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A disaster may be natural or man-made, sudden or protracted. In the
aftermath of disasters, societies strive to preserve individuals’ lived
experiences and their ways of coping. Cultural memory plays a key role in
determining how people respond to disasters, participate in coping strategies,
and accept relief aid. The city of Sarpol-e Zahab has experienced two major
disasters: a man-made one (the 1980—1988 Iran—Iraq war) and a natural one
(the 2017 earthquake). Since few studies have addressed the impact of cultural
memory on reducing vulnerability and increasing resilience, this line of
research is essential. This study seeks to answer questions such as What forms
do the tangible and intangible cultural memories of the war and the earthquake
take among the people of Sarpol-e Zahab? Have these memories been able to
serve as a tool for enhancing resilience and facilitating faster recovery? The
aim of this research is to examine the role of cultural memory in facing
disaster, focusing on the lived experience of the people of Sarpol-e Zahab,
using a phenomenological approach. Data were collected through semi-
structured in-depth interviews with 20 individuals who had experienced both
the war and the earthquake, selected through purposive sampling. The analysis
followed a method of reducing data to significant statements and clustering
themes. The most important findings indicate that the cultural memory of the
war had a direct impact on how the people of Sarpol-e Zahab faced the
earthquake, increasing their level of resilience. For these people, cultural
memory of the war served as a resource that enabled them to demonstrate
greater resilience and to complete the recovery and reconstruction phase after
the earthquake in a shorter period of time. The study concludes that drawing
on cultural memory can be a valuable reservoir for reducing vulnerability and
managing future disasters.
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Introduction

Disasters are among the most significant history-making events, playing a major role in the
formation and transformation of identity in the life of every nation. After disasters occur, human
beings strive to preserve the memories that arise from them. Memories of past disasters not only
inform people’s knowledge about ways of living and vulnerability but also shape their interpretation
of future disasters and their responses to them. Cultural memory is embodied through symbolic
heritage in texts, rituals, monuments, celebrations, and objects, and serves as a reservoir of
knowledge.

Iran is known as one of the world’s disaster-prone countries, yet research addressing the role of
memory and disaster in reducing vulnerability is scarce. The city of Sarpol-e Zahab in Kermanshah
province has experienced two major disasters within three decades: the Imposed War (with 7,000
houses destroyed, 96 completely ruined villages, and population displacement) and the magnitude 7.3
earthquake of November 12,2017 (with 621 deaths, 9,388 injuries, and 70,000 homeless individuals).
This dual experience offers a unique opportunity to study the role of cultural memory in facing
disasters.

The aim of this study is to understand how cultural memory is formed and what role it plays in
increasing resilience and facilitating rapid recovery during disasters among the people of Sarpol-e
Zahab. The necessity of this research lies in the fact that its findings can provide cultural and social

planners with strategies to control vulnerability and enhance resilience.

Method and Findings

This research is grounded in the theories of Boyer et al. (memory as a reservoir of knowledge),
Assmann (cultural memory and identity), Levine (trauma and memory), Bartel-Boucher (tangible and
intangible heritage), and Moulton (post-disaster recovery). The research method is qualitative,
employing a phenomenological approach. Participants were 20 residents of Sarpol-e Zahab (12
women and 8 men) aged 36 to 78 years who had experienced both the war and the earthquake.
Purposive sampling was employed until data saturation was achieved. The data collection tool was a
semi-structured, in-depth interview.

Data analysis revealed that, in terms of historical background, the people of Sarpol-e Zahab
possess a collective memory of borderland living, war, and displacement. The social context of the
people of Sarpol-e Zahab—characterized by kinship ties, Kurdish identity, social cohesion, and the
peaceful coexistence of groups with religious differences—has had a direct impact on their

confrontation with disaster.
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In describing the general characteristics of the disaster experience for the people of Sarpol-e Zahab,
five main themes were extracted:

Disaster causes the sudden collapse of life — Within this theme, people compared the terror
experienced during the war with that of the earthquake.

Disaster causes a demographic crisis — Migration and displacement were greater during the war
than during the earthquake.

Disaster brings about extensive cultural changes — Changes after the earthquake occurred more
rapidly and more deeply than those after the war.

Disaster disrupts social order — The increase in social harms after the earthquake was greater
than after the war.

Disaster gives rise to specific lifestyles — Including changes in clothing, values, and norms.

The most important finding of this study indicates that the experience of war had a direct and
positive impact on both the response to the earthquake and the reconstruction period. Tangible forms
of cultural memory of the war in this city include memorials, photographs of martyrs at the shrine of
Ahmad ibn Ishaq, bunkers, and military equipment. Intangible forms include the rituals of Chamri,

Mour-Khwani (chanting), Tanbur (tambur) playing, and mourning ceremonies.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study, confirming the theories of Boyer et al. (2012), show that for the people
of Sarpol-e Zahab, cultural memory encompasses both historical and social memory. Shared
historical memory, despite religious differences, has led to the formation of a cohesive identity among
these people. This study also confirms the theories of Sandi Moulton (2015) and Peter Levine (2015):
survivors of war, by constructing a narrative of their sensory experiences, created a memory that
reduced anxiety and increased resilience at the time of the earthquake. In confirmation of the theories
of Diana Bartel-Boucher (2015), Cushman & Cronin (2008), and Assmann (2015), the preservation
of tangible cultural memory of the war in the city of Sarpol-e Zahab continues in the form of structures
and monuments, as well as intangible memory in the form of rituals and oral narratives (Chamri,
Mour-Khwani, Tanbur playing).

However, this study shows that after the earthquake, such practices have been carried out
individually, weakly, and without collective or official support. The experience of successive
collective disasters in Sarpol-e Zahab, without providing an opportunity for healing, is constantly
reflected in their living environment. The most important practical implication of this study is that
cultural memory can be used as a tool to reduce vulnerability, increase resilience, and accelerate

reconstruction in future disasters.
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Successive earthquakes with magnitudes above 5.8 in the years following 2017 have shown that
the people of Sarpol-e Zahab, drawing on their lived experience of war and the reconstruction period,
have acquired a high capacity to cope with natural disasters. It is recommended that responsible
institutions and cultural planners acknowledge the different logic that people employ when facing
disaster and draw on cultural memory as a valuable reservoir for risk management. Establishing
museums, preserving monuments, continuing commemorative rituals, and incorporating disaster
narratives into educational programs are among the actions that can keep cultural memory alive and

increase the resilience of future generations.
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