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Abstract

Adaptive reuse of historic buildings is typically evaluated through the preservation of material and authenticity,
functional continuity, or the transmission of heritage values—criteria that rarely formulate an independent question:
after intervention, can the building still remain an object of new encounters and future interpretation? Continuity
of value or meaning does not entail the continued possibility of interpretive encounter; a building may retain its
recognized authenticity and values while, through the transformation of its spatial organization, the possibility of
discovering and rereading it is diminished. To address this gap, this paper proposes Interpretive Capacity as a relational,
emergent quality arising from the organization of relations among architectural logic, the experience of encounter,
and interpretation. Drawing on conservation theory, philosophical hermeneutics, architectural phenomenology, and
critical heritage studies, the paper formulates architectural logic not as the building’s fixed essence but as a relational
pattern of physical and spatial organization that becomes the object of interpretive encounter. The resulting model
treats interpretive distance, disclosability, and explorability as the principal mechanisms of encounter; interpretive
resistance as the regulating principle governing their relation; sustained openness as a quality emerging from this
regulation; and Interpretive Capacity, at a further level, as the capacity for this relational otganization to persist
across future encounters. This contribution complements, rather than replaces, conventional criteria and remains at

the level of theoretical formulation; empitical assessment is left to independent research.
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Introduction

Adaptive reuse enables the continuity of a historic building’s life by accommodating changes in its use,
spatial organization, and fabric, thereby generating a tension between continuity and transformation:
an intervention undertaken to adapt a building to new conditions can alter the relations on which its
experience and comprehension depend. The problem is therefore not only the permissible degree of
change but also whether the conditions for encountering the building afterward remain in place for
future discovery and interpretation. The literature on conservation and adaptive reuse offers material,
authenticity-based, functional, social, economic, environmental, and value-based criteria for analyzing
the success of interventions, but these primarily address what has been preserved or realized, rather than
the continued possibility of interpretive encounter that keeps a building open to future discovery and
interpretation. Preserving material, authenticity, or cultural value does not guarantee that the architectural
organization continues to afford new interpretive encounters. Recent frameworks have further expanded
the analysis of adaptive reuse by modeling the factors, processes, and interdependencies associated with
intervention effectiveness (Arfa, Lubelli, Quist, & Zijlstra, 2024) (Zhang, Ali, & Abidin, 2025). These
approaches substantially advance the modeling of adaptive-reuse processes and factors associated with
intervention effectiveness; however, they do not by themselves formulate the continued possibility of
interpretive encounter as a distinct analytical problem. Taken together, this literature largely revolves
around three questions: What has been preserved from the building? What function or value has been
realized after intervention? And what heritage meaning or value has been sustained or transmitted? Each
addresses an essential dimension of conservation, yet a further question has received less independent
formulation in the literature reviewed: after intervention, can the building still remain an object of new
encounters, repeated readings, and future interpretation? The gap addressed in this study is therefore not
the absence of another success factor or evaluation criterion, but the absence of a distinct conceptual level
for explaining the relation between architectural intervention and the continued possibility of interpretive
encounter with the building. This paper proposes Interpretive Capacity to formulate this analytical level:
neither an intrinsic property of the building nor a replacement for conventional conservation criteria,
but a relational, emergent quality shaped by the organization of relations among architectural logic,
experience, and interpretation. Its central questions are what Interpretive Capacity is, why it complements

the understanding of adaptive reuse, and how its formation can be modeled relationally.

Materials and Methods

This is a theoretical-conceptual study, not grounded in empirical research, surveys, or quantitative
measurement, drawing on literature across four fields, each addressing a distinct facet of the problem:
conservation theory supplies the normative basis and scope; philosophical hermeneutics clarifies the
relational and historical structure of understanding; architectural phenomenology addresses embodied
experience and how architecture discloses itself in encounter; and critical heritage studies account for
the social and historical contextuality of meaning and value. The method proceeds through critical
analysis and conceptual synthesis: the problem of the continued possibility of interpretive encounter
was extracted from conservation theory and heritage studies and formulated as an independent problem;
related concepts were analyzed and their boundaties with the proposed construct established; and the
relations among these concepts, rather than their aggregation, were analyzed, yielding a distinction
among the object of encounter, the mechanisms of encounter, the regulating principle, and the emergent
qualities, which were then organized into the model. The model is an analytical chain, not a claim of
linear causation; its arrows indicate the order of analysis and relational dependency. Conceptual validity
was pursued by delimiting the construct against authenticity, heritage value, architectural experience,

interpretive openness, legibility, and adaptive capacity.
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Results

The first result is the formulation of architectural logic as the object of encounter: architecture is
understood not as a set of discrete elements or as fixed meaning, but as a pattern of spatial, physical,
structural, functional, and semantic relations that are disclosed, concealed, or transformed in experience.
An intervention’s interpretive consequence is thus a function not of how many historical elements are
preserved or removed, but of how these relations are transformed. The second result identifies three
co-equal mechanisms of interpretive encounter: interpretive distance, the space needed between what
the building offers and the observer’s horizon of understanding; disclosability, the gradual emergence
of architectural relations and layers in experience; and explorability, the observer’s active participation
in encounter and discovery. These are not independent, additive components, but mechanisms that
jointly shape the relation between architecture and interpretive encounter. The third result introduces
interpretive resistance as the regulating principle governing the relations among the three mechanisms—
neither a fourth mechanism nor an obstacle to interpretation, but a degree of relational distinctness and
coherence. Its role is asymmetric: unchecked openness can collapse interpretation into indeterminacy,
while resistance that fixes a single, closed reading can foreclose new readings. Interpretive Capacity results
neither from maximizing openness nor from fixing a single meaning, but from this dynamic regulation—
which is also why it cannot be defined independently of the mode of encounter and interpretive context,
nor reduced to the algebraic sum of its components. The fourth result is the formulation of sustained
openness as an emergent quality of the system’s balanced operation. Building on Eco’s distinction between
the openness of the work and unbounded interpretive relativism (Eco, 1989), it describes a condition in
which new readings remain possible without the architecture’s coherence being lost—a condition that
is not identical to Interpretive Capacity, which concerns the capacity for this possibility to persist across
successive encounters and future horizons. The model’s final result defines Interpretive Capacity itself as
a relational, emergent, and temporally extended quality. It results from no single component in isolation
and is not reducible to their algebraic sum, but depends on the organization of relations among them—
specifically, the capacity for this relational organization to persist across future encounters, rather than the

outcome of a single experience or the preservation of one fixed meaning,

Discussion

The four theoretical traditions employed should not be regarded as a single, integrated theory: conservation
theory supplies legitimacy and scope; hermeneutics clarifies the relational structure of understanding;
architectural phenomenology explains the conditions of experience and disclosure; and critical heritage
studies account for the social and historical contextuality of meaning, The contribution lies in organizing
these traditions around a shared problem, rather than merging them into one overarching theory. At
the same time, the scope of these results remains limited: the model offers a theoretical framework
for understanding Interpretive Capacity, without reducing it to a single quantity, index, or criterion
independent of cultural and historical context, and without undertaking an empirical assessment. Its
contribution ends at the level of theoretical explanation; a framework for empirical assessment requires

an independent study.

Conclusion
Conventional criteria for adaptive reuse, notwithstanding their fundamental importance, do not on their

own account for the conditions under which interpretive encounter with a building persists. This paper’s

response was to propose Interpretive Capacity—with architectural logic as the ground of encounter,
the three mechanisms, interpretive resistance, and sustained openness organized relationally—as a
complementary, rather than replacement, level for analyzing the consequences of interventions. It is

irreducible to a single property, a degree of openness, one observer’s experience, or the sum of several
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indicators. The papet’s principal contribution is a shift in focus from preserving a state or meaning
to preserving the conditions for future encounters: how does an intervention reorganize architectural
relations such that future encounter, discovery, and rereading are preserved, constrained, or transformed?
The study’s fundamental limitation marks the boundary of its future development: the model remains
a theoretical construct, and its validity for actual buildings, differing contexts, and different evaluators
requires empirical investigation. The paper makes no claim to a definitive assessment or empirical
validation of Interpretive Capacity; its achievement is the conceptual consolidation of the construct and
the formulation of its relational logic, with its translation into a framework for analysis and inference left

as an independent, subsequent stage.
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Figure 2. Relational Structure and Levels of Emergence in the Model of Interpretive Capacity
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Table 3. The Three-Level Architecture of the Interpretive Capacity Model
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