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ABSTRACT

In the Islamic civilization of past centuries, mosques played a central role in urban
structures and social order. In Mashhad, one of the important Islamic cities, mosques
around the shrine of Imam Reza (PBUH) served extensive social functions beyond
their religious roles, influencing the economic, political, and cultural dimensions of
society. However, with urban modernization, mosques have become institutions with
limited religious functions, and their presence has diminished. This article analyzes
the changing role of mosques in the secular social order since the 1990s, examining
Western social theories, particularly the views of Talcott Parsons. Parsons presents
a systemic theory of society, which includes economic, political, legal, and cultural
subsystems, and analyzes social changes as an evolutionary process from primitive
and undeveloped societies to modern and developed ones. He believes that as socie-
ty’s transition from traditional religious systems to modern ones—characterized by in-
creased specialization and relative independence of subsystems from a comprehensive
religious order—greater freedom and development are achieved. In contrast, mosques
in Islamic cities have historically played a central role in social, economic, and polit-
ical activities. The significant vitality of these mosques has accompanied the evolu-
tion and development of Islamic cities, leading to an increase in their number. They
have influenced governance and social affairs and played a key role in urban organi-
zation. Therefore, the traditional structure of Islamic cities, including Mashhad, stands
in contrast to developmental theories such as those proposed by Parsons, leading to
social conflicts, especially in the area surrounding the shrine of Imam Reza. Using a
historical approach and a moderated version of Michel Foucault’s genealogy, we ana-
lyze the findings regarding the evolution of the status and role of mosques in the area
around the Razavi shrine. This research method includes identifying issues, analyzing
Records, determining the zero point (the formation of Mashhad during the Timurid
period), discovering discourses, analyzing points of rupture and genealogy, examining
power and resistance, and critiquing the current situation. We investigate urban and
mosque developments during different historical periods of Mashhad, including the
Timurid, Safavid, Qajar, Pahlavi, and Islamic Republic eras, as well as the roles of
various powers in shaping the city’s structure. According to our findings, Mashhad
initially formed around the holy shrine of Imam Reza during the Timurid era, devel-
oping with the establishment of four neighborhoods and the construction of buildings
such as the Parizad School and the Grand Mosque. This period emphasized religious
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interactions and the formation of social institutions around the holy shrine. During
the Safavid era, Mashhad became a scientific and religious hub, playing a significant
role in pilgrimage and education through the construction of religious schools and
infrastructure development. The city’s neighborhoods expanded with the creation of
Safavid Street (Upper and Lower Street) into six neighborhoods, with further develop-
ment of the shrine’s courtyards occurring during this period. With the two pilgrimage
visits of Fath-Ali Shah and Nasser al-Din Shah, Mashhad’s urban structure became
more complete during the Qajar era, marked by an increased population and the de-
velopment of welfare facilities, as well as growth in neighborhoods such as Noghan
and Lower Street. However, modernization during the Pahlavi era, particularly with
the “Hazrati Roundabout” project, physically separated the holy shrine from the urban
fabric, leading to the demolition of many mosques, schools, and bazaars. This trend
continued with the “Tash” modernization project in the 1990s, resulting in significant
changes to Mashhad’s urban structure. Prior to the Pahlavi era, mosques and religious
ingtitutions in Mashhad played a central role in social order and religious rituals, but
with modernization, this role gradually diminished, reducing mosques to their minimal
function of limited religious (worship) practices. During the second Pahlavi period,
further modernization included more demolitions, the creation of green spaces around
the shrine, the conversion of cemeteries into pathways, and the establishment of the
Reza Bazaar, which led to reduced traditional cultural and religious connections. The
new neighborhood, Arg, emerged during this period with a modern structure distinct
from previous neighborhoods, where mosques were not the focal point of urban and
neighborhood development. After the Islamic Revolution, it was expected that Mash-
had’s transformations would align more closely with Islamic principles. However,
development programs since the 1990s continued to alter the city’s structure, further
diminishing the status of mosques and religious institutions in the new urban context.
The Tash modernization project since 2008 has led to further destruction of the histor-
ical context and diminished the significance of mosques and husseiniyah. Currently,
mosques and religious places occupy only a small percentage of the land around the
shrine, threatening a significant portion of the historical and cultural identity of this
area. In conclusion, Iran’s social and urban transformations since the Qajar period,
particularly in religious cities like Mashhad, have led to significant changes. The his-
torical transformations of Mashhad demonstrate that the city’s structure was initially
centered around the Razavi shrine, maintaining its Islamic identity. However, since
the Pahlavi era, with the separation of social and sacred matters and the expansion of
secular institutions, a rupture in socio-cultural identity has occurred. Changes such as
the creation of the Hazrati Roundabout and the establishment of new neighborhoods
have weakened the connection between the shrine and mosques with other urban and
social institutions. This article suggests that future research should examine the trans-
formations of Mashhad’s neighborhoods and the impact of modern urban planning on
its Islamic identity. Practical recommendations for revitalizing the role of mosques in
Mashhad include focusing on their social functions, defining cultural and econom-
ic activities within them, expanding mosque construction in new neighborhoods, in-
creasing mosque opening hours, and redefining their active role in urban activities.
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