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Abstract:

This study aims to conduct a comparative analysis of Western and Iranian architectural strategies for overcoming the meaning
crisis in contemporary housing. The meaning crisis originates from instrumental reductionism and the negation of spiritual
dimensions within Western modernism. This qualitative research, using a comparative approach and an eight-criteria analytical
framework, investigates four key residential case studies (including the Vanna Venturi House and the Malagueira Housing
Complex from the West; and Khaneh Daroon [Inner House] and Two Houses for Two Friends from Iran). The findings reveal
a fundamental divergence in the approach to meaning: Western postmodern strategies focus on critical deconstruction and
secular symbolism. For example, Venturi challenges hierarchical order, and Malagueira emphasizes social regionalism, both
seeking meaning within lived experience and a secular context. In contrast, contemporary Iranian architectural strategies are
grounded in the quest for sacred spirituality and the principles of Islamic—Iranian wisdom. The Iranian examples demonstrate
that sustainable meaning lies in spatial thresholds and affective sensory experience by reviving hierarchical thresholds (Khaneh
Daroon) and emphasizing the ethics of construction and collective relationship management (Two Houses for Two Friends).
Conclusion: While the West seeks meaning through negation and secular irony, Iran achieves it through revival and sacred
connection. The future of architecture requires an approach that integrates the authenticity of cultural and spiritual meaning
with phenomenological necessities, shifting from static manifestos toward dynamic dialogue.
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Extended Abstract

The rapid evolution of modern architecture in the twentieth century fundamentally redefined the built environment but also
triggered a profound “crisis of meaning.” Emerging from the mechanistic rationalism and functionalist dogma of early
modernism, this crisis arose when architecture, once deeply rooted in cultural and spiritual narratives, was reduced to an
instrument of utilitarian problem-solving (1). The drive to standardize, industrialize, and erase local diversity in pursuit of
universal solutions led to the erosion of symbolic depth and emotional resonance in residential spaces. Key modernist agendas,
particularly those championed by CIAM and the International Style, privileged efficiency and formal purity while disregarding
metaphysical and cultural anchors (11). The resulting alienation was not only physical, through loss of thresholds and spatial
hierarchy, but existential, as dwellings became abstracted “machines for living” devoid of identity or place (2). In the West,
the backlash to this reductionism generated significant theoretical and design responses, including phenomenological
approaches and postmodern criticism, aimed at reclaiming a secular but experientially rich sense of meaning (5). In parallel,
Iranian residential architecture confronted its own tensions as modernization threatened long-standing spiritual and cultural
frameworks. Iranian designers sought to reintegrate sacred cosmology and indigenous wisdom as an antidote to placelessness
(3). Understanding how these two civilizational trajectories—Western secular redefinition and Iranian sacred revival—differ
in conceptual roots and built strategies is vital to inform contemporary theory and practice.

Responding to modernism’s disenchantment, Western architectural discourse turned toward alternative theoretical
frameworks that challenged the hegemony of functionalist ideology. Phenomenology, especially articulated through the notion
of genius loci by Norberg-Schulz (2) and the poetic spatial imagination of Bachelard (5), emphasized dwelling as a deeply
sensory and existential experience. Postmodernism, led by critics such as Jencks (12) and designers like Venturi (13), rebelled
against rigid modernist purity by reintroducing ambiguity, historical reference, and symbolic play. Regionally anchored
practices also emerged, exemplified in critical regionalism’s call to resist homogenization by embracing local climate,
materiality, and culture while maintaining universal legibility (15). Some Western architects, including Le Corbusier in later
work (14), explored symbolic light and tectonic honesty as means to recover contemplative depth without returning to dogmatic
tradition. However, these movements shared a secular stance: their quest for meaning was fundamentally anthropocentric and
experience-centered, avoiding metaphysical or theological commitments. This repositioning produced innovative built works,
such as the Vanna Venturi House, which used irony and familiar suburban tropes to critique modernist reduction while
remaining embedded in a secular cultural frame.

In contrast, the Iranian response to modernism’s disruptions was neither ironic nor purely sensory but rooted in the revival
of sacred and cultural continuity threatened by imported formalism. The theoretical foundation for this revival emerges from
Islamic—Iranian wisdom, particularly the metaphysics of unity in multiplicity, or vahdat dar kasrat, which frames architecture
as a bridge between the material and the divine (3). Seyyed Hossein Nasr highlighted architecture’s role as a locus for divine
order and spiritual ascent, emphasizing the intrinsic connection between sacred cosmology and built form (16). Pirnia’s
traditional design principles, including introversion (daroon-gara i), hierarchy of privacy, and moral economy of construction,
remain crucial for understanding how Iranian housing can embody cultural depth (17). These theoretical commitments manifest
materially through strategies such as layered thresholds, courtyards as metaphors for spiritual retreat, filtered and sacred light,
and symbolic geometry tied to cosmic order (3). Rather than critique modernity from within its secular paradigm, Iranian
architects have attempted to re-anchor design in transcendent values while engaging contemporary realities. This approach

positions the home as a contemplative refuge, mediating between worldly complexity and spiritual harmony.
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To explore how these theoretical divergences materialize in actual residential works, this qualitative study employed a
comparative case-based methodology using an eight-criteria analytical framework. The research juxtaposed two pairs of
significant housing exemplars: Vanna Venturi House and the Malagueira Housing Complex representing Western responses,
and Khaneh Daroon (Inner House) and Two Houses for Two Friends embodying Iranian strategies. Each case was analyzed
across operative categories such as material authenticity, scale and proportion, decoration and symbolism, light orchestration,
threshold and privacy sequencing, contextual integration, user behavior facilitation, and sensory quality. The Western works
reveal a persistent commitment to critique and secular meaning-making: Venturi’s house dramatizes contradiction and irony
through contradictory scale and faux-classical motifs; Malagueira by Alvaro Siza frames social optimism and locality with
human-scaled courtyards yet remains tied to functional and socio-political rationality rather than transcendence. Conversely,
the Iranian examples draw on ontological inwardness and sacred atmosphere: Khaneh Daroon carves protected subterranean
volumes around a luminous central void, reinstating privacy and meditative stillness; Two Houses for Two Friends integrates
honesty of brick and concrete with spatial ethics that honor both communal bonds and personal retreat. These cases demonstrate
that while both cultures reject modernist homogeneity, their operative logics are fundamentally different.

Findings indicate that the Western trajectory, though conceptually rich, remains bound to a critique-driven and semiotic
paradigm. Meaning here is negotiated through playful reference, context-sensitive social strategies, and sensory
phenomenology but largely resists metaphysical grounding. The critique of modernism often leads to irony and open-ended
narrative rather than a coherent cosmology. For example, Venturi’s deliberate ambiguity undermines hierarchical clarity, while
Siza’s Malagueira, despite regionalist sensitivity, situates belonging in civic and social order rather than transcendence. This
results in an architecture of intellectual engagement and visual complexity but sometimes fails to deliver deeper existential
reassurance (2, 12). In contrast, the Iranian response is processual and reverent: it recovers privacy and layered sanctuary by
redefining thresholds, choreographing sacred light, and embedding moral tectonics. Such strategies do not merely replicate
historic form but reinterpret enduring wisdom for contemporary conditions (3, 17). By framing the house as both a cultural
artifact and a spiritual vessel, Iranian architects articulate meaning as lived transcendence rather than stylistic commentary.
This suggests that sustainable residential meaning may depend not only on phenomenological sensitivity but also on
philosophical anchoring beyond the human-centered gaze.

The theoretical implications of these findings are significant for global discourse. They highlight that “meaning” in
architecture is not a universalizable, purely aesthetic problem but deeply tied to metaphysical orientation and cultural
epistemology. While Western postmodern and phenomenological thought opened critical pathways by exposing modernism’s
failures, its secular humanism may limit depth and long-term resilience. The Iranian approach underscores the value of an
integrated cosmology where unity, ethical construction, and environmental attunement coalesce to nurture identity and
psychological well-being. For contemporary practice, this suggests that cross-cultural learning is possible but requires caution:
transplanting forms without philosophical grounding risks superficial pastiche. Conversely, integrating global design
technology with contextually rooted spiritual frameworks could yield both modernity and meaning. Furthermore, the research
demonstrates that analyzing built works through multi-layered criteria—from tectonic honesty to sensory affect—can reveal
subtler dimensions of architectural significance often missed by style-based critique (5, 15).

In conclusion, this comparative inquiry shows that while both Western and Iranian contemporary residential architectures
emerged from the same modernist rupture, they diverged into distinct paradigms of restoring meaning. The West sought to heal
disenchantment through critique, narrative play, and experiential re-enchantment, yet largely remained secular and visually

oriented. Iran, conversely, pursued a sacred reconstitution of dwelling, grounded in enduring metaphysical and cultural
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structures and reinterpreted for modern contexts. Together, these trajectories illuminate a broader architectural challenge: to
transcend the binaries of historicism and universalism by fostering authentic, culturally and spiritually resonant dwellings that

speak to both human experience and transcendent order.
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