and 
air strikes against random residential and industrial tar-
gets within the city, resulting in thousands of civilian ca-
sualties. Material damage was repaired soon after each 
strike. Tehran attracted war refugees by the millions.

After the Revolution, the clerics and support-
ers of hardline religious theocracy became 
empowered. The focus was to eliminate all 
Western and non-Islamic concepts and places. 
All the bars and social clubs were shut down. 
Music and cinema were also on the blacklist for 
several years, and only religious and revolution-
ary anthems could be heard. Compulsory veil-
ing was enforced, and sex segregation of public 
spaces began again. The entertainment and lei-
sure streets, which used to create a lively and 
vibrant downtown, became vacant and deso-
lated. What used to be the centre of entertain-
ment and social gathering now existed only in 
memory. 

September 1980 August 1988

Saddam Hussein in-
vades Iran and be-
gins the 8 year Iran-
Iraq war

Iran accepts 
a UN peace 
treaty which 
leads to a 
cease-fi re 
and ends the 
Iran-Iraq 
war. 

1989

Khomeini dies in June.  Ayat-
olah- khamenei was chosen by 
an assembly of experts as the na-
tional religious leader.  Hashemi 
becomes the president and wins 
the re-election in 1993, for 8 year 
presidency.
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One of the major steps that the city council took to-
wards the creation of acceptable public spaces was the 
project of Farhangsara (cultural houses), which at pres-
ent are widespread throughout all neighbourhoods of 
Tehran. These cultural houses were created to provide 
youth with an acceptable space to spend time outside 
the home and in society. There are numerous programs 
and classes operated out of these cultural houses, with 
a focus on Islamic practices and some arts-and-crafts 
classes.

All public spaces are now monitored by the morality 
police, who have the power to arrest anyone who is not 
following the Islamic codes. All the places that provided 
a setting for acts that went against the moral code were 
shut down. For young people today, the issue is to fi nd 
private spaces where they can gather freely without fear 
of arrest. There is no possibility of free and democratic 
public space among the younger generations who live 
in the city. Especially for young women, appearance in 
public is a serious risk that most would rather not take, 
instead spending time in private gatherings and under-
ground events.

In recent years in Tehran and some of the other 
major cities in Iran, a shift towards more under-
ground and culturally subversive activities has 
taken place, since legal public spaces are subject 
to very fi rm and hardline Islamic codes. Some 
Western-style and urban social activities and 
spaces that entered the popular culture could 
not be erased from society by the forced clo-
sure of such places. Socializing, music, movies, 
performances, and public interaction between 
opposite genders in general is increasingly oc-
curring in private spaces. 

July, 1999 

Students at Tehran University 
demonstrated against the closure 
of the reformist newspaper Salam. 
This was the fi rst massive pro-
test of the government’s policies 
after the Revolution. Clashes with 
governmental security forces led 
to six days of rioting. More than a 
thousand students were arrested. 

 After Ahmadinejad was declared to be the winner of the 
presidential election, supporters of the Reformist candidate 
Mir Hossein Mousavi went to the streets to protest. The rival 
candidates challenged the result, alleging vote-rigging. It was 
widely believed that the election had been majorly manipu-
lated.  The next day, the largest protest since the 1979 Revolu-
tion shook the streets of Tehran.  Protests continued for a few 
more days, at least thirty people were killed and more than a 
thousand arrested in the waves of protests that followed.

June 12, 2009 
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From a small, 4.4-square-kilometre city in 1785, Tehran has grown 
into a metropolis of 686 square kilometres.  Although Tehran be-
came the capital more than 220 years ago, for almost 140 years, not 
much was done to develop the city, and the society was still in a 
traditional-medieval era. By observing the development of the city’s 
spaces and institutions over time, it is apparent that the city’s main 
developments started from the 1920s, in Pahlavi’s reign. For about 
sixty years, Tehran was targeted to become the administrational 
and industrial hub of the country. Enriched with oil money, Pahlavi’s 
kings imported many elements of Western culture and public spaces 
into Tehran. Yet most developments took place around the city’s 
centre and towards the northern neighbourhoods. The unbalanced 
development of the city and its institutional and public spaces has 
intensifi ed the south-north social disparity and a cultural gap.

Many believe that the main spark for the 1979 Revolution was the 
growing gap between social classes — poor and rich — and the 
need to reduce the polarization to an acceptable degree.35 Pahlavi’s 
modernization plans and the oil boom enriched many who worked 
in international relations and the oil industry. Many of those individ-
uals chose to reside in Tehran. Those who immigrated to Tehran in 
search of improved standards of living encountered a deep inequal-
ity in income levels and resources. Today, more than thirty years 
after the Revolution, the gap has not vanished; in fact, it has become 
increasingly more dominant.36

Fig 2-18. Evolution of City’s Public and 
Governmental Institutions

These maps confi rm the unbalanced 
distribution of facilities and public 
spaces throughout the city.

[ Social Polarization  ]
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Fig 2-19. Social Polarization in Tehran                                                                                                                      

These maps clearly show the unbal-
anced, polarized society of Tehran.

Tehran became a polarized city in regards to both social classes and 
the aggregation of functionalities throughout the city. This polariza-
tion manifests itself in education, quality of life, social interactions, 
and public and everyday life. In social aspects, there is a relatively 
larger degree of freedom in the northern parts. There is more pull 
in the northern, more educated, and secular classes towards the 
West. As a result, the young in these classes have more liberal re-
lationships with their cohorts. There is also a better social life and 
more public interactions in the north, which results in the improve-
ment of collective knowledge and social understanding.

Although modernization plans turned the old village of Tehran into a 
modern city, retrograde theocratic authorities diminished and sup-
pressed most means of westernization in the early years after the 
Revolution. In the next chapter, the current aspects of the offi cial 
public spaces of the city, and also the creation of unique types of al-
ternative space, will be discussed. And, as will be documented in the 
Manual chapter, we will see that the polarization and inequality has 
affected the spread of subversive behaviour in the city; subversive 
and alternatives types of activities and spaces are seen primarily in 
the northern section, and are an aspect of the middle and upper-
middle classes. 
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Throughout its tumultuous existence as Iran’s capital, Tehran has 
been subject to massive transformations and social changes. Events 
such as wars, revolutions, changes in dynasties, shifts in government, 
and rapid growth and modernization have all contributed to the 
transformation of this large, highly populated, chaotic metropolis. 
Changes in governments and their policies, besides affecting the so-
cial lives and everyday activities of citizens, have also caused many 
shifts in public spaces and the public life of Tehranis. Offi cial public 
spaces of the city transformed from traditional–Islamic spaces in the 
Qajar period to modern, Western-style spaces in the Pahlavi period. 
During the eight-year war with Iraq, city public spaces turned into 
sacred spaces for mourning, public funerals, and solidarity against 
the common enemy. 

As was explored earlier, Iran has been constantly ruled under dic-
tatorship (through different dynasties and governments). Therefore, 
the concept of public space as a space for practicing democracy, 
social life, and everyday activities has been mostly suppressed and 
seldom formed a part of social culture and life. In recent years, pub-
lic spaces of Tehran, rather than being open and democratic spaces 
for social interaction and the practice of everyday life activities, 
have turned into spaces of control, surveillance, and domination by 
hardliners. Consequently, the modern history of Tehran has been 
fi lled with examples of the resistance and struggle of its citizens 
against the authorities. This struggle and resistance is also visible in 
the spaces of the city. This thesis has categorized the public spaces 
of Tehran into offi cial and subversive spaces. This chapter explores 
these two inseparable and interwoven types of public spaces and 
their coexistence in the city. It also documents the characteristics 
and qualities imposed on society that are crucial in the formation of 
public spaces of Tehran as they are today. 

Fig 3-1. Tehran’s Density

Massive constructions in Tehran 
in illegally obtained lands took 
away most of the city’s famous 
gardens and green spaces.
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In a society where government is a refl ection of the people, the city 
(and its public spaces) would also be a refl ection of the government 
and their constituents. However, in a place where the government 
and the people are two opposing fronts, defi nitions of freedom — 
of thoughts and actions — are vague. Offi cial public spaces of Teh-
ran, in the last few decades, have been spaces only for hard-line 
authority’s expression and domination, and not for citizens. In the 
early years after the Revolution, many public spaces faced stagnation 
and suspension, and all types of westernization were terminated.2  
Control, limitation, and surveillance have been the main priority for 
authorities, and the ideological morality that has been applied to 
offi cial public spaces has its root in hard-line principles. The 1979 
Revolution of Iran has indeed realized its full potential and pro-
duced its own spaces. 3

Offi cial public spaces of Tehran are not truly public; they are not 
open and accessible to all, they do not provide a ground for demo-
cratic assemblies and encounters, they are not produced by the 
actions and everyday lives of their users, they do not allow social 
interaction and public activities for all the members of Tehran’s so-
ciety, and, above all, they do not provide a ground for exercising the 
rights to the city. 

 “Domination is realized through 
arrangements of space. Space is 
fundamental in any exercise of 

power” 
                       Shahram Kkhosravi1

[Offi cial Repression  ]
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[Iran Has A Bomb]
“No, no, not that bomb. This bomb is hiding in plain sight 
-- in high schools, universities and coffee houses. It is a 
bomb that is ticking away under Iranian society, and over 
the next decade it will explode in ways that will change 
the face of this Islamic Republic. It’s called here, for short, 
‘’The Third Generation’’                             Thomas Friedman4

The term “Third Generation,” which was more or less used in public 
debates and was popularized after Thomas Friedman’s article “Iran’s 
Third Wave”, appeared in the New York Times in 2002. It refers to 
the generation born after the Revolution, and represents the largest 
age demographic in Iran. After the Revolution and during the war, 
abortion was banned, and families were encouraged to have more 
children, receiving coupons and subsidy goods for each head in the 
family. The population of country has increased from 33 million in 
1976 to more than 74 million in 2010. 5 Although the rate of popula-
tion growth has slowed, according to the 2006 national census, 68 
percent of the country’s population is below thirty-four years of 
age, 6 born after the 1979 Revolution. This generation represents 
what the clergy hoped would be “children of revolution” or, as Kho-
meini called them, “an army of twenty million.”7  

According to Khosravi, the “First Generation” refers to those who 
were in their twenties or older during the Revolution, who made 
the Revolution happen. They had experienced a westernized and 
more secular urban life under the rule of Shah in a relatively ex-
pansive economy, which resulted from the oil boom. The “Second 
Generation” is composed of those who were in their teen years at 
the time of the Revolution, who have vague memories of the pre-
revolution period. Their youth was spent in eight years of war with 
Iraq.8   
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The Third Generation, however, has no memory of the Revolution, 
but experienced the war with Iraq (1980–1988) at a very young age, 
and has experienced all the changes that resulted from the Revolu-
tion fi rsthand. 9 They have grown up under the rule of the Islamic 
regime, and extensive restrictions have been enforced upon them 
— restrictions in education, access to information, and national TV 
programs. This generation has experienced brutal social repression. 
Most of their behaviours and everyday activities have been criminal-
ized by the authorities, and they have been under intense control 
and media censorship. However, with globalization and the wide-
spread use of the Internet, this information-age generation has been 
exposed to the outside world nonetheless. 

Since many activities and even the most basic everyday rights of citi-
zens of Tehran (in particular the Third Generation) are faced with 
suppression and restriction in offi cial public spaces, people have cre-
ated their own spaces: alternative and subversive spaces. This young 
generation has grown up under oppressive laws controlling every 
aspect of their everyday activities. Control over offi cial spaces of the 
city has created the tendency in youth to produce their own types 
of spaces for exercising their rights without control from above. 10 

They have become experts in fi nding ways to subvert and push back 
against the rules and limits.  

The public life of the city, for the younger generation, does not hap-
pen in the offi cial spaces of the city. By producing alternative forms 
of space, the public life of this generation happens in movement and 
defi ance. The alternative public life of Tehran is composed of sponta-
neous “tactics” to struggle against and challenge the hegemonic so-
cial orders, and the defi ance of the Third Generation is visible in the 
ways they have produced their own spaces. These alternative spaces 

[Subversive Alternative ]
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for subversion emanate from very ordinary spaces, such as base-
ments, living rooms, rooftops, and streets, which are transformed 
into subversive spaces to provide a ground for the rights that have 
not been granted in offi cial public spaces. 

Today in Tehran, life happens in parallel and simultaneously in both 
offi cial and subversive spaces of the city. Yet the quality of public 
events differs greatly, depending on where they happen. The offi cial 
and subversive spaces of Tehran coexist in the city, and could not be 
studied separately. The following pages demonstrate how current 
offi cial Tehran and its public spaces do not truly represent public 
space. 
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Many normal, everyday activities are 
considered cultural crimes in Tehran 
and are offi cially forbidden. 
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[Cultural Crime]

Strange times, my dear! 
And they chop smiles off the lips

And songs off the 
mouth

Joy should be hidden in the 
closet 

                     
                                Ahmad shamlou

Although Iran has always been ruled under dictatorship and its 
people faced with restriction, it was only after the Revolution that 
a new type of crime entered the penal code. Under Reza Shah of 
Pahlavi’s modernization plan, Iran reached out to westernization and 
distanced itself from the morals of Islam. The amenities and spaces 
of modern Western city life came to Iran. A large budget was allo-
cated to sending students abroad and involving them in the global 
culture, so that they could bring back their experiences and pro-
mote the Western lifestyle. The nightlife of Tehran, social encoun-
ters, and involvement in the public life of the city were strongly 
promoted and eventually became highly popular. The government 
line was to modernize and westernize Iran.

However, after the Revolution, all forms of popular Western culture 
were not only banned, but severely prosecuted. In the fi rst years af-
ter the Revolution, most places that promoted and engaged citizens 
in social relations and democratic encounters, such as bars, luxury 
restaurants, social clubs, music studios, and similar entertainment 
outlets, were closed or burned down; such businesses and activities 
were criminalized. In the early years after the Revolution, the radical 
hardliners declared that the root of all problems and dissatisfactions 
in society were the result of cultural invasion and westernization, 
so most things like movies, music, and books that (the hardliners 
believed) went against Islamic code were banned. There was great 
censorship on what was publicly allowed. In particular, “all forms of 
modern culture were banned and the entire industry of popular 
culture went underground or in exile. “ 11

In an attempt to de-secularize the judicial system, many new pe-
nal codes were established. Chapter 18 of the Islamic penal code 
covers “Offenses against Public Morality” and “Crimes against Chastity 
and Public Ethics.” As a general rule, everything related to Western 
culture — considered a threat to the Islamic rule by extreme Is-
lamists — is criminalized under this code.  Violating the code often 

Ahmad shamlou was an Iranian poet and 
writer arguably the most infl uential poet in 
modern Iran. Considered anti-Islamist and 
westernized by the clerics of Revolution, his 
publications were banned for many years.

Fig 3-2. Forbidden in Tehran                                        
Image by author
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Islamic Penal Code of Iran

Article 637 – Any man and woman who are not married and who 
commit a crime against public morality, excluding adultery, should 
be sentenced to fl ogging (99 lashes). If one of them did not consent 
to the crime, then only the one who initiated the crime should be 
punished.

Article 638- Anyone who explicitly violates any religious taboo in 
public besides being punished for the act should also be imprisoned 
from ten days to two months, or should be fl ogged (74 lashes). Note- 
women who appear in public without a proper hijab should be im-
prisoned from ten days to two months or pay a fi ne of 50,000 to 
500,000 Rial ($50 - 500 USD).

Article 639 – The following people should be imprisoned from one 
to ten years, and in the case of category (a) the property should be 
confi scated according to decision of the court. a) Anyone who man-
ages a property where activities against public moral take place; b) 
anyone who encourages people to violate public moral.

Article 640 – The following people should be imprisoned from three 
months to one year and pay a fi ne of1,500,000 to 6,000,000 Rial, and 
also be fl ogged up to 74 lashes, or any of these punishments.   c) Any-
one who publicizes any picture, text, photo, drawing, article, newslet-
ter, newspaper, movie, or any other thing that violates public morals; 
d) anyone who is included in the circulation of the above items.13

What can be considered as cultural crime  

- Wearing colourful clothing during the 
ritual national mourning 
- Socializing with unrelated members of 
the opposite sex 
- Holding hands / physical contact with 
unrelated members of the opposite sex 
- Listening to foreign music 
- Watching uncensored foreign movies 
- Alcohol 
- Parties 
- Wearing makeup 
- Playing loud music in cars 
- Having or reading uncensored books 
- Having long hair (for men) 
- Wearing shorts (for men)
- Eating in public during the month of 
Ramadan 
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carries a sentence of corporal punishment or prison. These crimes 
range widely, from a woman wearing a hijab improperly or speaking 
to a member of opposite gender in public, to a man wearing short 
sleeves or colourful shirts, to listening to Western music or watch-
ing foreign movies. This code causes legal problems for seculars, 
and especially for the Third Generation, who cannot see their daily 
activities as crimes. Therefore, most of what they would normally 
do on an everyday basis is sent underground and labelled as defi ant, 
rebellious, and resistant.

There is no explicit defi nition of such cultural crimes. The range of 
activities and behaviours that are included in the penal code is re-
lated to many factors. For example, during the tenure of the reform-
ist president Khatami, many things that had been considered illegal 
were tolerated. Some scenes that were defi nitely troublesome to 
hardliners were then part of a daily scenario that happened around 
the city with no suppression. This range also varies according to the 
seasons, or at special times like national and ritual holidays. Basically, 
whenever and wherever the possibility of more people becoming 
involved in public activity increases, the rigidity and confrontation 
increases. On certain occasions, the focus of confrontation changes 
as well. For instance, during protests, the focus is on suppressing 
the protesters, and therefore no one is arrested because of an im-
proper hijab or for holding hands.

Although the overall atmosphere became more relaxed after the 
reformist president Khatami’s election in 1997, it changed again, and 
now new forms of terror, harassment, and violence have been intro-
duced. The latter began after 2005, when Ahmadinejad was elected, 
and reached its highest apex after 2009’s post-election incidents. 
These illegal behaviours — what are referred to as crimes — does 
not have the slightest commonality with what is referred to as a 
crime elsewhere in the world. What are referred to as crimes for 
this generation would be considered normal, conventional behav-
iour in most Western countries.

“Cultural crime appeared in 
post revolutionary penal law as 
a new term for breaking Islamic 
rules. Such crimes are seen as 
violations of the collective sen-
timents of Muslim community 
and result in different kinds of 
sanction, mostly in form of physi-
cal punishments. ... According to 
Islamic practices, unlike adults, 
youth are all passion and there-
fore have an inclination to crime. 
In the post revolutionary Islamic 
order the collective cultural ex-
perience that youth represent is 
seen as a central intersection of 
culture and crime. The anxieties 
of the theocracy are expressed 
through “moral panic” which led 
in practice to the criminalization 
of a large part of youth culture”  

                                                   Shahram Khosravi12
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[Moral Control] Since the authorities’ intention is to control everyday aspects of 
people’s lives, public spaces, as spaces that are supposed to be gath-
ering places for socialization and collective experience, have turned 
into places of control exerted by the government. The authorities 
have tried to strengthen their dominance over the spaces of the city 
by every means.

A model of moral police, called comite in Persian, was created. They 
are usually found in places where people congregate for leisure, 
such as malls, parks, and streets. These police forces are often not 
dressed in uniform. There are vans close to main squares, popular 
malls, food courts, and cinemas to round up people in the crowd 
whom the comite accuse of cultural crime. Along with the presence 
of comite, most public space is also under the control of Basij — 
volunteer moral police forces from hard-line Islamist movements. 
Such control and policing contributes to the domination of power 
and lessens the presence of citizens in offi cial public spaces of the 
city. 

 “As an effect of Islamic rule, social space has been part-
ly transformed through attempts to strengthen moral 

control. Public places are turned into arenas for preven-
tive demonstration of punishment and are constantly 

scanned by agents of the regime for transgressions and 
cultural crimes”                            

                                                                                                                                                Shahram Khosravi15

Offi cial public spaces of the city are occasionally turned into stages 
for public punishments, such as hangings or whippings, of those op-
posed to the government and Islamic rules. These people have been 
accused of cultural crimes, sentenced, and punished in public to cre-
ate an atmosphere of fear and intimidation in the general public.

 “Iran’s repressive system of con-
trolling people’s dress, behaviour, 
and personal lives violates fun-
damental rights.” 

Joe Stork, Middle East Director at Human 
Rights Watch 14 

Fig 3-3. Moral Control in Tehran
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[Power of Image] One of the other powerful ways that a dictatorship controls the 
lives of citizens is by inducing the fear of being under constant watch 
and control. Other than the massive presence of moral police and 
Basij volunteer members, what are most dominantly visible in the 
public spaces of the city are murals of Ayat-Allah Khomeini, the 
leader of the 1979 Revolution, and Ayat-Allah  Ali Khamenei, the 
current Supreme Leader, in enormous paintings, prints, and posters. 
Roxanne Varzi (2006), believes that, in the years of revolution, the 
image of Khomeini played a role as important as himself, and that 
the image secured his power. 17 In the early years after the Revolu-
tion, his image could be found hanging on walls in many houses. 
Khomeini and Khamenei’s presence through their images is always 
visible in most public spaces of the city, from streets to concert halls, 
classrooms, museums, cinemas, parks and squares, and many more. 

Khomeini’s fi erce and penetrating gaze, accompanied by slogans and 
propaganda for revolution, is always present in the spaces of the 
city, reminding the citizens that no disobedience is tolerated and 
that they are under constant supervision. There is no escape from 
the gaze of the Revolution’s past and current leaders in the public 
spaces of Tehran. Their domination, and their hardline policies that 
affect the everyday life of the citizens, are visible throughout the city 
and its public spaces. 

Fig 3-4. Power of Image

By dominating the public spaces 
of Tehran with images of leaders, 
the notion of control from above 
is always strongly present in the 
city and over the everyday lives of 
citizens. 

 “In Khomeini’s Iran the con-
cept of the image functioned 
as more than just a sign; it was 
an actual actor on the political 
stage. Those in power knew the 
strength of the image to foster 
belief… The image was a site of 
special power.”       Roxanne Varzi16 
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[Gender Segregation of Public 
Spaces]

Another powerful limitation in offi cial spaces of the city is the gen-
der segregation that was imposed on society early after the Revolu-
tion, and more intensely after the war with Iraq. Gender segregation 
is strictly enforced in many public spaces, and in those areas where 
it cannot be imposed, other forms of supervision exist. The most 
obviously segregated spaces are schools, public transit, pools, sports 
complexes, hairdressers, and even the queues formed in front of 
bakeries and grocery stores. Even at many public gatherings such as 
weddings, funerals, meetings, conferences, and Friday prayers, there 
are divided sections for males and females.18    

Shirin Neshat is an Iranian-born artist 
residing in New York. Although she left 
Iran to continue her education in the 
United States around the time of the Is-
lamic Revolution, her work is infl uenced 
by current issues in Iranian society, such 
as gender issues and social, cultural, and 
public behaviour changes that have oc-
curred since the Revolution. She is also 
a supporter of the Iranian green move-
ment.

Fig 3-5. Gender Segregation 
Shirin Neshat, Fervor Series, 2000



94



95

The gender segregation that is imposed on most public spaces of 
the city creates many limitations for couples and groups consisting 
of mixed genders, and reduces their presence in the offi cial spaces 
of the city. Many daily activities for those groups are not possible in 
offi cial spaces. This intense segregation is one the main reasons be-
hind the struggle to create alternative spaces in a society where the 
offi cial spaces cannot provide a ground for many everyday actives. 

Fig 3-6. Gender Segregation Diagram 
Image by author



96



97

[Compulsory Veiling 
And 

Dress Code]

After the Revolution, in 1983, the wearing of the veil was made 
mandatory by Parliament, and for the fi rst time in the history of 
Iran, rules prescribing the proper outfi t for appearance in public 
spaces were encoded in the penal law. Parliament enforced a man-
datory dress code on both women and men. For the fi rst time in 
the history of Iran, rules prescribing the Hijab as a proper outfi t for 
women were made law. These rules did not only limit women; men 
also have to follow certain rules. 19 Appearing in public without the 
proper outfi t may result in fi nes, lashing, and a prison sentence. 

As a consequence of gender segregation and the compulsory dress 
code, appearance in offi cial public spaces of the city is always trou-
blesome for some groups, including non-married couples, and secu-
lar individuals. The compulsory veiling and dress code limits many 
activities and the appearance of youth and more secular citizens in 
the offi cial spaces of the city. 

Fig 3-7. Compulsory Dress Code                          
Marjaneh Satrapi, ‘Persepolis’

Marjaneh Satrapi, in her graphic mem-
oir Persepolis, portrays her childhood 
in Tehran before and after the Revo-
lution. Although she was young at the 
time of Revolution and spent parts of 
her youth in France, her story, feelings, 
and memories of life in Tehran are 
shared among many.
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[Indoor - Outdoor Dichotomy] The Third Generation that Khosravi, Friedman, and many other so-
ciologists speak of is faced with a stark dichotomy. This generation 
has experienced intense restrictions in school, university, and the 
media, and, on the other hand, has been exposed to an extremely 
different world through private spaces, satellite TV, and the Internet. 
The intense gender segregation, imposed veiling, and moral control 
have caused a huge difference between public and private spaces in 
Tehran. 

When in public, people need to follow the orders and restrictions 
that have been imposed on them and be proper citizens according 
to hard-line rules and morals. In Tehran’s offi cial spaces, the true 
identity of many citizens has to be cloaked in order to avoid the 
consequences of being charged with “moral crime.” However, in 
most private spaces, away from the control and restriction of au-
thorities, their real identity can exist. The dichotomy of life in public 
and private spaces has taught the younger generation to lead a dual 
life: one in the offi cial spaces of the city without getting in trouble, 
and another one in the spaces that they have created. 

“In Iran you have to separate 
form from content; what is 

seen is not what it is”  

                                     Naser Farokhi 20     

“The citizen’s contrasting be-
haviour in their public and 
privates spaces is yet another 
defense mechanism against an 
intruding government”  

                                                            Maziar Bahari 21

Fig 3-8. Duality                                             
Shadi Yousefi an

Today in Tehran, many are forced to live 
a dual life, one indoor and one outdoor. 
Many young artists refl ect this dual life 
through their art pieces.
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[Offi cial Public spaces]Despite all the restrictions, regulations, and intense controls over 
the public spaces of the city, some of the offi cial spaces can be used 
as spaces for both authorities and citizens. Although most offi cial 
spaces are constantly monitored, citizens have found ways to co-opt 
them for their activities. Semi-offi cial spaces are those that function 
as both offi cial and subversive public spaces.

Streets 

“Revolutionary events generally take place in the streets. 
Doesn’t this show that the disorder of the street engenders 
another kind of order?”  Henri Lefebvre

In a city such as Tehran, people are always in the streets, either in 
cars or as pedestrians. Due to the lack of public spaces, streets 
have turned into the main realm for citizens’ social and cultural 
exchanges and everyday life practices. Despite the numerous iconic 
landmarks scattered across Tehran, when Tehran citizens were asked 
about the most important and preferred public spaces and locations 
of the city, most named squares and streets. 22 Streets and squares 
have represented different aspects of a public space, and occupation 
of the network of connections in the city occurs in many ways. They 
have acted as a scene for both everyday life practices and extraor-
dinary events, such as protests and rallies. 

Although streets in Tehran are not excepted from the domination of 
government power in the offi cial spaces of the city, in some particu-
lar streets and during some specifi c hours, the streets became the 
stage for subversive activities. For example, during the national and 
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pro-government rallies, the streets accommodate the masses the 
same way they do for protests and opposition rallies. 

Since the constitutional revolution, this polarization of activities has 
amplifi ed. If one wants to buy some books, there is a specifi c street 
dedicated to bookshops, and cinemas, and theatres, and Western-
style hotels, and many streets have a market for one particular com-
modity. Dedicating one particular street to a specifi c purpose has 
caused an unbalanced spread of activities in the city, and has also 
affected the moderation of public spaces throughout the city.

Night Time Busy Streets

Day Time Busy Streets
All Time Busy Streets

Fig 3-9. Streets Typology
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Café/Coffee Shops

The culture of the café as a meeting place is fairly new in Iran. 
The closest equivalents in traditional Iranian culture would be the 
tea houses, which are largely male-dominated places. The modern 
coffee shops began to appear in Tehran primarily in the northern 
parts — wealthier, more secular — of the city approximately ten to 
fi fteen years ago, and became extremely popular among the youth. 
They were strongly criticized by Islamic hardliners and there have 
been many attempts to shut them down. Those that became popu-
lar among the youth have been shut down on moral grounds at 
least once, yet despite all these attacks, they continue to mushroom 
everywhere. They can be classifi ed as existing in between legal and 
illegal public spaces. 

Shopping malls

Before the modernization attempts for the city had taken place, the 
bazaar was the main centre for trade and commerce, and was an 
integral part of the city. In the nineteenth century, the shopping and 
retail system slowly changed. Middle-class Tehranis, who had a fair 
amount of purchasing power thanks to the oil boom and who were 
drawn towards modernity, now needed a different experience of 
shopping than the traditional bazaar. Gradually, boutiques and walk-
in shops emerged in some streets between 1940 and 1950. Later 
on, around 1960, a new shopping style was introduced in Tehran, 
called passazh. Although the western style of shopping fi rst arrived 
in Tehran in the 1940s and found its way into the mass culture, the 
bazaar still had the primary role in trade and specialty goods. In 
other words, passages and malls are seen as extensions of the ba-
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zaar, in such a way that the bazaar does not lose its centrality and 
importance. The goods traded in each type of centre are different, 
and each has their own clients.

The bazaar is rarely used for leisurely walks or aimless hangouts, 
whereas one of the main functions of passages and malls is for win-
dow shopping and fl âneur. The bazaar is male-dominated and is a 
place solely for the purpose of trade. Shopping malls are one of the 
few places where gender segregation cannot be applied, and, there-
fore, they attract many young people.
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Fig 3-10. Offi cial Cultural Public Spaces of Tehran

Most facilities and public spaces in Tehran are concentrated in the central neighbourhoods. The 
exceptions are libraries and cultural houses, which had been constructed mainly after revolu-
tion. Since most Western-style leisure and entertainment facilities faced closure after the Revo-
lution, in an attempt to provide the youth an alternative, the cultural houses began appearing in 
most areas. However, the gender segregation and moral control that is applied to them limits 
their users. 
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Fig 3-11. Tehran’s Popular Offi cial Public Spaces among Youth in Relation to the City’s Two Main Axes

 As was explored, most offi cial public spaces of Tehran are gender segregated and heavily moni-
tored by authorities. However, not all spaces can be constantly controlled. Those spaces that 
are relatively less under surveillance are very popular among the young generation. 





                               SUBVERSIVE CITY 
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[Being Young in Tehran] As was explored, the Third Generation has experienced brutal so-
cial repression. Most behaviour has been criminalized by the au-
thorities, and the young have been under intense control and me-
dia censorship. However, due to the involvement of this generation 
in a global context and their contact with the cyber world, they 
have received a huge amount of information through the Internet 
and satellite TV. A great deal of this generation’s everyday actions 
are prohibited by the Islamic authorities. As a result, illegality and 
subversion are mundane, everyday issues for this generation. Get-
ting arrested or spending the night in jail for not behaving as they 
should is a phenomenon that most of them have experienced at 
some point in their lives. They usually have stories of how, in some 
instances, they have escaped from or duped the police.

These illegal behaviours and what are referred to as “cultural 
crimes” do not have the slightest commonality with what is re-
ferred to as a crime elsewhere in the world. What is referred to as 
illegal would be considered normal, conventional behaviour in most 
Western countries. This generation is deprived of even the most 
basic, everyday rights, and they are faced with suppression. In re-
sponse, the Third Generation has created its own spaces. They have 
introduced new defi nitions of public and private life. Public activities 
are brought into private spaces. Many of their social interactions 
have been brought underground. They use new means of commu-
nicating, and generally, acts of subversion and defi ance form part of 
their daily lives.

The concept of public and private is dealt with differently. Events 
that take place in private spaces are regarded in the context of the 
city as part of an illicit lifestyle and a type of resistance. The children 
who grew up in this period are used to this concept, and they can 
turn private spaces into stages for protest and obstinacy against the 
government.
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As Shahram Khosravi, in ‘Young and Defi ant in Tehran’, states: 

“These everyday practices enable people to survive the 
oppressive structure of society and achieve limited practi-
cal kind of autonomy. People create alternative spaces for 
social action and ideas.”

There has not been much consideration for the young genera-
tion of Iran and their needs in the past two decades. Young-
sters are not visible in public, as might be expected by the 
demographics. Most public appearances of the youth happen 
in universities, which are also repressed. Downtowns tradi-
tionally are assumed to be populated by the youth, but that is 
not the case in Tehran. The most visible appearance of younger 
generations in the city is in their cars. Where most of the 
young generation can be found is in underground movements, 
which will be discussed in this and following sections.

“Perhaps we have substituted public space with move-
ment: in car, on foot, shopping ... but a place where people 
can linger, where they can stop and contemplate city life, 
such as the piazza in Siena...well... that is missing. This is a 
very real problem which we need to tackle.”
                                                                                            Shahab Katouzian 23
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Prior to the Revolution, as in most other countries, young adults 
would turn to public spaces for socializing, dating, or watching mov-
ies. Presently, most of these activities occur in private spaces.

A subconscious, defi ant culture of resistance was born. The govern-
ment challenges the most basic rights and all attempts to obtain 
these rights. There is an invisible battle going on between the young 
and the government, without either party planning in advance for 
it. The government is attempting to enforce its restrictions, and the 
youth are resisting the pressure.

Many everyday activities typical of youth in other countries are clas-
sifi ed as crimes by the Islamic state. When Tehrani youth mingle 
with members of the opposite sex at a party, they do not do this 
as a conscious act of resistance. Yet, in partaking in such activities, 
they in effect reject the position the regime attempts to impose 
upon them, whether they intend to or not. There is a distinction 
between resistance as a deliberate, organized response to state 
oppression and the practice of defi ance as a spontaneous, unco-
ordinated, everyday challenging of the social order. There are two 
models of resistance. One is through everyday acts of the individual, 
and the other is the model we have been recently observing, which 
includes the student movements of kooye daaneshgah (a series of 
protests and unrest that happened in a street where dormitories 
of Tehran University are located) and shouting “Allah-o-akbar” off 
the rooftops, or street demonstrations. Despite the differences in 
form, all these actions attest to a dissatisfaction with the status quo, 
and refl ect a proclamation on new needs and demands. Basements, 
living rooms, cars, and even streets become the settings for actions 
of defi ance, the sites for the expression of the right to freedom and 
choice. Individual acts of defi ance and cultural escapes are dominant 
aspects of young people’s social lives in Tehran.

[Defi ance and subversion] 

Fig 3-12. Dominoes                                          
Mana Neyestani

Mana Neyestani, now based in Paris, is 
one of the most famous Iranian car-
toonists. He is currently illustrating 
for the Iranian exile media Radio Za-
maneh. In his cartoons, he refl ects the 
most recent issues and political mat-
ters of Iranian society. His political car-
toons circulate massively on Facebook, 
especially after the 2009 election. 
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Subversive Public spaces of Tehran, which are spontaneously 
produced by citizens, happen in very ordinary spaces of the 
city. Streets, basements, living rooms and rooftops of the city 
occasionally turn into a stage for struggle to obtain the right 
to practice everyday activities which are faced with suppres-
sion in offi cial spaces of the cities. The next Chapter, The Man-
ual, is an exploration into the subversive spaces of the city and 
their ways of production.

Fig 3-13.Subversive Public Spaces

[Subversive Public Spaces] 
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Fig 3-14. Schematic Section of Tehran’s Subversive Public Spaces
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Fig 3-15. Probable Subversive Map of Tehran

Probability of witnessing a subversive space is much higher in the northern Tehran. 
Due to social polarization, northern Tehranis are more secular and affl uent. The 
sizes of apartments, greatly affects the possibility of house parties. Dor Dor streets 
are mostly close to shopping malls or commercial streets. Protests take place in 
the two main axis of the city, due to their accessibility and visibility. 
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 THE MANUAL OF DEFIANCE  AND SUBVERSION 
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As was explored in the previous section, “The City Montage,” legal 
public spaces in Tehran went through many changes after the Revo-
lution. Through moral controls and restrictive orders, many daily 
activities of the citizens of Tehran have been considered criminal and 
suppressed. There is not much space available for relaxed, free social 
interaction and communication in the legal city. 

The subversive spaces are substitutes for what is missing in public 
life. They are the spaces created by citizens to struggle for the right 
to everyday life activities and social interaction under conditions of 
suppression. These are spaces created in the context of the current 
situation to obtain everyday rights.

The production of these spaces is spontaneous, and they are all 
situational. Public space and public life, for the citizens, happen by 
transforming ordinary spaces of the city into situational events and 
spaces. What they all have in common is that the rhythm of these 
spaces changes extensively when they are used as subversive spaces. 
Tehran’s streets, living rooms, rooftops, and basements are made 
public spaces by the citizens. 
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On January 7, 2011, on most news websites in Iran — not for the 
fi rst or the last time — the headlines read: 

Tehran’s police: mixed-sex parties are counted 
as a CRIME and police will oppose parties 
in which religious limits are not met. In the 
content of the news it was mentioned that “usually alcohol is 
found in such parties.”1  
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                          [House Parties ]
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The lights are dimmed and the room is dark. There are fl ickers from 
candles placed all around. The rays of colourful light from the la-
ser-light projector dance on the ceiling. People are jumping up and 
down to a selection of the latest Western and Iranian hits that the 
DJ is playing. At fi rst glance, this might resemble a nightclub in any 
corner of the world. All the elements are in place: a DJ, a dance fl oor 
with a full, jumping crowd, loud music, laser lights, the latest fashions, 
alcohol, and the fl irting that is abundant in the air. 

Fig 4-1. A House Party in Tehran
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Here is Tehran…

But you are not seeing chadors, scarves and manteaus. Instead, you 
see girls in miniskirts and short dresses wearing lots of makeup. 
Unveiled, highlighted hair is freely fl ying in the air with every beat 
of music. Boys and girls are mingling freely, chatting, holding hands, 
drinking, and dancing. This is a night party, but not in a club. There 
are no bars and clubs in Iran — not since the Revolution. Instead of 
rigid concrete, the dance fl oor is covered with Persian rugs. There 
are a couple of adorable family photos on the coffee table, tableaus 
on the wall, fl oor lamps, a sofa, and armchairs all around. This is not a 
discotheque; this is a house party in the living room of a three-bed-
room apartment in a residential tower in affl uent northern Tehran.

There are no bouncers and no cover charges — instead, lots of 
great homemade food and free alcohol. The parents are away to visit 
their relatives and everything is ready for a night full of excitement 
and fun for sixty to eighty young boys and girls, who have no other 
place to go to party under the rules of the Islamic regime. 

In a corner of the room, behind a table, the DJ is rocking the dance 
fl oor. But instead of playing with turntables, he is dragging and drop-
ping the audio fi les on his laptop. He has downloaded the latest hits 
on MTV from torrents, and some Los Angeles–produced Persian 
dance music from bia2.com (copyright is rarely observed in Iran). 
He also has a collection of new, underground Persian hip-hop and 
rap, which he randomly squeezes between the other hits. The guests 
grind and twirl against each other, completely satisfi ed with his col-
lection. 
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The room is fi lled with smoke. Here and there you see sparkles; a 
boy is lighting one cigarette on his lips for himself and another for 
the girl dancing next to him. It’s not yet forbidden to smoke indoors 
in Tehran. There are more than sixty people dancing and smoking in 
this four-by-six-metre living room. Windows are covered and can-
not be opened; the sound cannot escape the room, lest it attract 
some unwanted attention. The ceiling is no higher than that of a 
regular apartment. There is virtually no air to breathe. But that does 
not seem to concern the crowd, who are free to do what they are 
banned from doing elsewhere. There is no other choice: either stay 
and not breathe properly but have fun, or just go home. 

There is a huge crowd waiting around the bar to get drinks. The bar 
is actually a dining-room table on which, despite the alcohol ban, 
you can see lots of foreign-brand bottles. Usually the host provides 
good alcohol for all the guests. The most popular drinks are Abso-
lut Vodka and Jack Daniel’s, which can be purchased through con-
nections and “the guys” from the black market, or just by walking 
around in the Armenian neighbourhood and attracting the attention 
of an alcohol smuggler. Other than brand-name alcohol, smuggled 
beer, and spirits, what is widely abundant is a homemade Persian 
spirit called Aragh which is very strong (80–90 percent alcohol) and 
usually taken diluted with juice.
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These house parties are getting more and more popular in Tehran. 
They are everything that a young person could want for a night of 
fun. And, in some respects, they are even more exciting than parties 
in the West. At these parties, unrelated people of the opposite sex 
mingle, the Islamic dress code is not followed, and there is always 
plenty of alcohol. Everything about these kinds of parties is strictly 
prohibited. There is always a great chance of the moral police raid-
ing such parties and arresting the attendees. A few years ago, if the 
party was raided, what awaited the guests was two to three nights 
in jail, a lashing, and a fi ne to pay. Nowadays, the police can easily be 
bribed, and nothing serious would happen if they showed up at the 
door. Bribery is a persistent theme; money can buy the jail time and 
lashes, and no one complains. Obviously, bribery would not work 
for the more extreme hard-line Islamist police, and the loyal ones. 
When attending one of these house parties, all the fears, doubts, and 
anxieties about the chance of getting arrested, mixed with excite-
ment and drunkenness, make for an extravagant experience. 

Fig 4-2. Schematic Maps of Possible 
Locations for House Parties
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                                                                

                                                

Mid size 2-3bdr apartment (120-150 m2) Luxury and/or large apartments 
in Modern highrises  (140-210 m2)

Individual  houses and Villas 
(130-250 m2)

Found in typi-
cal residential 
blocks in mid- 
and north town, 
these kinds of 
parties are the 
most common and 
widespread.

There has been 
a boom in high-
rise construc-
tion recently. 
These are be-
coming very 
luxurious and 
popular.

This type can 
be found both 
in northern 
Tehran and the 
suburbs. They 
have an en-
closed yard and 
usually a pool.

-  The southern and far east parts  of Tehran are usually occu-
pied by immigrants from rural villages with very religious back-
ground. Other than that, the apartments are usually too small 
for throwing a party.

-  Some northern parts like Jamaran which are older neighbour-
hoods are house to political and governmental figures.

-  Residential complexes which belong to governmental organi-
zations and their workers like air force residential complex, 
sepah, etc.  

* These maps show the dispersion  of each type of house parties and the possibility of seeing that certain party type in the context of city. 
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                                                                                              

This arrangement shows a very typical 
living room of a Persian-style home. One 
large, open space is usually divided into 
two seating sections: one for the family, 
where the TV stands, and one with fan-
cier sofas and tables for guests. There are 
always Persian rugs on the fl oor, as many 
as can be fi tted into the space.

Fig 4-3. Living Room in Normal 
Mode
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                                                                                                                  

This arrangement shows the same living 
room ready for a party. All the seats have 
been placed around the periphery to 
create space in the middle as the dance 
fl oor. The dining-room table would be in 
use for serving food, and also acts as a 
bar. The TV is normally pushed back to 
a corner out of reach, and the DJ set 
would be placed close to the TV, in case 
the sound system is not available. In that 
case, laptops would be connected to the 
TV and the TV itself used as the speakers Fig 4-4. Living Room in Party Mode
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                                                                                                

                                                                                          

Fig 4-5. Spatial Engagement: Large Scale

Fig 4-6. Spatial Engagement: Small Scale
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                                    

If morality police raid the party, rooftops 
can be used to escape. Since the build-
ings are normally attached to the side 
facades, jumping to another building is 
normally doable. 

Fig 4-7.Potential Escape
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                          [DorDor ]
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Cars in traffi c generally have a starting and an end point, with a 
pre-determined route between. But in Tehran, in certain streets 
at certain times of the day, the scenario is totally reversed. There 
is no starting or end point; cars just go in circles up and down 
the street, making U-turns and continuing the action for several 
minutes or even a few hours. Normally, drivers would try to fi nd 
ways to reduce the traffi c jam and get out of it as soon as pos-
sible, but in these streets, making a traffi c jam and getting stuck in 
it is nothing less than the main objective. 

In an interesting phenomenon in Tehran, the borders between 
public and private space merge in Dor-Dor activity. Dor-Dor is a 
public activity accomplished with a private object in motion. This 
social activity happens in movement through the city on certain 
streets. Cars, as private objects, bring the private and personal 
space into the public space, and then get involved in a unique 
social happening.

Traf•fi c    -Merriam-Webster 
Dictionary-
 –noun,  [tra-fi k] 

The movement (as of vehicles or 
pedestrians) through an area or 
along a route

Fig 4-8. Number Exchange in Cars
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Dor-zadan, in Farsi, literally means making turns and U-turns. But 
dor-zadan, which is mostly replaced with the shortened version 
Dor-Dor in youth parlance, is an adventurous, joyous, and exciting 
social action occurring in a car — the higher the model, the better 
the experience. Dor-Dor is an amazing phenomenon that combines 
concepts like leisure, making new friends, collective behaviour, and 
communication skills and patterns. Dor-Dor provides socializing, 
fun, music, excitement, escape from boredom, and a tangible energy 
that will always remain in the memory of those who have experi-
enced it. 

According to Lefebvre in Rhythmanalysis, the elements of each city 
possess a certain order and rhythm in everyday life: “It is found in 
the workings of our towns and cities, in urban life and movement 
through space.”2 Each street has a rhythm, which changes through-
out the day and night. But there are certain streets in Tehran whose 
order and rhythm dramatically change at certain hours of the day. 
They behave differently in terms of traffi c and routine street ac-
tivities. The time it takes to pass through these streets can vary 
from fi ve minutes to a few hours. If you went to Iran-zamin Street 
between eight a.m. and six p.m., you would observe all the typi-
cal signals and rhythms of daily traffi c and everyday life. But if you 
went to the same street in the evening, especially Thursday or Friday 
night, it would look like a totally different street, with the rhythm 
completely changed.

What is Dor-Dor?



138

You would see cars going up and down the street multiple times. 
What is notable about these cars is that the passengers in half of 
them are all boys and the other half all girls, between eighteen and 
thirty years old, and everyone looks perfectly chic, as if they were 
going to a party or a fancy nightclub. But no; do not forget that 
there are no bars or nightclubs in Tehran. They are not driving to 
get to their destination. Driving is their destination. Headscarves 
are thrown as far back as possible and highlighted hair from be-
neath what is left of them blowing in the air. 

But why? Nowadays, going around the streets is a perfectly nor-
mal and commonplace way of meeting people and spending time 
for the youth of Tehran. Boys and girls come to these streets to 
check each other out and essentially fl irt, simply because there is 
nothing else they can do to overcome their boredom, especially 
at night. Not everyone gets invited to parties every night, so they 
need to have alternatives, and the dor-dor perfectly provides the 
stage for socializing and fi nding friends.

Fig 4-9. Dor-Dor in the Streets of Tehran
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There are a few streets in Tehran that are famous for dor-dor, 
among which four have well established their place. They are all in 
the northern, affl uent part of Tehran: Iran-zamin, Fereshte, Jordan, 
and the recently added Andarzgoo Streets. 

When car traffi c subsides in the south of Tehran, after the evening 
rush hour, the life of the northern streets just begins to peak. Dor-
Dor, which starts in the early evening, can last for hours. Nights on 
these streets are lively throughout the year, but summers are espe-
cially busy. That is when car windows are rolled down and the ste-
reo music pumping through the loudspeakers fi lls the air. This turns 
the streets into moving discotheques. With the windows down, it is 
easier to see inside other cars. Some even prepare for this by deco-
rating their cars with top-of-the-line books and CDs, putting them 
in a place visible from the outside, to show off. Therefore, in addi-
tion to the cars themselves, their interiors and the drivers’ personal 
belongings get involved in the city’s public space.

This phenomenon happens in circumstances under which listening 
to foreign music can be considered a crime, and socializing with the 
opposite sex can lead to getting arrested. Playing illicit music in cars 
is considered sound pollution and is usually fi ned, and sometimes 
such cars are seized for as long as a month. Police are seen in these 
streets quite often to seize and tow away such law-breaking cars. 
Those who get arrested are usually discharged after a night, since 
the charges are not as serious as drinking alcohol or dancing. The 
police occasionally become picky, blocking roads and checking inside 
all cars that pass by. If the passengers do not reside in the vicinity 
and do not produce a good excuse to be on that street, they will 
probably get into trouble.

When and where?   
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Traffi c jams, especially when all the cars around you are full of 
young people, good music is heard everywhere, and socializing 
and fl irting fl ow in the air, can be very amusing. It’s almost seven 
in the evening. You call on some same-sex friends, pick them up, 
and go to one of those famous streets in northern Tehran. Many 
other cars with young people around your age are heading in the 
same direction. Hundreds of cars get onto a not-so-wide street, 
and here we go: there is a huge traffi c jam already. There are more 
cars coming and they all have one objective in mind: making the 
traffi c worse and getting stuck in it, so they can befriend and have 
some quality conversations with members of the opposite sex. 

Dor-Dor 
Type One

Fig 4-10. Making Traffi c: Dor-Dor Type One



142



143

To better understand this type, let’s focus on that BMW SUV 
coming from the north. There are three boys in the car, with the 
windows down and very loud music playing. A few minutes later, 
you see the same car from the opposite direction going north, 
and then again going south. And now they have found what they 
were looking for! They get next to another car that is carrying 
three girls, with the windows all the way down. They start talk-
ing. They are creating a traffi c jam behind them, but none of the 
other drivers seem upset about it. They keep talking … no luck. 
You see the same car going back and forth again and again, and 
this time they capture the attention of a different car, with two 
girls as passengers. And there they go: numbers are exchanged. 
The girls are following the SUV, probably to a coffee shop or a 
quiet street where they can talk. What you have witnessed is hap-
pening in all the other cars that you see here. They have all come 
here to meet their future boyfriends or girlfriends. You can also 
see some boys standing right next to their parked cars. They have 
a better vantage point on the street and the cars; as soon as they 
fi nd some potential new friends, they get into their cars and start 
the same scene. 

Dor-Dor 
Type Two

Fig 4-11. Dor-Dor Type Two
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                                                                

1.Head down to the desired street but be sure to 
   check the time
2.Try your best to contribute to making the traffi c 
   jam worse, by changing lanes constantly and  
   breaking frequently
3.Get stuck in the traffi c
4.Play good music in your car
5.Roll your windows all the way down
6.If you have a specifi c car in mind, try to get next 
to it by changing lanes 
7.Start the conversion — One of the newer ice-
breakers is to ask if he or she has a good CD to 
give you, since you are tired of yours.

Fig 4-12.Diagram of Type One Dor-Dor
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                                                                

1.Head down to the desired street but be sure to 
   check the time
2.Start your route at the beginning of the street
3.Go all the way down, then make a U turn and 
come back, this time make a U turn 
   at a different location
4.Continue the U-turns whenever possible; you   
   should have a good view of the other cars.
5.Play good music in your car
6.Roll your windows all the way down.
7.When you fi nd your possible future mate, turn 
  around as soon as you can and get next to his 
  or her car. 
8.Start the conversion Fig 4-13.Diagram of Type Two Dor-Dor
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                                                                

                                

Fig 4-14. Streets where Dor-Dor 
Happens in Tehran
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                              

                              
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                      [Protests and Rooftops]
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Presidential elections in Tehran are one of the very few events held 
on an urban scale that encourage citizen participation through can-
didates’ campaigns. Elections are not particularly democratic, as the 
candidates are pre-screened and fi ltered by the Guardian Council 
— a  twelve-member, hardcore Islamic body, to which six are ap-
pointed directly by the Supreme Leader and the other half with 
his indirect supervision. The elections essentially offer the citizens 
nothing more than a choice between bad and worse. Despite all this, 
the elections bring some excitement and change to the major cities 
of Iran, and Tehran in particular, for a period of a few weeks. In 2009, 
however, this change and excitement had a different character. The 
city was experiencing something much greater in scale. There was 
an unfamiliar hope and enthusiasm among the supporters of two of 
the 2009 presidential candidates, Mousavi and Karoubi. Mohammad 
Khatami — an ex-president popular among the youth, middle-class 
voters, and the educated populace — had registered to run in the 
election, only to later withdraw in favour of Mousavi. Mousavi had 
been a prime minister during the war with Iraq. Khatami’s decision 
to withdraw from the election brought the attention of the young 
to Mousavi. For the fi rst time, state TV organized debates between 
all four candidates. The whole city was talking about the debates, 
and how they did not want Ahmadinejad to be the president for 
another four years.

[Before election]

Fig 4-15. Political System in Iran
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Vali-asr Street was chosen as it symbolizes all the strata 
of society along its route from north to south. The aim 
was to attract the attention of all the layers of society, in 
contrast to Ahmadinejad, who mostly had the support of 
poor, religious, and working-class voters.

Fig 4-16. Tehran’s Longest Street
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Mousavi’s campaign, which was supported by the reformists and 
the most popular political fi gures, soon turned into a full-blown 
public movement. For the fi rst time in Iran, a colour became the 
symbol of a campaign: the colour green, the symbol for those 
who are Seyed (descendants of Mohammed the Prophet), be-
came the colour of Mousavi’s campaign, and later became the 
colour to represent the Iranian uprising for freedom and de-
mocracy. Numerous public conferences were held as part of the 
reformist candidate’s campaign. Conspicuous participation and 
support from the young completely changed the character and 
quality of the pre-election era. On June 8, a human chain of about 
twenty kilometres was formed along the famous Vali-asr Street 
from north to south, with green signs and ribbons demonstrat-
ing support for Mousavi. This was the largest social gathering in 
support of a presidential candidate in Iran to that date. It was es-
timated that between two hundred thousand and three hundred 
thousand people were on streets that day.Fig 4-17.Green Human Chain 2009
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[What happened after election]Friday, June 12, 2009, was the date of the tenth presidential elec-
tion, which is now also referred to as the June coup d’état. The 
surprising result, which came the next day from the interior min-
istry, indicated that, with 24 million votes (or 63 percent of the 
vote), Ahmadinejad had won the election. This announcement 
was met with fi erce opposition from the other candidates and a 
signifi cant portion of the population. The veracity of the election 
was in doubt. Many political analysts called the election a coup. 3

Beginning a day after the election, many protests and demonstra-
tions were staged to protest against the large-scale manipulation 
of votes and fraud in the election. Slogans and chants, in the early 
days, were only in regards to the fraud and rigging of the elec-
tion, and people were only demanding a re-election with better 
handling this time.

On the following Saturday night, the police and the plainclothes 
militia attacked a university dorm, leaving fi ve students dead and 
many more injured, and taking away many under arrest. The day 
after, on Bloody Sunday, June 15, people went to the streets again, 
this time to protest the heinous atrocities against the students. 
This was reported as the largest anti-government protest in 
Iran’s history, after the Revolution of 1979. Several people were 
killed. Basij started to shoot people, violence began to erupt, and 
a different phase of resistance and dissent began. People had only 
been protesting against the results of the election, but after that 
Sunday, political mourning and protest started over those who 
were killed during protests intended to be peaceful. The slogans 
changed from “Where is my vote?” to “They killed our brothers 
and sisters because they asked, ‘Where is my vote?’” 
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Every day of the following week, peaceful, silent protests oc-
curred, and exactly a week after the election, Iran’s Supreme 
Leader, Khamenei, said during the Friday prayers that “the shed 
blood and lost lives are upon those who encourage such pro-
tests, and it is best to follow the law if there are any complaints 
against the election.” The day after the speech, two of the can-
didates, who had been referred to as opposition leaders since 
the election, asked for another round of demonstration. It was 
on that day that Neda Agha-Soltan (the girl whose last moments 
were captured on an amateur cell phone video and spread ex-
tensively on social media as an icon for the struggle of Iranian 
protesters) and more than twenty other protesters were killed. 4

From then to now, the movement has carried on with ups and 
downs. The opposition has held many protests and demon-
strations, and they have all been brutally cracked down by the 
government. Mass arrests of dissenters and government critics 
began, and the dictatorial, totalitarian face of the Iranian govern-
ment was exposed in the international arena.

The uprising in Iran, which is said to have since inspired similar 
protests in the Middle East and north Africa, is known as the 
Green Movement. The Green Movement refers to the series of 
events that occurred after the presidential election. Green as a 
colour was chosen fi rst for Mousavi’s supporters, but after the 
election, it became the symbol of unity and dissidence against 
dictatorship.
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                                  

1979 Tehran University Entrance

Fig 4-18.Route of Protests in 1979
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                                

2009 Tehran University Entrance

Fig 4-19.Route of Protests in 2009
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                                                                

1.Gather with your friends in a residential street where  
security forces and plain clothes militia are less likely to 
be seen. 
2.You should have some placards and slogans ready. 
3.Double check that you and others have all the neces-
sary stuff. 
4.Encourage as many people as possible to join.
5.Form a bigger group on the way to the main street.
6.Head toward a monument or a street which is sym-
bolic or is well known in the collective memory of the 
group. 
7.Try your best to be safe and help whoever you can. 

Fig 4-20.Protest Arrangement Diagram
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[Rooftops] The aftermaths of the 2009 election, led to creation of another 
form of subversive space in Tehran. When the peaceful protests in 
the streets turned into violence and were severely suppressed by 
authorities, many Tehrani citizens, in a spontaneous act found an 
alternative way to show their opposition and solidarity. 

When offi cial spaces of the city, could not provide a space for col-
lective expression, people resorted to their private rooftops and 
have turned them into an arena for solidarity and showing their op-
position. For months after the election, every night at 10 pm, when 
the main national TV channel broadcasts the state news, rooftops of 
Tehran were scene to an extraordinary solidarity among those who 
believed that the election was rigged. Every night, people would go 
on their rooftops and shout “Allah-o-akbar” (God is great) or “we 
are all together” for about ten to fi fteen minutes since it was much 
safer being on the rooftops than on the streets. 
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                                            

Fig 4-21. Rooftops Diagram

Fig 4-22. People Shouting on Rooftops

Due to the lack of a safe public ground for gatherings, meetings, and 
debates, the rooftops of Tehran at ten p.m. after the election would 
turn into a ground for citizens to demand their rights to expression, 
opposition, and solidarity.
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                                      AFTERWORD
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My initial studies of Western theories of public space, social rela-
tions, the right to the city, and, most signifi cantly, the importance of 
social participation in the creation of public spaces were the start-
ing point of this thesis. Writing this thesis was both instructive and 
very hard for me at the same time. Comparing all the limitations and 
fears that I used to have just appearing in offi cial spaces to what I 
experienced in the West, and sorting through what I learned from 
piles of books and writings about public space and social life, were 
not easy tasks. On the other hand, remembering the excitement 
of being in such spaces and situations that were considered illegal 
— and not getting arrested — brought back nostalgic feelings of 
satisfaction.  

For me, there is no doubt that everyday activities, behaviours, in-
teractions, communications, and public life are essential elements 
of city life. Consequently, a city’s public spaces, as accessible spaces 
for all, provide a platform for participation in its public life. Public 
spaces enable citizens to be exposed to and benefi t from the exis-
tence of others. Additionally, public spaces also provide a ground for 
participation in society. By providing a stage for individual expres-
sion and social interaction, they become a realm for the practice 
of democracy. In Western culture, public space is inseparable from 
the idea of democracy; 2 civil liberties movements gather in public 
spaces to discuss, organize, and plan actions and demonstrations. 
As city dwellers, the citizens have a right to the spaces of the city. 
The rights to assembly, public gathering, appearance, and freedom of 
expression, communication, inhabitation, occupation, and presence, 
all are practiced in city spaces, and especially the public spaces.

However, the public spaces of Tehran, for myself when I was living 
there and many others today, are associated with control, fear, sup-
pression, and domination. They do not provide a space for citizens’ 
representation, let alone for social interaction, communication, and 
democratic encounter. Due to their great visibility in cities, public 

 “What makes a space public—
a space in which cry and de-
mand for the rights to the city 
can be heard—is often not its 
preordained publicness. Rather, 
it is when, to fulfi ll a pressing 
need, some group or another 
takes space and through its ac-
tions makes it public. The act 
of representing one’s group to 
a larger public creates a space 
for representation. Represen-
tation both demands and cre-
ates space.“  

                                                                Don Mitchell1



165

spaces provide the perfect stage for an authoritarian government 
to establish its domination and display its power. Since the Revolu-
tion of 1979, the government has tried to monitor and control the 
public spaces of the city and the citizens’ appearance, behaviour, 
and representation in that realm by any means necessary. Imbued 
with intense limitations, censorship, and restrictions, they are far 
from providing a stage for social interaction, the practice of citizen-
ship, individual expression, visibility, and involvement in society. The 
authoritarian state has indeed created its “own spaces”3 and has 
implemented a wide range of policies to ensure that public space 
acts as a platform from which to display the domination of its power 
and control the citizens. 

There is a widespread monitoring presence in the offi cial spaces of 
the city. Through brutal enforcement and dictation of moral codes 
and rules for the appearance and behaviour of citizens in the public 
realm, there is no space left for individual opinion and representa-
tion in such spaces. Signs of this control are visible throughout the 
city; wall paintings, posters, fl ags, and banners are constant remind-
ers of Revolution values, and what are considered acceptable be-
haviours. Moreover, the gender segregation policy limits the appear-
ance of citizens in the spaces of the city. It is not possible for groups 
or couples of different genders to use recreational spaces together, 
to sit next to each other in meetings and classrooms, or even to 
take public transit together. 

The constant surveillance and suppression applied to the city’s pub-
lic spaces and individual lives bring about an ongoing defi ance and 
struggle in the daily lives of many citizens of Tehran, especially those 
in the younger generation. This defi ance in the younger generation 
is not an organized, institutional act of resistance, but simply every-
day acts that circumvent the imposed limitations and collectively in-
dicate objection to suppression. The totalitarian authorities prevent 
the offi cial spaces of the city from providing truly public domains 
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for the citizens. Therefore, in their struggle to obtain their rights 
and play a role in the participation in and production of the public 
life and spaces of the city, citizens of Tehran have created their own 
types of spaces: spaces of subversion and defi ance. Subversive public 
spaces in Tehran stand in for what is missing in the offi cial public 
spaces: spaces for social interaction, representation, and freedom of 
expression, and a ground for practicing everyday activities. 

These subversive spaces, which are seen in ordinary spaces of the 
city, are spontaneous and temporary. Ordinary spaces of the city, 
in specifi c times and circumstances, turn into spaces of defi ance 
and struggle. Social and public activities, regardless of the restric-
tions imposed by authorities, take place in these alternative spaces 
that people have created subversively. Private spaces such as liv-
ing rooms change into spaces for social interaction, communication, 
and the exchange of information. Underground basements turn into 
a platform for otherwise forbidden music concerts and studios, as 
well as self-expression. Rooftops and streets become spaces for sol-
idarity among citizens and demonstration against authorities. Cars 
and streets provide grounds for socializing and interacting publicly.

I think that these subversive spaces in Tehran are close to Lefebvre’s 
idea of representational space, since they are created by people’s 
actions and they represent the spaces of everyday life. These spaces 
are also what de Certeau introduced as tactics, since they are situa-
tional and created through ordinary, everyday acts, and they subvert 
the imposed limitations and restrictions. What is valuable about the 
subversive public spaces of Tehran is that they are good examples 
of citizen participation, and representations of their role in contrib-
uting to the creation of public spaces. Also, they are practical and 
feasible with minimum effort — important in the present situation, 
where no other option is available. Moreover, their occurrence in 
ordinary spaces of the city and their transient nature make them 
hard to be tracked down and restrained by authorities. 
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The subversive public spaces provide evidence that representa-
tion not only demands a space, but creates one. However, they still 
come out of ordinary spaces of the city. The spaces that authorities 
have tried to dominate turn into sites for demanding and obtaining 
rights, as well as spaces for performing daily activities, through citi-
zen subversion. For example, the streets and boulevards of Tehran, 
despite heavy control, turn into alternative spaces for socializing 
with strangers and exchanging information, and also a stage for soli-
darity, expression, and opposition. 

Although the subversive spaces are alternatives to offi cial public 
spaces of the city, they cannot be a true replacement for public 
space. While they work temporarily as alternative spaces to provide 
a ground for social and public interaction and freedom of expres-
sion, which are denied in offi cial spaces, they are still faced with 
many limitations. They are still not accessible to everyone, and lack 
the visibility that a public space provides.

The signifi cance of this thesis is in identifying and studying two cat-
egories of public space in Tehran, based on the way they are pro-
duced. The offi cial and subversive public spaces of Tehran coexist 
and often coincide with each other, and both are crucial in forming 
the public culture and life of the city. While offi cial public spaces 
offer a stage to demonstrate the domination of state power for 
authorities, subversive spaces are alternative and representational 
spaces for citizens to practice their rights. 

This thesis contributes two very important ideas, not only for cities 
under dictatorship, but for all cities. First is the importance of the 
existence of public space as a representational space, and second is 
the human capacity to appropriate spaces in order to address their 
rights. The existence of subversive spaces cannot be interpreted as 
evidence that public space does not matter, since people can create 
alternative spaces to obtain their rights and needs. Rather, I think 
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that the creation and existence of subversive spaces in Tehran am-
plifi es the importance of social relations and public spaces in city 
life. The need for public space, as a social space for interaction and 
democratic encounter, is strong enough that it has been the inspira-
tion for creativity in the creation of such alternative spaces. 

It is not known or predictable, when or if the public spaces of Teh-
ran will become truly public, but until then, the city’s streets, roof-
tops, basements, and living rooms will continue to bustle with activ-
ity and life.
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Epilogue When I left Tehran, I realized that public space plays a very important 
role in shaping our memories and experience of a city. It also plays 
a very important role in everyday life, daily activities, and participa-
tion in the social life of a city. My experience in the public spaces 
of Tehran was very different from what I experienced in the West.

Studying the matter of public space in Tehran, as a city in transition 
to a global culture and (hopefully) a democratic society, emphasized 
the importance of public life, social relations, and the participation 
of citizens in society and the creation of public spaces. 

On my defense day, many interesting subjects were discussed, and is-
sues were raised regarding public spaces in other countries such as 
Egypt and Jordan. These discussions suggested a broader scope. The 
constraints that I documented of offi cial public spaces in Tehran are 
not limited only to Iran; they can also be seen in many other Middle 
Eastern cities. However, among non-Western cities, I am most famil-
iar with the situation of public space in Tehran, because I grew up 
there.

It would be very interesting to study the issues of public space in 
other Middle Eastern cities, as well as any city under dictatorship. 
Also, it would be very instructive to expand upon the issues that 
a non-democratic government can impose on the daily life of its 
citizens. 



Hichkas, meaning “Nobody,” one of 
the pioneers of underground mu-
sic, is often referred to as the father 
of Persian rap. He sings about social 
problems and issues of the younger 
generation. Unsurprisingly, he never 
got offi cial permission to record or 
distribute his music. 

His song “A Good Day Will Come” is 
considered to be his reaction to the 
incidents after the presidential elec-
tion in 2009.
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