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Abstarct

The relationship between humans and their environment—particularly within
the context of housing—is a fundamental aspect of human life, deeply
influencing the quality of everyday living. Housing is not merely a physical
shelter but a dynamic setting for emotional, social, and cultural interactions
between individuals and their surroundings.

This study aimed to investigate the reciprocal relationship between inhabitants
and dwellings in the historical Qajar-era houses of Shiraz, drawing on James
Gibson's theory of environmental affordances. Data were collected through
library research and in-depth semi-structured interviews with individuals who
had lived experiences in these houses. Participants were selected using
snowball sampling, and data analysis was conducted through a three-stage
coding process (open, axial, and selective).

The findings led to a conceptual model in which residents’ needs, motivations,
and activities—as internal factors—were shown to interact continuously and
constructively with spatial, semantic, and place-based elements of the
residential environment. Within Gibson’s framework, sensory perception was
identified as a crucial mediator in this process, shaping human behavior in
architectural spaces. The Qajar houses of Shiraz, in addition to meeting
functional needs, were found to embody profound cultural and historical
meanings expressed through the lived experiences of their residents. This
multilayered relationship was shown to contribute significantly to the formation
of spatial behavior and identity, underscoring the importance of understanding
environmental affordances to preserve and enhance both the physical and
symbolic identity of these houses.

Overall, the proposed conceptual model can serve as a practical and theoretical
guide for architects and researchers in designing sustainable, context-sensitive,
and human-centered environments.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Housing, as a fundamental human need, has long been central to architectural and humanistic studies—not
merely as physical shelter, but as a space of sensory, perceptual, and meaningful experience (Etemad
Sheikholeslami, 2012). In traditional Iranian architecture, particularly during the Qajar era, the house
functioned as a spatial-cultural system shaping human—environment relations. Qajar houses in Shiraz
exemplify this integration, combining physical, climatic, social, and cultural dimensions to create a layered
dwelling experience, where the home is perceived as a site of interaction, meaning, and belonging (Fallah,
2023; Shahcheraghi & Bandarabad, 2017). Environmental psychology, especially Gibson’s theory of
affordances, offers a relevant framework to examine these dynamics. Gibson (1979) argues that
environments are perceived through the action possibilities they offer, beyond their physical attributes. This
concept, rooted in ecological psychology, has been widely applied in design studies (Mohammadi et al.,
2017), emphasizing the mutual influence between physical settings and human behavior (Tabatabaeian,
2013; Emamgholi et al., 2012). However, despite its potential, Gibson’s affordance theory has rarely been
applied to traditional Iranian homes. Most existing studies rely on descriptive methods or alternative
frameworks, leaving a research gap in understanding the sensory and meaning-laden interactions between
residents and their environments in culturally rich settings such as Qajar houses.This study aims to explore
how sensory perception and lived experience shape the bond between residents and their homes in Qajar-
era Shiraz, guided by affordance theory. It addresses which human senses play the most prominent roles,
how their stimulation generates meanings, and how these processes, mediated through spatial elements,
foster a deep, reciprocal connection between inhabitant and environment. Findings are expected to
contribute to the design of more meaningful, human-centered residential environments in contemporary
architecture.

Methodology

This qualitative study employed an interpretative phenomenological approach (IPA) to investigate how
residents of Qajar houses in Shiraz perceive and interact with their living spaces. IPA focuses on
understanding lived experiences, emphasizing how emotions and sensory perceptions shape individuals’
comprehension of architectural space.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 15 participants who had lived in both
traditional and contemporary houses. Participants were selected using snowball sampling to ensure they
could reflect on spatial differences. The interviews centered on sensory experiences sight, sound, smell, and
touch—and subjective meanings associated with the spaces.

The collected data were analyzed using Strauss and Corbin’s three-stage coding process (open, axial, and
selective), which allowed the identification of two main categories: sensory perception and perceived
meaning. These categories were then mapped onto architectural elements, such as courtyard, iwan, and
andaruni, revealing how sensory and symbolic engagement mediates human-environment interactions.

The resulting conceptual model, inspired by Gibson’s theory of affordances, demonstrates how spatial
behavior emerges through the combined processes of perception and meaning-making. It highlights that
sensory engagement and symbolic interpretation together shape how inhabitants experience and act within
architectural spaces, providing a nuanced framework for understanding human-environment relations in
traditional housing..

Results and discussion

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that Qajar-era houses in Shiraz foster a resident—dwelling relationship
that transcends physical form, integrating psychological needs, behavioral motivations, and environmental
affordances. By addressing biological, social, and spiritual dimensions, these houses reinforce place
attachment, identity, and multisensory experience, thereby promoting cultural continuity and human well-
being. The findings underline the value of traditional Iranian residential architecture as a conceptual and
practical model for contemporary human-centered design, where attention to needs, transitional spaces,
multisensory quality, cultural identity, flexibility, and the integration of tradition with modern technologies
can significantly enhance the quality of life and strengthen the human—environment bond.
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