Journal of Athar

&

/ ISSN (E.): 2538-1830 - ISSN (P.): 1024-1647
~
2117 | Vol. 46 | No. 110 | 2025 |

The Role of Social Capital in the Soft Defense of Cultural Heritage:
A Framework for Addressing Transnational Threats and Regional Tensions

Hossein Esmaeili Sangari

!, Raheleh Parvin(®?

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Building and Structure Research Ingtitute, National Cultural Heritage Research Institute, Tehran, Iran

(Corresponding  Author).
Email: h.esmaeeli@richt.ir

2. Ph.D. Candidate Architecture, Department of Architecture, Faculty of Architecture and Urban Planning, Tabriz Branch, Islamic Azad University,

Tabriz, Iran.

Article Ifo

Abstract

d) https://doi.org/10.61882/Athar.4071.2026
Pp: 43 - 64

Article Type:
Research Article

Article History:
Received: 2025/06/04
Revised: 2025/07/20
Accepted: 2025/07/20

Use your device to scan
and read the article online

Athar Journal
Journal of the Research Institute of
Historical Buildings and Fabrics, Research
Institute of Cultural Heritage and Tourism
(RICHT), Tehran, Iran.

Owner & Publisher:
Cultural Heritage and Tourism Research
Ingtitute (RICHT), Tehran, Iran.

Journal Homepage: https://athar.richt.ir/

Cultural heritage—particularly in historical contexts marked by ethnic and cultural
diversity—is increasingly exposed to a spectrum of symbolic threats, transnational
aggressions, and complex geopolitical challenges. also, in such environments,
social capital emerges as a soft, endogenous, and adaptive resource that can play a
foundational role in reinforcing cultural soft defense mechanisms. Accordingly, this
study aims to develop a theoretical framework that clearly explains the strategic role
of social capital in the cultural soft defense of Iran’s historically significant heritage.
Therefore, the central research question guiding the inquiry is: How can social capital
function as a strategic mechanism in the soft defense of Iran’s cultural heritage against
transnational threats, regional tensions, and emerging socio-political pressures? To
address this, the study adopts a qualitative approach grounded in thematic analysis.
Data were collected from three primary sources: (a) national strategic documents and
official policy papers; (b) a curated body of relevant theoretical literature and scholarly
articles; and (c) semi-structured interviews conducted with twelve experienced
experts in the fields of cultural heritage, urban sociology, soft security, and crisis
management. MAXQDA software was employed for data coding and organization.
Through a triangulated analytical process, five overarching themes were identified
that illustrate the conceptual mechanisms linking social capital to effective cultural
defense strategies. These themes were structured into a tripartite conceptual model
consisting of: (1) the social layer, encompassing concepts such as trust, cohesion, and
civic participation; (2) the cultural-identity layer, highlighting memory, belonging,
and symbolic continuity; and (3) the institutional-strategic layer, focused on localized
policy tools and participatory defense strategies. This layered framework offers both
analytical depth and practical applicability, enabling policymakers and heritage
practitioners to develop context-sensitive protection strategies grounded in local social
resilience. It also establishes a conceptual foundation for integrating cultural heritage
protection into broader models of soft security governance.
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Introduction

In the context of accelerating global transformations, cultural heritage—particularly in historically
rich and ethnically diverse settings—faces increasingly complex, hybrid, and multilayered threats.
These threats arise not only from natural hazards such as earthquakes, droughts, and environmental
degradation, but also from human-induced factors, including unregulated urban expansion, weakening
of institutional stewardship, intergenerational disconnect, rapid social change, erosion of meaning
systems, and intensifying transnational and regional tensions. Under such conditions, cultural
heritage, as a dynamic ground for meaning-making, collective identity, and historical continuity,
necessitates comprehensive, multidimensional strategies rooted in societal and cultural capacities
that transcend mere physical preservation. This has necessitated a shift in heritage policies toward
soft, people-centered approaches informed by local social infrastructures.

In this regard, the concept of soft defense has emerged as a proactive, participatory strategy
that emphasizes components such as social trust, local cohesion, collective memory, and voluntary
engagement as key to resisting environmental, ideological, and political threats. Within this
framework, social capital serves as a soft infrastructure for cultural defense, comprising trust-
based social networks, participatory experiences, and place-based attachment, which enhances
cultural resilience and sustainability in a crisis context. At the national level, Iran’s cultural heritage
has faced increasingly intertwined challenges. Beyond natural causes, these stem primarily from
uncoordinated urban development, the weakening of heritage institutions, declining local social
capital, and growing geopolitical pressures. Therefore, these dynamics have disrupted the cultural
security infrastructure, eroding local engagement and diminishing the resilience of heritage assets.
Consequently, there is an urgent need to rethink protective policies and transition toward strategies
grounded in soft defense logic. As a community, cultural, political, or economic. Despite these needs,
a review of the literature reveals a lack of analytical frameworks for assessing and modeling the
role of social capital in cultural soft defense within Iran. In response, this study aims to develop
a conceptual and analytical model for assessing the nexus between social capital and cultural soft
defense, focusing on Iran’s heritage sector. It addresses the central question: How can social capital
function as a strategic mechanism in the soft defense of Iran’s cultural heritage against transnational
threats and regional tensions? Methodologically, the study employs a qualitative approach, utilizing
thematic analysis. Theoretical components were extracted from national policy documents and
semi-structured interviews with experts in heritage and soft security, and analyzed via MAXQDA
software. The result is a contextualized conceptual framework linking social capital to soft defense

in Iranian heritage governance.

Discussion

The qualitative analysis revealed that social capital, as a multilayered cultural, social phenomenon,
plays a pivotal role in enhancing cultural soft defense capacities in historically diverse urban
contexts. The extracted themes, grouped into five key categories, demonstrated strategic responses
to transnational threats, cultural transformations, and socio-political pressures. First, foundational

social capital—represented by constructs such as trust, social cohesion, and shared community
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norms—emerged as the connective infrastructure enabling collective reactions to symbolic
aggression and cultural pressures. While this finding resonates with prior research (e.g., Fabbricatti,
2020; Chen et al., 2024) that underscores the role of social trust in post-crisis recovery, this study
adds a distinct dimension by linking these constructs to localized cultural frameworks, embedding
them with historical, symbolic, and socio-cultural value. Second, active social capital, manifested in
civic participation, cultural solidarity, collaborative engagement, and place attachment, functions not
only as a deterrent against cultural invasion but also as a means of sustainable identity regeneration.
Although aligned with studies by Garcia (2022) and Shahpari Sani et al., (2022), the findings highlight
underexplored dynamics such as symbolic participation, cultural narration, and community-led
initiatives, framing them as latent, proactive forms of social action under threat. Third, cultural defense
capacities, including critical awareness, adaptive behavioral resilience, and anticipatory decision-
making, reframed social capital not as merely reactive but as a forward-looking, strategic resource.
Heightened sensitivity to endangered heritage surfaced as a form of collective alertness capable of
producing preemptive strategies—marking a clear departure from conventional passive approaches
to cultural risk management. Fourth, resilience mechanisms—particularly cultural memory-making,
decentralized defense, and community storytelling—reflected how reimagined heritage narratives can
transform into dynamic, contextually grounded tools for symbolic resistance. Unlike prior literature
that treated collective memory as static identity capital, this study evidences its role as a participatory,
adaptive, and socially embedded defense mechanism—a cornerstone of symbolic defense. Fifth, the
dimension of policy challenges and transnational threats revealed structural disjunctions such as
generational fragmentation, institutional fatigue, declining local engagement, and identity erosion.
While previous research emphasized the affirmative capacities of social capital, this study delineates
how systemic gaps, distorted media representations, and socio-political disruptions can erode local
resilience and cultural continuity. Overall, by triangulating qualitative data from policy documents,
field interviews, and theoretical studies, this research constructs a concise, context-sensitive, three-
tiered model—social, cultural, and institutional—of how social capital can underpin a culturally

embedded soft defense strategy for heritage resilience in Iran.

Conclusion

This study aimed to conceptualize and thoroughly explain the critical role of social capital in
the cultural soft defense of Iran’s heritage against transnational threats and complex geopolitical
challenges. Focusing on historical urban contexts—characterized by high cultural diversity,
institutional fragility, and symbolic pressures—the research sought to answer the central question:
How can social capital serve as a strategic and adaptive resource for enhancing cultural resilience and
defensive capacity in the face of external threats? To that end, a qualitative methodology based on
thematic analysis was employed, using data triangulated from strategic policy documents, scholarly
literature, and semi-structured interviews with twelve subject-matter experts. Findings revealed that
social capital operates not merely as a relational or community-based phenomenon, but as a multi-
layered mechanism encompassing cultural, institutional, and participatory dimensions. Five major

thematic constructs emerged: foundational social capital, agentive social capital, cultural defense
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capacities, mechanisms of resilience reinforcement, and policy-related challenges and transnational
threats. Each theme reflected specific aspects of how trust, local cohesion, ritual-based participation,
collective memory, and cultural storytelling interact with various forms of symbolic aggression and
cultural erosion. These findings demonstrated that social capital can simultaneously act as a defensive
shield and a dynamic force for cultural regeneration in times of crisis. The primary innovation of this
research lies in integrating three distinct levels of analysis—crisis, society, and protection—into a
cohesive and indigenous conceptual framework. Unlike previous studies that often focused narrowly
on individual components such as trust or participation, this model presents a more comprehensive
structure for understanding how soft, internal capacities can function against both material and
symbolic threats. The framework is adaptable to policy development, strategic cultural planning, and
the design of participatory defense mechanisms in historically vulnerable urban areas. In addition,
it emphasizes the necessity of embedding social capital strategies within broader cultural policy
systems, strengthening institutional responsiveness, fostering collaborative governance, encouraging
community engagement, and ensuring sustainable, long-term governance structures and resilient
heritage management approaches. Ultimately, this research underscores the strategic role of social
capital as a soft infrastructure for cultural defense and resilience. By highlighting the interplay
between social trust, collective identity, and institutional memory, the study provides a theoretical and
practical foundation for rethinking heritage protection through non-militarized, community-driven
approaches. Based on these insights, the next section offers a set of actionable recommendations—
both practical and research-oriented—that aim to bridge the conceptual framework with real-world

policymaking and academic inquiry.
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