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Abstract

The present study investigates the phenomenon of spatial segregation and the formation of a
dual urban geography within the fabric of Qajar-era Tehran, with particular emphasis on the
development of the Foreigners’ Quarter (or European Quarter) in the capital. The primary
objective of this article is to examine how the city’s previously integrated and organic spatial
organization was transformed under the influence of imported Western urban models and
increasing foreign diplomatic presence. In the pre-modern petiod, the distribution of wealth
and the settlement patterns of elites in Tehran followed an indigenous and relatively coherent
urban logic. However, through a sociological analysis of historical travel accounts, this study
demonstrates that this spatial integration was gradually disrupted by the arrival of European
diplomats, the establishment of foreign institutions, and the broader context of international
rivalries. The physical formation of the new sector was a gradual process that began with
the scattered establishment of embassies and diplomatic residences in the northern summer
quarters and eventually culminated in the emergence of a distinct geographical zone in the
northern part of the city during the Naseri period. The development of urban axes such as the
“Ambassadors’ Boulevard”-characterized by wide streets, sidewalks, organized tree planting,
and right-angled intersections-created a modern neighborhood designed primarily for the
residential and social needs of diplomats and Western-oriented elites. Consequently, this spatial
transformation contributed to a significant form of social and physical segregation. While the
European Quarter became a showcase of modern amenities, tramways, and outward-oriented
architecture, the older sections of the city continued to expetience overcrowding, unpaved
alleys, polluted waterways, and severe infrastructural deficiencies.
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Introduction

Urban morphology and spatial organization in capital cities are inextricably
linked to the distribution of political power and systems of governance. In
pre-modern Qajar Tehran, urban space functioned according to an organic and
indigenous logic. Although distinct functional divisions and neighborhoods
existed throughout the capital, socio-spatial divisions between ruling elites and
ordinary urban populations were largely moderated by the continuous and
inward-oriented character of traditional vernacular architecture. Administrative
elites, courtiers, and members of the bureaucratic class remained deeply
integrated into historic quarters such as Oudlajan and Sanglej, which were
organically connected to bazaars, religious complexes, and public alleyways.
However, the intensification of encounters with Western imperial powers and
the institutionalization of foreign diplomatic missions during the nineteenth
century disrupted this spatial coherence and initiated the emergence of a dual
urban geography within the capital. The spatial and structural transformation
of Qajar Tehran has received considerable scholarly attention in the fields
of urban history, architecture, and sociology. Foundational studies, including
the macro-level analyses of Shahriar Adle and Bernard Hourcade in Téhéran,
capitale bicentenaire, together with contributions by Ashkan Rezvani Naraghi
and Bahrambeygui, have examined the broader morphological development
and demographic transformations of the capital.

Inarchitectural history, works such as Samira Fathi’s Living in the Neighborhood
(Sokunat dar Mahalleh) explore the penetration of modern lifestyle elements
into the Dowlat Quarter through the analysis of Naseri-era administrative
surveys. Similarly, studies of late Qajar architectural transformations have
examined the transition from inward-oriented spatial arrangements to eclectic
and outward-facing facades. In cultural and social history, scholars such as Ja’far
Shahri, Abdollah Anvar, and Naser Takmil Homayoun have documented the
living conditions, local traditions, and municipal landscape of the period.
Despite this substantial historiographical foundation, existing scholarship
lacks a focused investigation into the socio-spatial dynamics of the “European
Quarter” (Mahalleh-ye Farangi-ha), which developed along the Ambassadorial
Boulevard (Ala al-Dowleh/Ferdowsi Street). Previous studies have generally
treated this district as a secondary descriptive element within the broader
development of the Dowlat Quarter. This article addresses this historiographical
gap by examining the Ambassadorial Boulevard as an independent driver of
spatial segregation and urban dualism.
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Through a systematic analysis of accounts produced by Western diplomats and
travelers, this study demonstrates how the formation of the European Quarter
contributed to the transformation of Tehran’s organic urban structure and the
emergence of a fragmented municipal landscape.

Materials And Methods

The historical and spatial inquiry undertaken in this study requires a descriptive-
analytical methodology combined with a critical socio-spatial framework.
This approach first systematically examines the chronological evolution of
physical forms, spatial configurations, and municipal interventions in late
nineteenth-and early twentieth-century Tehran, and subsequently analyzes the
undetlying geopolitical, class-based, and institutional factors that shaped these
transformations.

The research addresses three central questions. First, through what physical
processes and institutional mechanisms did the “European Quarter” and
the Ambassadorial Boulevard emerge as distinct spatial entities within Qajar
Tehran? Second, how did the physical characteristics and infrastructural facilities
of this newly developed sector differ from the organic vernacular fabric of
the historical quarters? Third, in what ways did this spatial duality contribute
to the institutionalization of social segregation and transform the traditional
geography of power within the capital?

Result and Discussion

The spatial formation of the European Quarter developed through several
distinct phases driven largely by external influences. Rather than emerging from
an integrated urban master plan, it resulted from a series of isolated foreign
interventions and processes of elite suburbanization. In early Naseri Tehran,
traditional centers of power remained firmly embedded within historic quarters
such as Oudlajan-which contained a high concentration of government
officials and court servants-and Sanglej. The initial spatial disruption began
with the establishment of foreign diplomatic legations, including the British
and Russian compounds, which operated as enclosed spaces of extraterritorial
privilege and introduced new forms of outward-oriented architecture. This
spatial separation was further reinforced by seasonal diplomatic movements to
northern suburban villages (Yeylag), including Gholhak (British), Zargandeh
(Russian), and Tajrish (French). These estates functioned as semi-autonomous
diplomatic enclaves beyond direct municipal regulation, gradually redirecting
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elite spatial mobility toward the north and contributing to the emergence of
modern suburban patterns.

Within the city walls, this enclave gradually consolidated along the corridor
extending northward from Topkhaneh Square: the Ambassadorial Boulevard
(Ala al-Dowleh Street). Foreign legations, particulatly the extensive British
Legation compound-with its Byzantine-style clock towers, English landscaped
gardens, and privately funded paved roads constructed under Minister Allison’s
initiative-served as major anchors of this corridor. Eyewitness accounts reveal
a significant spatial contrast: while the traditional city retained its labyrinthine
unpaved alleys, unnumbered dwellings, and covered bazaars, the European
Quarter featured a rectilinear street pattern, right-angled intersections, wide
tree-lined boulevards, sidewalks, and Western-style retail storefronts displaying
imported luxury goods, alongside telegraph offices, hotels, and tramway lines.

Conclusions

This study demonstrates that the morphological bifurcation of Qajar Tehran
and the emergence of the European Quarter represented an externally
influenced spatial transformation rather than a balanced process of urban
modernization. Shaped by foreign diplomatic competition and the Westernizing
aspirations of Qajar elites, the development of the Ambassadorial Boulevard
contributed to the disruption of the capital’s organic pre-modern spatial
structure. By introducing a rectilinear urban geometry and outward-oriented
architectural forms into the northern sector of the city, this transformation
created a distinct zone characterized by imported amenities, while the historical
core—including long-established elite quarters such as Oudlajan and Sanglej-
continued to experience overcrowding, infrastructural deficiencies, and uneven
urban development.

Rather than extending modernization throughout the broader urban fabric,
the emergence of the European Quarter reinforced patterns of socio-spatial
differentiation within the capital. This process contributed to the formation
of a persistent urban polarity between neglected historical areas and privileged
northern districts, creating spatial inequalities that significantly influenced the
subsequent development of Tehran’s modern urban landscape.
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