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Rapid urbanization and the expansion of metrepolitan peripheral
areas, particularly in pilgrimage®cities, have<intensified spatial
inequalities, capital concentration, and unegual’access to urban
services and facilities among different soeial groups. These
conditions highlight the necessitysofiéxamining the realization of
the “right to the eity” and analyzing“the relationship between
spatial development, wrban goverhance, and social justice. The
present study aimed to eriticallysanalyze the realization of the right
to the city in the metropoli§ of Mashhad and to investigate citizens’
perceptions regardingsequal access, active participation, and social
securitygTheyresearch employed a mixed-methods approach with
an exploratery=explanatory design. Data collection included 18
semi-Structured interviews with urban management experts and
398 cempleted questionnaires from citizens over the age of 18,
selected Athrough™ stratified random sampling. The data were
proce@eﬁ using descriptive and analytical methods, and Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM) was applied to examine the direct and
indirect effects of urban governance, spatial justice, and social
security on the experience of the right to the city. The findings
indicated that citizens’ perceptions of the realization of the right to
the city were at a moderate to high level. Urban governance had
the strongest direct effect on the experience of the right to the city
and played a significant mediating role in strengthening the effects
of spatial justice and social security. Furthermore, spatial justice
and social security demonstrated independent, positive, and
significant effects, particularly in terms of balanced access to
public spaces, equality in service provision, and the sense of safety.
Overall, the findings suggest that urban governance plays a key
mediating role.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Rapid urbanization has become one of the
most significant transformations shaping
contemporary cities across the world. In
many developing countries, metropolitan
areas are expanding at unprecedented rates,
resulting in major social, economic, and
spatial changes. This transformation is
particularly visible in cities that function as
important religious pilgrimage destinations,
where the permanent population is
continuously  supplemented by large
numbers of temporary visitors and tourists.
Such conditions place considerable pressure
on urban infrastructure, housing systems,
transportation  networks, and  public
services. Consequently, uneven patterns of
development often emerge, intensifying
spatial inequalities and creating serious
challenges for urban governance and social
justice.

Spatial inequality refers to the umequal
distribution of resources, opportunities, and
urban services across different geographical
areas within a city. In rapidly growing
metropolitan  regions, somes_ districts
experience  substantial  infrastructural
investment and economic, growth, while
others remain marginalized and
underdeveloped. These disparities affect
residents’ quality of life by limiting access
to essential serwvices'\such as healthcare,
education, public transportation,
recreational yfacilities, and safe public
spaces. Marginalized communities are
frequently "excluded from the benefits of
urban develgpment and are often exposed
to inadequate living conditions,
unemployment, environmental hazards, and
social insecurity.

The concept of the “right to the city,”
originally introduced by Henri Lefebvre,
has become an important theoretical
framework for understanding urban justice
and citizenship. The right to the city
emphasizes that all urban residents,
regardless of social or economic status,

should have equitable access to urban
resources, opportunities to participate in
decision-making processes, and the ability
to shape the future of their city. This
concept challenges exclusionary urban
policies and highlights the importance of
participation, inclusion, and social equality
in urban governance. In pilgrimage cities,
where religious, cultural, "and economic
activities intersect, realizing the*ight,to the
city becomes even more complex diie to the
competing demands, of localy residents,
temporary populations,~ and economic
stakeholders.

Mashhad, one of the largest” and most
significant,_pilgrimage cities in the Middle
East, representsia valuable case for
examining \ theése.) issues. The city
experiences “““continuous  demographic
growthy and\ receives millions of pilgrims
annually, creating unique urban challenges
related to housing, transportation, public
Service ‘provision, and social equity. Rapid
urban expansion in Mashhad has
transformed the spatial structure of the city
and contributed to unequal development
patterns between central districts and
peripheral neighborhoods. Investigating
residents’ experiences and perceptions
regarding access to services, participation
in governance, and social security can
therefore provide critical insights into the
practical realization of the right to the city
within a rapidly changing metropolitan
environment.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research
approach to investigate the realization of
the right to the city in Mashhad from the
perspective of residents. A qualitative
framework was selected because it enables
a deeper understanding of citizens’ lived
experiences, perceptions, and social
interactions within the urban environment.
Rather than relying solely on statistical
indicators, the study sought to capture how
individuals experience urban inequalities
and evaluate their access to services,
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participation opportunities, and social
protections in everyday life.

The research focused on three major
dimensions associated with the right to the
city. The first dimension was equitable
access to urban services and public spaces.
This aspect examined whether residents
from different social and economic
backgrounds could equally benefit from
public facilities such as parks, healthcare
centers, educational institutions,
transportation systems, cultural spaces, and
municipal services. Particular attention was
given to identifying structural barriers that
limit access for marginalized populations
living in peripheral or underdeveloped
neighborhoods.

The second dimension involved
opportunities for participation in urban
governance and decision-making processes.
The study analyzed the extent to which
citizens are able to influence urban
planning initiatives, express concerns
regarding  neighborhood  issues, and
participate in municipal policies affecting
their daily lives. Participation was
examined not only in formal political
processes but also through commuaqity.
engagement, local organizations, “and
informal communication channels betwgeh
citizens and urban authorities.

The third dimension, concernéds social
security and inclusivity “within ‘the urban
environment. This_ included evaluating
residents’ percéptions ofdsafety, welfare
services, environmental quality, and
protectiom fromwsocial and physical risks.
Access to secialsupport systems, urban
safety, infrastructure, and inclusive public
environments' were considered essential
indicatars of'social security within the city.
Data collection was conducted through
semi-structured interviews with residents
from different districts of Mashhad, field
observations of public spaces and urban
services, and surveys designed to capture
broader public perceptions. Participants
represented diverse socio-economic
backgrounds, allowing the study to identify
variations in urban experiences across
different neighborhoods. The collected data
were analyzed thematically to identify

recurring patterns related to inequality,
participation, and social inclusion.

Results and discussion

The findings reveal that rapid urban
expansion in Mashhad has significantly
intensified spatial inequalities across the
city. Central districts and areas associated
with tourism and pilgrimage activities have
benefited substantially from infrastructural
investment, economic oppertunities, and
improved public services. In contrast, many
peripheral neighborhoods _contiate to
experience  inadequate  infrastructure,
insufficient healthcafe .andg, “educational
facilities, limited recreatiopal \spaces, and
weak transportation connectivity. Residents
from marginalized \_ areas  reported
difficulties\in \aceessing essential urban
services efficiently and equitably.

The unequal distribution of urban resources
has®_‘also “contributed to differences in
guality/of life¥among social groups. While
afflt@ﬁt districts enjoy greater
environmental quality, safety, and public
amenities, disadvantaged neighborhoods
often face overcrowding, environmental
degradation, and limited municipal
attention. Such disparities reinforce social
exclusion and reduce opportunities for
upward mobility among low-income
residents.

In terms of governance, the study found
that opportunities for meaningful citizen
participation remain  limited. Many
participants expressed dissatisfaction with
urban planning processes, arguing that
important municipal decisions are often
made without adequate consultation with
local communities. Residents reported that
their concerns regarding infrastructure
deficiencies, housing problems, and public
service shortages are frequently overlooked
by authorities. This lack of participatory
governance weakens trust between citizens
and municipal institutions and limits the
ability of communities to influence urban
development policies.

The findings also indicate that social
security conditions vary significantly across
different parts of the city. Some
neighborhoods benefit from stronger safety
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infrastructure, welfare services, and social
support systems, while others lack adequate
protection and institutional  support.
Residents from underdeveloped areas
expressed concerns about unemployment,
insecurity, inadequate public lighting, and
insufficient emergency services. These
conditions negatively affect residents’ sense
of belonging and social inclusion within the
urban environment.

Overall, the study demonstrates a
considerable gap between the theoretical
principles of the right to the city and the
everyday experiences of residents in
Mashhad. Although urban development has
contributed to economic growth and
modernization, its benefits have not been
distributed equally among all citizens. The
concentration of investment in selected
districts, combined with limited
participation opportunities and uneven
social protections, has reinforced existing
spatial and social inequalities.

Conclusion

This study highlights the importance of
integrating the principles of the rightsto“the
city into urban governance and planning
strategies in rapidly growing metropolitan
areas. The findings demenstrate, wthat
equitable access to urban\_services,
meaningful citizenypastieipation; and strong
social security measUres,_are \essential
components ofw seeially ), inclusive and
sustainable urban develobment. Without
policies that specifically address the needs
of marginalized“ypopulations, rapid urban
growth may “furthee” intensify existing
inequalities an@ social exclusion.

The case) Of sMashhad illustrates how
pilgrimage cities face additional pressures
resulting “«from temporary populations,
religious  tourism, and  continuous
demographic expansion. These factors
increase demands on urban infrastructure
and public services while also creating
competition over urban resources and
investment priorities. As a result, balancing
economic development with social justice

becomes a critical challenge for urban
authorities and policymakers.

By focusing on residents’ lived experiences
and perceptions, this research contributes to
a deeper understanding of how spatial
inequality and governance practices
influence the realization of urban rights.
The study provides valuable insights for
urban planners, municipal authorities,
policymakers, and scholars seeking to
create metropolitan environpments that are
participatory, inclusive, and respensive to
the needs of all citizens.

Future urban policies in Mashihad sand
similar pilgrimage eities should prioritize
balanced spatial develepment, sdncreased
community participation, and stronger
welfare and safetys infrastructures in
marginalized “heighborheods. Expanding
access te, “public. services, improving
teansportation §ystems, and enhancing
oppertunities for citizen engagement can
contribute Significantly to reducing urban
imequalities and  strengthening  social
coheésion. Ultimately, implementing
strategies informed by the right to the city
can help pilgrimage metropolises become
not only centers of religious and economic
activity but also models of urban justice,
inclusivity, and sustainable development.
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