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Abstract

Cultural environments have long served as platforms for shaping collective
identity and conveying meaning within social contexts. What breathes life and
significance into these spaces is the interplay between social perception and the
representation of genius loci and sense of place. This study aims to explore how
social perception influences the manifestation of these concepts within identity-
oriented cultural environments, adopting a semantic approach to their
interpretation. This research employs a qualitative phenomenological approach to
explore the meaningful connections between social perception and the concepts
of genius loci and sense of place within identity-oriented cultural spaces. Data
were gathered through the analysis of theoretical texts, historical sources, and
cultural symbols. By decoding semantic and semiotic layers, the study elucidates
the role of lived experience and collective meaning in shaping spatial structures.
Findings suggest that social perception plays a central role not only in individuals’
spatial-sensory experiences but also in the reproduction of the latent meanings
embedded in those spaces. Sense of place is nurtured through social interactions,
collective memory, and cultural symbols, and is ultimately reflected as genius
loci—a spirit interwoven with the hidden semantic layers of spatial form. The
study concludes that social understanding of place, through perceptual and
semantic dimensions, fosters richer representations of genius loci and sense of
place in cultural environments. This perception is a construct of active user
engagement, shared memories, and symbolic meanings embedded in the physical
and spatial order. Therefore, the design of identity-oriented cultural environments
in the contemporary era necessitates attention to the users’ shared language and
indigenous social values within a semantic framework.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Human perception of space transcends physical attributes, emerging through the interplay of meaning-laden
layers, lived experiences, collective memory, and social interactions. In this context, concepts such as genius
loci and sense of place serve as manifestations of cultural and emotional understanding of space, playing a
pivotal role in shaping spatial identity. Grounded in a semantic approach and focusing on cultural spaces,
this study seeks to explore how social perception enables the representation of fundamental concepts like
genius loci and sense of place. Accordingly, collective memory, cultural symbols, and social codes are
examined as key factors in forming spatial experiences. Considering the challenges posed by globalization
and identity threats in urban spaces, this paper posits that social perception—through semantic and mental
layers—contributes to meaning-making and enhances a sense of belonging. Therefore, the central inquiry
of this research is: how do subjective and collective experiences of space users contribute to the formation
of spatial identity? The aim is to analyze the role of social perception in representing meaning-based
concepts within identity-oriented cultural environments—concepts embodied in spatial structure, physical
elements, and cultural order, which, if properly interpreted, can serve as a foundation for authentic,
meaningful design rooted in local culture.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research method and a phenomenological approach to deeply explore
participants’ lived experiences about cultural spaces. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 15 professionals—including architects, artists, urban planners, sociologists, and
psychologists—in five selected cities (Isfahan, Shiraz, Yazd, Tabriz, and Kashan). Data analysis followed
Colaizzi’s seven-step method. Theoretical saturation was achieved by the 12th interview, with two
additional interviews conducted for final validation. Lincoln and Guba’s four criteria (Credibility,
Transferability, Dependability, and Confirmability). were applied to assess the trustworthiness of the
research. The interview structure was based on five dimensions of spatial perception: genius loci, sense of
place, social perception, spatial identity, and spatial semantics. Emphasis was placed on capturing personal
narratives to derive a coherent and authentic understanding of spatial perception.

Results and Discussion

Findings reveal that participants’ lived experiences within historical cultural spaces in the selected cities
encompass elements such as emotional attachment (Genius Loci), personal and collective memories (Sense
of Place), subjective interpretations and collective representations (Social Perception), individual and social
identity reflection (Spatial Identity), and internal understanding of space (Semantic Perception). These
themes consistently emerged in the semi-structured interviews and were extracted as core meaning clusters
through Colaizzi’s analysis. Participants particularly emphasized the significance of cultural-local features,
physical-perceptual elements, and social context of space, which—through interaction with collective
memory and place attachment—shaped their perception of spatial meaning and identity. Hence, cultural
spaces attain meaning and identity when users’ lived experiences align with physical elements, cultural
contexts, and emotional connections. Design and policymaking in such spaces should thus transcend mere
form or function and instead focus on inner perceptions, collective memory, and profound human
experiences. Utilizing a qualitative methodology and phenomenological perspective, this study offers a
framework for understanding the intangible qualities of cultural spaces, potentially informing place-based
design and urban decision-making.
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