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The city reflects the culture, values, and social structures of its inhabitants, and public spaces-
as fundamental urban elements- play a critical role in shaping social relations, urban identity,
and spatial justice. These spaces foster human interaction and reinforce a sense of social
cohesion. Since cities are shaped and given meaning by their human creators, they are
inherently connected to the cultural and religious characteristics of a society. This study, using
a descriptive-analytical approach and comparative analysis, investigates the historical
transformation of public spaces in Iran after the advent of Islam. Data collection was conducted
through documentary research. The analysis focuses on four historical periods- the Safavid,
Qajar, Pahlavi, and post-Islamic Revolution- and examines key public spaces from an Islamic
perspective in terms of their physical, functional, and semantic transformations. The findings
reveal that Islamic teachings emphasize the social nature of public space and consider
accessibility for all as a key criterion of desirability. Spaces such as Tekyehs, Hosseiniehs, and
Mosallas are among the manifestations of the Islamic worldview in Iran, reflecting the growing
religious expression of society. The study concludes that the Safavid era shows the highest
alignment with Islamic public space principles— such as universal access, ritual integration,
and participatory function— while the Pahlavi period, influenced by modernist models,
witnessed a decline in the social and cultural functions of public spaces. Ultimately, the study
emphasizes the need to revitalize public spaces based on Islamic-Iranian identity, address
contemporary urban needs, and thoughtfully integrate indigenous principles with global urban
transformations.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Public spaces have historically played a crucial role
in shaping the socio-cultural, religious, and political
identity of cities. In Islamic cities, such spaces were
not merely physical constructs but also symbolic
domains for collective memory, religious rituals,
and civic interaction. The city itself, as a human-
made construct, reflects the values, beliefs, and
social organization of its inhabitants. In the context
of Iran, public spaces have undergone significant
transformation across different historical periods—
particularly following the advent of Islam. This
transformation is not only physical but also deeply
intertwined with the evolving worldviews,
governance structures, and religious interpretations
of each period.

The present study seeks to analyze and interpret the
evolution of public urban spaces in Iran from the
Safavid period to the contemporary Islamic
Republic era. It aims to evaluate the degree of
alignment between the structure and function of
these spaces and the core principles of Islamic public
space—principles such as accessibility, equality,
participatory functionality, and symbolic spiritual
meaning.

Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive—analytical

approach with a strong emphasis on comparative

historical analysis. Data were collected through

documentary methods, including the review of

historical texts, travelogues, architectural

documents, and scholarly works on Islamic city

planning and public space theory. The study used

deductive reasoning to extract theoretical principles

of ideal public space from Islamic jurisprudence,

Quranic interpretations, and historical urban models.

Four historical periods were selected for

comparative analysis:

1. The Safavid era (16th—18th century),

2. The Qajar period (19th—early 20th century),

3. The Pahlavi dynasty (1925-1979),

4. The Post-Islamic Revolution period (1979-
present).

Each period was analyzed based on three

dimensions of public space: Physical-spatial (form,

accessibility,  structure), Functional (use,

inclusiveness, social/cultural role), and Semantic-

symbolic (meaning, ritual role, identity value).

Results and discussion

The study found that each period manifested unique
characteristics and trajectories in the treatment of
public spaces:

Safavid Era: This period marked the highest
alignment with Islamic public space values. The

creation of Chaharbagh Avenue, Nagsh-e Jahan
Square, mosques integrated with markets, and
accessible royal gardens reflected the prioritization
of collective presence, ritual gatherings, and
aesthetic harmony. Public space was considered a
domain for both governance and spiritual
symbolism.

Qajar Period: This era showed a transitional
character, maintaining some Safavid elements (such
as the central role of mosques and bazaars) while
also reflecting emerging social hierarchies. Tekyehs
(religious theaters for Muharram rituals) became
pivotal, reflecting deepening religious identity but
also spatial compartmentalization.

Pahlavi Period: A significant rupture occurred in this
era with the rise of modernist planning ideals. Public
spaces were increasingly designed for vehicles
rather than people; streets lost their interactive role,
and squares were transformed into traffic circles
(felkeh). Traditional structures such as bazaars and
mosques either lost their centrality or were
marginalized. This period showed the lowest
conformity with Islamic public space ideals, as
functionality shifted from social and spiritual to
utilitarian and symbolic of state authority.
Post-Revolution Era: Despite ideological emphasis
on Islamic values and community, the continuation
of modernist urban planning has limited the
actualization of Islamic public space ideals.
Mosques remain central, but many public rituals
have shifted to semi-private spaces.
Commercialization and privatization have affected
the inclusivity and symbolic role of public domains.
Nonetheless, the presence of cultural memory, civic
participation in religious events, and mosque-
centered urban identity still holds transformative
potential.

The comparative analysis reveals a gradual shift
from inclusive, multifunctional and ritual-based
public spaces to fragmented, traffic-oriented and
often commodified spaces. While spiritual elements
remain symbolically present, their integration into
everyday urban life has weakened.

Conclusion

This research concludes that although Islamic
teachings provide a clear framework for just,
accessible, and spiritually meaningful public spaces,
contemporary urban planning in lIran, particularly
after the mid-20th century-has deviated from these
principles. The Safavid period remains a historical
model closest to Islamic ideals, while the Pahlavi era
represents the furthest departure. The current period
holds opportunities for revitalization, provided that
public space planning moves beyond technocratic or
purely aesthetic approaches. There is a pressing need
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for an integrated transformation in public space
development, one that includes: Human-centered
design (physical dimension), Social and cultural
programming (functional dimension),

and Restoration of symbolic meaning and collective
identity (semantic dimension).

Such transformation requires coordinated action
among urban planners, religious institutions,
municipal authorities, and local communities, and
should be rooted in both Islamic values and
contemporary urban needs.
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