
  

 

Social History Studies, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)  
Biannual Journal, Vol. 14, No. 2, Autumn and Winter 2024-2025, 159-191 

https://www.doi.org/10.30465/shc.2025.50713.2598 

Modernizing the space and changing 

the lifestyle of working class women: 

A case study of the houses of Oil industry in Abadan in 

the First Pahlavi era 

Somayeh Sadat Shafiei
*
 

Elnaz Amirzadeh Dana
**

 

Abstract 

Colonial urbanism, based on the idea of social engineering of space with oil exploration 

and exploitation, was implemented by Britain in the oil-rich areas of the south and with 

the arrival of internal and foreign immigrants; it created a type of urbanization with a 

distinctive culture and spatial structure. The separation of the residential space and the 

architecture of the organizational houses of Abadan, which was in accordance with the 

structure of the administrative hierarchy of the employees, has had an effect on the 

social life of women and families. However, there is little information about the effect 

of these developments on the daily life of women who experienced tremendous social 

changes during the change of settlement. The question is, what consequences did the 

transformation of physical space have for working class, who were more numerous than 

other middle and highlevel employees? The aim is to study the social changes 

experienced by women in the central roles of mothers and wives in accordance with the 

new spatial arrangement -as an indicator of regional development. The research is based 

on qualitative method and in terms of methodology it is based on document analysis. 

 

* Associate Professor, Institute of Social Sciences, Institute of Humanities and Cultural Studies, Tehran, Iran 

(Corresponding Author), ss.shafiei@ihcs.ac.ir 

** Ph.D. Candidate of Architecture, Department of Architecture, Islamic Azad University of Qazvin, Qazvin, Iran. 

Elnaz.amirzadeh@iau.ac.ir 

Date received: 14/12/2024, Date of acceptance: 14/05/2025 

 



Abstract  160 

 

The findings show that the new urban development based on the desirable colonial 

order by ignoring the indigenous values and inducing the corresponding lifestyle, 

challenged the culture and common gender relations. The new settlement as a whole did 

not recognize the values with which women were socialized in the field of maintaining 

privacy and also the main role of women in the gathering of family members, and with 

the lack of spatial flexibility, the reduced scale of the building, eliminating the 

intermediate space, challenges of the social position of these women, who were now 

confined to the house. 

Keywords: Women, family, architecture, Pahlavi, oil Industry. 
 

Introduction 

The evolution of women's status during Iran's modernization is often assessed using 

human development indicators like education and employment. However, the early 

phases of modernization, especially during the oil boom (1908–1951), have rarely been 

analyzed as complex social phenomena, particularly concerning women’s lives. 

Although Iran was never formally colonized, areas such as the oil cities were under de 

facto British control and served as early examples of Western-style modernization. Most 

studies on the oil industry in southern Iran during the Pahlavi era have focused on 

political, economic, and organizational aspects, with limited attention to the social and 

gendered impacts, especially on women in those regions. 

 

Materials and Methods 

Methodologically, the present study is an interdisciplinary study with a qualitative 

approach and based on the documentary study of a collection of related articles and 

books. Qualitative document analysis is a type of theoretical analysis of findings that is 

made possible here with the help of the specialized theoretical apparatus of social 

sciences. Ritchie and Lewis write in explaining document analysis: “Document analysis 

involves the study of existing documents, both with the aim of actually understanding 

the content and of elucidating deeper meanings that may be revealed by their style or 

appearance.” Here, accessible plans of residential structures were analyzed, along with 

published reports of regional settlements in southern Iran. An attempt was made to 

examine all relevant and accessible virtual and specialized library resources. 
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Discussion & Results 

This study examines the effects of oil-driven modernization in Iran, especially in 

Abadan during the early Pahlavi era, with a unique focus on working-class women. 

While prior studies emphasized institutional and urban development, this research 

highlights how modernization disrupted women's traditional roles, family structures, 

and gender dynamics. Women from lower classes, originally squatters, gained security 

in company-provided housing but lost autonomy and social standing due to reduced 

living space, disconnection from extended kin, and diminished opportunities for family 

gatherings. The physical design of company housing — small, rigidly structured, and 

based on Western models — clashed with the traditional Iranian emphasis on privacy, 

flexibility, and family cohesion. These structural changes weakened women's central 

role in household management and social networking. 

Additionally, the loss of traditional architectural elements (like courtyards, shared 

rooms, and storage spaces) symbolized a broader shift toward Western consumer culture 

and individualism. While the proximity of identical houses created solidarity among 

working-class women, it also introduced social tensions, gossip, and potential conflicts. 

Ultimately, the study shows how modernization reshaped women’s identities, linking 

their social status more to their husband's job than their own familial roles, and 

illustrates the significant gendered impact of spatial and societal change in 

modernizing Iran. 

 

Conclusion 

While the oil company promoted literacy and education among younger women and 

facilitated upward mobility for the next generation—many of whom later joined the 

company workforce—a generation of older, subordinate women experienced cultural 

and social stagnation. Displaced from their original environments and relocated into 

rigid, job-based housing units, these women faced marginalization within a patriarchal 

system that ignored their values and roles. Despite being placed in modern settlements, 

these spaces lacked privacy, spatial hierarchy, and recognition of indigenous cultural 

norms, especially concerning gender roles and family dignity. The design and 

organization of these living environments mirrored colonial urban planning, aiming to 

reshape society through spatial social engineering while neglecting the lived 

experiences and needs of the resident women. 
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