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Obijective: This study aims to explain the factors underlying the formation and continuity
of multi-family housing in the historic city of Nodoushan, Yazd Province, and to examine
its relationship with the spatial, economic, and cultural structure of the urban fabric from
the perspective of the social production of space.

Method: This qualitative study employed thematic analysis. Data were collected through
in-depth interviews with nine experienced elderly native residents of Nodoushan, aged 67
to 103 years. The interviews continued until theoretical saturation was reached. The
collected data were analyzed using MAXQDA 2020.

Results: Five key themes were identified: housing structure, household economy and
livelihoods, family and social relations, security and sense of tranquility, and public health
and hygiene. The findings indicate that multi-family living was a response to three
structural challenges: enclosure within the city walls, which restricted horizontal
expansion; historical insecurity, including attacks by bandits during the Qajar period; and
absolute economic poverty. Within this pattern, the house evolved from a mere shelter into
a network of trust, mutual assistance, and collective well-being. Shared spaces, including
courtyards, ovens, and water channels; a non-monetary economy; the Badali system in
agriculture; shared resources such as firewood and donkeys; and collective care for the
elderly and sick were among the prominent features of this system. Health and sanitation
were also managed through separate toilets used for manure production and a scheduling
system for public bathhouses, all within the framework of this social solidarity.
Conclusions: Multi-family living in Nodoushan represents a sustainable cultural pattern
and a living example of the social production of space. In this pattern, residents produced
space not through top-down external planning, but through coexistence and social
interaction. These findings highlight the need to reconsider contemporary housing policies
that have reduced the home to a consumable and passive unit and emphasize that social
sustainability emerges when space is produced through social life rather than merely
constructed. The main limitation of this study is its small sample size and focus on a single
case study (Nodoushan), which limits the generalizability of the findings to other regions.
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Introduction
The historical urban fabric of Iran, particularly in arid and semi-arid regions, embodies a

profound synthesis of climate adaptation, socio-cultural values, and collective survival
strategies. Among these settlements, the historic town of Nadushan, located in central Iran,
offers a compelling case of communal housing and socially produced space. Despite its
significance as a living heritage site, scholarly attention to the socio-spatial dynamics of
multi-household dwelling in Nadushan remains limited, with existing studies largely confined
to architectural or archaeological analyses.

This study addresses a critical gap in understanding how and why multi-household
cohabitation emerged and persisted in Nadushan, and how this pattern reflects a broader
socio-spatial system shaped by environmental constraints, economic necessity, and cultural
norms. The research is framed within Henri Lefebvre's theory of the production of space
(1991) and Amos Rapoport's culture-environment approach (1969), which together posit that
built environments are not merely physical containers but socially constructed outcomes of
everyday practices, values, and power relations.

This qualitative study aims to reconstruct and interpret the historical logic of multi-
household housing in Nadushan through the lived experiences of its elder residents.
Specifically, it seeks to:

1. ldentify the key structural factors—environmental, economic, and social—that shaped
cohabitation patterns;

2. Analyze how space was collectively produced and socially reproduced within shared
domestic units;

3. Explore the implications of this indigenous model for contemporary housing policy and the
revitalization of historic urban fabrics.

This inquiry speaks to scholars and practitioners in urban sociology, architectural
anthropology, heritage conservation, and sustainable housing policy, particularly those
interested in community-driven models of spatial organization. By employing a qualitative,
interpretive approach grounded in field interviews and thematic analysis, the study prioritizes
emic perspectives and historical memory as valid sources of knowledge. This design aligns
with the goal of theory building through grounded understanding rather than hypothesis
testing.

Method

This research adopts a qualitative, descriptive-interpretive methodology rooted in historical
ethnography and grounded theory. Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth
interviews with nine elderly residents of Nadushan (aged 67 to 103), selected via purposive
and snowball sampling to ensure access to individuals with direct experiential knowledge of
pre-modern housing patterns (circa 1900-1970).

The interview protocol focused on four thematic domains: (1) physical structure of multi-
family homes, (2) household economies and resource sharing, (3) social relations among co-
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residents, and (4) perceptions of security and hygiene. Interviews were audio-recorded,
transcribed verbatim, and analyzed in MAXQDA 2020.

Data analysis followed a thematic analysis framework with three stages:
- Open coding to identify initial concepts;
- Axial coding to group codes into thematic clusters;
- Selective coding to distill five core themes: housing structure, household economy, social
relations, spatial security, and public health.

Triangulation across multiple informants and peer debriefing enhanced credibility. The
study received ethical approval from the institutional review board, and all participants
provided informed oral consent, respecting local literacy norms.

Results
Analysis revealed that multi-household cohabitation in Nadushan was not a symptom of

poverty but a strategic, culturally embedded response to three structural conditions: (1) spatial
confinement within a fortified perimeter; (2) historical insecurity from raiders; and (3)
economic scarcity in a desert environment.

The five emergent themes illustrate an integrated socio-spatial system:
1. Housing structure: Compact, inward-facing houses with shared courtyards, rooftops, and
ovens accommodated up to eight families. Private rooms coexisted with collectively used
spaces, blurring boundaries between individual and communal life.
2. Household economy: Subsistence was sustained through gendered labor division,
reciprocal labor exchange (badali), shared animal husbandry, and barter economies—
minimizing cash dependency.
3. Social relations: Trust, cooperation, and conflict avoidance were norms; non-kin
households often cohabited harmoniously, reflecting a culture of "co-family" beyond blood
ties.
4. Spatial security: Collective vigilance (e.g., shared watchtower duties) and the absence of
valuable possessions reduced internal and external threats, fostering psychological safety.
5. Public health: Communal baths, composting toilets, and regulated water use reflected a
locally adapted hygiene system integrated with agricultural cycles.

Critically, "cohabitation” functioned as a mechanism of social sustainability, where space
was not passively inhabited but actively produced through daily interactions. This challenges
modern assumptions that density implies deprivation.

Conclusions
This study shows that multi-household dwelling in Nadushan represents a self-rooted model

of social sustainability, in which environmental constraints catalyzed cultural innovation
rather than social breakdown. The findings confirm Lefebvre's assertion that space is a social
product, and extend Rapoport's culture-environment thesis by showing how frugality,
cooperation, and spatial ingenuity can generate resilient, equitable communities.
Theoretically, the research reframes "informal” or "traditional” housing as intentional
socio-spatial systems. Practically, it offers a counter-model to top-down, individualistic
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housing policies that have eroded social cohesion in Iran's historic neighborhoods. Urban
planners and heritage policymakers should consider reviving principles of shared space,
mixed-use domestic units, and community stewardship in rehabilitation projects.

Limitations include reliance on retrospective accounts and a small sample. Future research
could combine ethnographic insight with spatial mapping or comparative case studies in other
arid-region towns. Nevertheless, Nadushan's legacy affirms that sustainable housing is, above
all, social housing.
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9. Triangulation
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10. Grounded Theory
11. Thematic Analysis
12. Transcription
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