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Abstract

Introduction: Within the critical theoretical tradition, space is not a neutral container but a social and political product, generated
and reproduced in close association with power relations and economic structures. Nevertheless, in a large share of Iranian urban
studies, spatial transformations have been analyzed mainly in physical or functional terms, while the mechanisms of power operating
behind the ctiorr of space have rarely been examined empirically and systematically. The Karaj Metropolitan Region is a clear
instance of this c@ndition: Alborz is the most densely populated province of Iran and among the leading provinces in attracting
migrants, with rdug 150,000 people added to its population annually; more than 60 informal settlement clusters have been
identified and nearly g@erce_nt of the city's population live in them; agricultural land and orchards are under extensive pressure of

land-use conversion; an ins of Karaj, Hashtgerd and Eshtehard are subsiding between 24 and 30 centimeters per year. These
figures shift the problem from,alquestion of "rapid growth" to a political-spatial one. Accordingly, the central problem of this study
is to examine through which m ms and processes the governance structure and power relations have influenced the spatial

organization of the Karaj Metropolitan Region.

Materials and Methods: This study adopts a qualitative approach based on Charmaz's constructivist grounded theory. This version
was selected because of the interpretivgs of the problem, the role of prior knowledge as theoretical sensitivity, and the cyclical,
feedback-based form of the relationships categories. Four concepts—the production of space (Lefebvre), accumulation by
dispossession (Harvey), colonization of theliféworld (Habermas), and shadows of power (Hillier)—were integrated into a single
conceptual framework on the criterion of "level gﬁy\é anism” and served as sensitizing concepts. Sampling was first purposive and
then theoretical, and thirteen participants were selected from three distinct positions in the chain of spatial production: six managers
and experts from public-sector organizations, five urfbang#planning and spatial planning consultants, and two university faculty
members. Inclusion criteria were first-hand experience irect.&xpertise in the region's spatial decision-making process, at least five
years of effective professional record, and participation in a t one spatial decision-making channel. Data were collected through
in-depth semi-structured interviews and fully transcribed; theorztical saturation, operationalized in Charmaz's terms as category

saturation rather than mere data repetition, was reached after theseleventh interview. Analysis proceeded in four iterative steps,
refining more than 450 initial codes into 67 focused codes, seven categories, and one core category. Quality was assessed
against Charmaz's four criteria of credibility, originality, resonance, and

Results and Discussion: The findings revealed seven categories: form:

informal power and rent-seeking networks; social forces and the production
interventions; planning, plans, and technical mechanisms; land, environment, a
structural dynamics of the Tehran—Alborz region. The concentration of authority atthe,top; combined with horizontal fragmentation
and ambiguity over the final decision-making authority, creates openings for informal orks. These networks operate through two
distinct subgroups—information brokers and what this study terms "formal yet unaccountable institutions"—and Article 5
Commission emerges as the principal bottleneck converting administrative authority into lahg value increment. The realization rate
of comprehensive and detailed plans is estimated at about 30 to 40 percent, and the planning. t is simultaneously too rigid
and too permeable. At the same time, social agency has retreated from the level of urban claim#making to the level of survival
strategies, while the structural and asymmetric dependence on Tehran has consolidated the transfer of benefits to the core and costs
to the periphery.

Conclusion: The spatial organization of Karaj is the outcome of a feedback cycle of power—land—space—social response, in which
the spatial outcome is not merely an output but the condition for restructuring decision-making in the subsequent round. On this basis,
spatial organization in the Karaj Metropolitan Region reflects the "logic of power" rather than the "logic of planning”; and since this
logic operates through land, any policy intervention that does not address the channels of decision-making about land will remain
merely declarative.

Keywords: power networks, governance structure, spatial organization, land-based economy, Karaj Metropolitan Region.
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