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Abstract

Historic cities are intricate, dynamic systems characterized by the interdependent interplay of physical
structures, cultural practices, social interactions, economic activities, and managerial frameworks. The
preservation and continuity of social life—defined here as the sustained patterns of community relations,
neighborhood-based activities, intergenerational transmission of traditions, collective memory, place
attachment, and everyday lived experiences—represent a cornerstone of authentic heritage conservation.
Without vibrant social vitality, historic urban fabrics risk becoming static museums rather than living
entities. The inscription of historic cities on the UNESCO World Heritage List introduces a pivotal shift,
enhancingglobal recognition while imposing new dynamics that profoundly affect physical, cultural,
social, and administrative dimensions. This process can create opportunities for enhanced protection and
revitalization but also poses significant threats, including commodification, displacement, and the erosion of
local socio-cultural fabrics.

Despite the emergence of modern approaches, such as the Historic Urban Landscape (HUL), which link
physical conservation to social dynamics, a practical gap has emerged in Yazd between conservation goals
and residents lived realities. Although the management plan aimed to improve residents’ quality of life,
observations reveal population shifts, declining social participation, and the conversion of living spaces into
tourism venues. This research analyzes the impact of Yazd's registration on the continuity of social life and
its relationship with challenges to urban vitality.

Conducted within an interpretive paradigm and using a qualitative approach, the study employed inductive
content analysis due to the limited availability of prior data on the social impacts of heritage registration
in Iranian cities. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 30 experts, activists, and
researchers in conservation, architecture, urban planning, and sociology, selected via purposive and snowball
sampling based on their in-depth knowledge of changes occurring before and after registration. Focusing on
experts provided broader insights into and analytical depth regarding the links between management and
social dynamics.

The interviews totaling 1,110 minutes, were analyzed using MAXQDA, yielding 530 initial codes that were
refined into 42 categories and ultimately grouped into eight main themes forming the conceptual framework
of the social consequences of registration in Yazd. The analysis revealed that the inscription of Yazd on the
World Heritage List has generated eight major trends in the city's social life, resulting in a complex and often
contradictory situation:

1. Emergence of New Patterns of Presence in Space: Registration has attracted new social groups, transforming
patterns of presence within the historic fabric. Activities such as "texture tourism" (Baft-Gardi), café culture,
cultural events, and the influx of students and creative class have turned the area into a "social showcase"
and leisure destination. This has added dynamism but shifted the nature of urban life from residential to



performative and consumptive.

2. Formation of Coexistence, Competition, and Conflict: The presence drivers users (including traditional
residents, tourists, investors, and foreign nationals), has generatedcompetition and conflict over space,
interests, and values. Although some forms of coexistence have emerged, tensions persist between residents’
need for peace and tourism related activities, as well as between the cultural values of local residents and
newcomers.

3. Selective Concentration and Unbalanced Distribution: Post-registration development has been uneven,
with investment and attention concentrated along tourism corridors and in central neighborhoods (e.g.,
Fahadan and the Jame Mosque area). Other areas within the buffer zone remain isolated, experiencing spatial
injustice despite their potential.

4. Prevalence of Formalism and One-Dimensional Physicalism: Physical conservation and restoration
have improved, but the focus remains on the "shell" and appearance of the historic fabric. This physically
dominanted approach has neglected social meanings and residents™ everyday needs (e.g., local services),
reducing conservation to cosmetic changes intended to support tourism.

5. Fading and Declining Continuity of Residence: Indigenous residency is declining, despite revitalization
goals. Insufficient financial and technical support for residents, combined with intrusive tourism activities,
has made living in the area less desirable, leading to the replacement of local residents by temporary or
immigrant groups. Social life has shifted from a continuous, neighborhood-based pattern to an event-based
and episodic one.

6. Change in Discourse and Public Attitude: Registration has elevated the value of heritage in public discourse.
However, this narrative has been dominated by official and tourism-oriented perspectives, marginalizing
local micro-narratives and lived experiences under the broader World Heritage meta-narrative.

7. Transformation of Spatial Content: Activities and land uses have changed, with non-native investors
treating space as a commodity. Houses have become capital assets and consumption venues, altering
functional authenticity in favor of market logic a process that can be analyzed through the "concept of the
“second circuit of capital.

8. Passive and Inefficient Management: The management structure has not adapted to the complexities
arising from registration. The Lack of integrated urban management, transparent regulations, and genuine
public participation has led to passive responses that fail to balance conservation and development.
Analysis of the findings indicates that Yazd's inscription on the World Heritage List, rather than ensuring
stable conservation, has resulted in "Unstable Mutability." Under this condition, the historic city oscillates
between rigid physical preservation and unchecked economic exploitation. The concept of "continuity"—
traditionally understood as the persistence of values, relationships, and collective memory—has been
replaced by frequent, and unstable changes driven by external factors such as fluctuations in tourism.

This research reveals a substantial gap between UNESCO's theoretical approaches, such as the Historic
Urban Landscape, which emphasizes the integration of social and physical dimensions, and the practical
reality in Yazd. Although registration has enhanced the city's global brand and drawn attention to its physical
heritage values, the lack of a community-oriented strategic plan has prevented it from protecting "social
life" as the spirit of the place. The dominance of a form-oriented and economy-driven approach has caused
the exchange value of space to surpass its use and ritual values, marginalizing indigenous residents—the
primary bearers of intangible heritage—or redefining their roles in performative them.

Ultimately, the continuity of social life in Yazd depends on a transition from "Physical-Centric Conservation”
to "Community-Centric Conservation." This requires a fundamental revision of management structures,
recognition of residents™ right to the city, equitable distribution of the benefits of World Heritage registration,
and the establishment of a balance between the tourism industry and the requirements of sustainable living.
Without this revision, Yazd may preserve its earthen body, but its social and semantic essence will be sacrificed
to commodification and museumification. The findings of this research serve as a warning to policymakers
emphasizing that the sustainability of a historic city cannot be achieved solely by preserving buildings but also
requires keeping the authentic flow of life alive within the veins of this ancient urban fabric.

Keywords: UNESCO World Heritage, historic city of Yazd, social life continuity, community vitality,
heritage conservation
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