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Introduction: Cities have long served as centers of civilization and human
interaction, attracting the attention of scholars and thinkers throughout history.
With the advent of Islam, the concept of Islamic city planning emerged within a
theistic and divine framework, prompting Islamic thinkers to develop diverse
theories regarding the structure and essence of cities. Among these, the
perspectives of Ibn Khaldun and Suhrawardi stand out, each offering distinct
insights into the foundations of Islamic urbanism.

Objective: This study aims to provide a comparative reading of the theories of
Ibn Khaldun and Suhrawardi on Islamic urban planning, analyzing the physical
and metaphysical dimensions of the city from their respective viewpoints.
Method: Using a descriptive-analytical approach, this research relies on textual
analysis of primary philosophical and sociological sources to extract and
compare the key components of Islamic urbanism as envisioned by both thinkers.
Findings: The study reveals that Suhrawardi approaches the city from a
spiritual and illuminative perspective, viewing it as a manifestation of the
imaginal world and divine light. In contrast, Ibn Khaldun adopts a more
empirical and historical stance, emphasizing the social, economic, and
physical aspects of urban life.

Conclusion: The comparative analysis indicates that Islamic urbanism, as
reflected in the views of Ibn Khaldun and Suhrawardi, integrates both tangible
and intangible elements. Concepts such as spatial justice, environmental quality,
spiritual symbolism, and physical structure collectively contribute to the
formation of an ideal Islamic city.
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Extended Abstract

Purpose

The research problem addressed in this paper stems from the lack of integrative studies that
juxtapose these two foundational perspectives in Islamic thought. While Ibn Khaldun’s
Mugaddimah is widely referenced in socio-political theories of urbanism, Suhrawardi’s
mystical philosophy has mostly been discussed in metaphysical or theological contexts. By
bringing these paradigms into dialogue, the study seeks to illuminate how Islamic urban thought
can simultaneously accommodate practical realities and spiritual aspirations. This gap in the
literature is significant because the Islamic city has historically been both a place of daily life
and a vessel for moral-spiritual orientation. However, the bifurcation between realist and
idealist approaches has led to fragmented understandings. This research attempts to bridge that
divide through a comparative lens, asking: what are the key similarities and differences between
Ibn Khaldun’s and Suhrawardi's visions of the Islamic city, and how might their insights
contribute to contemporary understandings of Islamic urbanism?

Methodology

The methodology adopted in this research is descriptive-analytical, supported by comparative
textual analysis. Primary sources include Ibn Khaldun’s Mugaddimah and Suhrawardi’s
Hikmat al-Ishraq, alongside secondary scholarly works addressing Islamic city theories, urban
planning, mystical philosophy, and sociology. The analysis is structured around six key
dimensions of Islamic urbanism: Epistemological foundations, Social and cultural dynamics,
Economic structures, Spatial and architectural principles, Environmental ethics and Urban
governance and leadership. By aligning these dimensions with each thinker’s paradigm, the
research facilitates a structured and balanced comparison.

Findings

Epistemological and Ontological Foundations

Suhrawardi’s vision is deeply metaphysical, rooted in his philosophy of light and imaginal
reality. The city is a vessel of spiritual transformation and cosmic symbolism, guiding souls
toward divine proximity. Urban space reflects heavenly geometry and sacred hierarchy.
Conversely, Ibn Khaldun advances a pragmatic epistemology, grounded in historical analysis
and empirical patterns. Cities, for him, emerge from the evolution of cooperation, governance,
and economic interdependence. While Suhrawardi prioritizes metaphysical order, Ibn Khaldun
values historical causality and rational structure.

Social and Cultural Dimension

In Suhrawardi’s framework, social order stems from inner enlightenment and the harmony of
virtues—justice, wisdom, and self-discipline. Cities should cultivate ethical reflection and
shared spiritual identity. By contrast, Ibn Khaldun sees cities as complex social systems whose
cohesion depends on ‘asabiyya, leadership, and moral regulation. Although both thinkers
emphasize justice and communal well-being, Suhrawardi focuses on transcendent unity while
Ibn Khaldun emphasizes socio-political resilience.

Economic Dimension

Suhrawardi promotes a minimalist economy oriented toward asceticism and moral intention.
Economic practices should be restrained and ethical, avoiding material excess. Ibn Khaldun,
however, provides one of the earliest systemic analyses of urban economies, highlighting
production, labor, market networks, and state taxation. He warns against economic decadence
as a cause of civilizational decline. Thus, Suhrawardi contributes spiritual insight to economic
justice, while 1bn Khaldun offers operational strategies for economic sustainability.
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Spatial and Architectural Design

Suhrawardi envisions architecture as symbolic language, where structures manifest
philosophical truths. Buildings, streets, and public spaces are designed to invoke divine beauty
and ontological reflection. Ibn Khaldun, on the other hand, is preoccupied with the functional
aspects of urban planning: strategic location, defensibility, resource availability, and
infrastructure. While Suhrawardi’s vision inspires sacred aesthetics, Ibn Khaldun grounds the
built environment in sociopolitical utility.

Environmental Harmony

For Suhrawardi, nature is part of the metaphysical order—sacred and alive. Urban life must
harmonize with nature’s spiritual rhythms, respecting its integrity. Ibn Khaldun too
acknowledges the importance of environmental factors such as climate and geography but treats
them as determinants of social health and economic productivity. Despite differing approaches,
both emphasize the need for ecological balance in urban development.

Urban Governance and Management

Suhrawardi advocates for spiritually guided leadership—philosopher-kings whose authority is
derived from divine light. The city is to be ruled by sages who channel cosmic will. Ibn Khaldun
offers a realpolitik model: power arises from tribal alliances, military strength, and
administrative skill. Governance is cyclical, with states rising and falling based on their moral
and political capacity. This contrast reveals two poles: one mystical and esoteric, the other
rational and institutional.

Conclusion

The synthesis of Ibn Khaldun and Suhrawardi’s views offers a multifaceted model of Islamic
urbanism. Ibn Khaldun provides analytical tools to understand urban dynamics—social
structures, economic behavior, and political change—while Suhrawardi contributes the spiritual
and metaphysical dimensions that elevate city life from mere functionality to divine
significance. Together, their visions present the Islamic city as both a practical environment for
communal order and a symbolic realm for spiritual ascent. This duality remains highly relevant
in addressing contemporary urban challenges in Muslim societies. Urban policy should not
merely solve spatial or economic problems, but also cultivate collective memory, metaphysical
awareness, and ethical consciousness. Reviving these classical insights in the modern age can
reorient city-making toward justice, beauty, and transcendence.
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