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Abstract

Background and Objective: The primary objective of this research is to analyze the structural and
systematic causes of the traffic crisis in Tehran during the final decade of the Pahlavi dynasty (1968-
1979). This study seeks to examine the challenges arising from accelerated urban growth and to
analyze the strategies and policies adopted by the government to confront this growing problem.
Methodology: This research is based on a historical research method. To achieve its objectives, a
wide range of primary sources—including archival documents, official government reports, and
statistics from the period—has been meticulously cited and examined, along with a content analysis
of contemporary press sources.

Findings: The research findings indicate that Tehran's traffic crisis was the product of a complex
vicious cycle stemming from policies of extreme centralism, the absence of a comprehensive and
integrated approach to urban management, severe bureaucratic discoordination among responsible
agencies, and structural market resistance (such as the focus on car importation and assembly). The
explosive growth in population and the uncontrolled increase in the number of private vehicles,
coupled with insufficient public transportation infrastructure and road networks, brought this crisis
to its peak. Despite government efforts to contain the crisis through measures such as formulating
comprehensive traffic plans, enacting new laws, implementing traffic restriction schemes (like the
odd-even plate system), and programs for vehicle reform and modernization, these policies
ultimately failed.

Conclusion: The results show that these measures, due to a lack of necessary infrastructure, inter-
agency discoordination, and a lack of deep consideration for the socio-economic and cultural
dimensions of the citizenry, could not resolve the crisis at its roots. Ultimately, they became a telling
symbol of policy inefficiency and the unintended consequences of development during that era. The
core innovation of this research lies in its analysis of the Tehran traffic crisis as a case study of policy
failure within the context of accelerated and authoritarian modernization.
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Extended Abstract

The last decade of the second Pahlavi era (1968-1979 CE), coinciding with ambitious top-down
development and modernization ideals, witnessed the unprecedented emergence and intensification
of the traffic problem in Tehran. This phenomenon, which on one hand arose from the rapid
population growth and the explosive increase in the number of private cars, and on the other hand
was exacerbated by the inadequacy of public transportation infrastructure and the existing road
network, quickly became one of the pressing environmental, social, and economic challenges of the
capital. This research, relying on the historical research method and with unprecedented reference to
avast volume of archival documents, official government reports, and analysis of contemporary press
sources, delves into the structural and systemic causes, the challenges faced, and the solutions
adopted by the second Pahlavi government to solve the traffic problem in Tehran. The central
innovation of this research lies in analyzing the Tehran traffic crisis as a case study of policy failure
within the context of accelerated modernization. The findings of the research indicate that this crisis
was the product of a vicious cycle of extreme centralist policies, the lack of a comprehensive urban
approach, bureaucratic inconsistencies, and structural market resistance. Despite efforts such as the
development of comprehensive traffic plans, the enactment of laws, the implementation of traffic
restriction plans (like the odd-even scheme), and vehicle reform and modernization programs, these
measures failed to fundamentally resolve the crisis due to the lack of necessary infrastructure, inter-
agency discoordination, and a disregard for socio-economic and cultural dimensions. Consequently,
it became a telling symbol of policy inefficiency and the unintended consequences of development
in that era

Introduction

The final decade of the second Pahlavi era (roughly 1968-1979) was a showcase for Iran's ambitious
ideals of top-down development, industrialization, and modernization. This period, marked by
unprecedented leaps in oil revenues and the implementation of vast development programs,
accelerated stunning industrial growth, the expansion of urban services, and an uncontrolled
concentration of population in the capital, transforming Tehran into a center for the hopes and
aspirations of a "Great Civilization." However, in the shadow of this apparent prosperity and
economic progress, the capital quickly began to grapple with escalating urban problems, one of the
most pressing and visible of which was the complex and chaotic issue of traffic. This phenomenon
transcended a mere physical and engineering challenge to encompass broad environmental (such as
air and noise pollution), social (wasted time, psychological stress, reduced quality of life), economic
(decreased productivity, increased costs), and even psychological dimensions, impacting the quality
of urban life for millions of the capital's residents. While large-scale construction and economic
advancements were presented as symbols of authority and progress, the flood of automobiles in the
streets, avenues, and passageways rapidly became an uncontrollable dilemma. While many previous
studies have generally focused on statistical descriptions of traffic or general statements about
Tehran's urban problems during this period, the central innovation of this research is its analysis of
the traffic crisis as a consequence of a "lopsided development trap" and a case study of policy failure
within the context of accelerated modernization. This article argues that Tehran's traffic crisis was
not merely a transportation problem but a symbol of the deeper contradictions within the
developmental model of the second Pahlavi government. In this model, top-down economic and
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industrial growth proceeded without sufficient attention to its social, environmental, and
infrastructural consequences. Relying on the historical research method and with unprecedented and
precise reference to a wide range of primary archival documents (especially from the National
Library and Archives of Iran), official government reports, and a comprehensive and systematic
analysis of contemporary press sources (such as the Ettela'at and Rastakhiz newspapers), this article
seeks to provide a deep and comprehensive investigation into the issue of traffic in Tehran during
the last decade of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi's rule.

Materials and Methods

This research employs a historical research methodology, conducting a systematic inquiry into the
policy failures and structural causes of the Tehran traffic crisis during the last decade of the Pahlavi
era (1968-1979The analysis is grounded in an extensive and unprecedented review of primary source
materials.A vast collection of archival documents from the National Library and Archives of Iran
(Sazman-e Asnad va Ketabkhaneh-ye Melli-ye Iran, abbreviated as SAKMA) forms the evidentiary
backbone of the study, providing insight into internal government deliberations, official reports, and
policy drafts .This archival data is triangulated with a comprehensive and systematic analysis of
contemporary press sources, primarily the daily newspapers Ettela'at and Rastakhiz, which offer a
public perspective on the escalating crisis and the societal response to governmental measures .By
synthesizing these official and public records, the study reconstructs the timeline of the crisis,
evaluates the implemented solutions, and analyzes the reasons for their ultimate failure within the
broader context of Iran's accelerated modernization.

Discussion and Results

The findings of this research reveal a significant paradox: despite the Pahlavi government's growing
awareness and a series of increasingly sophisticated interventions, Tehran's traffic crisis not only
persisted but intensified, becoming emblematic of a "lopsided development trap." The results show
that the state's response evolved from initial recognitions in the mid-1960s to a systematic, multi-
pronged strategy in the 1970s. Key actions included the establishment of a robust legal framework
with the Law on Protection and Improvement of the Environment (1974) and the Air Pollution
Prevention Regulations (1975), and the unprecedented inclusion of environmental protection as a
distinct chapter in the Fifth National Development Plan (1973-1978). On an operational level, the
government implemented ambitious and technically advanced measures such as a comprehensive
traffic improvement plan, the restrictive odd-even license plate scheme, the mandated adoption of
modern emissions standards for locally produced vehicles, and plans to modernize the public bus and
taxi fleets. However, the data from archival documents and contemporary reports overwhelmingly
indicates that these efforts failed to produce their intended outcomes, leaving the city mired in
congestion and pollution. The discussion of these results points to a fundamental policy failure rooted
in systemic and structural deficiencies rather than a mere lack of effort. The primary cause of this
failure was a profound disconnect between policymaking and infrastructural readiness. Ambitious
plans, like the odd-even scheme, were launched without the prerequisite expansion of public
transportation or the provision of adequate parking facilities, rendering them ineffective and
burdensome. Secondly, the crisis was exacerbated by severe bureaucratic fragmentation and a lack
of inter-agency coordination; different government bodies often pursued contradictory policies,
undermining any potential for a unified and effective response. Finally, the government's top-down
approach largely ignored critical socio-economic realities and market forces. Economic pressures,
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such as high taxes that discouraged the replacement of old vehicles and a lack of financial support
for citizens, fostered structural resistance and led to unintended consequences, such as a boom in the
second-hand car market to circumvent driving restrictions. Ultimately, the failure to adopt a holistic
urban approach—one that integrated transportation planning with housing, migration, and economic
policy—ensured that all interventions remained superficial, treating the symptoms of the crisis rather
than its root causes within the unbalanced model of development.

Conclusions

The traffic crisis in Tehran during the final decade of the second Pahlavi era was a tangible and
pervasive manifestation of an unbalanced development model and the profound gap between
modernist aspirations and the socio-economic realities of society. While outwardly progressing
towards modernity, fueled by oil revenues, the Iranian capital was, in practice, descending into an
ever-worsening transportation crisis. The findings of this research clearly demonstrate that this crisis
was not the result of a single factor but the product of a "lopsided development trap." Within this
trap, the rapid growth of population and the unprecedented explosion in the number of private
vehicles—itself a result of policies encouraging domestic production and imports—were caught in a
vicious cycle with the fundamental inadequacy of public transportation infrastructure and the existing
road network. This cycle was further intensified by systemic issues such as excessive centralism, the
absence of a comprehensive urban planning approach, bureaucratic discoordination, and structural
market resistance. The government's responses, ranging from the formulation of new laws and
regulations to the implementation of executive plans like the odd-even scheme and vehicle
modernization programs, signaled an awareness of the problem's scale. However, these interventions
ultimately failed to resolve the crisis at its roots due to fundamental weaknesses in execution, a lack
of necessary infrastructure such as repair shops and sufficient parking, inter-agency conflict, and a
disregard for social and economic dimensions, such as providing financial assistance for replacing
outdated vehicles. In fact, many of these plans, by failing to meet their own prerequisites, not only
proved unsuccessful but also gave rise to new problems, like speculation in the second-hand car
market. This situation was a clear embodiment of policy failure, where the political will to solve a
problem was stymied by the structural, bureaucratic, and socio-economic complexities of the society.
This failure was not merely a series of isolated errors but was intrinsically linked to the internal
contradictions of the state's development model, transforming Tehran's daily traffic gridlock into a
powerful symbol of inefficiency and a significant source of social dissatisfaction.

Keywords: Tehran traffic, Transportation development, Late Pahlavi era, Policy failure, Lopsided
development trap.
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