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Abstract:

Urban planners and architects often face significant constraints in post-war reconstruction efforts in historical cities. They are confronted with two main
priorities: preserving urban morphology or prioritizing the rapid provision of housing. Some design based on urban morphology and architectural language,
while others disregard these aspects. However, the success of a reconstruction plan is ultimately judged by the people who continue to live in that city afterward.
The study of post-war reconstruction in the city of Dezful serves as evidence of the failure of such efforts from physical, social, and cultural perspectives.
Analyzing the historical fabric of the city after a crisis, using pre-war data and based on architectural language and urban morphology, can contribute
significantly to a structured post-war rebuilding process. Identifying the urban morphology and the continuity of the urban fabric, along with layering the
phases of city formation over various historical periods, establishes a foundational framework that can guide a methodology for post-war reconstruction both
within the historical fabric and beyond its existing boundaries. In this study, Dezful’s urban morphology before and after the war was examined to propose a
logical model for the reconstruction of historical cities following conflict. Our findings indicate that the physical, social, and cultural structure of Dezful has
changed since the reconstruction efforts that began in 1981. The proposed protocol outlines a strategy for post-war reconstruction in Dezful. According to this
protocol, 65% of post-war constructions occurred outside the established morphological structure of the city; 25% were somewhat aligned with the city’s

morphology, and only 10% of the post-war constructions conformed to the original urban morphology.
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Extended Abstract

Post-war reconstruction in historical urban environments presents a multifaceted dilemma for architects, urban designers,
and policymakers. This is particularly evident in the case of Dezful, a historical city in Iran that bore the brunt of military
aggression during the Iran-Iraq War. The tension between respecting urban morphology and rapidly fulfilling residential needs
often leads to disjointed decisions, where morphological continuity is compromised. The failure to consider the city’s existing
spatial and cultural logic disrupts the symbiotic relationship between space and inhabitant. This study highlights the mismatch
between the post-war reconstruction initiatives in Dezful and the city’s morphological, social, and cultural characteristics. It
suggests that understanding and preserving urban morphology and architectural language is not merely an aesthetic or academic
pursuit but a necessity for sustainable urban life. Through reference to prior urban studies in Shiraz (1) and architectural
morphology theories (6), the paper frames the argument that urban form and social function are inseparably intertwined, and
neglecting one destabilizes the other. Additionally, it reflects on earlier research on the reconstruction of Dezful, which reveals
that many state-built residential units lacked user satisfaction and were significantly altered by their inhabitants post-occupancy,
highlighting a deep dissonance between design and lived experience (2). This foundational critique of current practices paves
the way for an analytical model grounded in morphological assessment, proposing that post-war reconstruction should be
anchored in the deep reading of architectural patterns and spatial syntax embedded in the historic urban fabric.

Methodologically, this research employed an interpretive-historical framework that integrates descriptive-analytical
techniques with field investigations, using archival records, historical maps, satellite imagery, and on-site observations. Dezful
was selected due to its distinctive historical core and the scale of wartime damage it suffered, particularly from 185 missile
strikes and 251 aerial attacks. Reconstruction in Dezful began in 1981, amid ongoing conflict, and was executed in three major
phases, each informed by differing urban planning philosophies. However, despite referencing international post-war rebuilding
models like those in post-WWII France, Dezful's reconstruction did not consistently apply an integrated morphological
approach. Instead, many reconstruction activities mirrored the “recreationist” model that sought to generate entirely new spatial
systems, often at odds with existing urban logic (13). In line with the British school of morphological thought as proposed by
Conzen and later expanded by Carmona, this study dissects the city into its elemental components—plots, buildings, and street
networks—mapping their historical evolution and identifying points of morphological rupture. These discontinuities, often
stemming from rapid, unstudied reconstructions, have generated spatial, social, and symbolic dissonance in the post-war urban
landscape. The methodological strength lies in its synthesis of urban morphometrics with lived experience, generating a
comprehensive morphological map that charts historical consistencies and post-war deviations.

The findings indicate that nearly 65% of the post-war structures were built entirely outside the established morphological
logic of Dezful, 25% maintained partial morphological congruence, and only 10% conformed to the historical spatial syntax.
This divergence has resulted in fragmented urban coherence, diluting the city's sense of place and cultural continuity. The study
underscores how morphological heterogeneity, when disconnected from the socio-cultural fabric, becomes a vector for
alienation. The newly added zones not only diverge in spatial logic but also lack symbolic resonance, failing to foster a sense

of ownership and belonging. The study uses topological analysis to demonstrate that despite appearing random, historical urban




layouts often follow deeply logical patterns grounded in environmental adaptation, cultural memory, and socio-economic flows
(15). These patterns, when disregarded, create isolated “urban islands” devoid of contextual sensitivity. Furthermore, urban
language, as theorized by scholars such as Alexander and Simitch, is vital for decoding the meaning embedded in form (11,
12). When buildings and neighborhoods lack an architectural grammar that is legible to residents, spatial alienation ensues,
mirroring linguistic alienation in human communication. Therefore, the authors argue for a return to morphological authenticity
as a design ethos, rather than an ornamental aesthetic.

The theoretical underpinnings of this research rest on the premise that urban morphology and architectural language are
indispensable frameworks for interpreting historical urban fabric and guiding reconstruction. Urban morphology, as defined by
scholars such as Madani-Pour and Nornberg-Schulz, encompasses both the physical form and the socio-spatial logic underlying
urban development (8, 9). Dezful’s morphological evolution, from its linear formation along the Dez river to its radial growth
during the Safavid period, and the later imposition of grid patterns during the Pahlavi era, illustrates a layered urban palimpsest
where each layer holds spatial and symbolic meaning. Disruption of this layering, especially through non-contextual
reconstruction, erodes urban memory and diminishes place identity. Moreover, the paper critiques earlier reconstruction
projects in Hoveyzeh, Jamaleh (Isfahan), and Khorramshahr for failing to involve local communities and ignoring vernacular
building traditions (3-5). These top-down interventions often replaced living heritage with sterile uniformity. The authors
advocate for a participatory, morphology-sensitive approach that builds upon Alexander’s pattern language theory, where
architecture becomes a co-created narrative shaped by users and their cultural codes (12). Rather than focusing solely on
physical repair, post-war reconstruction should be seen as a sociocultural healing process, mediated through architecture and
spatial configuration.

To operationalize its findings, the study proposes a two-tier protocol for post-war reconstruction in historical cities. The first
tier targets urban-scale interventions, including horizon-line continuity, visual permeability, spatial rhythm, and historical
layering, which are to be preserved or reinterpreted through modular design strategies. This involves conducting synoptic
surveys of skyline profiles, structural densities, and symbolic landmarks to ensure that the post-war landscape resonates with
its historical antecedents. The second tier pertains to the architectural scale, where micro-elements such as materials, facade
rhythm, transitional spaces, and courtyard arrangements are reintroduced based on vernacular precedents. The research
emphasizes modularity, reversibility, and environmentally responsive design as key principles. Particular attention is given to
preserving skeletal remnants of buildings as morphological markers. These markers, once integrated into new designs, function
as mnemonic anchors that bridge the city’s disrupted temporalities. Urban morphology is not static; it adapts, but its adaptation
must be rooted in continuity. In this light, reconstruction becomes not an act of replacement but of narrative extension. The
protocol also stresses the need for regulatory and legislative support to safeguard morphological coherence, encouraging
municipalities to embed morphological evaluation into their master planning frameworks.

In conclusion, the case of Dezful provides a compelling argument for reevaluating post-war reconstruction paradigms
through the lens of urban morphology and architectural language. The research articulates a framework in which historical
continuity, community engagement, and morphological sensitivity coalesce to guide post-conflict urban regeneration. By
foregrounding spatial and symbolic logic in reconstruction strategies, the study offers a blueprint that transcends Dezful,

providing applicable lessons for other war-impacted cities with layered historical fabrics.
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