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Urban places affected by terrorist events are arenas of contestation over meaning,
memory, and collective identity. However, contemporary urban governance in
dealing with such spaces often confines itself to a functional (surveillance-
disciplinary) approach, neglecting the capacity of representing collective memories
in urban spaces to heal psychosocial wounds, regenerate collective memory, and
enhance urban resilience. This study aims to formulate and propose a framework
for urban memory policymaking in terrorist place-events. It addresses the
fundamental question of how, through the formulation and implementation of
memory-oriented policies in urban governance, Tehran Railway Square can be
transformed from a merely functional space into an effective “site of memory.”
The research is applied-developmental in purpose and qualitative in nature and
approach, drawing on Maurice Halbwachs’s theory of collective memory and
thematic analysis. Data were collected through two complementary methods: a
documentary study (review of historical reports, news, archival documents, and
theoretical texts) and semi-structured interviews with 15 experts (urban planners,
architects, sociologists, and urban managers), selected through purposive sampling
and the snowball strategy. Data analysis employed three analytical techniques:
semiotic analysis of physical form, content analysis of documents and urban
management policies, and thematic analysis. The findings indicate that memory-
oriented policymaking is not a marginal measure but an essential component of
resilient urban governance in the face of terrorist threats. The policy governing
Railway Square across three periods—“marginalization of collective memory” (the
1980s and 1990s), “absolute surveillance priority” (the 2000s and 2010s), and
“persistent neglect” (the 2020s)—has lacked any coherent memory-oriented
approach. The main obstacles include the absence of a higher-level policy
document, the lack of a single responsible authority, institutional overlap and
parallelism, and the dominance of the surveillance-disciplinary approach over an
identity-participatory approach. Based on the findings, the study offers solutions at
three levels—physical, institutional, and policy—including formulating an urban
memory document; establishing an inter-institutional physical-spatial working
group (designing enduring markers and a memory trail); and social-functional
measures (holding annual commemorations, historical narration, and citizen
participation)—which can transform Railway Square into a space that fosters the
regeneration of collective memory and urban resilience.
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Introduction

Cities are more than physical fabrics and functional systems; they serve as arenas for the formation,
stabilization, and regeneration of collective memory and place identity. Among various forms of
collective memory, traumatic events—especially terrorist attacks—carry heavy emotional and
symbolic weight, profoundly disrupting the identity layers of urban places. Tehran Railway Square, a
major historical and transport node that experienced a terrorist bombing in the 1980s, has thus far
lacked any official and enduring representation within its physical and semantic order. In
contemporary urban governance, such places are often approached through a predominantly security-
and control-oriented logic, neglecting the capacity of memory-based representation to heal
psychosocial wounds, regenerate urban memory, and enhance urban resilience. Accordingly, this
qualitative study, drawing on documentary analysis and semi-structured interviews with experts, asks
how Tehran Railway Square can be transformed from a merely functional space into an effective “site
of memory.”

Methodology

The present study is applied-developmental in purpose and qualitative in nature and approach,
employing Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis model. Data were collected through two
complementary methods: a documentary study, including historical reports, news, archival documents,
and theoretical texts, and semi-structured interviews with 15 experts, comprising urban planners,
architects, sociologists, and urban managers selected through purposive sampling and the snowball
strategy. The interview process continued until theoretical saturation was reached, and two additional
interviews were conducted to confirm saturation, which added no new themes to the thematic network.
Data were analyzed using three techniques: physical-semiotic analysis, content analysis of documents
and urban management policies, and thematic analysis. The thematic analysis was carried out in six
phases based on Braun and Clarke’s model: familiarization with the data, initial coding, searching for
themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and writing the report. This methodological
combination made it possible to uncover deep meanings, analyze the sociocultural contexts of space,
and propose a framework for urban memory policymaking in terrorist place-events.

Conclusion

This study developed a framework for urban memory policymaking in terrorist place-events through
the case of Tehran Railway Square and the 1980s terrorist bombing, drawing on Halbwachs’s theory
of collective memory. Triangulating physical-semiotic analysis, thematic analysis of 15 expert
interviews, and documentary and policy analysis revealed a deep gap between the site’s latent memory
capacity and current urban governance. The square’s governance has passed through three periods—
marginalization of collective memory, absolute surveillance priority, and persistent neglect—without
any coherent memory-oriented policy. Key barriers include institutional fragmentation, lack of a single
authority, absence of an upstream legal and policy document, and dominance of surveillance-
functional approaches over identity-participatory ones. The study concludes that memory-oriented
policymaking at institutional, physical-spatial, and social-functional levels is essential for transforming
the square into an effective site of memory and enhancing collective memory, urban identity, and
resilience.
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