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Abstract

Cultural policy is a modern concept expanded from the idea of social
citizenship. The state, market, and civil organizations such as municipalities are
the main institutions that intervene in setting cultural policies. Municipalities are
public non-governmental organizations. Tehran municipality has a distinctive
political status that makes it an influential cultural force who carries the duty of
implementing cultural policies within urban life. The current research applies
Foucault’s critical discourse analysis for the study of the cultural policies under
Gholamhossein Karbaschi (1368-1377/1990-1998) to answer the question of
“what were the discursive characteristics of Tehran municipality’s cultural
policies in this period and how did they reflect the social context of the time?”.
Having distinguished three minor discourses of state cultural policies and
poverty eradication as part of the revolutionary discourse, the prospect for the
globalized city and confrontation with the market cultural policies referred to as
‘cultural invasion’, in addition to the national-cultural identity and civil-
communicative cultural policies, the post-war Tehran municipality can be
characterized by the ideas of modernization, construction, and development.
Modernization defines management as a top-down process, mainly set in motion
by the will-power of technocrats; powerful managers who are supported by the
structure, pay the least attention to the socio-cultural contexts, and demonstrate
restricted field management. Such a management method and understanding of
the city ends in a type of authoritative or market-based cultural policy that is
mainly defined with putting culture only in second place in relation to the
market and politics.
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Introduction

Cultural policy, as a modern concept, is an expansion of the idea of social
citizenship. It refers to intentional and pre-designed actions and activities
carried out by various institutions such as the state, the market, or civil
society to produce, distribute, and disseminate cultural products (Goyigan,
2009: 7). Among all these forces, states often leverage their material
resources and political power to frame cultural policy according to specific
ideological goals. Meanwhile, the principal institutions engaged in cultural
policy include governments, markets, and civil entities like municipalities.

In Iran, municipalities are public and governmental institutions with
significant political influence. Since the 1990s, Tehran Municipality has
become a major actor in the cultural arena. The primary responsibility of
municipalities is to implement cultural policies focused on urban life.
However, the involvement of governmental or quasi-governmental entities in
cultural policymaking has led to unintended consequences, including the
shift of cultural policy from urban life management toward ideological and
political objectives.

Research Question(s)

This research seeks to answer the following question: What sub-discourses
constitute the dominant discourse of cultural policy in Tehran Municipality
during Gholamhossein Karbaschi's mayorship, and how do they relate to
their social context?

Literature Review
Two core concepts, cultural policy and discourse, define the focus of this
study. Cultural policy has two dimensions: 1) a formal, explicit, and
documented dimension crafted by the government or policymakers, and 2)
an implicit, unwritten, and informal dimension representing the essence of
cultural policy. Three main discursive configurations in cultural policy are
identified: governmental cultural policy, market-driven cultural policy, and
civic-communicative cultural policy (McGuigan, 2009: 143-193). The first
emphasizes the democratization of culture, emancipating it from the elites’
monopoly for the sake of equality in cultural production, consumption, and
access. The second emphasizes the dominance of the market in cultural
policy, reducing the value of everything to exchange value and money. The
third, critiques dominant cultural forces and resists the commodification of
culture by commercial companies, celebrating the active participation of
civil society and the public sphere.

Discourse is defined as a socially contextualized phenomenon, topic,
process and a context-bound framework (McDonell, 2000: 56) that provides
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specific ways to represent the world (Jgrgensen, 2010: 18). It establishes a
network of signs, where the meaning of each sign is established through its
relationships and distinctions within the network (Soltani, 2007: 76).
Discourse can be seen as the product of constructing or negotiating the
construction of reality through intellectual tools where ideology and culture
serve as facilitators.

Methodology

This study employs Foucault's critical discourse analysis to describe and
analyze the dominant cultural policy discourses of Tehran Municipality
during Gholamhossein Karbaschi's tenure (1989-1997). Texts serve as
primary resources that providing methodological foundations for claims
about social structures, relationships, and processes. Moving beyond the
textual (form and structure) to the contextual fabric of the text (conditions
and ideological dimensions) this approach examines the ideological
dimensions of texts and their dialectical interactions. Key elements of each
discursive configuration, including thematic formation, concepts, rhetorical
qualities, and strategies, are also analyzed (Kachouian, 2003: 67).

Results

Karbaschi's tenure marked a turning point in the cultural management, of
Tehran coinciding with the post-war Reconstruction era and liberal reforms
in Iran. A primary strategy during this period was financial independence,
achieved partly through privatization of urban services. This strategy shaped
cultural policy in two main aspects: (1) expansion of cultural infrastructure
and (2) promotion of cultural activities. Three cultural sub-discourses
emerged in this period: Governmental cultural policy and poverty alleviation
within the Islamic Revolution discourse; Counteraction against cultural
invasion and opposition to market-driven cultural policies; Promotion of
national-cultural identity and the expansion of civic-communicative cultural
policy.

This period reflected the transition from war-time deprivation to normal
urban life, with culture serving as the primary vehicle for transformation.
The Municipality's approach emphasized urban development through
cultural infrastructure creation (centered on transforming the physical fabric
of the city through the creation of cultural centers) and transformation of
urban spaces. This approach aligned with discourse of the Islamic
Revolution in supporting the disadvantaged class, and addressing socio-
urban challenges as harmful bodies and spaces that hinder untainted
communicative actions. The overarching urban cultural management in the
Islamic Republic opposes Western cultural dominance while emphasizing
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national-religious heritage and reconstructing urban spaces to preserve an
authentic international outlook, fostering social consensus on urban affairs.
As a result, special attention is paid to the reconstruction of urban spaces that
facilitate undistorted communicative actions as spaces for dialogue, rational
communication, and the achievement of inter-subjective social consensus on
urban affairs.

Conclusion

Karbaschi's tenure represents a "radical modernization” in urban
management. The post-war context, the dominance of modernization ideals
during the reconstruction era, and the appointment-based nature of the
mayoralty shaped the era's cultural policies. This procedural, top-down
management style prioritized strong, relatively autonomous decision-making
enjoying structural support, often overlooking social and cultural contexts or
physical constraints. In this style of management and, consequently, the
cultural policy accompanying it, less attention is paid to social and cultural
contexts and the structural limitations of the field of management.
Consequently, this approach to cultural policy fostered an authoritarian or
market-driven orientation, characterized by the subordination of culture to
politics and economics. Tehran transformed into a city bereft of cultural
identity. Compared to the three existing cultural policies, the Municipality's
cultural policy during this period oscillated between authoritarian state-
driven policy and market-driven tendencies, where economic concerns
commodified urban spaces.

Keywords: cultural policy, Tehran Municipality, Gholamhossein Karbaschi,
politics of everyday life, critical discourse analysis
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