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Abstract

Given the increasing vulnerability of cultural heritage during recent armed conflicts and wars in Iran, the protection
of war heritage has become one of the fundamental challenges of cultural heritage management. Despite the
development of international literature on authenticity, collective memory, local community participation, and post-
war reconstruction, these concepts have not yet been integrated into a coherent framework for the protection of
war heritage in Iran. Consequently, post-war interventions have predominantly focused on physical reconstruction,
while the cultural, social, identity-related, and value-based dimensions of war heritage have received less attention.
This gap highlights the need for a comprehensive framework appropriate to Iran’s conditions. The present study
seeks to answer how an integrated framework for the protection of Iran’s war heritage can be formulated by drawing
on contemporary theoretical foundations of post-conflict heritage protection. Accordingly, the research aims to
critically analyze the existing literature, identify the key dimensions influencing war heritage protection, explain their
interrelationships, and provide a conceptual framework applicable to Iran’s context. This qualitative study employs
a critical-interpretive synthesis approach, drawing on purposive theoretical sampling of selected articles on heritage
protection in conflict, authenticity, and post-war reconstruction. Based on this synthesis, the research’s conceptual
framework was developed. The findings indicate that effective protection of war heritage is not limited to the
physical conservation of monuments; rather, it requires the integration of five substantive dimensions: heritage
values, authenticity, collective memory, community participation, and sustainable reconstruction, linked through

heritage governance as a cross-cutting coordinating mechanism.
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Introduction

Armed conflicts pose a profound threat to cultural heritage, not only through the physical destruction
of buildings, sites, and cultural landscapes but also through the disruption of the social, cultural, and
mnemonic relationships through which heritage acquires meaning, War heritage therefore cannot be
understood merely as surviving or damaged physical fabric. Post-conflict safeguarding consequently
cannot be reduced to repairing damaged structures or restoring them to a presumed pre-war condition.
Recent heritage scholarship has increasingly emphasized authenticity, heritage values, collective memory,
community participation, sustainable reconstruction, and governance. Yet these conceptual strands have
largely developed in parallel rather than as components of a single relational framework. This issue is
particularly relevant to Iran. Although Iran has experienced extensive war-related destruction, especially
during the Iran—Iraq War, research on Iranian heritage has more frequently addressed historic-building
conservation, urban reconstruction, or damage documentation than war heritage as an integrated field
encompassing material, social, mnemonic, and governance dimensions. International conservation
frameworks also cannot necessarily be transferred directly to Iran without considering its historical, cultural,
institutional, and social context. Research on Iranian heritage conservation has identified institutional and
participation challenges. The research gap therefore lies not simply in the absence of case studies but
in the lack of an integrated conceptual framework connecting the principal dimensions of war heritage
safeguarding while accounting for contextual differences. The study asks how contemporary post-conflict
conservation approaches can be integrated into a coherent framework for Iran’s war heritage. It aims to
critically synthesize international scholarship, identify the principal dimensions of effective safeguarding,
explain their relationships, and develop a conceptual framework situated in the Iranian context. Here,
heritage in conflict refers to heritage exposed during armed conflict not only to physical damage but
also to destruction, displacement, contestation over meaning and value, and symbolic appropriation.
Post-conflict heritage refers to heritage and heritage-related processes during the transitional period
following active hostilities, when documentation, protection, recovery, reconstruction, and the continuity

or redefinition of heritage values and meanings become central.

Materials and Methods

This qualitative study employs Critical Interpretive Synthesis (CIS) rather than a conventional systematic
review. CIS is appropriate for heterogeneous bodies of literature in which the objective is conceptual
integration and critical theorization rather than statistical aggregation. Literature was identified through
searches of Web of Science and Scopus covering 2004—2024. The search strategy used eight conceptual
terms: War Heritage, Cultural Heritage in Conflict, Post-conflict Heritage Conservation, Post-war
Reconstruction, Authenticity, Collective Memory, Community Participation, and Heritage Governance.
Studies were selected when they addressed heritage conservation or reconstruction in post-war/post-
conflict settings and provided theoretically or empirically extractable evidence relevant to at least one
of six analytical questions concerning heritage values, authenticity, collective memory, community
participation, sustainable reconstruction, and governance. Through supplementary searches to ensure
geographical and methodological diversity, 15 studies were selected for the final conceptual synthesis.
The selected studies underwent open coding, followed by axial categorization. Six initial codes were
organized into five substantive dimensions and one cross-cutting mechanism. The framework was
examined through comparative case illustrations involving Warsaw, Dresden, Mostar, Khorramshahr, and
Aleppo. The analysis consequently treats these dimensions as interdependent rather than as independent
criteria, allowing the synthesis to identify both points of convergence and tensions among competing
conservation priorities. This relational reading is central to the proposed model and distinguishes it from
approaches that address material repair, memory, participation, or governance separately. It also clarifies

how the framework can guide subsequent empirical testing;
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Results

The synthesis identified five substantive dimensions of war heritage safeguarding: heritage values,
authenticity, collective memory, community participation, and sustainable reconstruction. These
dimensions are connected and coordinated through heritage governance, which operates as a cross-
cutting mechanism. Heritage values establish why a place should be safeguarded. Authenticity concerns
how historical evidence, material continuity, and cultural meaning should inform intervention. In conflict
contexts, authenticity is therefore better understood as multidimensional and contextual rather than as an
immutable property of original material. Collective memory is the mnemonic dimension through which
wat-related places acquire and transmit social meaning. Community participation extends this process by
enabling affected groups to contribute to interpretation, valuation, and decisions concerning the future of
heritage. Communities may hold divergent or conflicting memoties and values. Participation consequently
requires mechanisms capable of accommodating plurality rather than merely producing symbolic
consultation. Sustainable reconstruction represents the forward-looking dimension. Reconstruction
can contribute to social and cultural recovery when it maintains heritage values while responding to
contemporary needs. Reconstruction does not necessarily require the complete removal of war traces. The
Khorramshahr case, for example, demonstrates a complex relationship among reconstruction, tourism,
local preferences, and the preservation of war-related traces; residents and visitors may value retaining
selected traces rather than returning the city to a pre-war condition. The cases further show that these
dimensions cannot be reduced to a linear sequence. Warsaw illustrates heritage-led reconstruction strongly
connected to historical and national values; Dresden demonstrates an evolving relationship between
material remains, memory, and reconciliation; Mostar reveals tensions among reconstruction, authenticity,
and competing social meanings; Khorramshahr illustrates tensions between urban reconstruction, local
expectations, and the treatment of war traces; and Aleppo demonstrates challenges where reconstruction,

political narratives, and fragmented governance intersect.

Discussion

The principal theoretical finding is that the central problem of war heritage safeguarding is not choosing
among preservation, reconstruction, memory, ot participation as separate approaches, but establishing
meaningful relationships among them. The unit of analysis therefore shifts from the “damaged building”
to the relational system of war heritage. Within this system, heritage values determine what is considered
meaningful; authenticity informs how historical evidence and continuity should be treated; collective
memory sustains and contests meanings attributed to place; communities participate in interpreting
and negotiating those meanings; and sustainable reconstruction provides a means of carrying
selected values and functions into the future. The framework is therefore a network of reciprocal and
feedback relationships rather than a decision chain. Heritage governance occupies a distinct position
because it coordinates these relationships, distributes responsibilities, and provides mechanisms for
negotiating conflicts among values, memories, stakeholders, and reconstruction priorities. Fragmented
responsibilities, top-down decision-making, and insufficient community engagement can weaken post-
conflict interventions. For Iran, the framework should be understood as a contextually adapted conceptual
model rather than a direct transfer of international practice. Iranian research points to challenges
involving institutional structures, participation, and established conservation paradigms. Localization
therefore does not require constructing an entirely separate Iranian theory; it requites reconsidering how
internationally recognized principles interact under Iranian historical, social, and institutional conditions.
The framework also identifies an important temporal gap between emergency response and subsequent
conservation. Emergency operations may prioritize saving lives and reopening routes. Yet when clearance
occurs without minimal documentation, historical evidence and material traces may be irreversibly lost.

The study therefore proposes minimal pre-clearance documentation—including rapid photographic
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recording from defined viewpoints, location recording, and, where feasible and ethically appropriate,
brief accounts from local witnesses—as a temporal input connecting emergency response to subsequent
valuation, authenticity assessment, participation, and reconstruction. This is not complete conservation

but a low-burden mechanism for preventing permanent evidence loss before specialized decisions begin.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that safeguarding war heritage cannot be adequately addressed through a binary
choice between preservation and reconstruction. War heritage is better understood as a relational system
in which heritage values, authenticity, collective memory, community participation, and sustainable
reconstruction mutually shape the production, interpretation, and continuation of heritage, while
heritage governance coordinates these relationships. The contribution is therefore not the identification
of unknown components but their reorganization into a heritage-led, conflict-aware, feedback-
oriented framework. Applied to Iran, the framework emphasizes contextual adaptation rather than the
direct transplantation of international models and identifies governance, participation, valuation, and
documentation as critical conditions for responsible intervention. The framework remains conceptual
and requires empirical testing through Iranian war-heritage cases. Future research should examine
its applicability across different sites and communities and translate its conceptual relationships into
measurable criteria and operational protocols. Ultimately, safeguarding war heritage should move beyond
the question of what should be rebuilt toward the more fundamental question of how value, evidence,

memory, and community agency can be carried from crisis into the future.
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Figure 1. The research problem, research gap, and anticipated research outcomes
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Table 1. Open and axial coding of each study
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Table 2. Comparative matrix of evidence extracted from the selected studies in relation to the dimensions of the conceptual
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Table 3. Supplementary empirical examples for aligning the criteria in the theoretical findings section
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Figure 2. The relationship between the two components of value and authenticity in the reconstruction and conservation of

war heritage
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Figure 3. Intensity and continuity of local community participation throughout the conservation and reconstruction process
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Figure 4. The final comprehensive war-heritage conservation model, adapted to the Iranian context and aligned with the

international literature
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