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ABSTRACT

Historical-cultural places carry a significance that extends beyond their physical attributes; they
embody social relationships and values that are important in defining their meaning.
Considering this, they require conservation alongside attention to interdisciplinary approaches.
Meanwhile, a major obstacle to meaning-based conservation is the communication gap and the
conflict of interest among various beneficiaries, indicating a lack of social capital regarding
conservation. This article aims to shed light on the process of utilizing social capital as an
interdisciplinary phenomenon that can effectively preserve historical and cultural places. The
study was done using a descriptive-analytical approach based on library and documentary
sources. The findings reveal that the untapped communicative potential of historical and
cultural places can be utilized to enhance social structures and reinforce social capital for the
purpose of conservation. This method is achievable in urban neighborhoods and when
interdisciplinary techniques are applied. In line with the proposed framework, improving the
cognitive component of social capital and the network of shared environmental meanings,
which includes emotional, cultural, social, and functional categories, result in the development
and progression of social values. These include a sense of belonging, commitment, cooperation,
and influence, all of which have the potential to stimulate social capital for conservation and
cyclically enhance the place-based communication context. In this respect, actions such as
promoting cultural awareness, preserving the sensory appeal and memorable aspects of the
environment, upholding traditions, enhancing the quality of spaces for social interaction, and
supporting local businesses are compulsory.
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INTRODUCTION

A major challenge in Iran, a country renowned for its rich cultural and historical
heritage, is the escalating damage to its historical buildings and structures during
the developmental process. The discord between the aims of development and
conservation, coupled with rapid interventions in historical-cultural contexts,
intensifies this issue. The conservation strategy, which is purely physical, one-
dimensional, and mono-disciplinary, fails to consider the intangible and meaningful
facets of the environment, such as its social, cultural, economic, and functional
dimensions. This consequently leads to the environment losing its significance over
time, creating a barrier to connecting with the culture of the past. Much of the
difficulty in urban development and the inefficiency in conservation can be traced
back to the exclusion of the main actors and beneficiaries from making any
decisions regarding historical-cultural places. Given that people are the
fundamental components that form the identity and significance of historical-
cultural buildings and contexts, their involvement is crucial in bridging the gap
between a positive perception, a sense of belonging, and conservation initiatives.
Therefore, a holistic and effective conservation approach that takes into account
both the physical and semantic aspects necessitates a focus on interdisciplinary
methods, the strategic use and direction of social capital. Social capital fosters
collective action and collaboration among individuals. By enhancing the sense of
respect for each other’s rights, it mitigates self-serving behaviors that could be
detrimental to society. Therefore, it is an essential resource for maintaining societal
health, enhancing the abilities of civil society, and fostering a culture of citizenship
(Heidarkhani, 2018, 74-75). Actually, social capital acts as an instrument to boost
urban sustainability. Therefore, the higher the levels of social capital among the
beneficiaries, the more it will enhance role-playing, increase people’s influence and
responsibility, and foster a sense of commitment. Conversely, low social capital can
lead to instability in various socio-cultural aspects (Khosh far, et al., 2013, 31).
Therefore, social capital can play an important part in the meaning and quality-
based conservation of historical-cultural buildings and contexts, and consequently
protect culture and national identity.

PURPOSE

This study aims to provide mechanisms to leverage people’s abilities and boost
social capital in conservation management procedures. This article tries to answer
the following question: How can be social capital activated in the meaning-based
conservation of historical places? In response to this, an attempt has been made to
provide a framework to revitalize and enhance the culture of conservation by
empowering social structures and utilizing social capital.



METHODOLOGY

This research was done using a descriptive-analytical approach based on library and
documentary sources and involves a thorough examination of the viewpoints and
perspectives of urban and social thinkers, as well as researchers in the fields of
cultural heritage and social capital. Given the multifaceted and interdisciplinary
nature of social capital, particularly its cognitive aspect, the focus was on common
meanings, as well as, closer ties between place and its meaning. Recognizing the
strong link between place and meaning, a framework was proposed to strengthen
the place-based communication context, which in turn facilitated the development
and direction of social capital for protective purposes.

FINDINGS

Social capital, an intangible yet crucial part of our environment, can be utilized to
meet meaning-based conservation and enhance the place-based communication
context. By emphasizing the cognitive aspect of social capital, particularly shared
meanings (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998), and identifying meanings stem from the
environment, we can create a strong foundation for empowering social structures.

The significance of a place is instrumental in fostering, maintaining, and
enhancing social relationships. As such, a place with historical and cultural value
can be a key factor in shaping social capital. So much so that if the collection of
meanings, values, and unique characteristics of a place play a central role in the
birth, growth, or enhancement of social capital, then this capital can be seen as
being location-dependent or reflecting the traits of the place. In this scenario, it can
be termed as "place-based social capital’. The role of a place is vital in nurturing
social capital and it goes beyond its neutral status and uses its potential to
strengthen and enrich social structures within historical contexts.

Typically, place-based social capital is tied to socio-cultural attributes and
interpretations/meanings of a place. These aspects manifest in harmony with the
collective objectives concerning the sustainability of the place, as well as the
maintenance and enhancement of its quality. Heritage sites, acting as shared
cultural resources, represent common values and meanings and can be divided into
four distinct types: emotional, cultural, social, and functional. The emotional and
cultural meaning of a place can cultivate a sense of belonging and social
commitment among individuals and groups, which are two key elements that
contribute to the development of social capital. On the one hand, a sense of
belonging and commitment to a place can drive actions and protective strategies
that support its sustainability. On the other, the collective social and functional
objectives and meanings of a place can encourage a sense of collaboration,
involvement, and trust, along with a perception of social influence. For instance, the
reputation of a historical place and its significance to a community can boost the
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spirit of collaboration towards its protection. Taking part in any functional rules of
a place can foster a sense of belonging and trust and it can also cause individuals to
come to play to protect historical-cultural places.

Considering the previously mentioned factors, a framework can be proposed
that can empower and implement social capital for conservation. Additionally, such
a framework will be based on enhancing the network of shared environmental
meanings, which is a key aspect of the cognitive dimension of social capital (Fig. 1)

—

Empowerment

Preserving the sensory
experiences and chains of
memory within the environment

Preserving local traditions;

Maintaining the historical
continuity

Paying attention to the aesthetic
appeal of the environment

Providing educational resources;
Supporting NGOs

Raising awareness
and distribute

Emotional

Cultural

Sense of
belonging and

e
&
8
e . o meanings meanings attachment ]
& information in line =
w ar N - ~ B
E_ with Ll?nfc.wallun Sense of o
g objectives y; Strengthening\\ responsibility and ?
= I commitment 3
g8 I shared \ -8
= 1 . 1 »
£ - environmental J e
=3 Strengthening the \ i I 23
e communication A3 meanings g Sense uf_ )
=3 R ) trust and efficiency E}
= infrastructure y
= (cultural-social ?_
g: interaction centers), Social Sense of iz
E. with a focus on the meanings meanings collaboration and
E neighborhood teamwork
A Encouraging local businesses Enhancing the quality and
development of social
interaction spaces
Sustaining and improving Fostering social
environmental performance and encouragement or
meeting people’s needs validation
Self-organization Participation in Responsibility

conservation

Fig 1. A framework to empower the local community to participate in the
conservation of historical-cultural places



CONCLUSION

The meaning-based conservation approach, which acts as a key factor in preserving
historical places calls for interdisciplinary research and understanding of semantic
elements. The protection of these sites can be achieved through appropriate actions.
Furthermore, this can be facilitated through a collaborative process that leverages
social capital, considering its interdisciplinary nature. Firstly, this calls for a change
in the common perspective on conserving (historical places), with a particular
emphasis on the elements of meaning and cultural-based conservation, and the use
of interdisciplinary approaches that are based on the idea of relational and network
ontology. In this respect, a practical communication context should be provided,
and in fact, this article emphasizes the need to provide a place-based
communication context. This means that a multitude of communication
capabilities are intrinsically present within the historical-cultural sites themselves.
These capabilities become more apparent, especially within the context of urban
neighborhoods. Social values, such as a sense of belonging and commitment, a sense
of cooperation, and a sense of making a difference regarding places have a greater
chance to emerge, and they can consequently develop place-based social capital. To
accomplish this, it is essential to strengthen the network of shared environmental
meanings, which is grounded in the cognitive aspect of social capital. This paper
emphasizes four types of environmental meanings which are: emotional, cultural,
social, and functional. Moreover, this paper proposes an empowerment framework
where augmented social values, reinforce communication context through a cyclical
process, making it more dynamic. It can be said that the importance of a historical
place can be attributed to its unique identity and values. Therefore, improving
place-based communication contexts is a must if social capital is to be leveraged for
meaning-based conservation of historical-cultural places.

NOVELTY

This article sheds light on how to utilize social capital in a meaning-based
conservation of architectural heritage. The article is not only about architecture,
urban planning, and building restoration but is also related to social sciences.
Moreover, it proposes a framework to empower local communities to protect
historical-cultural places, and specifically focuses on the cognitive aspect of social
capital, which is based on enhancing of the network of shared environmental
meanings. The article also highlights the use of hidden communication capacities in
historical-cultural places and proposes place-based communication context and
social capital which can be regarded as two innovative aspects.
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