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The political economy of space is an interdisciplinary field that analyzes the interactions
between economic forces, governmental policies, and spatial structures, particularly in the
contemporary era, focusing on their reciprocal impacts on spatial distribution and urban
development. This approach enables urban designers and planners to evaluate their
decisions within a broader context of social, economic, and political relations. In the
context of globalization and rapid economic transformations, the political economy of
space serves as an analytical tool to provide a more precise understanding of the
challenges and opportunities in urban design. This study aims to elucidate the position of
this theory in urban design and examine its application in Iranian urban programs, while
also addressing the challenges facing the field. The research adopts a qualitative approach
with a review—analytical methodology based on documentary and library studies. Findings
indicate that economic and political structures and policies in different periods, both
before and after the revolution, have played a decisive role in shaping urban development
patterns in Iran, resulting in spatial inequality, centralization, uneven development, and
structural dependency. Therefore, the analysis of space cannot be separated from power
relations and economic forces, and this approach can provide a foundation for reforming
urban design processes in Iran.
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1. Introduction

With rapid urbanization, cities have become central to economic, social, and cultural life,
making it crucial to understand factors that shape urban design. The political economy of
space provides a multidisciplinary framework for analyzing how economic forces, state
policies, and spatial structures interact. This approach highlights the complex relationships
that influence urban development and spatial distribution, enabling planners to evaluate
decisions within broader social, political, and economic contexts.

State and economic policies play a key role in resource allocation and service distribution,
often favoring wealthier districts while marginalizing others. Global economic fluctuations,
such as oil price changes, affect urban investments, infrastructure, and land use patterns,
revealing the sensitivity of cities to both local and international economic forces.
Additionally, economic and political powers may shape urban design to serve specific
interests, producing spaces that reinforce social and spatial inequalities. Understanding
these dynamics is essential for promoting equitable and sustainable urban environments.
This study investigates the political economy of space in Iran, analyzing historical and
contemporary planning practices and identifying key challenges to balanced urban
development.

2. Theoretical Framework
Urban space is not merely a physical container but a product of social, political, and
economic relations. Classical and Marxist economic theories emphasize inequalities
inherent in capitalist urban development, where space is socially produced and influenced
by capital accumulation, class structures, and power dynamics. Urban areas function as
arenas of negotiation and contestation, where ownership and control shape everyday life.
Contemporary theorists argue that planning decisions and land use regulations codify
inequalities, reflecting economic and political motives. Space mediates labor organization,
capital circulation, and social reproduction, meaning that urban form is inseparable from
broader societal hierarchies. Planning is therefore both a tool and a site of power, with
policies and investments shaping the social and spatial organization of cities. Understanding
the production of space requires examining these intertwined forces and their continuous
interaction in shaping urban environments.

3. Method

This study uses a qualitative, review-analytical method based on archival and documentary
research. First, the historical evolution of the political economy of space was examined to
provide a conceptual foundation. Its relevance to urban planning was then analyzed,
particularly regarding how economic and political forces influence spatial organization and
resource allocation.

A comparative review of Iran’s urban development programs before and after the
Islamic Revolution highlights the influence of policy, economic structure, and planning
ideology. Pre-revolution programs focused on centralized growth, while post-revolution
initiatives aimed at more equitable service distribution, though structural economic
dependencies and limited participatory mechanisms constrained outcomes. Abadan, a
petroleum-based city, was selected as a case study, illustrating the impact of centralized
governance, oil-based economies, and geopolitical considerations on urban form and spatial
inequalities. This methodology combines theoretical and practical insights to show the
utility of the political economy of space in urban analysis.

4. Conclusion
The political economy of space views urban design as shaped by social, economic, and
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political forces. In Iran, planning reflects persistent spatial inequality, resource
concentration, and centralized decision-making, which have limited post-revolution equity
efforts. Abadan illustrates how economic and political power structures urban form, service
distribution, and social stratification, showing that planning is inherently political and
affects long-term spatial justice. Integrating political-economic analysis into urban planning
can enhance transparency, reduce elite dominance, and foster equitable, sustainable
development. Key strategies include strengthening participatory governance, diversifying
economic bases, and assessing social and spatial impacts before implementation.
Understanding the links between power, capital, and space helps planners confront urban
challenges and design cities that serve all residents, not only privileged groups.
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