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Abstract  

Urban spaces throughout history have played a significant role in the socio-economic life of the inhabitants and 
have served as the center for communication and transformation in the cities. Study of historical periods and the 
development of urban space lead to our understanding of human perception toward life in different periods. The 
historically confluence of sociopolitical and economic changes shapes urban setting. The historical development 
of Vali Asr Street investigated to examine sociopolitical dynamics in development and transformation of urban 
space in the center of Tehran metropolitan. This paper contributes in identification of opportunities, threats, 
weaknesses and strengths in the three approaches for Vali-Asr street that might be used as assessment indicators 
for future development of urban space.  
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1. Introduction  

Any physical space created to engage users in a particular activity and to meet the needs and desires of 
individuals. Economic, social and political developments in the twentieth century have been the most influential 
factors in the extent and development of Iran’s urban space. The upheavals in society and shifts in 
socioeconomic system result in the structural change. The political divisions, land reforms and economic 
development contribute these changes (Lotfata, 2008). From dependency to agriculture and livestock 
productions to the oil-centered economic development in 1907 caused the sociospatial change. Oil incomes 
contributed the physical growth, development and urban spatial transformation (Pilehvar, 2007). Streets as an 
indication of modernism in 1933 transformed Tehran urban structure (Habibi, 1996). Indeed, the socialism–
capitalism system of the Pahlavi government aimed to transform Iran’s society. Conducting land reforms in 1962 
and connecting to global network attempted to drive Iran’s society towards a consumption society (Lotfata, 
2015). In 1962-66, government considered the rational comprehensive plans and paid attention to urbanization as 
a significant issue (Pilehvar, 2007). Urban development plans in Iran are based on a comprehensive planning 
system where attention is paid to programs of land usage. Nation-state acts as the core unit of socio-economic 
space (Azad Aramaleki, 1991 and Lotfata, 2013). After the Islamic Republic of Iran, Islamic approach 
reconstructed the urban setting. Rapid population growth transformed Iran’s urban centers.  

The Vali-Asr Street like many other Iran urban space, is influenced by hasty actions of industrial development 
and modernism. The study area is the most visited historical urban center in the city center of Tehran 
Metropolitan and it considered among the social and political centers of the city. It presents major trends in the 
development of inner city space. The purpose of this research was to historically investigate the effect of 
sociopolitical and economic changes on the spatial structure of Vali-Asr Street. The method used in this paper is 
descriptive-analytic. Also, data collection method is library research and documents. This paper describes the 
evolution of historical structure of the street with reference to three periods of time 1- The First Pahlavi, 2- The 
Second Pahlavi, and 3- The Post-Islamic Revolution.  

2. Physical and Spatial Changes of Vali-Asr Street  

2.1 The Core of the Street  

1920’s and late 1940’s the government attempts to expand political and social institutions as well as economic 
institutions as means of securing long term political and economic intentions in order to prepare the ground for 
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Figure 11. The cultural heritage places location in Tehran 

 

2.3 Vali-Asr Street in Post Revolution Period 

1979’s revolution in Iran caused a great transformation in ideological system that affected whole thoughts and 
practices in country management and planning system. Tehran city in this period of time was center of whole 
political and social events. Royal system of country administration changed to republic-religion one and 
transformed from modernization path to radical revolutionary thoughts. In addition to revolution problems, Iran 
had involved a long-time war for eight years. And during revolution and war period (1979-1989), 1970’s master 
plan had been stopped because of the ideological conflict and there were not plan or planning instead till 1991. In 
this year ‘Atek’ engineers consultants got the assignment to prepare a re-ordering plan for upset situation of the city. 
Between 1979 till 1991 Tehran managed by temporary instructions and brought it to the unplanned path. Street like 
other urban space suffered from the erratic growth that became uncontrollable after a while. 

Restructuring of Tehran plan in 1991: Modified Tehran plan prepared for correcting the unequal and unstable 
growth of the city in between 1987 to 1991. After a period of war destruction, it was time of infrastructure 
improvements and fixing wrong decisions especially in Tehran city. Pahlavi Street that had been changed to 
Vali-Asr Street after revolution, like the other main street (Enghelab Street). Engelab Street was a location for 
showing ideological expositions. Government orders for managing urban spaces by religion signs such as change 
of bar land uses and former ideological signs in Vali-Asr Street. Practically speaking, up-down modernization 
method transformed to a traditional and religious method that wanted to use a maximum capacity of urban spaces, 
specially streets to show the governmental socio-political power.  

In the modified plan of 1991, the main concept divided the city into 5 urban cores with independent nodes 
(re-ordering plan, 1991). Liner development of the city changed to the polycentric one, and Vali-Asr Street’s role 
was a crucial in this plan, it connected south domain to north domain (Figure 12). In this plan there was a strong 
emphasis on subway for three main reasons: High trip production rate in the city especially to the CBD, high 
population density in CBD and law car ownership rate. They made a rapid and public transportation essential. It 
was proposed that 5 urban cores could connect with each other by subway and street combination networks.  
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Figure 12. Overall development pattern of 1991’s plan 

 

With more investigating in the plan’s proposals, it is becoming clear that there was not any sign of planning and 
design strategy for socio-economic role of street generally and Vali-Asr street in particular. There were not 
preparing strategies to enhance the quality of the street spaces for the presence of people in urban spaces. The only 
thought was how we could transport people faster and easier between urban cores in the first and second plan. In 
lack of attention to sociability of streets, the social unsuitability has become clear while Vali-Asr street brought 
historical, social and economic values for inhabitants in its long from south with Rey as an ancient region to central 
Tehran as a collection of architectural and art heritages up to Shemiranat as a recreational and royal center. 
Although it has unique position in Tehran structure as the main street, two past plans forgot this potential of it not 
only as a longest street in middle east but also as cultural heritage in Tehran and even in Iran. It must mention that 
re-ordering plan was a rapid and shallow response to the Tehran's problems after war and it could not has a 
comprehensive thought for urban spaces and their socio-economic qualities. Additionally, another plan titled 
“Tehran strategic 2001 plan” was prepared by Tehran municipality for response those kinds of problems, but it 
justly contained an implementation procedure which aims to solve executive difficulties.  

Structural-Strategic plan of Tehran in 2005: In the first of 21 century Tehran became a regional metropolitan 
with about 7 million people and the most powerful and wealth capital of Iran. It faced with some serious problems 
simultaneously: lack of affordable housing, pollution and lack of quality in urban spaces because of inappropriate 
and un-sustainable development. The 1970 plan had been stopped for ideological transformation, 1991 plan could 
not manage the city and in addition to former problems, huge newcomers seeking for new jobs and suitable houses 
and of course new cultural and social position in the post-war weaken the socioeconomic context. In this 
atmosphere, in 2005 ministry of housing urban development with cooperation of Tehran municipality prepared the 
third master plan of Tehran with strategic approach. During preparing the plan, there was a useful paradigm shift in 
master plans through preparing plans with respecting on history of Tehran city. Planners and designers gave more 
attentions to urban spaces and their qualities. They paid more attention to the socio-economic potential of streets 
but as we see ahead there are not yet a comprehensive plan for the sociocultural scheme in the case of urban spaces 
(Lotfata, 2012).  

The main concept of this plan was network and polycentric pattern with designing a structure in coordination 
between cultural and natural heritages of the city (Figure 13). The main cultural and historical heritage located in 
the Vali-Asr street path according to 2005 master plan. However, in this plan also, there was not any sign of 
emphasizing on social aspects of urban life in Tehran city. The only differences were historical and cultural view in 

Shemirana

Rey 

Central Tehran 
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the plan for conservation them through bringing them to the urban life as urban spaces and historical places. Indeed, 
establishment of main urban centers and historical sites from south to north of Vali-Asr street path is not planning 
and designing the street as cultural and historical urban space. Also, 2005 plan proposed an adjustment pattern for 
transforming a radial system to polycentric one, without paying attention to Vali-Asr Street as a tool for social 
enchantment and enhancing the presence of inhabitants in urban spaces.  

It has been due to this kind of thought that streets’ design is in government’s domain and just government could 
decide about their roles and qualities. Recently happening proved this claim: cause of some traffic problems 
Vali-Asr street transformed from two-way transport way to one-way transport way. What is clear it is not aims to 
enhance social and spatial engagement of inhabitants: the aim was responding transport needs and it meant that 
increasing control on urban spaces. It seems that traffic problems and their solutions affected all socio-spatial 
issues in Tehran specially the Vali-Asr street.  

 
 

  

Figure 13. Overall pattern of 2005’s master plan 
 

Another weakness in 2005 plan was the absence of strategic vision on the intersection of Vali-Asr Street with 
historical, cultural importance and especially that is located in the core of Tehran city with Enghelab Street with 
political, social and economic importance that could have much potential for sociability of urban spaces. In this 
case not only planners and designers did not pay attention to this opportunity but also Tehran municipality 
establishes a BRT station and a subway station just in this intersection. It was an obligatory response of urban 
policies for improvement of mobility with BRT strategy, but it is going to destroy street life in the Vali-Asr Street. 
The result will clear: air pollution, overcrowded, jammed traffic and auto-dominant conditions (Figure 14). So, 
there is not sustainable planning and designing thoughts about Vali-Asr locality as an open public space.  

Besides, there are detailed projects which aim to improve urban space quality and although among 17 thematic 
projects two of them are about cultural, social and recreational urban spaces development but still streets locality 
has been neglected.  

Pahlavi (Vali-Asr) 
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happened along the time. In fact, that was not planned as Pahlavi period cause of this belief that this thought 
brought by Pahlavi's shah from western countries to destroy local culture and made the country like them. The 
revolution history reveals that how urban space and streets became a scrimmage domain between governments and 
people for showing their authority (Madanipoor, 1998). Urban spaces have become the place of power 
representation over time and elites have always tries to expose their powers through the sculptural manifestation in 
modern urban spaces. This way of representation of power can name ‘the ideological war’ which has caused to the 
deficiency on the stability of ideology in management and planning urban spaces.  

Therefore, the Vali-Asr Street, could not receive what it deserves cause of instability in socio-economic, even in 
ideological aspects and planning and design approaches in Iran. The comprehensive urban planning model has 
been used in Iran for more than fifty years. It was developed in Europe and North America and has been subject to 
much criticism and subsequently replaced by new more efficient models such as strategic planning. However, in 
developing world countries generally, and in Iran in particular, it has remained the hegemonic discourse in urban 
development (Lotfata and Lotfata, 2018). Many of the criticisms leveled at the comprehensive model from the 
theoretical side consist of the rigidity and stagnancy of its plans, lack of concern for public participation, reliance 
on model frameworks for its plans, the raising of the land-use map to the status of final document, the idealism and 
lack of engagement with the real changing world, the attention to masses of detail and lack of concern for the 
relative ability of the town to actually implement the plan (Panahandeh khah et al, 2009). Therefore, there was not 
particular attention to the urban space quality and special attention to sociability of streets generally and Vali-Asr 
street in particular. Here we gathered all opportunities, threats, weaknesses and strengths in the three plan 
approaches for Vali-Asr Street (Table 1).  

 

Table 1. Socio-spatial characters of Vali-Asr Street in the three master plans 

Plans Strengths  Opportunities Weaknesses Threats 

1970 

- Vali-Asr locality as a first 

backbone in Tehran structure 

- crossed among historical and 

cultural heritages 

- linkage between main urban 

cores in south(Rey), 

center(central Tehran)and 

north (Shemiranat) through 

this street 

- transport huge number of 

inhabitants between south, 

center and north 

- there were variety of social 

classes around it  

- Vali-Asr street as 

socio-political potential for 

inhabitants presence specially 

in 1979 revolution  

-Vali-Asr street as 

socio-economic potential for 

inhabitants presence for 

shopping, walking, talking 

and recreation activities  

- the liner city growth pattern 

-government motivations for 

modernization 

- the longest street in the city with had 

connectivity with religion, historic and 

cultural cores of old Tehran from south 

to north 

-  

-connected many social 

classes with different 

socio-economic characters 

in conflict with each other 

-lack of a socio-spatial 

action plans for social 

revitalization of street in 

modernization process 

- Absence of social NGO,s

-unsatisfied social classes 

-seeing streets as ideological 

exposition  

- up-down modernization 

thought  

-state-led modernization 

-instability in socio-economic 

infrastructures during white 

revolution and transforming 

from a traditional society to a 

modern society  

1991 

- Vali-Asr locality as a first 

backbone in Tehran structure 

- crossed among historical and 

cultural heritages 

- was in the after war 

developing process in Tehran 

as a capital of Islamic 

Republic of Iran  

- was destination of most daily 

trips of citizens to CBD 

- the main concept of the city growth 

based on 5 urban cores with centrality 

of Vali-Asr street 

- to try for reduce north-south conflict 

after revolution through improving 

transportation infrastructures and spatial 

justice in urban services distribution 

- beautification movements including 

cleaning public spaces 

-emergence of popular architecture with 

collaboration of chaos in the city 

visual(Mirmoghtadaee and Talebi,2006)

-lack of a socio-spatial 

action plans for social 

revitalization of street in 

modernization process 

 

-Absence of social NGO,s 

-market-led modernization 

-lack of planning and design 

strategy for socio-economic 

role of the street 

- instability in socio-economic 

infrastructures during white 

revolution and transforming 

from a traditional society to a 

modern society  
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2005 

-linkage with Enghelab street 

as a second backbone of the 

city in the metropolitan 

condition 

- crossed among historical and 

cultural heritages 

- emergence of postmodern 

style in architecture in some 

parts of the city in the street 

path (Ziari and yousefi,2003) 

- downtown of the city located 

in Vali-Asr and Enghelab 

intersection 

- strategic approach of master plan in 

the case of cultural and historical 

heritages in Vali-Asr street path- 

-location of many cultural and historical 

heritages in Vali-Asr street path as a 

strong reason for presence of 

inhabitants in urban space 

 

- Absence of social NGO,s 

(Rafeeian and Rzavi,2009)

-market-led modernization 

- Focus on 8 main corridors(5 

north to south and 3 west to 

east )and Vali-Asr street was 

only one of them 

- pay more attention to 

Enghelab street because of 

political reasons  

 

4. Conclusion  

Tehran open public spaces are shrinking under cultural, political, social and religious conventions and open spaces 
are vacant lands in hands of central authority. The streets are the corridors of linkage and they are not room to live. 
The Vali-Asr Street cannot be a place to production of knowledge by inhabitants. Versus to western culture which 
it has belief on human rationality to control life and production of knowledge, Tehran city as the locality in the 
middle east involves religious beliefs on shaping inhabitants-built environment. In some circumstances, this kind 
of perspective on built environment causes to ignore inhabitants’ real tendencies. Modernization and making 
progress for Islamic countries are defining in considering local dynamics (Lotfata, 2013). 

Urban space is a combination of social relationships in a city that is in a semantic context that meets the needs of a 
city’s citizens. This environment is a place for the flow of social life and the basis of the social interaction of 
citizens of a city. But what is currently visible in cities is no longer like the real meaning of urban space. And 
gradually, the semantic and social dimension of it diminished. Urban design needs to move away from the 
superficial aesthetics and visual forms aspects of cities (Lynch, 1981; Jacobs, 1961; Lotfata and Lotfata, 2018). A 
multi-disciplinary problem-solving operation, often involving architect, planners, social engineers, policy makers, 
civil engineers, and psychologists (Lotfata and Sadeghi, 2009) should be considered in the planning process. 
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