Sociological Cultural Studies, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)
Quarterly Journal, Vol. 17, No. 3, Autumn 2026, 121-152
https://www.doi.org/10.30465/scs.2025.51280.2979

Place of Memory and its Relationship with Collective
Memory in the Analysis of Environmental Components
Affecting the Physical Body and
Identity of Tehran's Grand Bazaar

. *
Anna Piroozmand

Mohammad Moeinaddini”

Abstract

Cities and urban structures serve as spaces for the formation of collective memories
among communities, acting as platforms for events and reflecting the shared
collective memory of people; individuals who imbue places with meaning and
derive a sense of identity and belonging from them. Consequently, this process
contributes to the preservation of place and social bonds. Accordingly, this study
aims to identify the components that evoke collective memory in urban spaces,
based on the theoretical foundations of Maurice Halbwachs, by examining the
factors that trigger collective memory in places. In this context, the research
analyzes the environmental and spatial elements that shape the collective memory
of Tehran’s Grand Bazaar, which has evolved throughout history. The influential
changes affecting the historical memory of the bazaar are examined through three
dimensions: (1) Structural transformations within and around the bazaar due to
urban development. (2) Ideological and cultural policies across different historical
periods. (3) Physical changes resulting from the influence of stakeholder groups in

the Tehran Bazaar.Each of these factors has, in some way, impacted the physical
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identity of the bazaar and its surroundings, negatively affecting the perception of
belonging and the components that evoke collective memories. The consequences of
these alterations include the distortion of reference points and, in some cases, their
complete disappearance. Given the significance of place in shaping identity and
reinforcing social belonging, more rigorous policy measures are necessary to
preserve and enhance the elements that sustain collective memories in the Tehran
Bazaar. Such efforts could foster a stronger sense of attachment among social

groups to the bazaar, ensuring the continuity of their collective memory.

Keywords: Collective Memory, Maurice Halbwachs, Tehran's Social History, place

memory, Tehran Grand Bazaar.

Introduction

Cities and urban structures function as spatial platforms for collective memory,
acting as both stages for significant events and physical embodiments of shared
remembrance. This process imbues material spaces with meaning, reinforces
identity and belonging, and ultimately contributes to the preservation of both place
and community. Within this framework, the present study investigates the spatial
memory of Tehran's Grand Bazaar through three interconnected analytical
dimensions: First, Structural Transformations: Physical modifications to the
bazaar’s fabric and its surrounding areas, driven primarily by urban development
initiatives and political agendas. Second, Ideological Interventions: Alterations
stemming from the prevailing political and religious doctrines of different historical
periods. And Third, Power Group Influences: Physical changes imposed by
dominant stakeholders within the bazaar’s socio-economic hierarchy. These three
factors interact dynamically, collectively shaping and reconstructing the bazaar’s

spatial and historical memory.

Materials & Methods

This study employs Maurice Halbwachs’ theory of collective memory to examine
the spatial and environmental elements that shape and evoke the collective memory
of Tehran’s Grand Bazaar across its historical transformations. The research seeks to
elucidate how the bazaar’s place-memory has evolved through physical and
environmental changes over time. The selection of the bazaar as a case study is
justified by its historical significance in Tehran’s cultural and social relations - from

its proximity to Dar al-Saltaneh (the royal court) and policymaking centers to its
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central role in Iran’s economy. Furthermore, the tangible and symbolic actions
originating within Tehran’s bazaar have frequently played a decisive role in shaping
the collective memory of both Tehran’s residents and the broader Iranian society. As
a site where collective memories are formed among diverse social groups, the
Tehran Bazaar offers a compelling framework for analyzing the values and

significance of place in relation to collective memory.

Discussion & Result

Drawing upon the three analytical frameworks central to this study, the first
perspective - focusing on the bazaar's physical transformations - demonstrates that
Tehran's Grand Bazaar has undergone extensive urban modernization since the
Pahlavi era. This developmental trajectory reveals how state-led urban renewal
projects have systematically erased numerous sites of collective memory,
fundamentally altering the spatial narrative of this historic urban core. Within this
context, economic institutions emerged as particularly influential actors. The
proliferation of banks and financial institutions adjacent to the bazaar symbolizes the
imposition of modern economic relations upon the traditional frameworks that
historically shaped the bazaar's collective memory. These new economic structures -
often implemented without regard for the site's inherent spatial logic - have
significantly altered the bazaar's memoryscape through their functionally-driven
architectural interventions. From an ideological and cultural policy standpoint, the
bazaar and its environs have experienced profound spatial transformations. These
interventions have manifested across a spectrum of modifications - from the
symbolic renaming of significant sites to the complete physical demolition and
subsequent functional reconfiguration of key spaces within the urban fabric.

These ideological shifts became particularly evident during the anti-Qajar
policies of the early Pahlavi period, which precipitated the systematic demolition
and redevelopment of numerous historic spaces surrounding both the bazaar and the
Royal Arg district. This urban transformation saw traditional structures replaced
with modernist architectural interventions that embodied the regime's modernization
agenda. The paradigmatic example of this ideological restructuring was the 1946
demolition of Takyeh Dowlat (the Royal Theater) and its subsequent replacement
with the National Bank headquarters, symbolizing the triumph of modern financial
institutions over traditional cultural spaces. The post-revolutionary period witnessed

another wave of ideologically-driven urban transformation. Following the 1979
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Islamic Revolution, Islamization policies became the dominant framework for
reconfiguring place identity and reconstructing collective memory within the bazaar
district and across Tehran's urban landscape. Among stakeholder groups, the
bazaar's trade guilds have emerged as the most influential actors, engaging in
substantial physical and symbolic appropriation of the market's spatial domain.
Through their initiation of significant architectural interventions - particularly the
development of modern shopping arcades - these guilds have fundamentally
reconfigured numerous memory sites and spatial reference points within the bazaar's
historic fabric.

A particularly salient manifestation of this transformation is the contemporary
proliferation of shopping arcades that have systematically replaced historic Timches
(traditional domed bazaar halls) and adjacent caravanserais. These modern
commercial structures, through their fundamentally different spatial organization
and mercantile logic, introduce environmental paradigms that directly conflict with
the bazaar's organic morphology. This architectural substitution effectively imposes
modernity's spatial imperatives - reconfiguring both the physical environment and

the experiential patterns of bazaar patrons.

Conclusion

This analysis underscores a critical tension in urban development: while Tehran's
metropolitan transformation remains an inevitable process, the preservation of
spaces that function as collective memory anchors — particularly the historic bazaar
— is essential for sustaining the city's identity and fostering citizens' sense of
belonging. To reconcile these imperatives, urban renewal strategies must
consciously mediate between contemporary development needs and two
fundamental considerations: (1) the integrity of the historical urban fabric, and (2)
the preservation of socio-cognitive frameworks inherited from generations of place-
makers. However, it is equally crucial to acknowledge that while many historical
reference points of the bazaar have been transformed and traditional elements of
collective memory have faded, contemporary structures and events are actively
shaping new forms of collective memory. Today, emerging subcultures, such as
modern trade guilds, the gathering of currency exchangers in Sabze Meydan, and the
proliferation of street vendors have become an inseparable part of Tehran Bazaar's

dynamic identity.
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