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1. Introduction

The relationship between cultural norms and spatial organization has long been a
central concern in architectural theory, particularly in the study of vernacular
domestic environments. In recent decades, gendered perspectives have emerged as a
critical analytical lens for understanding how social values, especially those
concerning modesty, privacy, and gender roles, are embedded in the built form. This
study focuses on the traditional houses of Herat, a historic city in western
Afghanistan that forms an integral part of the cultural and historical continuum of
Greater Khorasan. While these houses are often celebrated for their climatic
responsiveness and aesthetic refinement, this research argues that their spatial logic
is equally shaped by deeply rooted gendered cultural frameworks that govern social
interaction, movement, and visibility within the domestic sphere.
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2. Research Question

The primary question guiding this inquiry is: What is the relationship between
Afghan gender culture and the house typology of indigenous dwellings in Herat?
More specifically, how do norms relate to gender segregation, modesty (hijab), and
spatial privacy (mahramiyyat) manifest in the typological structure, spatial
hierarchy, and functional zoning of traditional Herati houses?

3. Literature Review

Existing studies on Afghan vernacular architecture have predominantly emphasized
formal documentation and material construction (e.g., Samimi & Ando, 2018;
Kawish & Ando, 2019). Meanwhile, gender-focused architectural research in Iran

such as Varmaghani and Soltanzadeh’s (2015) analysis of Qajar-era houses in Rasht
and Bushehr has demonstrated how livelihood patterns and gender roles shape
spatial form, yet these insights remain underexplored in the Afghan context.
International scholarship, including Desai’s (2007) work on Bohra Islamic housing
in Gujarat, offers valuable theoretical parallels regarding gendered spatial
segregation, but direct application to Herat’s unique socio-cultural fabric is limited.
This study addresses these gaps by integrating typological analysis with a culturally
grounded interpretation of gendered spatial practices, drawing on foundational
theories from Rapoport (1969) on cultural determinism in architecture, Foucault
(1977) on space as a site of power, and Weisman (1992) on feminist critiques of
spatial design.

4. Methodology

This qualitative research employs a descriptive-analytical approach. Data were
gathered through field documentation, archival architectural plans of historic houses,
and peer-reviewed academic sources on the subject. Seven historically authenticated
case studies including the Gholam Rasool and Abdul Hamid houses were selected
based on structural integrity, representativeness of local typologies, and scholarly
validation. Due to the sociocultural sensitivity surrounding women’s spaces in
contemporary Afghan society, primary ethnographic methods (e.g., interviews or
direct observation) were excluded to uphold ethical and cultural respect. Instead, the
analysis focused on typological features such as courtyard configuration, spatial
hierarchy, access control, visual permeability, and the organization of private, semi-
private, and public realms. Gendered spatial practices were operationalized through
indicators including spatial segregation, restricted female mobility, controlled
sightlines, and the functional allocation of rooms based on gender.

5. Findings
The analysis confirms that Herat’s traditional houses consistently adhere to a single-
courtyard (tak-heyat) typology, characterized by inward-facing rooms, thick opaque



83

exterior walls, and minimal street-facing openings. This introverted layout is not
merely a climatic response but a deliberate cultural strategy to manage visibility and
social interaction. Crucially, the typology encodes gendered norms through
systematic spatial segregation: female quarters are consistently located in the most
secluded zones of the house, featuring limited external views, indirect circulation
paths, and physical separation from guest reception areas. The courtyard serves as
the central organizing element not only for thermal comfort but also as a protected
domain for women and children. The rooftop (fakht-e bam) functions as an
extension of female sociability within domestic boundaries, while the iwan (a
vaulted, semi-open hall facing the courtyard) acts as a transitional space that
mediates interactions among family members across gender lines. Spatial hierarchy
follows a clear tripartite division: (1) the public realm (alleys and streets);
(2) the semi-private realm (entrance vestibule or dar-gah); and (3) the private realm
(courtyard and inner chambers), a structure deeply informed by local interpretations
of modesty and social propriety.

6. Discussion

Collectively, these spatial arrangements reveal that the house typology of Herat
operates as a cultural text, materializing social hierarchies and gendered power
relations through spatial syntax. Rather than functioning as a neutral container, the
traditional house actively reproduces and reinforces normative gender roles. This
challenges universalist assumptions in architectural discourse and affirms that
vernacular form is inherently political, shaped by centuries of socio-cultural
negotiation.

7. Conclusion

This study contributes to architectural knowledge by offering a rigorous, typology-
based framework for analyzing gendered space in culturally sensitive contexts. It
underscores that the indigenous architecture of Herat is not merely a relic of the past
but a repository of socio-spatial wisdom that reflects the complex interplay between
culture, identity, and domestic life. Understanding this typological logic is essential
for any future conservation, adaptive reuse, or culturally responsive design
initiatives in the region.

Keywords: Gendered Culture, Herat, Vernacular House, House Typology, Spatial
Configuration, Privacy Hierarchy, Gendered Spatial Practices, Greater Khorasan
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1. Gender-sensitive approach/Gendered lens
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