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Abstract

Urban memory is a dynamic social phenomenon that transcends the physical structure of space and intertwines
with lived experiences, events, and social relations. This study aimed to investigate the dimensions of urban memory
among the elderly in the central fabric of Zanjan. The research employed a qualitative approach with a descriptive—
explanatory orientation, applying grounded theory to analyze elderly residents’ narratives about urban places. The
study population consisted of elderly individuals with more than 40 years of residence in Zanjan and frequent presence
in the Sabzeh-Meydan area. Using purposive sampling until theoretical saturation, 35 participants were selected. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using open and axial coding within the grounded
theory framework. The analysis revealed six main categories: (1) disconnection and forgetting, (2) identity and culture,
(3) events and incidents, (4) adaptation to a new identity, (5) commerce and business, and (6) sense of belonging and
mental persistence. The findings showed that places such as the Zolfaghari Mansion, the Bazaar, Sabzeh-Meydan, the
Jameh Mosque, and even demolished sites not only served physical functions but also embodied cultural and historical
meanings, reproduced in the minds of the elderly as the “living memory of the city.”” Urban memory emerges through
the interaction of place, events, and lived experiences, developing as a time-bound and dynamic process oscillating
between continuity and rupture. In the case of Zanjan’s central fabric, urban memory is shaped by the interconnection

of place, events, and society.
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Introduction

Historic city centers worldwide—and particularly in Iran—have long represented arenas where the “memory
of place” intersects with the “place of memory.”” As individuals traverse these spaces, they reconstitute past
and present memories, assigning identity according to age, experience, and settlement history. However,
modernist-driven transformations in recent decades have disrupted spatial memory, gradually eroding both
the sense of place and urban memory. Among all groups, the elderly retain stronger attachments, as their
extensive lived experiences enable them to inscribe central urban spaces more deeply in memory and sustain
lasting emotional and biographical ties. Although interventions in historic cores often pursue improvement
and renewal, they risk undermining the city’s social and historical identity, thereby destabilizing urban
memory and complicating the relationship between the place of memory and the significance of place.
Zanjan, a city rich in history and identity in Iran, exemplifies these tensions. Its central fabric has recently
undergone extensive transformations in the name of urban renewal, creating significant challenges for

residents’ urban memory, particularly among the elderly.

Materials and Methods

The city of Zanjan, the capital of Zanjan Province, is located in northwestern Iran. Historically, the city
was known by different names, such as Shahin, Zandigan, and Zangan, which gradually changed to Zanjan
after the advent of Islam. The central fabric of Zanjan represents the original core of the city, where
major physical transformations began during the first Pahlavi era and have continued to the present day.
Similar to many other Iranian cities, the central fabric of Zanjan has historically served both identity and
heritage functions while also acting as a focal point for citizens through its diverse commercial and service-
oriented attractions. At present, this urban core encompasses several significant historical and identity-
bearing spaces, including the Zolfaghari Mansion, Enghelab Square, the historical Bazaar, Jame Mosque,
Imam Pedestrian Pathway, Sabzeh-Meydan Complex, the Daraei Mansion, Khanom Mosque, Sabzeh-
Meydan Passage, and the renowned Fard Confectionery (Daviran, 2024). The present study is qualitative
research with a descriptive—interpretive approach conducted using the grounded theory model. Given the
aim of the study—understanding the physical and semantic memory of the historical urban fabric from
the perspective of the elderly’s lived experiences—data were collected through semi-structured interviews
with elderly residents living in the central part of Zanjan (the old Sabzeh-Meydan area). In grounded theory,
the number of participants is not predetermined; rather, sampling continues until no new concepts emerge
and theoretical saturation is achieved. Accordingly, using convenience sampling, a total of 35 interviews
were conducted. To ensure consistency and validity, complementary sources such as field observations and
historical documents (photographs) were also used. Participants were selected from among elderly individuals
who had lived in Zanjan for more than 40 years and maintained frequent interaction with the central urban
fabric. In this study, data analysis followed the grounded theory process. After completing the interviews,
the transcripts and notes were subjected to open coding; subsequently, similar codes were organized through
axial and selective coding, leading to the extraction and interpretation of the main categories and themes.
The validity of the instrument was confirmed based on the principle of theoretical saturation; that is, once
repetitive data emerged and no new responses were obtained, the data collection process was terminated,

and the information was systematically classified, organized, and analyzed.

Results
The eldetly act as the “living memory of the city”” Through their detailed narratives, they safeguard the

historical and cultural continuity of urban spaces. Urban memory is constantly reproduced, and physical
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as well as social transformations may simultaneously reinforce or disrupt this continuity. Consequently,
the preservation and revitalization of memory-laden places are not only essential for maintaining urban
identity but also serve as a foundation for strengthening intergenerational ties and transmitting intangible
heritage to the future. The study of urban memory in Zanjan’s historic core, from the perspective of the
elderly, demonstrates that the relationship between identity and place is undergoing a gradual process of
erosion. While this process contributes to the symbolic persistence of collective memory, it simultaneously
diminishes the cultural and social dynamism of place, restricting the reproduction of urban identity to
a symbolic and historical level. The role of central urban spaces as carriers of collective memory, the
coexistence of urban and rural communities, identity transitions, and threats to spatial vitality within the
historic core all underscore the fact that processes of change, modification, and the creation of new places

have a direct relationship with the formation—or rupture—of collective memory and urban identity.

Discussion

Overall, the sense of belonging among the elderly emerges as a combination of attachment and emotional
commitment to place, reinforced through storytelling, regular presence, defense of site values, and detailed
recollection of past events. Hence, the preservation and revitalization of memory-bearing spaces play a
crucial role in sustaining urban memory, reinforcing collective identity, and enhancing the quality of life
of elderly citizens. In light of the research question—how the lived experiences of the elderly shape the
recovery of urban memory in Zanjan’s historic core, and what role contemporary transformations play in
sustaining its identity—the findings can be interpreted as follows. The urban memory of Zanjan’s central
fabric, from the perspective of elderly residents, is primarily intertwined with memory-laden places and
events. These sites function not merely as physical settings but as carriers of collective memory and urban
identity. Their removal, transformation, or abandonment weakens place attachment and diminishes the
emotional bond between the elderly and the city. Conversely, the preservation, restoration, and revitalization
of such spaces foster the strengthening of urban memory, the reproduction of collective identity, and the

enhancement of the quality of life of older generations.

Conclusion

Urban identity must be understood as a dynamic, temporally contingent phenomenon arising from the
interplay of place, event, and lived experience. Urban policies should therefore simultaneously prioritize
the preservation of historical heritage while creating new spaces that resonate with the needs of future
generations. By emphasizing the revitalization of memory-bearing places and incorporating the lived
experiences of the elderly, such policies can enhance the sustainability of urban identity and strengthen
social belonging. This study recommends that urban management give greater attention to urban memory
and its transmission through oral and historical documentation, recognizing the eldetly as the “living archives
of places and memory-related events,” particularly within the central fabric. In this regard, establishing an
Urban Memory Documentation Taskforce, revitalizing memory-bearing spaces, facilitating intergenerational
transmission of memory (through education, festivals, and participatory spaces), acknowledging the duality
of old and new spaces, and creating digital archives of urban memory are proposed. These measures would
not only safeguard urban identity but also foster intergenerational solidarity and ensure the continuity of

intangible urban heritage.
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Table2. Categories and Concepts of Elderly Memory Derived from Spatial Interactions in Central Fabric
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