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Abstract:

Religious architecture is not merely a container for the performance of rituals; rather, it participates in the production of meaning through
spatial organization, orientation, scale, movement sequences, inscriptions, and ornamentation. The central problem of this study is how the
architecture of the Jameh Mosque of Yazd can be analyzed in relation to its spatial structure and historical layers without reducing its
constituent elements to a set of fixed and transhistorical symbols. The study employs a qualitative, historical-interpretive, case-study
approach. Its theoretical framework is based on Charles Sanders Peirce’s triadic relationship among the representamen, object, and
interpretant, as well as his distinction among icon, index, and symbol. The data corpus consists of authoritative sources on architectural
history, studies specifically addressing the Jameh Mosque of Yazd, research on inscriptions and ornamentation, architectural plans, and
published visual documentation. The analysis was conducted at three levels: chronology, the sign relations of architectural elements, and the
spatial network. Operational criteria were employed to identify iconic, indexical, and symbolic relations. The findings indicate that, within
the principal sequence of spatial experience in the mosque, indexical relations play a more fundamental role than isolated symbols in terms
of their functional priority and recurrence in orientation, connection, adjacency, and focalization. The entrance portal, threshold, pathway,
courtyard, gibla iwan, domed chamber, and mihrab, through their actual positions and spatial connections, organize ritual movement and
concentration, whereas inscriptions and the culturally informed recognition of certain elements reinforce symbolic layers of meaning. The
historical analysis further demonstrates that the existing network of signification was not formed in a single phase. Muzaffarid interventions,
particularly those undertaken in 1375-1376, in the entrance, inscriptions, mihrab, and ornamentation of the principal space are crucial to
interpreting the building in its present form. The study’s contribution lies in shifting the unit of analysis from the “element as symbol” to the
“relation as sign” and in simultaneously integrating architectural form, the object of signification, interpretive effect, type of sign relation,
and historical context.
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Extended Abstract

Contemporary urban planning increasingly confronts a profound crisis of meaning in which the physical expansion and
functional modernization of cities are not necessarily accompanied by the enrichment of human experience, cultural identity,
or place-based attachment. In many contemporary cities, the dominance of physical, technical, and economically driven
approaches has contributed to the reduction of urban environments to measurable, controllable, and operational systems, while
the experiential, symbolic, and existential dimensions of place have been marginalized. From a phenomenological perspective,
this situation reflects a fundamental disjunction between the material form of the city and the lived world of its inhabitants.
Phenomenological approaches emphasize that the city cannot be adequately understood merely as an assemblage of buildings,
transportation networks, land uses, and infrastructures; rather, it must also be approached as a domain of lived experience in
which meaning is continuously produced through movement, rest, encounter, memory, embodiment, and everyday engagement
(1, 18, 32).

The concept of place is central to this perspective. Unlike abstract space, place is formed through the reciprocal relationship
between human beings and their environments and is closely associated with identity, belonging, memory, and existential
orientation. Relph distinguishes meaningful place from placelessness and demonstrates how modern processes of
standardization, homogenization, and functionalization can weaken the distinctiveness of environments and diminish the depth
of human attachment to them (6). Similarly, phenomenological and geographical theories of place argue that the meaning of
an environment cannot be separated from the lived experiences through which individuals and communities perceive and
inhabit it (2, 26). From this viewpoint, the reduction of the city to physical form constitutes not merely a methodological
limitation but also an epistemological problem, because it neglects the experiential processes through which urban space
becomes meaningful.

The crisis of meaning is intensified when place-making itself becomes instrumentalized. Contemporary urban planning often
employs concepts such as sustainability, innovation, urban branding, and place-making as universalized planning labels,
although these concepts may sometimes be detached from the cultural and experiential contexts in which meaningful places

are actually formed. In such conditions, urban interventions may reproduce visual or formal qualities without generating
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genuine experiential depth or social attachment. Place can consequently be transformed into a marketable product rather than
a context of lived existence (3, 5). The commadification and standardization of urban environments may therefore contribute
to alienation, cultural homogenization, and a weakened sense of belonging, even where projects appear physically successful
or technically sophisticated (4, 31).

These concerns are particularly important in the context of contemporary Iranian urban planning. The modernization of
Iranian cities has frequently been accompanied by the adoption of planning models and design approaches developed in
different historical and cultural contexts. Although technical and managerial modernization has produced important
infrastructural achievements, it has also contributed in some cases to the weakening of context-sensitive, culturally rooted, and
meaning-oriented approaches to urban space. Traditional Iranian spatial forms, including the Persian garden, illustrate a
contrasting conception in which physical organization, symbolism, cultural memory, environmental adaptation, and lived
experience are closely interconnected (10-13). Such examples indicate that meaningful urban environments emerge not merely
through formal composition but through the integration of cultural values, sensory experience, symbolic structures, and
everyday practices.

The theoretical basis of the present study is therefore grounded in the phenomenology of place and lived experience.
Heidegger’s existential account of being-in-the-world, together with the phenomenological emphasis on embodiment and
situated experience, challenges interpretations of the environment as an external object detached from the experiencing subject
(29, 33). Seamon further develops this orientation through the concepts of movement, rest, and encounter, demonstrating how
everyday environmental experience is structured through habitual and often pre-reflective relations between the body and place
(21, 25). On this basis, the present study examines how the dominance of physicalism in contemporary Iranian urban planning
contributes to the erosion of meaning and investigates how phenomenological concepts can provide a theoretical basis for
rethinking the relationship among urban philosophy, lived experience, and physical design.

This study employed a qualitative, analytical, and interpretive research design based on critical textual analysis. The research
problem was conceptual and philosophical in nature and therefore required an approach capable of examining theoretical
assumptions, interpretive frameworks, and underlying conceptions of the relationship between human beings and urban space
rather than relying on quantitative measurement.

The research process was organized into three main stages. In the first stage, conceptualization, key concepts associated
with the phenomenology of place were identified and categorized. Particular attention was given to the concepts of lived
experience, lifeworld, place, embodiment, dwelling, movement, rest, encounter, place attachment, and the distinction between
place as object and place as context. These concepts were used to construct the analytical framework of the study.

In the second stage, critical analysis, this conceptual framework was applied to literature concerning contemporary Iranian
urban planning. The analysis focused on identifying the principal manifestations of physicalist thinking, including the reduction
of the city to material structures and functional networks, the dominance of technical and managerial rationality, the uncritical
transfer of external planning models, and the weakening of culturally grounded and experientially meaningful forms of urban
development. The interpretive process also examined the consequences of these tendencies for urban identity, place attachment,
cultural continuity, and everyday experience.

In the third stage, synthesis, the findings derived from the phenomenological and critical analyses were integrated into a
coherent explanatory model. The relationship among urban philosophy, lived experience, and physical design was examined
in order to clarify how meaning is produced or weakened in urban environments. No statistical or quantitative data were used.

Human experience was interpreted through theoretical and qualitative literature rather than through direct fieldwork.
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The analysis identified physical reductionism as one of the principal sources of the crisis of meaning in contemporary Iranian
urban planning. In this mode of thinking, the city is primarily understood through its physical structures, service networks,
measurable functions, and spatial organization. Although these dimensions are necessary for urban development, their
dominance can marginalize the experiential, cultural, symbolic, and existential dimensions of urban life.

A second major finding concerned the dominance of technocratic rationality. The analysis indicated that technical standards,
implementation procedures, optimization criteria, and managerial objectives can become dominant to such an extent that
fundamental questions concerning the meaning of the city, the quality of human experience, and the cultural significance of
place receive insufficient attention. Technical knowledge is therefore not problematic in itself; rather, the difficulty arises when
it becomes detached from philosophical reflection and experiential understanding.

The findings also showed that the uncritical adoption of imported planning and design models can intensify the crisis of
meaning. Models developed in different cultural, historical, and social contexts may not necessarily correspond to the everyday
practices, symbolic systems, climatic conditions, or spatial memories of Iranian communities. When transferred mechanically,
such models can weaken the relationship between physical form and local lived experience and reduce the capacity for context-
sensitive urban alternatives.

The study further identified a weakening of the relationship between urban space and place attachment. Streets, squares,
neighborhoods, parks, and other urban environments acquire meaning through repeated everyday experiences. When design
prioritizes visual form, technical efficiency, or economic value over experiential continuity, citizens may use urban spaces
without developing a meaningful relationship with them. This condition contributes to feelings of alienation, rootlessness, and
weak identification with place.

The analysis categorized the consequences of physicalism into three levels: perceptual, experiential, and socio-cultural. At
the perceptual level, space tends to be understood as neutral, interchangeable, and visually defined. At the experiential level,
movement becomes primarily functional, while embodied and multisensory engagement with the city becomes weaker. At the
socio-cultural level, urban places may increasingly function as commodities and consumer environments rather than as shared
contexts of collective identity.

In contrast, the phenomenological approach offers an alternative understanding of the city as a lived context rather than a
designed object. From this perspective, meaningful urban environments depend on the integration of physical form with
embodied experience, cultural memory, social interaction, temporal continuity, and local identity. The analysis therefore
demonstrated that meaningful urbanism requires a relationship among philosophy, lived experience, and physical design rather
than the dominance of any single dimension.

The findings indicate that the crisis of meaning in contemporary Iranian urban planning is fundamentally multidimensional
and cannot be explained solely through deficiencies in physical design, urban management, or technical implementation. At a
deeper level, the crisis emerges from a weakened relationship among the philosophical understanding of the city, the lived
experiences of citizens, and the physical forms through which urban environments are produced.

Physical and technical approaches are indispensable to urban development, but they are insufficient when treated as
autonomous foundations of planning. A city may be efficiently organized, visually coherent, and infrastructurally functional
while still failing to create meaningful relationships between people and place. The central issue is therefore not the rejection
of physical planning or professional expertise but the reintegration of technical knowledge with philosophical reflection,

cultural awareness, and experiential understanding.
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The study also demonstrates that phenomenology can provide a productive theoretical framework for this reintegration. By
emphasizing the lifeworld, embodiment, dwelling, everyday experience, and place as context, phenomenology directs attention
toward the ways in which urban environments are actually lived rather than merely represented or planned. It therefore enables
a transition from designing space as an external object toward understanding place as a relational, experiential, and culturally
embedded phenomenon.

For contemporary Iranian urban planning, this perspective suggests the need to move beyond both uncritical imitation of
external models and nostalgic reproduction of historical forms. Meaningful urban development requires context-sensitive
interpretation rather than formal copying. Cultural heritage should therefore be understood not merely as a repertoire of
traditional forms but as a source of spatial values, symbolic structures, environmental relationships, and patterns of experience
that can inform contemporary design.

The conceptual contribution of the study lies in integrating three domains that are frequently treated separately: urban
philosophy, lived experience, and physical design. The proposed framework suggests that meaning emerges when these three
dimensions interact. Physical form provides the material setting, lived experience activates and interprets that setting, and
philosophical understanding clarifies the values and assumptions through which the relationship between people and place is
conceived.

Accordingly, overcoming the crisis of meaning requires a shift from purely physical urbanism toward a more human-
centered and meaning-oriented approach. Urban planning and design should give greater attention to multisensory experience,
cultural context, historical continuity, everyday practices, and citizen attachment to place. Educational programs in architecture
and urban planning should also strengthen philosophical and phenomenological components so that technical training is
complemented by deeper reflection on human experience.

In conclusion, the restoration of meaning in contemporary Iranian cities depends not on abandoning physical and managerial
requirements but on embedding them within a broader philosophical and experiential framework. The city should be understood
simultaneously as a physical structure, a cultural phenomenon, and a lived world. Such an integrated approach can provide a
more appropriate theoretical foundation for creating urban environments that are not only functional but also meaningful,

culturally grounded, and capable of sustaining a deeper relationship between human beings and place.
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