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November 26, 2025 Collective memory plays a pivotal role in constructing urban identity and social cohesion.

Nowadays, shifts in lifestyles and ill-informed urban interventions, often justified in the name
of development and gentrification, have placed historical, memory-laden urban fabrics at risk.
Aiming to explicate the topography of collective memory through conceptual modeling, this
study employs a systematic review combined with a thematic analysis of screened sources to
integrate the perspectives across multiple disciplines. The model is applied to desert-region
cities including Yazd, Kerman, Tabas, and Kashan. The findings indicate that the topography
of collective memory is a metaphorical mapping of shared remembrances that emerges from
Keywords: interactions among spatial frameworks, places, and social behaviors. Shaped by the forces of
Collective memory, | Power, politics, and dominant discourses, it is subject to continual shifts and reinterpretations,
Halbwachs, Identity, Place of | thereby providing a platform for representing shared identity and history. The conceptual
memory, Topography of the | model operates along three trajectories: formation, re-reading/reproduction, and resilience.
collective memory of cities Climate, migration, political economy, tourism, and technology act as intervening factors that
modulate morphological patterns as well as social narratives and events. The corresponding
model shows that traditional water-supply systems, bazaars, squares, and inward-looking
courtyard houses constitute the principal anchors of memory in desert-climate cities.
Moreover, the “hazard layer” in Tabas and Bam has reconfigured the pathways of
remembrance. Based on the model, three policy packages are proposed, including 1) formation
and transmission of indigenous knowledge, 2) reconstruction/control of layers through a
palimpsestic approach, and 3) memory-centered resilience to address hazards and disruptions.
Tools such as a Memory Atlas, indices of intensity and direction, and memory corridors are
introduced to support context-sensitive design.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction
Collective memory in cities is more than a repository of past events. It is a living
infrastructure that orients belonging, identity, and continuity. As urban environments densify
and diversify, shared recollections are embedded in the physical weave of streets, squares,
and buildings, and in the performative weave of rituals, commemorations, and everyday
routines. This research argues that mapping the topography of collective memory, i.e.,
tracing how different carriers of memory are positioned, layered, and re-signified over time,
provides a powerful lens for diagnosis and intervention.
The research questions in this study are as follows:
1. What are the constituent components of the topography of collective memory?
2. How do these components interact to shape and reproduce collective memory in desert

cities?

Answering these questions matters practically. Accelerated redevelopment, gentrification,
lifestyle shifts, and shocks (earthquakes, aridification) threaten the socio-spatial habitats of
memory. In desert cities, where survival has historically depended on codified climate
wisdom, losing memory risks the erosion of not only cultural identity but also adaptive
capacity.

2. Research methodology
The study uses a qualitative, interdisciplinary design with a multiple-case strategy and three

integrated methods as explained below:

1. Systematic Review and Document Analysis: Following PRISMA protocols, we
searched Web of Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar using core terms (collective
memory, city, place; Halbwachs, Nora, etc.). Snowballing captured the foundational
texts often under-indexed in databases. After deduplication and two-stage screening
against the inclusion criteria (urban spatial relevance, social frameworks of memory,
interdisciplinary rigor, credible evidence, English-language availability), 123 sources
(books and articles) were retained.

2. Thematic Synthesis: Using established procedures (open coding, descriptive themes,
analytic themes), we coded the corpus to surface recurrent ideas about the relationship
between memory, space, time, and power. The synthesis yielded a general conceptual
model: a dual-frame structure where a spatial-material frame (carriers, loci, routes,
palimpsests) interlocks with a socio-cultural frame (rituals, narratives, naming,
institutions, media ecologies).

3. Analytical Generalization via Case Application: We applied the model to four desert
cities in Iran, namely Yazd, Kerman, Tabas and Kashan, to examine how the
components operate in specific contexts. Cross-case comparisons identified the shared
patterns (e.g., water-and-shade infrastructure as the memory backbone) and divergences
(e.q., post-disaster palimpsest in Tabas, tourism-mediated re-framings in Yazd).
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3. Results and discussion

This article proposes a conceptual model of the “topography of urban collective memory” in hot-arid Iranian
cities by integrating spatial-material and social-cultural dimensions derived from the memory and urban theory.
The spatial dimension highlights frameworks, anchors and material continuity through which memory is
stabilized by environmental cues and enduring forms, while the social-cultural dimension emphasizes social
settings, rituals, practices and institutions that transform short-term communicative memory into long-term
cultural memory. The model identifies three main pathways including “formation and transmission” (inscribing
collective practices and narratives into places, reinforcing attachment and cohesion), “re-reading and
reproduction” (power, heritage policies and naming practices that reframe meanings and reorder anchors), and
“resilience of memory” (documentation, reconstruction and everyday use that sustain memory under shocks).
Climate and environmental risks, migration and demographic changes, political economy and heritage-making,
tourism and digital media serve as intervening factors that modulate the intensity and direction of memory flows.
The case studies of Yazd, Kerman, Tabas and Kashan demonstrate how wind catchers, ganats, introverted
courtyard houses, covered bazaars, shaded passages and oasis gardens form a shared “infrastructure of water and
shade” and a recurring bazaar-mosque-square triad, while heritage inscription and post-disaster reconstruction
generate thick urban palimpsests and redirect memory fields. The article concludes by proposing an operational
toolbox including a GIS-based “memory atlas”, spatial indices of memory intensity and direction, “memory
corridors” linking dispersed nodes, and local “memory institutions” to support memory-sensitive planning as
well as design and sustain a climate-adapted Iranian-Islamic urban identity grounded in the living collective
memory.

4. Conclusion

The study develops a conceptual model of the topography of collective memory to bridge the gap
between theory and planning. It argues that memory is not confined to monuments or individual
minds but embedded in a multilayered network of places, routes, rituals and naming practices,
continually reproduced through collective action. Two macro-frames, spatial-environmental and
socio-cultural ones, make up this network, while climate, migration, political economy, tourism
and technology shape the intensity and direction of remembering. A focus on four hot-arid cities
(Yazd, Kerman, Tabas, Kashan) shows how ganats and water infrastructures, windcatchers, the
bazaar-street-square triad, Hosseinieh spaces, Persian gardens and introverted houses act as
durable memory anchors, and how risk and reconstruction, such as the Tabas and Bam
earthquakes, reconfigure memory pathways. The paper proposes a toolkit including a “memory
atlas”, indices of intensity and direction, and “memory routes” to operationalize the model. Three
strategic paths including supporting intergenerational narrative formation, governing re-reading
and redevelopment are highlighted through palimpsest-sensitive rules, participatory naming, and
strengthening memory-based resilience via documentation, archives and participatory
reconstruction. This approach reinforces the sense of belonging and social cohesion while
improving the adaptive capacity of cities to climatic and political changes.

Keywords: Collective memory, Halbwachs, Identity, Place of memory, Topography of the
collective memory of cities
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