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Article History:  Abstract. This study compares the social sustainability models of Western cities with those of historical Islamic 
cities in Iran, exploring their theoretical foundations and practical implementations. The research investigates 
whether the principles underlying Iranian Islamic cities align with Western standards of social sustainability, 
identifying similarities and differences between these models. Using a comparative analysis and an interpre-
tative-historical approach, the study reviews the evolution of sustainable practices in both contexts. Concrete 
examples from Western urban models and Iranian cities are examined to assess their effectiveness in foster-
ing sustainable communities and promoting sustainable behaviors. The findings highlight significant parallels 
between Western and Iranian Islamic models, with an 83% overlap, particularly with the new urbanism models 
of Europe and America, despite distinct approaches rooted in cultural and historical contexts. The study con-
cludes that modern urbanism in the West and the Safavid era cities in Iran represent the most sustainable 
models within their respective regions.
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1. Introduction 

A city, as a work of art, can uniquely reflect its culture, 
nationality, and traditions (Hossien Zadeh Dalir & Ashena, 
2011). This rich tradition of city design evolved alongside 
the development of modern urban planning theories. 
A notable shift occurred with the establishment of the 
Congress International d’ Architecture Moderne (CIAM) 
and its fourth congress in 1933, where the Athens Char-
ter was adopted. This charter marked CIAM’s expansion 
into urban planning and introduced the principles of the 
“functional city,” advocating for the organization of cities 
based on strict functional zoning. The charter’s framework 
emphasizes the fragmentation of urban areas into distinct 
functions–residence, work, recreation, transportation, and 
central functions–reflecting a hierarchical approach to city 
planning (Alihodzic Jasarovic et al., 2015).

Without a doubt, in the same time, Ebenezer Howard 
has brought into action the conception of the garden cit-
ies in his creation “City Gardens of Tomorrow.” Howard 
was a person who believed that it was possible to bring 
town and country together and create communities that 
were less commutative and such a situation could be 
fuelled by the interaction of people. The famous state-

ment of him, “Town and Country must be married and out 
of this joyous union will spring a new hope, a new life, a 
new civilization”, makes it clear that the main aim was the 
foundation of communities that are balanced and equate 
urban and rural facilities (Nikologianni & Larkham, 2022).

The 20th century was characterized by the emergence 
of a variety of movements like New Urbanism (1993) and 
Urban Renaissance (1999), which in connection with de-
bates about sustainable development, raised by the read-
ers of the energy crisis of the 1970s and the environmental 
risks, have shown the increasing need for the novel com-
munity building. This result of “socially to be sustainable 
architecture,” which showed a community approach and a 
green solution as a secondary goal with the primary ob-
jective of good human relations within the communities. 
This new trend in architectural design is a major initiator 
of the problems that are occurring in urban areas (Raisi & 
Habibi, 2016).

The politics of sustainability was indeed not just a 
problem in the West. In fact, Iran’s Islamic cities have 
been seen as one of the major sources of social and urban 
transformation in the Eastern world. As mentioned above, 
Islamic societies in Iran, where Islamic culture steers these 
cities, emphasize spatial unity, class breakdown, respect 
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for private and public boundaries along with public benefit 
mechanisms such as endowments (Asefi et al., 2019).

That is why, enclosed civic organization can be seen 
through different layers of cities such as houses, towns, 
alleyways, and passes, and at the same time, through walls. 
Besides markets, mosques are also integrated with these 
functions, and this makes them viable. Islamic cities have 
been able to remain sustainable over time because of 
these characteristics, the latter of which make them similar 
to contemporary Westers’ sustainable cities. 

As an illustration, Islamic cities’ practice of setting gar-
dens around them resembles Howard’s city the ory called 
the garden city, and the construc tion of suburbs adjacent 
to old areas is like the building of suburbs in the Western 
community (Nikologianni & Larkham, 2022) were some of 
the contemporary examples of the cities’ development. 
Not only that, Islamic cities also have their own distinc-
tiveness, which is a seemingly a chaotic layout meant to 
protect privacy and improve security, in contrast to the 
symmetrical and rectilinear planning characteristic of cities 
in the West. 

The study of sustainable communities and urban de-
velopment has evolved significantly in recent years, es-
pecially within the context of modern Islamic cities. This 
evolution reflects a growing interest in combining urban 
development, heritage conservation, and sustainable prac-
tices. Islamic cities, much like cities from antiquity, repre-
sent a complex interplay of cultural, historical, and social 
factors that shape their development (Boodaghi et al., 
2022). Recent research has highlighted the importance of 
modernizing these cities while preserving their historical 
and cultural aspects.

For example Ragheb et al. (2022) scrutinize the hur-
dles confronted by the historical cities in Islamic zones, 
e.g. Fouh in Egypt. Their work, “Toward Sustainable Urban 
Development of Historical Cities: Case Study of Fouh City, 
Egypt,” shows the urgency of infrastructures that are mod-
ern and keep the historical and architectural legacy of the 
location. This action has a double purpose as it not only 
maintains the cultural authenticity of the cities through 
culture and economic pressure, but it also conforms with 
the successful development objectives by integrating 
modern infrastructure with historical preservation.

An important part of the work is, Ali et al. (2023) re-
search paper, “The Impact of Islamic Thought on Sus-
tainable Development of the Arab Islamic City: Baghdad 
City as a Case Study.” It is proved that Islamic principles 
are the ones, particularly those concerning environmental 
stewardship, social equality, and economic justice, that 
have been the ones guiding city development in Bagh-
dad historically. The study explains that these principles 
are not just newly made things, but they have since the 
medieval period been a part of the Islamic urban plan-
ning. This direction disputes the idea that the cities can 
be perceived as a plain functional place, and on the con-
trary, they are considered to be sacred and communal 
both in Islam.

On the other hand, Al-Jayyousi et al. (2022) has a more 
detailed analysis of the Islamic development of sustainable 
economic geography by reviewing the different models, 
methodologies, and engines availing possibilities from 
which traditional Islamic sustainable development can be 
patterned in their systemic study “Re-Thinking Sustainable 
Development within Islamic Worldviews.” The authors are 
of the view that existing economic systems, such as circu-
lar and doughnut economies, rarely include the values of 
the human being, whose humanity is the essence of the Is-
lamic way of thinking. The investigation provided confirms 
the requirement of a development design which is both 
reliable and near to local culture and Islamic principles. 
This manufacted a better approach to sustainability.

This research is going to be looking at the patterns, 
their commonalities, and their differences and appraising 
that. Studying of the past sustainable communities gives 
the knowledge about what it should be like and what parts 
of our “the old ways” we need to leave (Raisi & Habibi, 
2016).

The primary issue facing contemporary societies is 
not the lack of material living facilities but the erosion of 
social interactions and the spirit of neighborliness (Me-
han, 2023a, 2023b). Today’s communities are marked by 
a tendency toward isolation, a preference for solitude 
over communal life, and a decline in the quality of life, 
as well as in mental and physical security. The formation 
of sustainable communities has been a topic of intense 
debate in both the Eastern and Western worlds, with each 
adopting specific patterns while grappling with the crises 
brought about by weakened social bonds. 

Despite the gains made in understanding the dynam-
ics of sustainable development within religious contexts 
there are still some gaps to be filled (Mehan, 2023c). Most 
of the current literature are based on only the theoretical 
backgrounds of Islamic sustainable development or case 
studies of specific cities.

The study is meant to address the above problems 
by conducting a comparative analysis of the sustainable 
community models in the West and historical Islamic cities 
of Iran and providing information of the same. Through 
evaluating the diversities and commonalities and assessing 
the performance of these models in producing sustainable 
communities, this study aims to be part of the develop-
ment of a more holistic and culture-linked sustainable ur-
ban planning.

2. Definitions

2.1. Sustainable development, sustainable 
architecture, social sustainability
Sustainability is the word of the last decade of the 20th 
century. The concept of sustainable development has be-
come a reference for scientific research on the environ-
ment and has acquired a paradigm character for develop-
ment (Ruggerio, 2021).
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Several authors have pointed out that the emergence 
of the concept of sustainable development dates back 
to the early 1970s when the evidence and negative envi-
ronmental effects of the Green Revolution in agriculture, 
industrial pollution, lifestyle, and urban growth were re-
vealed (Ruggerio, 2021).

The report “Our Common Future” published by the 
World Commission on Environment and Development in 
1987, defined the concept of sustainable development 
as “...development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs...” (Ruggerio, 2021).

Following the World Commission, the United Nations 
Conference in Rio in 1992 as well as World Summit in 
2002 on the subject of Sustainable Development was es-
tablished. Nowadays, the term sustainable development 
seems to have lost its true meaning. This is because the 
term has been overused in various situations and has be-
come a stereotype (Fatourehchi & Zarghami, 2020).

Regarding the subject of sustainability, the discussion 
has oscillated between two antagonistic points of view: the 
very strong and the very weak sustainability approaches. 

For the adherents of the very strong sustainability ap-
proach, the subject of sustainability is nature, and, so, the 
priority is the conservation of its attributes in the most 
pristine state possible, and, at extreme cases, even ne-
glecting human societies (Ruggerio, 2021).

Today, sustainability in architecture is considered to be 
the most important factor in design, on which most of 
architects’ endeavors to base their design.

The new definition of social sustainability can be the 
process for creating successful places which promote 
wellbeing, by understanding what people need from the 
places they live (Zarghami & Fatourehchi, 2020).

Global definitions of social sustainability, the needs of 
social groups involved in the construction process, e.g. oc-
cupants, contractors, etc., should be addressed to improve 
overall satisfaction them (Khasraghi & Mehan, 2023; Me-
han, 2019a). This definition, social assessment indicators 
endeavored to focus on all stakeholders and construction 
industry (Fatourehchi & Zarghami, 2020).

2.2. Sustainable community and sustainable 
architecture dimensions
Sustainable urban development constitutes a global goal 
(Mecca, 2023). Several definitions have been proposed for 
a sustainable community, all of which have highlighted a 
relationship among the three components of community, 
economy, and the environment (Hart, 2010; Khasraghi, 
2008). Regards a socially sustainable community as fol-
lows: A community in which economic-social-environ-
mental systems work in such a way that the community 
provides a healthy, fruitful, and meaningful life for all the 
residents in the present and in the future.

Based on the priority and sub-criteria weights, local 
experts ranked safety and security as the most important 
criteria in the design of residential buildings (Figures 2 

and 3). Following this, the performance and flexibility of 
buildings in terms of architecture ranked as the third most 
important criterion in sustainable design (Mehan & 
Stuckemeyer, 2023a, 2023b). After considering the quality 
of life for residents, the next step is to integrate environ-
mental sustainability by reducing damages and waste dur-
ing construction (Figure 1). Public participation, another 
crucial element of social sustainability was also highlighted 
by local experts. This involvement not only addresses the 
needs of residents but also fosters a sense of belonging. 
As noted by Gholabchi and Taeri (2023) participation dur-
ing the construction phase leads to lower costs, better 
resource distribution, project sustainability, and overall 
success (Fatourehchi & Zarghami, 2020).

Figure 1. Sustainable development: Intersection of its three 
components (Adams, 2006)

Figure 2. Strong, sustainable communities as concentric 
circles, showing how economic and social components are 
surrounded by environmental conditions (Ott, 2003)

Figure 3. Community as three separate and unrelated 
sections (Traditional life indicators tended to measure these 
three parts separately) (Hart, 2010)
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3. A literature review on the research topic 
and history of Islam in Iranian cities

3.1. Islamic city
An Islamic city is a city that follows the Qur’an and As-Sun-
nah and is inhabited by an Islamic community. His form is 
a city that was planned in the golden age of Islam such as 
Bahgdad, Cordova, Granada, Al Hambra and Isaffan. The 
mosque is the center of the city and public buildings sur-
round themosque. Strategic location and can be reached 
from all directions. Social open space is an obligation.

Flood free but clean water channels are guaranteed to 
run smoothly and the flow of dirty water is maintained so 
it does not cause odors and is free from garbage, keeping 
the city clean (Malaysia, A.M.U.T., n.d.).

While any city where Islam, in the sense of peace and 
reconciliation with the environment, is established can be 
considered an “Islamic city,” the closer this submission 
manifests in all aspects, the nearer it approaches perfec-
tion. Islam, among other beliefs, has placed the most em-
phasis on comprehensive submission, particularly to the 
truth. The efforts of Muslims over fourteen centuries to 
understand Islam have been reflected more prominent-
ly in their cities, bringing them closer to the essence of 
an Islamic city. However, it would be incorrect to label 
every city within the geographical boundaries of Islam or 
under Islamic governance as an “Islamic city.” For exam-
ple, Sultanate cities like Soltaniyeh, though founded by 
Muslim rulers, may not be considered truly Islamic if they 
are not in harmony with their material surroundings. In 
contrast, cities like Constantinople, although Christian and 
the center of Orthodox Christianity were in many ways at 
peace with their environment. An Islamic city is best real-
ized where the essence of both city and Islam converge 
most authentically (Mehan, 2019b; Rajendran et al., 2021; 
Beheshti & Najar Najafi, 2021, p. 27).

Islamic city is not only the physical setting but it is a 
way of life-based on ethical, communal, and social prin-
ciples contained in the Quran. While physically it is evi-
dent in the decentralization of power, and self-autonomy 
of communities adhered with strict observance of ethics 
and fulfillment of responsibilities. This behavioral model 
is the resultant of moral unity, social relations, and ethical 
responsibility (Ali & Shah, 2021).

3.2. Iran, after the rise of Islam
Islamic architecture extended a wide geographical exten-
sion from China in the east to Andalusia in the west and 
a long-time span of more than 14 centuries. Several influ-
ences have contributed to the formation of the characters 
of this architecture, including the different climate, materi-
als, and methods of construction, and the political, legisla-
tive, and religious systems (Ali et al., 2023).

The first experiences of architecture and urban plan-
ning also started from the Prophet’s (PBUH) house, and 

the first cities such as Kufa, Basra, and Fustat were created 
for Islamic armies. The end of civilization was simultaneous 
with the emergence of the modern era, i.e., Islamic civili-
zation, which happened in Iran in the early 19th century 
(Naderi, 1996).

3.3. Effect of pre-Islamic civilizations on 
Islamic urban planning
Although the culture of Islamic urban planning and ar-
chitecture draws from pre-Islamic civilizations like the 
Sassanids, pinpointing the exact process through which 
these characteristics were transmitted to Islamic cities is 
challenging. It is evident that Islamic urban traditions were 
shaped by pre-Islamic planning principles, but these tra-
ditions evolved significantly due to the incorporation of 
various religious elements, which led to new approaches 
in city construction. On one hand, these traditions contin-
ued to build upon earlier urban planning practices, while 
on the other, innovations emerged, particularly with the 
development of religious structures like mosques and ma-
drasas (Kiyani, 1986).

The intricate layout of urban spaces, including markets, 
dead-end alleys, and the central courtyard typology, was 
not exclusive to Islamic civilization. However, these fea-
tures were adapted and applied in Islamic cities in a dis-
tinct manner, differentiating them from earlier cities. This 
planning approach was deeply influenced by the lifestyle, 
social structure, and functional needs that arose after the 
advent of Islam (Kiyani, 1989, Vol. 2). In broader terms, the 
foundation of Islamic arts and architecture stems from a 
fusion of the artistic traditions of the conquered territories, 
including those of the Sassanian, Byzantine, and Coptic 
cultures in Egypt (Kiyani, 1986).

Royal Palace and Treasury
Fire Temple
Army and Warehouse
Sharestan and Relatives of the Ruler
City 
BAZZAR

Trade Route

Trade Route

Agriculture Lands

Agriculture Lands

Figure 4. Physical construction of city in Sassanid period 
(Habibi, 2008)
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3.4. Islam and urbanization
From the perspective of Ibn Khaldoun (9th century, a 
Muslim historian and sociologist), the cities were formed 
because of not only economic factors but also religion. Ac-
cording to some evidence, Islam is basically an urban (civil) 
religion (Safar et al., 2018). Accordingly, Islamic civilization 
was not just a set of religious beliefs and laws; however, it 
was an Islamic community leading Muslims’ lives towards 
the formation of a community and urban communities. In 
other words, Islam encouraged people to build a city. On 
the other hand, the Islamic State was also born in a city. 

Ahmad Ashraf, in his sociological review of the history 
of urbanization, studies urbanization in Iran after Islam and 
points to the rapid expansion of this civilization. He writes, 
“Urbanization in the Islamic period is the continuation and 
transformation of the metadata of the Sassanid’s urban life 
emerged under the new conditions of the Islamic Empire. 
The political, economic, and social conditions of the city 
remained intact, and exchanges flourished in the third and 
fourth centuries of urbanization due to the extent of the 
Islamic Empire and the expansion of the market, thereby 
changing the appearance of cities. Religious organizations 
also became highly important during the Islamic era in the 
foundation of urban life as such the Adina Mosque or the 
Jame Mosque was one of the main components of the 
social system of a city. During this period, the surrounding 
cities and villages were linked together in regional systems 
and formed a complex. The basis of such a link was the 
undifferentiated correlation of handicrafts and commerce 
with agricultural activities (Mahdavi, 1996).

3.5. Main components and periods of Islamic 
cities
A comparative analysis of many cities from different periods 
and regions reveals the key components of an Islamic city. 
The central core, known as the “Shahrestan” or “Christian,” 
often included markets adjacent to the major gates, extend-
ing towards the city center, and housed religious, cultural, 
and commercial centers, toward which all main roads were 
directed (Figure 5). Surrounding this core were residential 
areas called “Parvast,” later referred to as “Rebaz,” which 
were accessible through a complex network of secondary 
roads (G. S. Khasraghi et al., 2023) The fortified section of 
the city, known as “Kohandej,” served as the seat of govern-
ment and often contained a castle, with fortifications either 
inside or outside the city walls. It was sometimes surround-
ed by a wall or moat, and in some cases, had a double 
fence. Additionally, the outskirts of the city featured various 
equipment and complementary service spaces.

Islamic urban planning in Iran can be divided into three 
key periods: (1) The cities of the early Islamic centuries, 
including newly built cities such as Mashhad and trans-
formed cities such as Rey. (2) Medieval cities, including 
the reconstruction of destroyed cities such as Tabriz, and 
newly built cities such as Soltanieh. (3) The cities of later 
centuries, particularly during the Safavid-Qajar period, ex-
emplified by cities like Isfahan (Kiyani, 1986).

3.6 Course of the historical development of 
theoretical foundations of sustainable social 
models in the West
Throughout history, cities have always been considered 
places for people’s gatherings as such, the magnetism of 
the city has always been an attractor of different strata 
of individuals. In these places, social interaction has in-
creased due to the concentration of facilities, houses, and 
individuals, and they respond to the long-standing need 
of mankind, i.e., “Living in a community.” Before the indus-
trial revolution, social issues were not much highlighted; 
Perhaps the main reason should be sought in the existence 
of strong communities, a sample of which is the image 
of an interwoven village such as the village in the “Mrs. 
Marple” series, which evokes a full-fledged community in 
mind. Following the industrialization of the cities, despite 
the migration of some villagers to the cities due to more 
frequent job opportunities and living conditions with com-
fort and convenience, an opposite trend was also formed 
in the movement towards the suburbs. This was mainly 
because of decreased sense of community in traditional 
cities’ large and dense areas. Zoning based on “the land 
use in each area” caused the dispersion of the city and 
thus weakened social bonds and enhanced anonymity and 
the fragmentation of urban life. This problem, on the one 
hand, and the failure of the suburbs due to the separa-
tion of commercial and residential functions, low densi-
ty, and car-dependent development, on the other hand, 
prompted city planners to think of a solution to the crisis 
of social issues (Mehan et al., 2022). The modern move-
ment offered two solutions (with the formation of the In-
ternational Congress of Modern Architecture: SIAM). The 
first solution was proposed by Le Corbusier’s theory of 
the shining city with an emphasis on vertical development 
and liberating perspectives. The second solution was in the 

Main Bazzar 
 (The beginning of the 
expansion of the city) 

Agriculture Lands 

Agriculture Lands 

Trade Route 

Figure 5. Physical construction of cities in the Islamic period 
(Habibi, 2008)
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form of neighborhood unit models, garden cities, and the 
developed model of the neighborhood unit called Super-
block (Radburn), which were proposed by Clarence Perry, 
Ebenezer Howard, and Clarence Stein, respectively. They all 
aimed at idealism and achieving human cities to respond 
to fragmented industrial cities (Mehan, 2024). However, the 
anti-social spirit of the modern movement was criticized 
by theorists such as Jacobs, Lynch, Bentley, Alexander, and 
Carrier. Their proposals were inspired by traditional neigh-
borhoods, increasing density, pedestrian-centricity, lack of 
dispersion, emphasis on urban concentration, people’s 
involvement, and others, which formed the foundation 
of “New Urbanism.” In Europe, New Urbanism was fol-
lowed by the models of “Urban Renewal,” “Urban Village,” 
“Utilitarian-Oriented Housing.” In America, the models of 
“transportation-oriented development (TOD),” “traditional 
neighborhood development (TND),” “Pedestrian-oriented 
progress (P > P),” and “compact community (C. C)” were 
presented. All these models aimed to achieve lasting com-
munities (Tappert et al., 2024; Mehan et al., 2023).

Besides paying attention to economic and environ-
mental considerations, it also highlighted the social as-
pect. This dimension was to improve the quality of life and 
the equality of social classes and justice within and across 
generations (Mehan & Mostafavi, 2024).

In short, due to the lack of necessary comprehensive-
ness in the proposed models during the ups and downs 
of urban planning, Western communities only witnessed 
the trials and errors of the theories presented by urban 
planning experts. In this regard, three turning points are 
as follows: (1) the industrial revolution/industrial cities 
and suburbanization, (2) the modern movement, and (3) 
the environmental and social crisis of the 1970s. Follow-
ing each crisis or turning point, the communities sought 
a solution, which, because it was usually accompanied by 
haste and did not have the required comprehensiveness, 
they always suffered failures along with small and time-
dependent achievements (Mehan, 2022). With the forma-
tion of the Congress of Modern architecture, the Congress 
of New Urbanism, and the World Environment Commis-
sion have declared danger (Mehan, 2016, 2017). Finally, it 
has become a general summary mentioned in the form of 
sustainable communities (Figure 6). Instead of new experi-
ences and renovation, efforts have been made to identify 
and strengthen the old strong communities and models, 
and, instead of applying new laws, the current communi-
ties should be left to themselves so that the residents can 
be the builders of their own community and develop it 
over time.

3.7. Pre-Islamic influence and early Islamic 
urban development
Before the advent of Islam, Iranian cities, shaped by their 
unique civilizations, had developed sustainable patterns 

Figure 6. Evolution of sustainable communities in the West, 
from the industrial revolution to the present era

palace 
central Mosque 
mosque 
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School 
City 
Bathroom 
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Figure 7. Physical construction of city in Safavid era (Habibi, 
2008)



Journal of Architecture and Urbanism, 2024, 48(2), 141–150 147

over time, such as the market and the square, which 
strengthened urban structures despite existing social in-
justice. With the introduction of Islam, the caste system, 
which divided cities like Cairo into sections (Kohandej, 
Sharistan, and Rebaz), was replaced by a new Islamic vi-
sion. The school of Islam emphasized equity, brotherhood, 
and the rejection of ethnic-racial discrimination, aiming to 
create a unified community, or “ummah.” The core features 
of the Islamic city–mosques, markets, and neighbour-
hoods–supported this societal transformation, reflecting 
Islamic ideals in urban planning (Figure 7).

3.8. Islamic urban models and city structures
Islamic cities followed three key models of development: 
(1) the reconstruction of existing urban spaces, focusing 
on the rapid expansion of Rebaz (outer city) compared to 
Sharistan (inner city); (2) the establishment of new cities 
next to old ones, often for political or religious reasons, 
such as the construction of Mashhad around an Imam’s 
shrine; and (3) the creation of functional cities, categorized 
by specific roles like aspiration, power, and wealth. These 
cities maintained continuity with pre-Islamic urban princi-
ples, such as those seen during the reign of the Abbasid 
caliphs. Local governments flourished, contributing to a 
cultural and scientific renaissance, and cities continued to 
reflect old Sasanian city layouts, including the transforma-
tion of Kohandej into Dar-al-Emarah, and the restructuring 
of Sharestan and Rebaz into districts with distinct social 
and cultural identities.

3.9. The Isfahan school and the peak of 
Islamic urbanism
The period of Al-e-Buya marked the peak of transforma-
tion and revival in Iranian Islamic cities. Despite the disrup-
tion caused by the Mongol invasions, which brought about 
a temporary decline in urbanism, the emergence of the 
Isfahan school signaled a turning point. This era saw the 
development of an Islamic utopia, characterized by cen-
tralized governance, the rise of a national identity under a 
shared belief system, and innovative urban designs. Nota-
ble developments included the introduction of the street 
and Chaharbagh, the zoning system, and the construction 
of integrated complexes. These advancements represented 
the physical manifestation of Islam’s utopian aspirations, 
establishing Isfahan as a model for Islamic urbanization. 
Figure 8 shows the evolution of Islam in Iranian cities from 
the rise of Islam to the Isfahan school in a hierarchical 
manner. 

4. A summary of research findings

According to the comparative Tables 1–4 presenting the 
similarities and differences of the western and Islamic 
community models of the cities and a review of the rel-
evant literature (the historical development of two catego-
ries of communities), factors involved in the sustainability 

Figure 8. Evolution of Islam in Iranian cities, from the rise of 
Islam to Isfahan School

of the communities can be classified into two categories 
of social/demographic factors and non-social/physical en-
vironmental factors:
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Table 1. Common social/demographic factors involved in community sustainability

Sustainable communities in the WestIslamic Iranian cities

Personal ownership of housing/length of stayHouses of the introverted tradition: lasting for several successive 
generations

Small communitiesNeighborhoods include sub-classifications, including Barzon, Koi, 
Koiche (alley)

Participatory design/democratic structure/promotion of citizens’ 
participation and involvement/participation in community

People’s participation in the construction of neighborhoods/
participation in religious ceremonies and attendance at the 
mosque/construction of public buildings by the people (waqf)

Diversity of demographic structure of resident/settlement types of 
households

Rich and poor in the same neighborhood/large and small houses 
together

Environmental solitudeSecrecy/aristocracy: internal and external
Number of residents in the houses/the presence of childrenExtended and nuclear families/special importance for family 

foundation in Islam
Contact among residents (material assistance, social support, 
information sharing, interviews, emotional assistance, etc.)

Islamic brotherhood/brotherhood and equality/neighbor’s rights/
enjoining good and forbidding evil/seeing and visiting etc.

Homogeneous and interconnected communities/healthy and 
strong social networks/cohesive local community

Negation of deficiency system of pre-Islamic periods/Muslim unity

Equality of social classes/social justice/equality between generations 
and within generations/physical and mental well-being

Attention to deprived classes of community/negation of any social 
discrimination

Forming communities with similar social valuesCommunities with union similarities, religious and national 
similarities, geographical similarities

Table 2. Distinct social/demographic factors involved in community sustainability

Sustainable communities in the WestIslamic Iranian cities

Housing for different strata of suitable social and demographic 
composition (racial, cultural, ethnic, occupational, age diversity, etc.)

Each neighborhood belongs to a family and tribe/distinct and 
conflicting neighborhoods

Individual well-being/meeting basic needsAttention to spiritual health along with material well-being/
performing religious duties

Table 3. Common non-social/physical environment factors involved in community sustainability

Sustainable communities in the WestIslamic Iranian cities

Autonomous housing/local control power/self-reliance communityThe principle of autonomy/local administration by Kadkhoda, 
Naeb, Ayaran, etc.

Hierarchy of access from macro to micro/ease of access/
accessibility for the public

Observance of hierarchy and order in urban structure: the two 
main lines in the four directions in the place of formation of the 
square and around it, Divans, Jame’ mosque, and the market; 
the market in its movement towards the gates, creating different 
neighborhoods and taking root in them

Mix and match functionsEquipping each neighborhood with its own public uses (mosque, 
bath, square, bazaar, water storage, etc.)

High density and compactness/rejecting the dispersion of 
communities

Compact texture/compilation rather than building a single 
building

Recognizable centrality and privacy (squares, neighborhood 
center, gates, historical and geographical borders, etc.)

The system of closed neighborhoods and dead-end roads, 
neighborhoods with gates, gates and squares

Neighborhood job/development and creation of employment 
at the neighborhood level/creation of job positions at the 
neighborhood scale

Each neighborhood with a special profession

Public functions/local facilities concentrated in the center of the 
neighborhood

Public spaces in the backbone of the city/every biological complex 
with a center of gravity or square

Defined public spaces (multi-role and multi-purpose) with high 
social function

Mosques: places of public gatherings with high social functions 
(city administration, legal proceedings, announcing news, teaching, 
studying, consulting, etc.)

Building a strong urban economyThe multi-functional market (religious, social, and cultural activities 
in addition to earning a living) is the backbone of the city. 
The market is in the heart of the Islamic city, next to the Jame’ 
Mosque/healthy management and far from corruption

Security/defensible, crime-free, controllable and monitored spaceTowers, ramparts and gates/gated areas/protection and safety 
system on the country’s roads and equipping them with 
caravanserais

Construction of various types of houses in a neighborhood: rental 
housing, private ownership, cheap and self-sufficient housing

Types of houses: private, group, caravanserai, quarter, Haush
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5. Conclusions and recommendations

A review of sustainable communities in the East and the 
West documents that one of the main factors in the sus-
tainability of communities is preventing the uncontrollable 
and indiscriminate growth of cities. By comparing cities to 
the human body, James Wood compares the growth of 
uncontrollable cancer cells with the dispersion of cities. Like 
cancer cells, the uncontrolled growth of cities eventually 
leads to the destruction of social ties in a city. Urbanization 
in the West and in the Islamic world has observed relatively 
similar experiences (ups and downs). Some examples are 
the trend of suburbanization in the West and its similar-
ity with suburbanization during the Afghan period in Iran, 
Bagshahrs in the West versus Chaharbaghs in the School 
Isfahan, TOD system in new urbanism versus the traditional 
context of Islamic cities (the main path of the city and the 
concentration of business units around it and the neigh-
borhoods surrounding them). Despite the adoption of dif-
ferent solutions, this kind of similarity can also be observed 
in the urban management and administrative system. For 
example, in the Radburn model, an integrated planning 
system is set, and urban planning is formed based on it. In 
Islamic cities, due to the lack of urban management laws, 
systems to some extent were to manage and build public 
services and facilities. Looking at the other dimensions of 
sustainable development, such as economic development 
in the West, one can look for its eastern manifestation, the 
protection-safety system governing Iran’s roads. In this sys-
tem, inner-city and suburban caravanserais, each with its 
own function, played a critical role in the economic devel-
opment between cities and foreign countries.

According to comparative tables and social and non-
social factors involved in the sustainability of communi-
ties, the similarity between the two categories of models 
is more significant than their differences (83% similarity 
and 16.6% difference), taking into account the greatest 
overlap of Islamic cities with the models of new urbanism 
in Europe and America and the least overlap with garden 
cities and neighborhood units (modern urbanism in gen-
eral). Among all the Western models, the modern urban-
ism model, both in Europe and America, is assumed as the 
most successful sustainable model in the West and among 
the Islamic utopias from the beginning of Islam to the 
Safavid era, and the Safavid utopia is the most sustainable 
model regarding the complete compliance of its body with 
sustainability criteria and the ideals of Islamic urbanism.

The present research aimed to adopt a deeper look at 
Iranian sustainable models arising from the Islamic world-
view and its confrontation with sustainable communities 
in the West to reach further and better knowledge of sus-
tainable Iranian-Islamic communities. The comparison of 
these models with global standards would provide the 
grounds for continuous and more comprehensive reports 
on sustainable Iranian communities. In this study, theoreti-
cal foundations in which physical factors were rooted were 
less considered because of the extent and multiplicity of 
the models. Future studies would deal with this dimension 
in detail.
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