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Introduction

Contextualism in architecture argues that built form must respond to the physical, cultural, historical and social
conditions of its site. In dense urban contexts such as Tehran, the tension between maintaining local identity and
satisfying contemporary functional demands has intensified, while household structures and lifestyles have grown
more dynamic. Simultaneously, apartment dwelling now the dominant housing prototype in large Iranian cities
faces pressures of limited land, fluctuating household sizes, and diverse activity needs. This study interrogates the
proposition that plan-level flexibility (the capacity for.Spatial_reconfiguration, multi-functionality and scalable
area) can operate as a practical instrument for realizing contextualist objectives in contemporary apartment design.
By linking theoretical constructs of contextualism to granular design strategies for flexibility, the research aims to
offer an actionable conceptual framework for architects designing adaptive, contextually-rooted urban housing.

Materials and Methods

The study follows a qualitative, mixed-methods approach anchored in (a) systematic literature review and
theoretical synthesis, and (b) applied design-analysis of a built design project (the author’s flexible apartment in
Tehran) as a case study.

The literature review targeted recent peer-reviewed studies on contextualism, adaptability/flexibility in housing,
and related indicators (spatial, climatic, cultural). From this review a set of analytic criteria were derived to
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operationalize “contextual compatibility” and “plan flexibility” (e.g., morphological fit, scale and proportion,
material resonance, daylighting/orientation responsiveness, modularity, multifunctionality, reconfiguration
mechanisms).

The case study analysis mapped the apartment’s plan against these criteria: drawing sequences of plan
transformations, describing constructive and service systems that enable change, and documenting how cultural
and urban context informed design choices. Comparative references to vernacular precedents and contemporary
adaptive housing literature were used to triangulate findings.

Results and Discussion

The analysis reveals multiple loci of intersection between contextualism and plan flexibility. First, three
primary flexibility modes were identified as relevant to contextualist aims:
(1) scalable change (aggregation/division), the ability to extend or contract living area te.reflect household lifecycle;
(2) multipurposeness (simultaneity and temporal re-use), enabling spaces to host different activities across time
without structural alteration;
(3) intermediate adaptation (seasonal/daily reconfiguration), translatingivernacular practices (e.g., summer/winter
rooms) into contemporary apartment strategies.
The case study demonstrates how a deliberately configured structural and service grid, combined with movable
partitions and carefully located fixed cores (kitchen, wet-areas, primary circulation), permits sequential plan
permutations while preserving fagade rhythm, scale, and material continuity with its urban context. This confirms
that flexibility mechanisms when conceived within a contextualist design brief do not undermine place identity
but can reinforce it by allowing occupants to enact eulturally legible patterns of use. Barriers identified include
current regulatory constraints, conventional construction‘practice (inertia of monolithic cast-in-place systems), and
developer-driven standardization that marginalizes non-standard, adaptable solutions. The discussion emphasizes
that contextualist adaptability requires design thinking at multiple scales: facade and street relationship, apartment
morphology, and component-level constructability (dry-assembly, modular partitions).

Conclusion

The study concludes thatplan flexibility can be a substantive operationalization of contextualism in
contemporary urban housing: it reconciles the need for local identity with dynamic domestic life by enabling
buildings to remain both culturally legible and functionally resilient. Practical implications include:

(a) prioritizing a clear fixed-core + flexible-periphery organization in apartment plans;

(b) adopting componentized construction and service distribution that anticipates reconfiguration;

(c) embedding cultural-use scenarios into early-stage design briefs. Policy and industry shifts supporting adaptable
systems, pilot projects, and flexible building codes are recommended to scale such approaches.

Keywords: Contextual Architecture, Flexible Housing, Urban Architectural Identity, Contemporary Iranian
Architecture, Affordable Housing, Spatial Organization of Housing.
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