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There are many criteria to assess the historical significance of places;
some are objective and require the simple collection of facts, while
others are far more elusive, such as the criterion of “spirit and feeling”
found in the World Heritage nomination process.! A substantial body
of knowledge exists for assessing the objective qualities of significance
related to historical events, for instance, but how does one assess the
spirit and feeling of places? Do all people understand the meanings
behind this concept in the same way? If more than one voice is neces-
sary to convey the meanings behind the spirit and feeling of place, how
can this goal be effectively achieved?

There are no easy answers to these questions, but with the growing
interest in sociocultural and phenomenological values associated with
heritage conservation, conservation professionals need better methods
to assess the subjective values associated with historic places.? Of all
the values of heritage conservation, the spirit and feeling of places may
be the most subjective and lacking in sufficient methodological rigor.
This paper, therefore, is an attempt to provide a method to assess the
“spirit and feeling” of historic places. An example case study will then
be presented using this method.
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World Heritage and the “Spirit and Feeling” of Place

Under UNESCO guidelines, a cultural property “must meet the con-
ditions of authenticity” for it to be nominated to the World Heritage
List.3 Authenticity can be expressed by any number of the following
attributes: form and design; materials and substance; use and func-
tion; traditions, techniques, and management systems; location and
setting; language, and other forms of intangible heritage; spirit and
feeling; and other internal and external factors.* While the majority
of items in this list above can be objectively described, UNESCO
acknowledges that the assessment of spirit and feeling does not easily
conform to “practical” methods based on the gathering of objective
facts about a place.> Unfortunately, the Nara Document on Authen-
ticity, an international conservation charter that is referenced as
a guiding principle within the UNESCO guidelines, provides little
information on how one should assess the spirit and feeling of a place.®
The UNESCO guidelines and the Nara Document do not define or
attempt to articulate the meaning behind “spirit” or “feeling” or their
collective use. Clearly, the interpretation of these words is meant to
be left up to the reader. In an extensive literature search on “spirit and
feeling” in association with World Heritage, authors simply reiterate
this UNESCO criterion without an attempt to explain it, much less
describe how it might be applied to a particular site. Thus, we are still
left wanting for an explanation of the concept behind the spirit and
feeling of a place and how to assess it.

The intent behind the spirit and feeling of a heritage site or land-
scape likely relates to the more articulated concepts of “spirit of place,’
“sense of place,” and, more distantly, to place attachment. While these
ideas are similar, they have different nuances of meaning. Of the first
two, spirit of place—also known as genius loci—is the most ancient,
with origins in Roman beliefs that different spirit entities inhabited
particular places.” In its most literal interpretation, therefore, spirit
of place literally is a belief of spirits in place, or a concept known as
panpsychism.® Thus, it is these different spirit “entities” that contrib-
ute to particular feelings found in certain places. In more modern
terms, spirit of place takes on a figurative meaning of the feeling that
one has for a place, which links the term with sense of place. Sense of
place is the affective experience of being in certain environments and,
as such, is highly subjective and therefore can vary greatly from one
individual to another. It can be best described as the experience of the
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lifeworld that is accessed through the process of a phenomenological
reduction—a concept that the humanistic geographers of the 1970s
and 1980s, such as Yi-Fu Tuan and David Seamon, appropriated in
their investigations of place from the work of earlier phenomenolo-
gists, such as Husserl.”

Place attachment has more discrete and sometimes quantitative, as
opposed to qualitative, meanings. Originally coined by environmental
psychologists in the 1970s, place attachment has many dimensions,
including place dependence, place identity, and rootedness.'° Much
of the research in outdoor recreation, for instance, has focused on
place dependence," while environmental psychology is primarily
concerned with place identity,'* and geographers (such as Tuan) spend
a good deal of time understanding rootedness. While these dimen-
sions may imply quantitative elements, this is not always the case;
Setha Low, an anthropologist, has created a typology of six cultural
attachments that complement the concepts from other disciplines.'®
Therefore, place attachment can be best thought of as defining par-
ticular meanings and experiences that occur in the interaction of
people with places.

“Spirit and feeling” can therefore be approached through the lens of
place attachment, or the analysis of the subjective feelings that people
have for certain environments. Spirit of place and sense of place are
particularly vague concepts, so if we want to elucidate the spirit and
feeling of a place, it is necessary to first define the phenomenon that
is being understood or measured. In other words, it is very difficult
to study sense of place without knowing the different affective quali-
ties than can occur in a place. Place attachment offers the theoretical
framework to begin to analyze the phenomena behind the feelings for
certain environments.

Holistic Research Designs

Before moving into the analysis of place attachment, it is useful to
examine the nature of reality and knowledge, or the ontological and
epistemological philosophies that guide research design. An excellent
overview of the different paradigms of research can be found in an
article by Guba and Lincoln in the first edition of the Handbook of
Qualitative Research." The traditional or “scientific” approach from a
positivist paradigm assumes that reality can be directly accessed and
measured independently of interpretation; one merely collects and ana-
lyzes quantitative data as an impartial observer to explain phenomena
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and reveal the true nature of reality. The researcher strives to be as
impartial and “objective” as possible, creating a kind of barrier between
the observer and the phenomenon. With the rise of postmodernism in
the middle of the twentieth century, the ontological and epistemologi-
cal traditions of positivism were vigorously challenged, resulting in a
range of new paradigms, the most extreme of which is relativism or
constructivism. Relativism, unlike positivism, makes no assumptions
about “truth” or the nature of reality and is always relative to one’s
perspective. Truth, therefore, is constructed from an interpretive act,
and reality can never be directly accessed, much less understood, in
its totality. From an epistemological standpoint, there is little, if any,
distance from the researcher and the phenomenon; in fact, in many
constructivist methodologies, the researcher is the phenomenon
being studied. The constructivist realm is one of shades of meanings
from multiple perspectives with no attempt to quantify phenomena;
research methodologies that spring from constructivism are therefore
qualitative in nature.

The distinction between quantitative and qualitative research (and
their associated paradigms) is important and often complementary.
A weakness in a quantitative methodology can be a strength in a
qualitative methodology, and vice versa. A classic example of this is
explained by Clifford Geertz in his analysis of a wink."” An “impar-
tial” observer of two people’s nonverbal communication can measure
the duration and frequency of a wink, but not be able to understand
the meaning behind the wink. In order to understand the meaning
behind the wink, the researcher needs to spend time with and become
accepted by the two subjects. Therefore, only by destroying the barrier
between the observer and the subject can the researcher comprehend
the meaning behind certain human phenomena. Research methodolo-
gies are imperfect tools with specific limitations. Qualitative meth-
odologies cannot be effectively utilized to determine causality, while
quantitative methodologies have difficulty explaining why subjective
human phenomena occur. When disparate methodologies—that is,
quantitative and quantitative—are paired, however, these weaknesses
are counterbalanced. This approach is known as mixed-method
research.

Human phenomena, such as is associated with place attachment, can
be examined for qualitative meanings as well as quantitatively to estab-
lish cause-and-effect relationships, generalize to larger populations, and
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explain the meanings behind certain behaviors and why these behaviors
may occur. The key issue is that the nature of a particular human phe-
nomenon may not be known to an adequate degree before a research
program commences; to jump into a purely quantitative research design
may result in the erroneous measurement of phenomena that simply do
notexist. It is indeed an odd research design that would seek to measure
phenomena based entirely on a researcher’s etic, or external point of
view, versus an emic, or “inside” perspective, in which the meaning
behind certain behaviors is understood to the fullest extent possible.
Research designs that seek to study subjective human phenomena
without taking an emic perspective into account may be measuring
the equivalent of thin air.

A particularly useful mixed-method research design employs quali-
tative and quantitative methodologies in sequence.'® The perspective
of the researcher is that the meanings behind a certain phenomenon
must be understood before the phenomenon can be measured. There-
fore, a qualitative methodology is first used to gather meanings that
can then inform the development of a quantitative research method-
ology. In this manner, is can be better assured that the phenomenon
under study has known parameters so that any quantitative results
can be contextualized into the broader perspective of person and
place relationships.

Understanding and Measuring Spirit and Feeling
through Place Attachment

There is a wide range of quantitative and especially qualitative research
methodologies available. Generally speaking, qualitative methodologies
fall under the domains of sociology, anthropology, and phenomenology,
while useful quantitative methodologies can be adapted from sociol-
ogy, outdoor recreation, and environmental psychology. Qualitative
meanings from the affective experience of being in certain places can
be divided into general categories, depending on their disciplinary
origins, as shown in Table 2.1.

The choice of the methodology is largely dependent on the research
question for the study. For many studies involving place attachment,
which focus on the affective qualities of an emotional bond with place, a
phenomenology provides a unique opportunity to explore the essences
of perception and the lifeworld experience. According to Van Manen,
“phenomenology is the systematic attempt to uncover and describe the
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Association of Qualitative Research Methodologies

Table 2.1

with Social Science Disciplines

Chief Level of Qualitative
Type concerns meaning methodology  Key authors
Social (sociology) ~ Primarily Group Grounded Proshansky,
place identity, Theory Fabian, and
issues of Kaminoff
community, (1995);
social Mench
structures, and and Manor
interactions (1998);
with place. Gerson,
Steuve, and
Fischer
(1977)
Cultural “A Group Ethnography Low and
(anthropology) transformation Altman
of the (1992);
experience Breglia
of a space (2006)
or piece of
land into a
culturally
meaningful
and shared
symbol"”
Phenomenological The affective,  Individual Phenomenology Elliott(2002);
(philosophyand  individual, Merleau-
geography) precognitive Ponty (1962)
experience
of being in

certain places.

structures, the internal meaning structures, of lived experience”"® Its
goal is to discover the nature of the subjective experience of a particular
environment and seek “meanings from appearances . . . of things,” as
Clark Moustakas describes." Because of phenomenology’s strengths
in relating perception to emotion, it is the preferred methodology for
a variety of humanistic geographers, such as David Seamon, because
of its “emphasis on discovering the thing in its own terms, being open,
letting the thing tell what it is, what its parts are, how they fit together™™
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The most common quantitative methodology used in place attach-
ment research is the survey methodology. Widely employed in work in
environmental psychology and outdoor recreation, it provides a way
to measure different dimensions of place attachment and to correlate
these measures with the perception of environments. Williams and
Roggenbuck, Williams et al., and Williams and Vaske, researchers in
outdoor recreation and leisure studies, provide useful examples for
how to measure general place attachment, place identity, place depen-
dence, and rootedness.?! While well suited for correlational research,
the survey methodology is subject to many kinds of error, such as
sampling error, coverage error, measurement error, and nonresponse
error, that if not taken into account can lead to fallacious results, such
as a positive correlation between the number of storks in a certain area
and the number of births.??

Experimental designs have been used rarely, if at all, in place attach-
ment research, but they do offer an intriguing way to directly measure
physiological responses related to emotional affect and may become
more common. As technology improves, it may someday be possible
to record heart rate, galvanic skin response, and temperature, among
other measures, as an individual walks in an environment, thereby
correlating certain emotional states with particular places. For these
and other reasons related to cost and resource issues, however, survey
methodologies will likely remain the preferred quantitative methodol-
ogy to measure place attachment, especially because it is natural to use
qualitative meanings to inform the wording of questions in a survey
instrument.

An Example of a Mixed-Method Design

In developing my line of inquiry, I designed a case study of historic
Charleston, South Carolina, south of Broad Street, employing a
sequential mixed-method design in order to understand the spirit and
feeling of this place (the study area contains the first historic district
in the United States, established in 1931). The study began with a phe-
nomenology that then informed a survey instrument. The goal of the
research was to understand how attachment to historic Charleston,
which is related to the age of historic urban residential environments,
affects the degree and character of place attachment for residents.
For the phenomenology, six residents of historic Charleston were
purposely selected for the following characteristics: he or she must
be a resident of historic Charleston for at least three months out of
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the year, regularly walk in his or her neighborhood, and be familiar
with the environment. I solicited all informants for participation in
the study while they were walking in their neighborhood. After being
introduced to the study and agreeing to participate, each informant was
given a disposable camera with instructions to photograph anything
in the neighborhood that was particularly meaningful to him or her.
The photographs could be of objects or landscapes of any scale. Upon
exhausting all the exposures in the camera, the informant mailed the
camera back to me for development. I then scheduled interviews with
each informant and encouraged the informant to use the developed
photographs to guide the open-ended interview.

The interviews were analyzed using the phenomenological method
proposed by Munhall that consists of a process of immersion, a focus
on the phenomenological aim of the inquiry, existential inquiry, phe-
nomenological contextual processing, analysis of interpretive action,
writing the phenomenological narrative, and then writing the meaning
narrative.® A number of important themes emerged that were then
used to inform both a literature search and the creation of indepen-
dent variables for an online survey instrument. Refer to Table 2.2 for
more details.

Four dependent variables were created to measure general place
attachment, place dependence, place identity, and rootedness. The
design of the questions was based on the previously described work
of Williams and Roggenbuck, Williams et al., and Williams and Vaske.
The final online survey used photographs taken by informants in the
phenomenology in context with the questions. The same questions were
used with a series of control photographs taken from a nearby subur-
ban development, exhibiting typical low-density and modern design.

The analysis of the quantitative data supports the meanings gathered
from the phenomenology. The survey helps to triangulate the meanings
conveyed by the informants in the phenomenology, leading to the possi-
bility that some of the experiences of the informants may be generalizable
to other, similar locations. Some examples of the descriptive statistics
from the survey are shown below along with photographs taken by the
informants in the qualitative portion of the study (see tables 2.3 ~ 2.6).

Combining the results of the qualitative and quantitative parts of
the study, it is possible to begin to describe the “spirit and feeling” of
historic Charleston using empirical evidence. Historic Charleston is
defined by its residents as a place full of mystery and intrigue because
of the layered elements from which the townscape is constructed.
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Table 2.2

Using Qualitative Meanings to Inform a Literature Search
and the Creation of Independent Variables

Qualitative theme Independent variables

Support in the literature

1. Discrete elements of landscape

Townscape
experience

Elements of
townscape

Building
experience

Elements of
buildings

Landscape layers,
mystery, and
discovery

1. Holistic townscape
(nominal)

(All ranked individually
as ordinal; Likert scale)
1. Walls, fences, or gates
2. Fountains

3. Trees

4. Gardens

5. Buildings

6. The road

7. The sidewalk

1. Holistic building
experience (nominal)

(All ranked individually
as ordinal; Likert scale)
1. Doors

2. Shutters

3. Windows

4. Balcony

5. Roof

1. Perception of layers
(ordinal; Likert scale)

2. Perception of mystery
(ordinal; Likert scale)

3. Perception of
discovery (ordinal;
Likert scale)

Walter (1988); Grange (1999).

Cullen (1961); Bell (1999);
Smith (2003); Wilson (1984);
Orians (1986); Appleton
(1975); Ulrich (1979, 1981,
1984); Kaplan and Kaplan
(1989); Thayer and Atwood
(1978); Herzog (1989); Sheets
and Manzer (1991); Herzog
and Chernick, (2000); Kuo,
Bacaicoa, and Sullivan (1998);
Zhang et al. (2007); Sullivan
et al. (2004); Heerwagen

and Orians (1993); Lohr and
Pearson-Mims (2006); Real
et al. (2000); Marcus and
Barnes (1999); Stamps (1999,
2000).

Stamps (1999, 2000); Nasar
(1994); Herzog and Gale
(1996).

Stamps (1999, 2000); Nasar
(1994); Herzog and Gale
(1996).

Salingaros (2006); Kaplan
et al. (1998); Kaplan and
Kaplan (1989); Hagerhall
(2000); Herzog and Miller
(1998); Lynch (1981).

(Continued)
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Table 2.2 (continued)

Qualitative theme

Independent variables  Support in the literature

Unseen effort

1. Perception of unseen  Nassauer (1995); Lay and
effort (ordinal; Likert Reis (1994); Hagerhall (2000);
scale) Imam and Motloch (1997).

2. Physical age of the landscape

Patina

Reading the
landscape

1. Valuation of patina Milgram and Jodelet (1976);

(ordinal; Likert scale) Galindo and Hidaldgo (2005);
Freewald (1989); Herzog and
Gale (1996); Herzog and Shier
(2000).

1. Ability of certain As method: Meinig (1979),
landscape or building Lewis (1970); Kniffen (1965);
elements to tell a story Glassie (1969); Jackson (1984);
of their origins (ordinal; ~ Spirn (1998).

Likert scale)

3. Spontaneous fantasy

(The involuntary, spontaneous, creative act of making stories about the past
that are catalyzed by the appearance of patina in an environment.)

Spontaneous
fantasy

1. Previous experience Lowenthal (1998); Bell (1999);
of spontaneous Riley (1997).
fantasy—general

(ordinal; Likert scale)

2. Previous experience of

spontaneous fantasy—in

case study area (ordinal;

Likert scale)

3. Experience of

spontaneous fantasy

from presented photo

(ordinal; Likert scale)

Table 2.3
Townscape and Building Holism Perception (%)
Everything
Consists of blends into a
discrete elements whole Not sure
Townscape 65.7 257 8.6
Buildings 52.9 43.3 3.8
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Table 2.4
Landscape with Mystery (%)
Neither
Strongly agree nor Strongly Not
agree Agree disagree Disagree disagree sure
Historic 52.9 33.7 10.6 19 0.0 1.0
Charleston
Suburban 0.0 0.0 19 276 70.5 4.8
control
Table 2. 5

Perception of Patina and Physical Age (%)

Neither
Strongly pleasant nor Strongly Not
pleasant Pleasant unpleasant Unpleasant unpleasant sure
Left 19.0 419 23.8 12.4 2.9 0.0
photograph
Right 21.0 40.0 19.0 15.2 4.8 0.0
photograph

n = 105. Left photo by author; right photo by informant.

One cannot experience all of Charleston at once; at each turn a pedes-
trian views a new scene, as new elements come into view and old ones
disappear. The scenery, therefore, has a kind of “unfoldingness” to it.
Moreover, residents feel that landscape elements, such as fences, gates,
and especially gardens and trees are of great importance and help
establish the layered quality to the landscape. Lastly, this landscape
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Table 2.6
Environment Provokes Spontaneous Fantasy (%)’
Neither
Strongly agree nor Strongly Not
agree Agree disagree  Disagree disagree sure
Spontaneous 19.4 42.7 23.3 13.6 0.0 1.0

fantasy

*Question wording: To what extent do you agree with this statement: “When [ look
at this photo, I find that my mind creates images or stories that might have happened
in the distant past in this place”

can trigger spontaneous fantasies in people that is catalyzed by the
appearance of age—for example, patina—in the surfaces of objects in
the landscape.

Therefore, if a place such as historic Charleston were to be listed as
World Heritage site, its stewards would be obligated to protect the lay-
ered quality of the landscape, preserve the appearance of age in surfaces,
and encourage the retention and cultivation of the growing elements of
the landscape, such as gardens and trees, in order to preserve its spirit
and feeling. While historic Charleston is one example, this sequential
mixed-method research design could potentially be used with any site,
even if such a place is radically different than the example given here.

Conclusion

While there are undoubtedly many different methodologies for assess-
ing the spirit and feeling of place for World Heritage properties, the
sequential mixed-method approach presented here offers a holistic
perspective on understanding this quality of place. A qualitative and
quantitative assessment of how people value and become attached
to places offers many advantages, including the identification of a
particular phenomenon and the generalization of this phenomenon
to a specific population. A rigorous assessment of the spirit and feel-
ing of heritage sites has far broader applications than World Heritage
sites, however. By understanding what it is that makes people value
and become attached to older places, our planning for the protection
of heritage landscapes can be better informed. Maximizing preserva-
tion planning for sociocultural and heritage values has the potential
to improve the psychological health and well-being of people and
contribute to overall human flourishing.
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