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Abstract:

This study aims to develop a dynamic conceptual model for regenerating the sense of place in contemporary housing through an integrated
reading of the physical, semantic, and experiential dimensions of Qajar houses in Kermanshah. Adopting a qualitative interpretive-
phenomenological approach, the study employed a multiple case-study strategy. Six representative Qajar-era houses in the historic fabric of
Kermanshah were purposefully selected. Data were collected through systematic field observation and architectural documentation, analysis
of historical records, and semi-structured interviews with 25 participants, including 15 experts and 10 current or former residents. Data
analysis was conducted using a three-stage interpretive thematic analysis comprising open coding, theme organization, and final synthesis.
The analysis resulted in the formulation of a “dynamic three-layer model of form, meaning, and experience,” demonstrating that the sense of
place emerges from a cyclical and non-linear interaction between spatial structure, cultural signification, and multisensory lived experience.
The findings indicate that place identity can be effectively sustained only when cultural continuity, climatic responsiveness, and perceptual
human-centeredness are simultaneously addressed, rather than through form-based imitation. The study concludes that regenerating identity
in contemporary housing requires reactivating the meaning-making processes embedded in traditional architecture rather than replicating its
formal elements, and that the proposed model offers a viable conceptual-operational framework for enhancing belonging and spatial quality
in present-day residential design.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Residential architecture constitutes one of the most intimate and enduring interfaces between human life and the built
environment, serving not merely as a physical shelter but as a medium through which cultural values, social relations, and lived
experiences are continuously produced and negotiated. In architectural theory, the concept of sense of place has been widely
recognized as a critical dimension of spatial quality, referring to the meaningful relationship between people and their
environments. Scholars have argued that when architecture fails to mediate this relationship, spaces tend to become placeless,
generic, and experientially impoverished (2). This condition has become increasingly evident in contemporary housing
developments shaped by globalization, standardization, and economically driven design paradigms, which often neglect
cultural continuity and experiential depth.

Early theoretical foundations emphasized the cultural determinants of domestic form, highlighting housing as an expression
of social structures, belief systems, and environmental adaptation (1). Subsequent phenomenological approaches shifted
attention toward lived experience, proposing that place emerges through human perception, bodily presence, and everyday
practices rather than through form alone (8). Within this framework, architecture is understood as a setting for existential
orientation, where meaning is continuously constituted through interaction with space. Philosophical accounts of embodied
perception further reinforced this view by positioning the body as the primary medium through which space is apprehended
and made meaningful (9).

Building upon these foundations, architectural phenomenology has increasingly criticized the dominance of visual
formalism in modern architecture and called for greater attention to multisensory experience. Theoretical contributions in this
area stress the role of sound, smell, texture, light, and movement in shaping spatial perception and emotional attachment (10).
Parallel to this sensory turn, semiotic perspectives conceptualize architectural space as a system of signs in which meaning is
generated through cultural codes and interpretive practices rather than static symbolism (13). From this standpoint, domestic
architecture can be understood as a dynamic semiotic environment where cultural meanings are constantly produced,
reinforced, and transformed.

In Iranian architectural scholarship, extensive research has documented the physical and typological characteristics of

traditional houses, particularly those of the Qajar period. These studies emphasize principles such as introversion, hierarchical
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spatial organization, and the centrality of the courtyard as defining features of Iranian domestic architecture (4, 5). Typological
analyses of historic houses in cities such as Kashan and Tabriz have further demonstrated how spatial configurations reflect
social norms, family structures, and privacy regulations (6, 7). However, much of this body of literature remains predominantly
form-oriented, treating meaning and experience as secondary or derivative aspects.

More recent scholarship has attempted to bridge this gap by addressing the experiential and social dimensions of vernacular
architecture. Studies grounded in sensory phenomenology reveal that residents often articulate their spatial experience through
bodily movement, sensory memory, and affective responses rather than abstract descriptions (11). At the same time, integrative
theoretical models propose that place identity emerges from the interaction of form, meaning, and experience, rather than from
any single dimension in isolation (12). Despite these advances, there remains a lack of empirically grounded, context-specific
models that demonstrate how these dimensions interact dynamically within historical residential environments.

The Qajar houses of Kermanshah provide a particularly rich context for addressing this gap. Situated in a culturally diverse
and historically layered region of western Iran, these houses embody complex relationships between spatial organization,
cultural values, and lived experience. Previous historical and spatial studies have highlighted the significance of domestic
architecture in reflecting broader processes of social transformation during the nineteenth century (3, 14). Yet, a comprehensive
framework capable of explaining how physical form, cultural meaning, and sensory experience interact to produce a sustained
sense of place in these houses has not been fully articulated. This study addresses this gap by proposing a dynamic three-layer
model that reconceptualizes Qajar houses as living systems of place-making rather than static architectural artifacts.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative interpretive—phenomenological research design aimed at uncovering the processes through
which sense of place is constructed in historic residential environments. A multiple case study strategy was employed to enable
in-depth, context-sensitive analysis. Six Qajar-era houses located in historic neighborhoods of Kermanshah were selected
through purposive sampling to represent typological diversity, varying social backgrounds of original residents, and different
degrees of spatial transformation over time.

Data collection relied on methodological triangulation to capture the physical, cultural, and experiential dimensions of the
houses. Architectural data were gathered through systematic field observations, spatial documentation, and analytical drawings
focusing on layout, spatial sequences, and material characteristics. Historical data were obtained from archival documents, old
photographs, and local records to contextualize spatial features within broader socio-cultural transformations. Experiential data
were collected through semi-structured interviews with 25 participants, including architectural experts and current or former
residents, complemented by phenomenological field notes recorded by the researchers during site visits.

Data analysis followed an interpretive thematic analysis procedure conducted in three iterative stages. Initial open coding
generated a wide range of descriptive and experiential codes. These codes were then clustered into sub-themes and overarching
themes corresponding to physical, semantic, and experiential dimensions. In the final stage, themes were synthesized into a
coherent conceptual framework, resulting in the formulation of a dynamic three-layer model of place-making.

Findings

The findings reveal that the Qajar houses of Kermanshah operate as integrated systems in which physical form, cultural
meaning, and lived experience continuously interact. At the physical level, all cases exhibit a fundamental introverted spatial
logic organized around a central courtyard, yet significant variations emerge in circulation patterns, degrees of openness, and
the articulation of transitional spaces. These variations correspond to different social functions, historical phases, and
relationships with the surrounding urban fabric.
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At the semantic level, architectural elements such as courtyards, iwans, corridors, and entrances function as carriers of
cultural meanings related to privacy, purity, hospitality, and family cohesion. These meanings are not abstract or symbolic in
isolation; rather, they are embedded in everyday spatial practices and social rituals. The intensity and configuration of spatial
boundaries vary according to the social status and lifestyle of the inhabitants, indicating that meaning is contextually produced
rather than universally fixed.

At the experiential level, residents and observers describe the houses through multisensory narratives involving sound, light,
temperature, smell, and bodily movement. Experiences of coolness in shaded corridors, the sound of water in courtyards, and
the gradual transition from public to private realms play a decisive role in shaping emotional attachment and spatial memory.
These sensory experiences are consistently associated with feelings of calmness, belonging, and continuity.

The core analytical outcome of the study is the identification of a dynamic, cyclical interaction among the three layers.
Physical structures enable certain meanings, meanings guide perceptual interpretation, and lived experience feeds back into
both meaning and spatial adaptation. This interaction produces a resilient sense of place that evolves over time while
maintaining cultural coherence.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrate that sense of place in Qajar houses cannot be adequately explained through form-based or symbolic
analyses alone. Instead, place emerges through an ongoing process in which spatial structure, cultural interpretation, and
embodied experience mutually reinforce one another. The proposed three-layer model advances existing theories by
conceptualizing place identity as a dynamic and regenerative phenomenon rather than a static property of architectural form.

This interpretation has important implications for contemporary residential design. It suggests that meaningful architecture
cannot be achieved through superficial imitation of historical elements, but requires reactivating the underlying processes that
connect space to lived experience and cultural values. Design strategies informed by this model would prioritize sensory
richness, transitional spatial sequences, and adaptability to everyday practices, allowing residents to actively participate in the
production of meaning.

In conclusion, this study contributes a context-sensitive, empirically grounded framework for understanding place-making
in historic residential architecture. By articulating the dynamic interaction of form, meaning, and experience, the three-layer
model provides both a theoretical lens for reinterpreting architectural heritage and a practical foundation for designing

contemporary housing that fosters belonging, identity, and experiential depth.
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