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Abstract 

Sistan is the name of a wide land in southeast of Iranian Plateau, much of which is now 

located in Afghanistan and is called Nimruz Province. Iranian Sistan or the southern Sistan, 

with Zabol as its capital, is a relatively flat land with an area of 8117 km
2
 that its lands are 

mostly made of the sediments and deposits of Helmand River. Shahr-e Sukhteh (The Burnt 

City) with its intelligent and creative culture, dating back more than 5000 years, and as the 

largest urban settlement in the eastern half of Iranian Plateau, is a unique instance that truly 

represents knowledge, industry and culture in ancient Sistan. It takes 450 years with the 

current technology to excavate this city which has 4 billion cultural materials. Moreover, 

Mount Khwajeh, which is a remnant of the Parthian and Sassanid eras, holds significant 

elements of historical architecture, art and religious beliefs of this land. Dahaneh Gholaman 

city, a memorial of Achaemenid era, is the only city known to the modern sense of the word, 

that its architectural-religious pattern represents the growth and prosperity of the first 

organized and written religious notions. For the same reasons, Richard Frye, prominent 

archeologist and historian, has entitled Sistan as the ancient paradise, and Henry Savage 

Landor, British tourist and archeologist, after seeing some archeological sites in Sistan, called 

it as the “East London”.  
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Introduction 

Cities and urbanization are significant social trends which have mostly caused changes in 

human interaction with the environment and with other people. In fact, the changes in 

people’s reactions toward each other and toward the environment have allowed a social 

change and spatial transformation, the objective aspect of which has emerged as a new 

phenomenon that is called “the city”. The features and concept of the city have not been the 

same in various periods and its concept shows differences in each period and with every land 

in the course of history. Allocation of words such as: Polis, Ecbatana (the place of gathering), 

Pasargadae (camp of Persians), Kohandezh (the old fort), Sharestan (county), city, township, 

Mesr (town), Ghasabeh (borough), Madinah (city), and so forth to large human communities 

and some social emerging phenomena, outside the concept of early communities or the so-

called “villages”, are instances of these differences in attitude toward the concept of the city.  

The city in Iran, either in ancient times or in Islamic era, has been a base for power and a 

place for administration and the monarchy or patriarchy. The city was called “khashath” in 

Old Persian meaning “the kingdom”. According to some experts, the concept of city was 

closely associated with administrative divisions of the country or the satraps and 

administrative units of the time. In the books “Shahrestan” means “the town” but it had often 

meant the province capital, the county, the locale and the country. In Islamic era Ghasabeh 

(borough) was applied to the concept of city and the main words used for the city had the 

same implication. Metropolises, large cities or mainly capitals and emirates were called 

“Mesr”, with the plural form of “Amsar”, and it was a city that was ruled by an emir, a great 
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sultan, or a king. Yaqut al-Hamawi in his work Mu’jam al-buldan, applies the following 

terms to the administrative divisions of his time in order of importance and extent:  a. Velayat 

(i.e. today province) – b. Kureh (i.e. today county) – c. Rostagh (i.e. today sector) – d. Tasouj 

(i.e. today rural district) – and e. Gharyah (i.e. today village). For example, in his introduction 

of administrative divisions, he introduces Shiraz as the Ghasabeh of Fars Velayat (the 

borough of Fars province), Estakhr as the Ghasabeh of Estakhr Kureh (the brough of Estakhr 

county), Yazd as the Ghasabeh of Yazd Rostagh (the borough of Yazd sector), and Nain as 

the Ghasabeh of Nain Tasouj (the borough of Nain rural district). Today, it is difficult to give 

a comprehensive definition of the city that could include all cities of the world, as the cities 

are not dependent on the same economic and social systems and there are no common points 

between them, thus every geographer has provided a definition of the city according to their 

own understanding and perception of the matter. However, most of them have not provided a 

satisfactory definition, because the city is an experience like any other social and 

geographical category, but its elements such as residents, organizations, transportation 

system, facilities and equipment, and all objective beings, appear with varied natures. For 

some geographers, the type of human activities and the difference between them and that of 

the rural communities, and their centralization in one place, and for others the structural and 

physical traits make the ground for the definition of the city which leads to an important 

debate among the geographers on public urban geography. The study aims at reviving and 

keeping alive the legacy of ancient Persia, providing information for tourist attraction, wiping 

off the negative attitudes toward the region, clarifying natural and human history potentials, 

introducing the latent capabilities, values and status of Sistan area which is considered among 

the glories of Iran and Islamic World due to its strong links with the national religious 

culture, and also analyzing the urban context and structure of the ancient settlements in the 

area. 

 

Materials and methods 

Sistan with an area of 15197 square kilometer is located in the north section of province 

between 31°20ʹ to 31°40ʹ north latitude and 61°15ʹ to 61°50ʹ east longitude. With regard to 

geographic location, Sistan borders Harmak valley and Malek-Siah Kuh altitudes in the south 

and Chehel Dokhtaran foothills and Mount Palang in the west. In order to conduct the 

research, a mixture of descriptive, causal (cause and effect relationship), historical and library 

methods were applied through field methodology (objective observations and interviews) that 

included the following steps:  

 Reading books, articles, and documents about Sistan area.  

 Collecting the necessary data, statistics and information from reliable sources and 

centers in provincial departments and local offices. 

 Conducting observations and direct on-site interviews with excavating experts and 

scholars. 

 Updating information and analyzing it with scientific research methods. 

 Using a computer for processing the information in order to enhance the qualitative 

validity of the content.  

 Using various maps and displaying informative pictures. 
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Subject analysis and argument 

In general, Madinah and in modern terms, the city, aside from its administrative status, has 

had a significant religious role. Holding Friday Prayers and having Jameh Mosques had 

become one of the pillars of Islamic cities in the early centuries of Islam. One specific 

indication of a city was having Friday Mosques. In other words, a city was a place where 

having a Jameh Mosque was inevitable, or we can say in early Islamic era, any permanent 

settlement where the population reached to an extent that the religious authorities took up its 

residence and set up a Friday Mosque in it, was raised to the degree of a city. This concept 

has been subject to many changes during different periods in history. 

Basically, the first cities had simple common features, and the city and the 6000-year 

experience of urbanization, which covers a short section of human life after previous 

lengthier experiences, is a historical and human phenomenon, not a natural and unchangeable 

one. In the early periods of urbanization, two factors of social structure and technology had a 

great effect on urban development. There were also other factors that were involved in 

destructing or discrediting the cities which include fire, contagious diseases, and invasion of 

tribes and enemies. Although the urban life in early periods had special luxuries, it was not 

much different from the rural life in terms of security and health care for people. Even since 

the emergence of Mesopotamian cities, part of urban society has been facing population 

density, hut-dwelling, and various types of pollution which have continued to our time, 

despite the man’s journey to the moon. But prior to the topic of how the cities were created 

and how urbanism and urbanization began in such a short history of human life, it is 

necessary to have a brief acquaintance with some generalities on the structure and formation 

of the first cities and also on the departure from the restricted rural life and entering the 

urbanization era. 

Temples and palaces were considered among the main buildings of the early cities, but the 

temples were both more influential and among the prestigious urban buildings. Nile Valley 

cities came into existence between 5500-600 years ago, the most important of which were 

Memphis and Thebes. Of course, part of the innovations of urban civilization came from 

Mesopotamia to the Indus Valley. The cities of Mohenjodaro and Harappa were formed in 

the central points of fertile areas around 2500 B.C. and they had all the eminent urban 

manifestations. There were two east-west streets and three north-south streets in Harappa and 

each street was about 11 meters wide. The city had 12 crossroads and the side streets 

branched off these crossroads. Most residential units and also the city’s water supply system 

were developed in orderly manner and according to scientific standards of the time. 

Administrative and religious organizations of Harappa operated in the central part of the city 

and there was a section particularly specified for working class. The city surrounded within 

its walls formed an independent unit in an area. 
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The map: The cities, main sources and the roads of West Asia in the first and second urbanization eras 

 

The city was located at the center of a set of villages and agricultural lands, and the surplus of 

agricultural production from surrounding lands were sent from city to city, to be stored in the 

temples’ warehouses. In most cases, the Cleric class ruled the city and led the people through 

religious and economic affairs. Only three to four percent of the area’s population lived in the 

early cities. Due to the living conditions in 5000 years ago, the surplus production of 50 to 90 

farmers was required in order to supply enough food for an urban dweller.  

 

Conclusion 

According to what was said, Sistan, as a rich collection of historical buildings and artworks, 

archeological sites, economic functions and some natural attractions in the desert, has the 

capabilities required for developing the tourism industry. And this, with respect to other 

environmental obstacles and deprivations, needs the attention and programming of national 

and regional politicians in order to revive and promote this industry towards mobilizing 

economic and social activities and contribute to the region’s dynamism. As a result of its 

brilliant historical records, desirable geographical situation, abundant archeological sites, and 

environmental attractions, Sistan has reached to such a level of capability that one can claim 

despite the environmental obstacles, it is a small Iran in itself. In order to exploit its 

potentials, there must be a powerful independent management which has the required funds 

and facilities to manage and recreate these opportunities, so that in the near future we can 

observe new changes in Sistan’s (economic, social, cultural, political, etc.) context and 

(situations, cultural attractions, archeological-historical, environmental, etc.) structure. 

Among other motives for attracting tourists to this region are the artifacts from the ancient 

civilizations such as Achaemenid, Parthian, Sassanid and Aryan and the archeological sites 

like Shahr-e Sukhteh, Dahane Gholaman, Mount Khwajeh, etc., each of which has a special 
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status in the world’s civilization process. The exploration of Shahr-e Sukhte as a dynamic and 

active civilization of third millennium B.C. can be considered as the link between 

Transoxiana in the north, Indus in the east, and Mesopotamia and Egypt in the west. As the 

famous Italian archeologist, Prof. Tosi believes: Through this civilization, not only the 

missing link between the civilizations of East and West was found, but also we can establish 

at least 10-15 great museums by extracting the precious items buried in the soils of Shahr-e 

Sukhte, which is by itself a large capital to attract national and regional tourists. 
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