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ABSTRACT

The expansion of urbanization in recent decades has transformed cities into the primary context of human social
and economic life, thereby increasing the significance of rights and demands associated with urban living. One of
the key concepts presented in this domain is the “right to the city,” which refers to a set of citizens’ rights to equitable
access to urban facilities, services, and opportunities. The realization of this right requires the existence of efficient
legal and institutional structures capable of ensuring equal access to urban resources through the guarantee of the
rule of law. In this context, vulnerable urban groups are among those most exposed to deprivation from urban rights
due to economic, social, or physical conditions. The objective of this study is to examine the relationship between
the right to the city, the rule of law, and the protection of vulnerable groups within Iran’s urban legal system. This
research seeks to elucidate the conceptual dimensions of the right to the city, analyze the extent to which Iranian
urban laws and regulations address the needs of vulnerable groups, and evaluate the role of the rule of law in
safeguarding citizenship rights in urban spaces. The findings indicate that although principles such as social justice,
equality of citizens, and support for disadvantaged groups have been emphasized in Iranian laws and legal
documents, the fragmentation of regulations, weak enforcement mechanisms, and the absence of a coherent
approach in urban policymaking have posed significant challenges to the effective realization of the right to the city
for many vulnerable groups. Therefore, strengthening the rule of law in urban governance and reforming existing
legal frameworks can play a crucial role in achieving urban justice and providing effective support for vulnerable
populations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Urbanization in recent decades has

transformed the city from a merely physical
settlement into the central arena of social life,
economic exchange, political participation,
and access to public services. As cities have
expanded in scale and complexity, the legal
dimensions of urban life have become
increasingly significant, especially in relation
to equality, access, inclusion, and public
accountability. Within this context, the
concept of the “right to the city” has emerged
as one of the most important normative and
analytical concepts in urban studies and public
law. This concept does not simply refer to an
individual claim to use urban space; rather, it
expresses a collective entitlement of
inhabitants to enjoy, shape, participate in, and
benefit from the material and institutional life
of the city. The right to the city therefore
encompasses equal access to urban resources,
fair enjoyment of public services, meaningful
participation in urban governance, and the
possibility of living in a safe, accessible, and
socially just urban environment (Harvey,
2008; Lefebvre et al., 1996; Mitchell, 2003). In
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this perspective, the city is not only an
administrative territory or built environment
but also a legal and social space in which
citizenship rights are realized or denied. The
right to the city is closely linked to urban
justice, spatial justice, and substantive
citizenship because exclusion from transport,
housing, public space, information, or urban
decision-making produces patterns of
marginalization that are legal as well as social
in character (Fainstein, 2010; Santos, 2002;
Young, 1990). For this reason, the realization
of the right to the city depends not only on
planning and service delivery but also on the
existence of a coherent legal order capable of
regulating urban power, limiting arbitrariness,
and guaranteeing equal respect for the rights
of all city residents. From this standpoint, the
principle of the rule of law becomes central to
any serious discussion of urban citizenship,
especially where vulnerable populations are
concerned (Khosravi, 2016; Rahimi, 2015;
Tamanaha, 2004).

The relevance of this issue becomes even
clearer when one considers the condition of
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vulnerable groups in urban environments. In
many cities, access to housing, transportation,
infrastructure, public services, open space,
and administrative participation is not equally
distributed. Economic inequality, disability,
age, gendered care burdens, marginal
residence, and social exclusion often combine
to place specific groups at a structural
disadvantage in the urban order. These groups
include persons with disabilities, older adults,
women heads of household, children, low-
income households, and residents of deprived
or informal urban settlements. Their limited
access to the city is not merely an accidental
planning failure; it often reflects a deeper
problem in the legal and institutional
regulation of urban life (Hadian, 2018; Shafiei,
2017; Zare & Ahmadi, 2019). In the Iranian
context, this issue is particularly significant
because the legal system formally recognizes
principles such as equality before the law,
social justice, the duty of the state to remove
unjust discrimination, and the protection of
human dignity, yet urban realities still reveal
substantial inequalities in the distribution of
urban opportunities and burdens (Hashemi,
2011; Hosseini, 2018; Madani, 2017). Although
the expression “right to the city” does not
explicitly appear in Iranian legal texts, many of
its constituent elements can be inferred from
constitutional guarantees and from ordinary
laws concerning municipalities, councils,
public administration, access to services, and
social support. Nevertheless, the existence of
dispersed norms is not equivalent to the
effective realization of urban rights. The major
legal problem lies in the gap between
normative principles and institutional
implementation. Fragmented regulation, weak
enforcement, inadequate oversight, limited
public participation, and insufficient attention
to the needs of vulnerable groups have made it
difficult for the legal system to translate formal
commitments into substantive urban justice
(Ghasemzadeh, 2019; Kazemi, 2016; Nejati,

2020). Accordingly, the central problem of this
study is to determine to what extent Iran’s
urban legal system, within the framework of
the rule of law, has been able to secure the
right to the city for vulnerable groups and what
legal obstacles continue to prevent the
effective realization of that right.

This study is applied in purpose and
descriptive-analytical in nature. Its data were
collected through a documentary and library-
based method, drawing on books, scholarly
articles, constitutional materials, legal rules,
and regulatory texts relevant to urban rights,
citizenship rights, urban governance, and the
legal protection of vulnerable groups. The
analytical framework of the study rests on
three interconnected axes: the theory of the
right to the city, the theory of urban justice,
and the principle of the rule of law. From the
first perspective, the city is understood as a
socially produced space in which residents
must have not only access but also
participation in shaping urban life (Lefebvre et
al., 1996). From the second, urban space is
analyzed in terms of fairness in the
distribution of benefits, burdens,
opportunities, and public goods across social
groups and territories (Barkpour, 2013;
Fainstein, 2010). From the third, the rule of law
is treated as the normative mechanism that
binds public authorities to transparent,
general, and enforceable legal standards and
provides individuals with legal protection
against arbitrary or discriminatory power
(Tamanaha, 2004). The study uses legal
analysis to examine how these concepts
interact within the Iranian urban legal order.
It evaluates constitutional provisions,
statutory rules, administrative structures, and
urban governance mechanisms in order to
assess whether the existing legal framework is
capable of supporting substantive urban
citizenship. In doing so, the research
interprets the right to the city not as a purely
theoretical slogan but as a composite legal



claim involving access to urban resources,
participation in decision-making, spatial
equality, urban transparency, and the
protection of vulnerable persons. The method
is therefore qualitative and interpretive,
aiming to identify both the legal capacities
embedded in Iranian law and the structural
deficiencies that undermine their realization
(Hekmatnia, 2012; Khosravi, 2016; Nejati,
2020).

The findings of the study indicate, first, that
the Iranian legal system contains meaningful
normative foundations for the realization of
the right to the city, even though the concept
itself is not expressly codified. Constitutional
principles  concerning  equality, non-
discrimination, social  welfare, public
participation, and access to basic needs
provide a broad legal basis for recognizing
urban rights in substantive terms (Hashemi,
2011; Hosseini, 2018; Madani, 2017). In
addition, legislation governing municipalities
and local councils creates institutional
channels through which public services may be
delivered and local participation may, at least
in principle, be exercised (Habibi, 2014; Salari,
2014). However, the study also finds that these
normative capacities are weakened by serious
structural limitations. Urban law in Iran is
marked by dispersion rather than coherence;
relevant rules are distributed across
constitutional principles, municipal laws,
planning regulations, council statutes,
construction rules, and administrative
practices without a unified rights-based
framework. As a result, there is no integrated
legal architecture that clearly defines the
substantive content of the right to the city,
identifies state and municipal obligations in
enforceable terms, or prioritizes vulnerable
groups in urban policy implementation
(Ghasemzadeh, 2019; Nejati, 2020). This
deficiency is particularly visible in relation to
spatial justice. Although social justice is
recognized at the constitutional level, its

translation into binding standards for
equitable service distribution, territorial
balance, and inclusive urban planning remains
weak. Many urban regulations have
historically focused on technical management,
physical development, and construction rather
than on justice-oriented planning or the equal
distribution of urban opportunities (Fainstein,
2010; Nourmohammadi, 2014; Zare & Ahmadi,
2019). Thus, the legal system contains the
language of justice but has not yet fully
institutionalized the operational criteria
necessary to realize urban justice as an
enforceable entitlement.

A second major finding is that the
effectiveness of the right to the city in Iran
depends heavily on the quality of urban
governance and the actual operation of the
rule of law. Where urban decisions are made
without transparency, accountability, public
information, or meaningful participation, the
legal promise of citizenship rights becomes
largely formal. The study shows that rule of
law in urban management requires at least
three interrelated elements: clear and
coherent regulation, effective oversight and
remedies, and real opportunities for
participation by residents in planning and
decision-making (Kazemi, 2016; Porter, 2010;
Tamanaha, 2004). Yet in practice, several
barriers undermine these elements. Urban
decision-making  often  suffers from
fragmented authority, limited citizen access to
information, inadequate participation
mechanisms, and the influence of particular
economic interests on land use, budgeting,
and development priorities. These weaknesses
reduce the capacity of residents to contest
unjust decisions and limit the accountability of
municipal and related authorities
(Ghasemzadeh, 2019; Rahimi, 2015). The
problem is even more severe for vulnerable
groups, who generally have fewer material and
institutional resources with which to claim
their rights. In this regard, the study identifies
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insufficient accessibility and adaptation of
urban space as one of the clearest examples of
the gap between legal recognition and
practical realization. Although legal and
regulatory references to accessibility exist, the
absence of strong enforcement, systematic
oversight, and binding implementation
standards has resulted in partial and
inconsistent adaptation of streets, transport
systems, public buildings, and urban services
(Hadian, 2018; Imrie & Hall, 2001). Similar
problems arise with respect to deprived
neighborhoods, low-income residents, and
peripheral communities that experience lower
levels of public service provision and weaker
access to urban opportunities (Fakouhi, 2015;
Shafiei, 2017; Zare & Ahmadi, 2019). These
patterns show that vulnerable groups are not
simply under-supported but are often
structurally excluded from full urban
citizenship.

The study therefore concludes that the Iranian
urban legal system possesses important
normative resources for supporting the right
to the city, but these resources remain under-
realized because they have not been
transformed into a coherent, enforceable, and
justice-oriented urban rights regime. The
main barriers are legal fragmentation,
insufficient guarantees of implementation,
weak transparency, restricted participation,
inadequate oversight, and the absence of a
consistent  policy orientation toward
vulnerable populations. A more effective
realization of the right to the city requires
strengthening the legal framework of urban
management, embedding spatial justice
within urban regulation, improving the
enforceability of accessibility and inclusion
standards, broadening public participation in
urban decision-making, and ensuring that
vulnerable groups are treated not merely as
policy beneficiaries but as rights holders
within the city. In this perspective, the city
must be governed as a space of equal dignity,

shared belonging, and accountable public
power. Only through such an approach can
urban governance move beyond formal
legality and create the conditions for genuine
citizenship, effective protection of vulnerable
groups, and a more just urban order for all
residents.
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