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Abstract

One of the fundamental principles of Islamic architecture is the concept of privacy and sanctity, which encompasses various dimensions
and aspects. The term harim, which in its lexical sense refers to the surrounding space, the perimeter of a house, and a place whose
protection is obligatory, clearly reflects this notion. Traditional Iranian architecture has been inherently intertwined with the concept of
harim, as it simultaneously signifies the innate respect for the interior of the home on the one hand and the impropriety of exposure to the
gaze of non-mahram individuals and strangers on the other. Therefore, safeguarding the boundaries of the house in such a way that its
inhabitants are protected from the gaze of outsiders, while also experiencing a sense of security and psychological comfort, constituted
one of the essential and natural requirements in the construction of traditional homes. It is evident that visual privacy in these spaces
represents only one aspect of their characteristics, while comfort and tranquility encompass a much broader scope. The research method
is descriptive-analytical, and the aim of this article is to examine the preservation of privacy and modesty in Iranian—Islamic architecture
and to emphasize the necessity of applying Islamic architectural principles that lead to physical and psychological well-being.
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Extended Abstract

Iranian—Islamic architecture represents a value-oriented architectural tradition in which the built environment
is not merely a physical shelter but a cultural, ethical, and spiritual system for organizing human life. One of
the most important principles in this tradition is the concept of harim, which refers to a protected domain, a
boundary of respect, and a space whose violation is socially, morally, and legally unacceptable. Lexically, the
term is connected with prohibition, restriction, and protection, while in legal terminology it refers to the
prevention of unauthorized intrusion into the right of the owner or inhabitant (1, 2). In this sense, privacy in
Iranian—Islamic architecture is not a secondary or decorative element but a foundational design principle that
ensures visual security, psychological tranquility, family dignity, and moral order. The traditional Iranian
house was therefore designed as a layered spatial system in which the transition from public to private space
occurred gradually through thresholds, vestibules, corridors, courtyards, inner rooms, and separated domains.
Such an organization prevented direct visual access from the street into the interior of the house and protected
the residents, especially women and family members, from the gaze of strangers. This spatial logic
demonstrates that the Islamic understanding of dwelling is closely associated with peace, modesty, sanctity,
and controlled social interaction. The value of an architectural work, from this perspective, depends not only
on its structural stability or external beauty but also on its capacity to provide comfort, privacy, and moral
security for its users. Therefore, the aim of this study is to explain the significance of privacy and modesty in
Iranian—Islamic architecture and to show how these principles contribute to the physical, psychological, and
spiritual well-being of residents.

Historically, Islamic architecture in Iran emerged through the interaction between Islamic teachings, pre-
Islamic Iranian building traditions, and the cultural transformations that followed the spread of Islam. With the
expansion of Islam from Arabia into the Middle East, North Africa, and Iran, different ethnic, artistic, and
technical traditions entered into a new civilizational synthesis. In Iran, the early development of Islamic
architecture was particularly visible in Khorasan, where the first post-Islamic architectural style, known as the
Khorasani or hypostyle style, appeared. This style continued from the early Islamic centuries to the Buyid and
Daylamite periods and was strongly influenced by the mosque plans of early Islam. Hypostyle mosques, oval
arches, and spatial simplicity were among the architectural features of this period, and examples such as the
Jameh Mosque of Fahraj, Tarikhaneh Mosque of Damghan, Jameh Mosque of Nain, Jameh Mosque of Tabriz,
the early Jameh Mosque of Isfahan, and the tomb of Amir Ismail Samani reflect this historical continuity.
Among the various branches of architecture in Iran, religious architecture acquired a special position because
the mosque became not only a place of worship but also a social, educational, and ethical center. The mosque
functioned as a key architectural institution in the Islamic city, organizing urban life around spiritual and
communal values (4). However, the influence of Islamic architectural principles was not limited to mosques.
Domestic architecture also absorbed these principles by transforming the house into a protected, inward-
oriented, and morally regulated space. The traditional house became a microcosm of Islamic social order,
where the hierarchy of spaces reflected the hierarchy of relations: public, semi-public, semi-private, and
private. This historical development shows that Iranian—Islamic architecture cannot be understood solely as a
stylistic or aesthetic phenomenon; rather, it must be interpreted as a spatial expression of religious worldview,
social etiquette, and ethical discipline.

The Qur’anic view of dwelling gives special importance to the house as a place of tranquility, security, and
spiritual formation. The concept of residence in Islamic thought goes beyond the physical act of inhabiting a
structure; it refers to sukun, or inner peace, which includes both bodily comfort and metaphysical calm.
Accordingly, Muslim architects sought to design houses that would serve the true meaning of dwelling by
supporting both material and spiritual needs. Traditional elements such as the vestibule, indirect corridor,
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courtyard, and introverted plan were not accidental architectural devices; they were practical embodiments of
the Qur’anic concern for privacy, modesty, and respect for the household. The Qur’an emphasizes that entering
houses requires permission and greeting the inhabitants, thereby establishing a behavioral and spatial ethic of
access. This ethic directly influenced architectural design, because houses had to be built in a way that would
prevent sudden visual intrusion and allow residents to regulate social contact. The Qur’anic emphasis on
remaining within the home, preserving modesty, and avoiding public display also shaped the internal
organization of domestic space. The manifestation of modesty in Islamic architecture can be observed in
several forms, including visual modesty, auditory modesty, and behavioral modesty. The use of different door
knockers for men and women in traditional houses is a clear example of this spatial etiquette, since the sound
of the knocker informed the household about the gender of the visitor and allowed an appropriate response.
Similarly, the division of the house into andaruni and biruni spaces created a controlled relation between
family life and guest reception. These features indicate that privacy was not understood merely as isolation but
as a refined system of social regulation. At the same time, modern approaches that reduce housing to material
comfort and external appearance may weaken the deeper human meanings of residence, because they often
prioritize convenience, display, and consumption over spiritual peace and moral security (5).

Hadith and Islamic jurisprudential traditions also offer important principles for architecture, urban life, and
domestic design. Islamic teachings encourage settlement, social cohesion, and urban development, but such
development must be organized according to moral and communal values. Imam Ali advised residence in
major cities because they gather Muslims and strengthen collective life, while also emphasizing attachment to
the larger community (6). At the same time, Islamic narrations criticize harmful architectural practices,
including intrusive height, unlawful occupation of land, excessive luxury, and the use of prohibited decorative
imagery. The avoidance of images and sculptures of living beings became one of the recognized features of
Islamic architecture, especially in mosques and religious buildings, where vegetal, geometric, and non-
figurative ornamentation replaced human and animal representation (7, 8). Islamic narrations also encourage
spacious houses while distinguishing between healthy spatial openness and aristocratic extravagance. The
spaciousness of the house is presented as a sign of well-being, yet high and oppressive buildings are criticized
when they disturb neighbors, block air and light, or create social harm (7-9). The moral legitimacy of space is
also central: land, building materials, and financial resources used in construction must not be unlawful or
usurped. Narrations warn that construction based on illegitimate wealth leads to ruin and spiritual burden,
while Islamic legal rulings invalidate acts of worship performed in usurped property (12, 13). These teachings
reveal that Islamic architecture is not limited to form, orientation, and decoration; it is also concerned with the
ethical origin of the building, the rights of neighbors, the dignity of inhabitants, and the spiritual consequences
of spatial production.

The article also criticizes modern and non-religious architecture for weakening the principles of privacy,
modesty, health, simplicity, and religious orientation. In many contemporary houses and apartments, the
entrance opens directly into the most private areas of the dwelling, kitchens are fully exposed, balconies and
windows overlook neighboring private spaces, and the boundary between public and domestic life becomes
blurred. Such conditions reduce the protective function of the house and may encourage visual intrusion, self-
display, and the erosion of modesty. From the perspective of Islamic architecture, the house should operate as
a protective covering that safeguards family life, while modern housing often transforms the dwelling into an
exposed and consumption-oriented space. The article further argues that religious architecture traditionally
placed the mosque at the center of neighborhood life, whereas modern urban development often separates
residential value from religious proximity. Islamic architecture is described as gibla-oriented, meaning that the
spatial order of the house and city should maintain a symbolic and practical relation to worship and spiritual
direction. The Prophet’s house is presented as a simple, functional, and modest model, consisting of interior
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spaces for family and worship and an exterior space for meeting people, without worldly excess (18). The
critique of luxury and excessive ornamentation is supported by Islamic teachings that distinguish praiseworthy
beauty from condemned extravagance. While beauty is accepted and even valued, ostentation, wastefulness,
and morally problematic decoration are rejected. The prohibition of figurative decoration in certain contexts
and the criticism of excessive embellishment reinforce the idea that architecture must serve ethical and spiritual
life rather than vanity and spectacle (19, 20). The article also links health and purity to architectural planning,
arguing that sanitary spaces, kitchens, and areas associated with impurity should be designed with proper
separation from living areas, while the presence of animals such as dogs inside the house is treated as
inconsistent with religious principles of purity in specific narrations (14, 21). Privacy, therefore, is connected
not only with sight but also with sound, behavior, bodily purity, social ethics, and the spiritual atmosphere of
the home.

In conclusion, Iranian—Islamic architecture presents a comprehensive model of dwelling in which the house is
understood as a protected, dignified, and spiritually meaningful environment. The principle of privacy is
central to this model because it organizes the relationship between the individual, the family, the neighborhood,
and society through a carefully graded spatial hierarchy. Traditional architectural elements such as the
vestibule, indirect entrance, courtyard, high enclosure, separated reception and family areas, and inward-
oriented design all served to protect residents from intrusive sight, preserve modesty, and generate
psychological comfort. The study shows that the decline of these principles in modern housing has produced
several negative consequences, including the weakening of religious orientation, increased exposure of private
life, the spread of consumerist and ostentatious values, and reduced attention to health, purity, and neighborly
rights. It also demonstrates that Islamic architectural principles are not limited to historical nostalgia but remain
relevant for contemporary urban design and housing policy. Regulations related to Iranian—Islamic values in
building design emphasize the preservation of privacy, human dignity, spiritual security, proportionality,
inwardness, justice in access, and the use of appropriate visual symbols in architecture. Examples of traditional
Iranian houses, such as the Sigari House of Yazd, the Borujerdi House of Kashan, and the Gerami House of
Yazd, show that it is possible to create buildings that combine beauty, climate responsiveness, social harmony,
and privacy protection. Therefore, architects, urban planners, and policymakers should study religious, ethical,
and historical sources more carefully and apply their principles in contemporary housing design so that
buildings may once again become spaces of tranquility, dignity, modesty, and human flourishing.
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