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significant contributions by establishing an empirically-
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1. Introduction

The rich tapestry of Islamic heritage, encompassing monumental
architecture, historic urban fabrics, and intangible cultural practices,
represents an invaluable repository of human civilization (Grabar,
2006; Unesco, 2021). Beyond its historical significance, this heritage is
a critical asset for sustainable development, fostering cultural identity,
social cohesion, and economic resilience in Muslim-majority societies

(Icomos, 2017; Bandarin & van Oers, 2012).

However, the 21st century presents a convergence of threats that
endanger this legacy. While the devastating impact of armed conflict in
Syria, Yemen, and Iraq has drawn global attention (Cunliffe et al., 2018;
al-Houdalieh & Sauders, 2019), slower, yet equally destructive,
processes are eroding heritage sites globally. These include rapid and
often unregulated urban development (Meskell, 2018), the impacts of
climate change (Fatori¢ & Seekamp, 2017), political marginalization of
heritage, and the lingering influence of orientalist narratives that have
shaped conservation approaches (Ismail, 2021).

Existing scholarship has extensively documented these challenges in
isolation (For instance, Ley et al., 2020 on urbanization; Parletta, 2019
on climate change). However, a significant gap remains in empirically
assessing their relative severity and interconnectedness from the
perspective of key stakeholders. Furthermore, while integrated
frameworks are often called for, few are derived from systematic, on-
the-ground research. This study addresses this gap by asking: what are
the most critical contemporary challenges facing Islamic heritage
preservation, and how can an empirically-informed, integrated
framework effectively address them?

To answer this, we first situate our study within the relevant
literature. We then detail a mixed-methods research design
implemented in key Islamic urban centers. After presenting the
empirical findings, we introduce and discuss a tripartite framework
designed to translate these insights into actionable strategy.



Islamic Heritage and Contemporary Challenges, 2025, 1 [2] 354

2. Literature review

The discourse on Islamic heritage preservation has evolved from a
primary focus on architectural restoration to encompass broader socio-
political and environmental dimensions.

2.1 .The evolving scope of threats early conservation efforts, often

led by colonial administrations or influenced by western archeological
traditions, prioritized physical fabric and monumental sites (Grabar,
2006). The late 20th and early 21st centuries saw a paradigm shift.
Scholars like Meskell (2018) reframed heritage as a cultural process
deeply entangled with politics and power. This is starkly evident in the
deliberate destruction of heritage by non-state actors, which is
recognized as a tool of cultural genocide and identity erasure
(Moufahim, 2021). Concurrently, the pressures of global capital and
modernization have led to the "urban development paradox," where
economic growth often comes at the expense of historic urban

landscapes (Bandarin & Van oers, 2012).

2.2 The participatory and digital turns in response to top-down

conservation failures, the "participatory turn" has emphasized the role
of local communities as essential stakeholders, not just beneficiaries
(Waterton & smith, 2010; Sandholz, 2017). Research in cities like Cairo
and Istanbul demonstrates that community-led initiatives often achieve
more sustainable outcomes than state-imposed projects (Shawkat,
2019). Parallelly, the "digital turn" has introduced powerful tools for
documentation, analysis, and public engagement. Technologies such as
3d laser scanning, building information modeling (BIM) for heritage
(HBIM), and GIS are revolutionizing how sites are recorded,
monitored, and managed (Abdullah et al., 2022; UNESCO, 2021).

2.3. The gap for an integrated approach while these scholarly
advancements are significant, a disconnect persists. Studies often focus
on a single challenge or solution-be it community participation, digital
tools, or policy reform-without synthesizing them into a cohesive
operational model. This study builds on this literature by not only
identifying challenges but also by using empirical data to propose a
framework that explicitly links the social (community), technological
(digital), and political (policy) dimensions of preservation.
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3 .Methodology

An exploratory sequential mixed-methods design was chosen to
provide both breadth and depth of understanding (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2017).

3.1 Phase 1: systematic literature reviews: a systematic review of

peer-reviewed articles (Scopus and web of science) and key reports
from UNESCO and ICOMOS (2010-2023) was conducted. Keywords
included "Islamic heritage," "conservation challenge," '"urban
development," and "community participation." this identified 35 key
challenge domains, which were consolidated into seven primary
clusters for empirical testing.

3.2 Phase 2: quantitative survey: a cross-sectional survey was
designed to quantify the perceived severity of the seven challenges
clusters. The questionnaire used a 5-point Likert scale (1=not critical,
S5=extremely critical). A purposive and snowball sampling strategy was
used to recruit participants (n=287) from three stakeholder groups in
Iraq and Iran:

- group a: heritage professionals (conservators, archaeologists,
architects; n=95).

- group b: local community representatives (residents, business
owners in historic areas; n=112).

- group c: policymakers and government officials (n=80). Data were
analyzed using SPSS v.28.descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation)
were calculated, and a one-way ANOVA was performed to identify
significant differences in perceptions between stakeholder groups.

Cronbach's alpha for the scale was 0.89, indicating high internal consistency.
3.3 .Phase 3: qualitative interviews to contextualize the quantitative

data,24 semi-structured interviews were conducted with a purposively
selected sub-sample of survey respondents, ensuring representation
from all three stakeholder groups. Interviews were transcribed verbatim
and analyzed using thematic analysis in NVIVO 12, following the
process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006).
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3.4 .Case study contexts the research was grounded in two

contrasting urban contexts: the historic pilgrimage city of Najaf, Iraq,
facing intense development pressure, and the UNESCO world heritage
site of Isfahan, Iran, managing mass tourism and modernization.

4. Results

4.1 Quantitative findings: a hierarchy of challenges the survey

results established a clear hierarchy of perceived challenges. Table 1
summarizes the mean scores and standard deviations for each challenge
cluster across the entire sample.

Table 1: perceived severity of challenges to Islamic heritage
reservation (n=287)

STANDARD
DEVIATION

RANK CHALLENGE CLUSTER MEAN

| WEAK INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORKS 452 0.61
AND GOVERNANCE ) )

D) UNCONTROLLED URBAN DEVELOPMENT 441 0.72
AND MODERNIZATION ) )

INSUFFICIENT FUNDING AND ECONOMIC 4.25

3 0.78
PRESSURES
LACK OF COMMUNITY AWARENESS AND
4 4.10 0.85
PARTICIPATION
5 ARMED CONFLICT AND VANDALISM 3.95 1.12
ENVIRONMENTAL PRESSURES AND
6 3.80 0.90

CLIMATE CHANGE

UNDERUTILIZATION OF DIGITAL TOOLS
7 3.65 0.95
AND TECHNOLOGY

A one-way ANOVA showed a statistically significant difference (p <
.05) in the perception of "armed conflict" between groups, with Iraqi
respondents (group a and b) rating it significantly higher than Iranian
respondents, validating the context-specific nature of this threat.

4.2 Qualitative findings: unpacking the governance deficit the

interviews provided rich, qualitative evidence for the top-ranked
challenge. A senior urban planner in Najaf explained: "the problem is
not a lack of laws, but a fragmentation of authority. The municipality,
the endowment authority, and the national heritage body all have
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overlapping jurisdictions. There is no single entity with the power and
budget to implement a coherent conservation plan. This creates a
regulatory ~ vacuum  that is  exploited by = powerful
developers."(interviewee #7, planner)

This sentiment was echoed by community members in Isfahan, who
expressed frustration with their exclusion from decision-making. A
local shopkeeper stated: "they [the government] decide to restore a
square or a mosque, but they don't ask us, the people who live and work
here every day. The plans look beautiful on paper, but they disrupt our
lives and our businesses. We feel like outsiders in our own
neighborhood."(interviewee #15, community representative)

Thematic analysis identified recurring sub-themes within the
governance cluster: political interference, lack of technical capacity,
corruption, and the absence of a comprehensive national heritage strategy.

5. Discussion: toward an integrated preservation framework

The empirical findings confirm that the preservation crisis is
fundamentally a crisis of governance. The prioritization of institutional
weaknesses over even armed conflict underscores that without effective
governance, other interventions will fail. This aligns with Bandarin and
Van Oers (2012), who argue that the management of historic urban
landscapes is first and foremost a governance challenge.

Our findings on community exclusion support the vast literature on
participatory conservation (Waterton & smith, 2010; Sandholz, 2017).
However, we extend this discourse by empirically demonstrating that
the "lack of community participation" is not an isolated issue but a
direct symptom of the top-ranked "governance deficit'.

In response, we propose an integrated, three-pillar framework
derived from our findings:

1. Community-embedded governance: establish legally-mandated
local heritage councils with balanced representation from residents,
business owners, technical experts, and local government. These
councils would have real decision-making power over local
conservation projects and a guaranteed share of tourism revenues for
reinvestment in the community, directly addressing the participation
and funding gaps.
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1. Digital stewardship: mandate the creation of a centralized "digital
twin" for major heritage sites, utilizing GIS, HBIM, and 3d scanning.
This platform would serve not only for monitoring and conservation
planning but also as a transparent tool for the local heritage councils
and the public to visualize proposed changes and their impacts, thereby
bridging the technological and participatory pillars.

3. Policy mainstreaming and capacity building: enact legislation that
mandates heritage impact assessments (HIAS) for all development
projects within buffer zones of heritage sites. Concurrently, invest in
continuous training programs for government officials on contemporary
conservation ethics and the use of digital tools, directly tackling the
capacity issues identified in the governance deficit.

The novelty of this framework lies in its synergistic design. The
digital stewardship pillar provides the technical backbone for informed
decision-making within the community-embedded governance pillar,
while the policy mainstreaming pillar creates the enabling environment

for both to function effectively.

6 .Conclusion

This study has empirically identified and prioritized the
contemporary challenges to Islamic heritage preservation, establishing
institutional and governance failures as the paramount concern. By
grounding its analysis in mixed-methods data from key stakeholder
groups, it moves beyond theoretical generalizations to offer a nuanced,
evidence-based understanding of the preservation landscape.

The proposed tripartite framework provides a concrete, actionable
roadmap for policymakers and conservation practitioners. Its integrated
nature addresses the core critique of fragmented approaches, weaving
together community agency, technological innovation, and robust
policy into a cohesive strategy for resilience.

A limitation of this study is its primary focus on urban contexts in
Iran and Iraq; future research should test and adapt this framework in
rural and other regional contexts. Nevertheless, this research marks a
significant step toward closing the gap between preservation theory and
practice, offering a scalable model to safeguard the future of Islamic
heritage in an increasingly challenging world.
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