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Mashhad, as one of Iran's most populous and religious
metropolises, produces a multi-layered and heterogeneous lived
experience for diverse social groups. This paper aims to explain
the nexus between the city's spatial structure, the lived
experience of residents, and the process of reproducing class
inequality in Mashhad. It adopts a qualitative study based on
secondary data analysis with a critical-comparative approach.
The theoretical framework draws upon Lyotard's perspectives on
postmodernity, Foucault's analysis of power and knowledge, and
the urban theories of Giddens, Bourdieu, and the Chicago
School. Research data were collected from academic sources,
documents, and secondary statistical data, and were analyzed
through conceptual coding, thematic organization, and critical
discourse analysis. The findings indicate that Mashhad's spatial
organization, characterized by the concentration of northern and
southern poles and the expansion of informal settlements, leads
to the reproduction of economic, social, and cultural inequalities.
The lived experience of citizens varies according to income
level, social capital, and spatial location, while architecture, the
pattern of public service distribution, and urban surveillance
mechanisms play significant roles in shaping everyday
interactions and individual identities. Simultaneously, modernity
and postmodernity in Mashhad manifest not only in the physical
fabric and lifestyle but also in the meaning and perception of
space. Drawing on data from 2025, the paper presents a critical
portrayal of the city's current condition and proposes strategies
for reducing the class divide and enhancing the quality of urban
lived experience. These strategies emphasize more equitable
distribution of resources, strengthening equal access to services,
reducing the spatial concentration of poverty, increasing citizen
participation, and revising urban development policies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Twenty-first-century urban life is marked
by intensified social stratification and
differentiated access to urban space. The
city of Mashhad—the second largest
metropolis of Iran and a major religious-
economic hub—provides a significant case
for examining how class hierarchies are
spatially and symbolically reproduced.
Although the city has experienced rapid
physical ~ transformation, the lived
experiences of its residents remain deeply
uneven. The polarization between affluent
northern districts such as Ahmad-Abad,
Elahiyeh, and Sajad, and underprivileged
southern districts such as Sidi, Tabarsi-
North, and Qaleh-Sakhteman, illustrates the
entanglement of space, power, and social
inequality. This study adopted a critical and
comparative approach to investigate the
dynamic relationship among urban form,
social structure, and lived experience in
Mashhad. It focuses on the ways material
conditions, cultural meanings, institutional
practices, and everyday actions interact to
produce differentiated urban realities.

The research draws upon postmodern and
critical urban  theories, particularly
Lyotard’s concept of multiple narratives
and the postmodern condition, Foucault’s
analyses of power, discourse, and spatial
control, Bourdieu’s notions of habitus,
capital, and social field, and Giddens’s
structuration theory. It also integrates
insights from the Chicago School of urban
sociology and Henri Lefebvre’s “right to
the city” perspective. Within this theoretical
constellation, the city is conceived not as a
neutral container of life but as a social field
in which economic, cultural, and symbolic
capitals are distributed, contested, and
reproduced through everyday practices. The
aim is therefore not merely to describe
spatial inequality, but to reveal the
mechanisms of power and meaning that
sustain it, while also identifying the micro-
resistances  through  which  residents
negotiate and challenge exclusion. This
perspective bridges structural forces with
human agency and treats lived experience
as a central source of knowledge about
urban transformation.

Methodology

The research employed a qualitative-
analytical  design with a critical-
comparative orientation. Three interrelated
methodological components were
combined: (1) content analysis of academic
and policy documents; (2) comparative
urban analysis across Iranian and regional
cities; and (3) secondary field data analysis
from urban surveys and social reports
published during 2024-2025. Theoretical
and textual content analysis covered more
than 120 scientific studies, including peer-
reviewed articles, dissertations, and
municipal reports published between 1400
and 2025. These materials  were
systematically  reviewed to identify
dominant discourses concerning urban
inequality, spatial differentiation, and lived
experience in Mashhad. The analysis
extracted key conceptual categories,
including spatial segregation, symbolic
exclusion, uneven development, urban
subjectivity, and everyday resistance.

The comparative  framework placed
empirical findings from Mashhad with
those of comparable studies conducted in
Tehran, Isfahan, Cairo, and Mumbai. This
comparison highlighted both cross-cultural
differences and global similarities in the
reproduction of class relations through
urban space. Secondary data synthesis drew
on national census information, urban
quality-of-life surveys conducted in 2025,
and academic field projects. These sources
were used to reconstruct Mashhad’s socio-
spatial pattern across three broad social
strata. The upper class comprises
predominantly residents of the planned
northern districts characterized by high
economic and cultural capital and relatively
strong access to advanced services. The
middle and working classes inhabit mixed-
use central districts with moderate access to
services and more diverse social networks.
Lower-class and peripheral populations are
concentrated in informal and semi-formal
southern settlements, where institutional
resources and urban amenities are
comparatively limited.

The unit of analysis is the “urban lived
experience,” conceptualized across three
analytical levels. At the micro level, the
study examines individual perceptions,
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daily spatial routines, mobility, and
experiences of inclusion or exclusion. At
the meso level, it considers social networks,
neighborhood interactions,  collective
practices, and subcultural formation. At the
macro level, it analyzes urban policy,
governance, planning priorities, and the
discursive production of space. The
triangulation of textual, spatial, and
statistical data strengthened internal validity
and enabled a multidimensional
interpretation of urban inequality. The
analytical framework combines Foucault’s
spatial analysis of power, Bourdieu’s field
theory, Lyotard’s pluralism of meaning,
Giddens’s structuration approach, and
Lefebvre’s emphasis on urban
appropriation and citizenship. Together,
these perspectives clarify how structural
constraints and human agency interact in
the continuous production of urban life.

The interpretation also emphasizes that
spatial inequality should be understood as a
process rather than a fixed condition.
Neighborhood boundaries are continuously
produced through housing  markets,
infrastructure  decisions,  transportation
systems, cultural investment, policing,
religious practices, and residents’ own
patterns of movement. Consequently, the
distinction between center and periphery is
not simply geographic; it is institutional,
symbolic, and experiential. A resident may
be physically close to a major urban facility
while remaining socially distant from the
opportunities and recognition associated
with it. Conversely, peripheral communities
can generate strong forms of belonging and
collective identity despite limited material
resources. This distinction is crucial for
understanding why conventional indicators
of accessibility or service provision may
underestimate the complexity of lived
inequality. Following Denzin’s principle of
triangulation, the study therefore treats
statistical evidence, textual representations,
spatial patterns, and experiential accounts
as complementary rather than
interchangeable forms of knowledge. While
the convergence of these findings reinforces
the overall interpretation, their divergences
reveal contradictions that provide valuable
analytical insights. The findings further
indicate that urban governance should

recognize the temporal dimension of
inequality. The effects of redevelopment
projects may persist well beyond the
completion of physical construction,
reshaping neighborhood identities, property
values, mobility patterns, and social
networks over time. Participatory planning
should consequently include continuous
consultation, monitoring, and evaluation
rather than one-time consultation. Such an
approach would allow planners to identify
unintended consequences, preserve
valuable community networks, and adjust
interventions according to changing local
needs. In this sense, spatial justice is not a
final condition achieved through a single
project, but an ongoing democratic process
through which diverse residents negotiate
resources, recognition, and the right to
shape the city. It also requires attention to
everyday mobility, because unequal access
to transportation can reproduce exclusion
even where housing and services appear
geographically  proximate.  Improving
connectivity, affordability, safety, and
accessibility can therefore strengthen
residents’ practical capacity to participate in
city life and claim public urban space.

Results and discussion

The results reveal that lived experience in
Mashhad is profoundly stratified along
spatial and symbolic lines, reflecting a
dialectical interplay between domination
and resistance. At the micro level,
individuals from different social classes
inhabit distinct spatial worlds and develop
different relationships with  mobility,
services, public space, and urban identity.
For affluent populations, the urban
environment  functions as a spatial
extension of privilege. Gated residential
environments, aestheticized commercial
centers, high-quality public amenities, and
cultural  institutions  reinforce  their
economic and symbolic capital. Their
everyday mobility is facilitated by better
infrastructure and greater purchasing
power, allowing them to select spaces that
affirm status and social distinction. By
contrast, residents of southern peripheries
navigate the city through improvisation,
adaptation, and resilience. They construct
informal social infrastructures, including
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community markets, home-based
workshops, neighborhood services, and
local religious gatherings. These practices
function  simultaneously as  coping
mechanisms, sources of social
reproduction, and forms of micro-resistance
to structural exclusion.

At the meso level, neighborhood social
capital varies sharply between northern and
southern districts. Northern areas tend to
display forms of networked individualism
organized around professional, educational,
and consumption-based ties. In southern
communities, dense Kinship networks,
neighborhood solidarity, reciprocal
assistance, and informal trust compensate
partly for institutional neglect. Such
networks provide access to information,
employment  opportunities,  childcare,
economic support, and emotional resources
that are not equally available through
formal institutions. Women in marginalized
districts have emerged as vital agents of
community organization through cultural
workshops, informal education, home-
based initiatives, and neighborhood
cooperation. Their actions transform gender
dynamics within both public and domestic
spheres and demonstrate that marginalized
groups are not passive recipients of urban
policy. Youth similarly use local networks
and digital platforms to articulate
alternative identities and make neglected
urban conditions more visible.

At the macro level, municipal planning
documents and public representations
frequently privilege the image of Mashhad
as a pilgrimage metropolis, investment hub,
and symbolically significant religious city.
This “official discourse of sanctified
modernity” can obscure socio-spatial
inequality  and legitimize ~ uneven
development by presenting redevelopment
primarily as progress, modernization, or
urban improvement. The discourse analysis
of policy texts and local media indicates
that euphemistic language surrounding
“arban  improvement,” renewal, and
beautification may conceal processes of
displacement, exclusion, and gentrification
in southern areas. At the same time, digital
activism and citizen media have begun to
diversify the dominant narratives of urban
life. The residents increasingly use digital

spaces to document everyday difficulties,
challenge official representations, and
circulate counter-discourses that make
marginalization visible. These
developments suggest that control over
urban meaning is increasingly contested
rather than monopolized by formal
institutions.

The comparative analysis confirms that
Mashhad’s urban inequalities resemble
broader patterns observed in Tehran and
Isfahan, while being intensified by the
city’s religious tourism, land speculation,
population mobility, and migratory inflows.
Comparative evidence from Cairo and
Mumbai further suggests that cities across
the Global South commonly combine
informal  urbanism, classed spatiality,
uneven infrastructure, and differentiated
access to services. Nevertheless, Mashhad
presents a distinctive configuration because
its religious economy and symbolic
geography intertwine sacred functions with
socio-economic  processes.  Pilgrimage-
related development, investment in central
and northern areas, and the management of
peripheral settlements together influence
how different groups perceive and use the
city. Thus, class inequality in Mashhad
cannot be explained exclusively through
income or housing markets; it must also be
understood through cultural legitimacy,
religious symbolism, institutional priorities,
and competing definitions of desirable
urban space.

Conclusion

This study conceptualizes the city as both a
structure of domination and a field of
creative  agency. Mashhad’s  spatial
duality—affluent north versus marginalized
south—illustrates  how  urban  form
materializes and reinforces class relations.
The distribution of infrastructure, public
resources, cultural amenities, educational
opportunities, and desirable environments
corresponds closely to Bourdieu’s forms of
economic, social, cultural, and symbolic
capital. Spatial privilege can therefore be
converted into social distinction, while
spatial deprivation may become normalized
as an apparently natural feature of
particular neighborhoods. Yet, following
Foucault’s notion of capillary power,
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resistance is not external to power but
emerges within its everyday operation.
Practices of survival, mutual assistance,
self-organization, and symbolic
appropriation among marginalized residents
constitute forms of micro-politics through
which urban space is continually reclaimed
and reinterpreted.

Lefebvre’s idea of the “right to the city”
provides a normative horizon for
interpreting these practices. This right
involves not merely physical access to
urban space, but the capacity to shape its
meanings, uses, rhythms, and future
development. The study therefore shifts
attention from macro-economic indicators
of inequality toward the micro-practices
through  which citizens  appropriate,
negotiate, and produce urban meanings
under constraint. From a postmodern
standpoint, urban reality in Mashhad cannot
be adequately captured through a single
narrative. Instead, it is constituted through
multiple voices and competing
discourses—official, popular, gendered,
religious, local, and digital—each
generating different interpretations of urban
life. Lyotard’s concept of “incredulity
toward metanarratives” is particularly
relevant because it encourages recognition
of plural experiences rather than acceptance
of a homogeneous “Mashhad identity.”

The empirical synthesis indicates that
spatial injustice in Mashhad results from
the interaction of material and symbolic
processes: unequal investment,
differentiated  infrastructure,  selective
planning, biased discourse, and the
naturalization of social difference through
symbolic  violence. Nevertheless, the
persistence of community  networks,
particularly among women and youth,
demonstrates that agency is never
completely suppressed. Local initiatives
represent a form of quiet urban resilience
that challenges hegemonic spatial orders
while sustaining everyday life. These
findings suggest that inequality should be
addressed not only through redistribution of
material resources but also through
recognition, participation, and
transformation of the narratives through
which neighborhoods and residents are
represented.

In conclusion, urban policy and planning in
Mashhad should move from predominantly
technocratic approaches toward
participatory and justice-oriented
paradigms. Sustainable urban development
requires the systematic incorporation of
lived experience, local narratives, and
social inclusion into planning and
governance. Three priorities are especially
important: (1) redistribution and equitable
improvement  of  public, cultural,
educational, and recreational spaces; (2)
recognition and support of informal social
infrastructures that sustain marginalized
communities; and (3) promotion of
meaningful bottom-up participation in
decisions affecting neighborhood
transformation. Such policies should also
strengthen transparency in redevelopment
processes, protect vulnerable residents from
displacement, and create channels through
which women, youth, and peripheral
communities can influence urban agendas.
Only by integrating the perspectives and
knowledge of marginalized groups can
Mashhad move toward greater spatial
justice, democratic urban citizenship, and a
shared sense of belonging.
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