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Abstract:

This article aims to reconsider urban arsans as an indigenous model for enhancing place identity and social sustainability in contemporary
Iranian urban spaces. In the tradition of the Iranian city, the arsan was not merely an arrangement of physical and functional elements; rather,
it constituted a socio-spatial system in which spatial organization, collective activities, historical memory, and cultural meanings operated
through a dynamic interrelationship. The present study adopts a review-analytical approach and employs a conceptual synthesis of the
literature related to urban arsans, place identity, place attachment, public space, and social sustainability. The findings indicate that urban
arsans contribute to the formation and consolidation of place identity by strengthening spatial legibility, historical continuity, semantic
density, and the reproduction of collective memory. Moreover, characteristics such as social centrality, functional diversity, pedestrian
orientation, human scale, opportunities for presence, and interaction capacity provide the conditions necessary for strengthening social
cohesion and sustaining collective life within these spaces. Accordingly, the value of the arsan for the contemporary city lies not in the formal
replication of historical patterns, but in the critical reinterpretation of its social, spatial, and cultural logic in accordance with present-day
conditions. From this perspective, the urban arsan may be regarded as a theoretical and practical framework for rethinking the design and
regeneration of public spaces, neighborhood centers, and contemporary communal hubs.
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Extended Abstract

Contemporary public spaces in Iranian cities face a dual structural challenge. On the one hand, dominant urban development
interventions have largely concentrated on physical organization, visual improvement, functional distribution, and formal
reconstruction; on the other hand, the identity-related, semantic, experiential, and social dimensions of urban space have
frequently remained secondary. The direct consequence of this physically oriented approach has been a decline in social vitality,
a weakening of collective cohesion, the erosion of social sustainability, and a growing disconnection between citizens and place
(1-3). From this perspective, the contemporary crisis of urban public space does not arise merely from an insufficient quantity
of open spaces, but from the inability of many such spaces to become meaningful, inclusive, recognizable, and socially active
places capable of supporting everyday interaction, shared memory, attachment, and the reproduction of social capital (4, 5). In
response to this spatial and semantic erosion, reconsidering indigenous patterns of spatial organization in the Iranian-Islamic
city may provide an alternative theoretical and practical perspective. Historical urban structures in Iran were not merely physical

configurations designed to meet functional requirements; they constituted dynamic settings in which everyday life, spatial
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order, collective practices, institutional functions, and cultural codes operated in close relationship (6). Among these structures,
the urban arsan occupies a particularly important position. In the Iranian urban tradition, an arsan was not simply an assemblage
of adjacent buildings or a coincidental concentration of land uses. Rather, it functioned as an integrated socio-spatial system in
which geographical centrality, functional density, religious and civic institutions, daily vitality, pedestrian movement, symbolic
meaning, and accumulated collective memory were interconnected (7). Accordingly, the urban arsan may be understood as a
major setting for the production of meaning, the formation of collective identity, and the shared experience of urban life. The
present study therefore aims to reconsider the urban arsan as an indigenous conceptual model for enhancing place identity and
social sustainability in contemporary Iranian urban spaces and asks which spatial, social, functional, and cultural principles
embedded in the historical arsan can be critically reinterpreted and applied in the organization of present-day public spaces
and neighborhood centers.

The study is fundamental-applied in purpose and review-analytical in method. Its analytical framework was developed
through a conceptual synthesis of interdisciplinary literature concerning the urban arsan, the Iranian city, place identity, place
attachment, public space, social cohesion, urban vitality, environmental quality, inclusive design, social sustainability, and
place-making. The reviewed scientific sources were drawn primarily from publications issued between 2023 and 2025, while
recent Persian-language studies and credible international reports were also used where necessary to clarify the Iranian context
and strengthen the theoretical discussion. To avoid a merely descriptive or chronological review, the literature was organized
into four interconnected conceptual domains: first, the urban arsan and the spatial organization of the Iranian city; second,
place identity, place attachment, and collective memory; third, social sustainability, public space, and social cohesion; and
fourth, environmental quality, vitality, inclusion, accessibility, and user experience. The selection criteria included recency,
scientific credibility, direct relevance to the research problem, attention to public space or social sustainability, and conceptual
applicability to the urban arsan. This method made it possible to move beyond the simple reporting of previous findings and
to reconstruct them within a coherent analytical framework. Domestic studies indicate that research on the arsan is gradually
shifting from a purely morphological and heritage-oriented paradigm toward a more comprehensive understanding of
environmental quality, spatial hierarchy, human scale, cultural setting, and social function (6, 7). International studies, although
they do not employ the specific term arsan, provide complementary theoretical concepts concerning co-presence, sense of
community, lived experience, place attachment, inclusive accessibility, and social sustainability. Public spaces are increasingly
conceptualized not merely as physical containers, but as catalysts for everyday encounter, social recognition, informal
interaction, and community formation (3, 14). Likewise, people-place narratives and lived experiences are recognized as critical
components of socially sustainable environments, particularly in cities of the Global South, where collective memory, local
culture, and the continuity of everyday practices strongly shape the meaning of place (8). The methodological contribution of
the present review lies in bringing these two streams of research together and interpreting the historical arsan through
contemporary concepts of place identity and social sustainability.

The theoretical analysis demonstrates that the urban arsan should be understood as a socio-spatial system rather than as a
collection of historically significant architectural objects. Its importance lies not in the isolated qualities of its individual
elements, but in the relational logic through which markets, mosques, schools, squares, passageways, bathhouses, water
reservoirs, caravanserais, and other urban functions were integrated into a coherent central structure. This configuration
simultaneously organized movement, pause, ritual, exchange, encounter, observation, and the reproduction of cultural meaning
(7). The arsan therefore created a spatial network in which functional diversity and social interaction reinforced one another.

Its quality emerged from the simultaneous presence of accessibility, legibility, functional mixture, continuous activity, active
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edges, human scale, symbolic landmarks, and opportunities for staying and interacting. Contemporary studies of public-space
quality similarly show that accessibility, perceived safety, spatial legibility, diversity of functions, comfort, and continuity of
use are most effective when they operate together rather than independently (6, 13). Research on urban vitality also indicates
that the intensity and diversity of human activity are strongly influenced by the built environment, mixed uses, spatial
connectivity, and opportunities for repeated presence (2, 10). From this perspective, the historical arsan may be interpreted as
an indigenous model of a multifunctional public space in which physical form, daily activity, cultural meaning, and institutional
life functioned as mutually reinforcing dimensions. This interpretation also clarifies the relationship between the arsan and
place identity. Place identity is formed through the interaction of physical characteristics, lived experience, collective memory,
repeated presence, environmental recognition, and shared meaning (5). The arsan supported this process through its identifiable
spatial structure, distinctive landmarks, continuity of use, ritual functions, repeated everyday encounters, and accumulation of
historical narratives. It transformed urban space into a recognizable and memorable place by connecting individual experience
with collective meaning. Consequently, the identity of the arsan was neither a purely formal product nor merely a subjective
perception; it emerged from the continuous relationship among spatial organization, social practice, cultural symbolism, and
memory (4, 14).

The findings further indicate that the contribution of the urban arsan to social sustainability can be explained through four
interrelated mechanisms: functional diversity, capacity for presence and positive spatial experience, inclusion and accessibility,
and social participation. First, the proximity of economic, religious, educational, cultural, civic, and service functions enabled
the space to remain active at different times and to attract users with diverse purposes. This functional diversity reduced mono-
functionality and created conditions for continuous presence, everyday encounters, informal relationships, and social
familiarity. Such findings correspond with recent research identifying mixed activities, intensity of use, and continuous public
presence as key determinants of vitality and public-space sustainability (10, 13). Second, the arsan supported social
sustainability by providing opportunities for movement, stopping, observation, conversation, ritual, and participation. The
quality of social space depended not merely on the conservation of physical elements, but on the capacity of the environment
to host collective life and reinforce safety, comfort, belonging, and legibility. Contemporary studies similarly establish that
positive public-space experiences are closely related to social cohesion, happiness, well-being, and quality of life (2, 3). Third,
any contemporary reinterpretation of the arsan must be inclusive and accessible to children, older adults, women, people with
disabilities, local residents, workers, merchants, and temporary users. Universal design, safe movement, clear routes, physical
accessibility, and responsiveness to diverse needs are therefore central requirements. Current literature on inclusive open spaces
and international public-space policy emphasizes that social quality cannot be achieved without equitable access, spatial justice,
safety, and usability for all social groups (9, 11, 12). Fourth, the sustainability of the arsan depends on social participation and
local responsibility. Historically, local institutions, guilds, endowments, religious groups, and neighborhood actors often
contributed to the maintenance and social reproduction of these spaces. In contemporary contexts, this principle may be
reinterpreted through participatory governance, stakeholder involvement, community-based management, and the active role
of local users. Participation transforms public space from a finished physical product into an ongoing social process and
strengthens ownership, trust, local responsibility, and long-term resilience (1, 8).

Based on the synthesis of the theoretical and analytical findings, the principles of the historical arsan that are most capable
of contemporary reinterpretation include social centrality, functional diversity, pedestrian orientation, human scale, spatial
legibility, symbolic distinctiveness, continuity, opportunities for pause, flexibility, inclusiveness, local participation, and

connection to collective memory. These principles operate simultaneously at three analytical levels. At the first level, spatial
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organization provides the physical and functional conditions for social presence through centrality, mixed use, connectivity,
pedestrian access, readable routes, active edges, and spaces for staying. At the second level, these characteristics shape
experience and perception by enabling repeated presence, everyday interaction, perceived safety, recognition of environmental
signs, shared events, and relationships with local culture. Through these processes, collective memory, place attachment, and
place identity emerge. At the third level, the accumulated effects appear in the form of social cohesion, participation, perceived
security, inclusion, quality of life, and social sustainability. This conceptual model suggests that place identity and social
sustainability are not independent outcomes. Greater legibility, historical continuity, memory-making capacity, and shared
experience strengthen attachment to place; in turn, stronger attachment, continuous presence, informal interaction, and local
participation enhance the social sustainability of public space (3, 5, 14). Nevertheless, contemporary application faces
significant challenges. Car-oriented mobility systems fragment urban fabric and weaken pedestrian continuity; rigid zoning
regulations inhibit multifunctional environments; rising land values and the commaodification of urban space threaten inclusive
access; and centralized management structures restrict community participation. These constraints demonstrate that
reinterpreting the arsan cannot be reduced to a design exercise. It requires coordination among urban design, planning
regulation, local governance, mobility policy, public-space management, and social participation. The distinction between
formal reconstruction and conceptual reinterpretation is therefore fundamental. Replicating historical arches, portals, domes,
arcades, or facades without restoring functional diversity, public accessibility, social centrality, and opportunities for interaction
would produce only a symbolic imitation of the past. A valid reinterpretation must instead translate the relational logic of the
arsan into context-sensitive strategies for contemporary neighborhood centers, pedestrian routes, local squares, mixed-use
public spaces, and urban regeneration projects (1, 6, 7).

In conclusion, the urban arsan represents one of the foundational patterns of spatial organization in the Iranian city, in which
physical form, urban activity, cultural meaning, institutional life, and collective experience operated through a reciprocal and
reinforcing relationship. Its contemporary value does not lie in the literal reconstruction of historical forms, but in the critical
reinterpretation of its organizing principles. The study demonstrates that social centrality, pedestrian orientation, human scale,
functional diversity, spatial continuity, legibility, opportunities for pause, inclusion, participation, and connection to local
memory can provide a coherent indigenous framework for improving contemporary public spaces. Through these principles,
urban spaces may become more recognizable, memorable, socially active, inclusive, and capable of supporting both place
identity and social sustainability. The principal contribution of this research is therefore to elevate the arsan from the status of
a historical and architectural pattern to that of an analytical and interpretive framework for understanding and intervening in
contemporary Iranian public space. Such a framework can guide the regeneration of neighborhood centers, the design of local
squares, the improvement of pedestrian networks, and the revitalization of collective urban hubs. However, because the present
research is review-based, its conceptual propositions require empirical examination in contemporary urban settings. Future
research should test the proposed framework through behavioral observation, spatial analysis, user-experience assessment,
comparative case studies, and the evaluation of historical and newly designed public spaces. These investigations could clarify
the relative importance of the identified principles, determine how they interact under different social and spatial conditions,
and assess the extent to which a critically reinterpreted arsan can contribute to the creation of more meaningful, cohesive, and

socially sustainable urban environments in Iran.
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