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ABSTRACT

This thesis focuses on the issue of visual privacy of a house from the Islamic
perspective. Notably, the review of literature indicates that there is a lack of visual
privacy in the design of terrace housing in Malaysia, especially for Malay families who
have particular regulations and principles governing the modesty of self, family and
house. An incongruence between religious and cultural needs, and house design
pertaining to visual privacy, may lead to negative changes in lifestyle and discomfort-
such as neglect of religious requirements and the sacrifice of freedom of visual access
and openness. Despite the importance, previous studies did not specifically define
Muslim Visual Privacy (MVP) from the perspective of Malay families, nor did they
elaborate on the characteristics of the physical elements affecting MVP in terrace
housing designs. Accordingly, findings for this thesis have been based on a mixed-
method approach, i.e. a combination of quantitative research method- through a survey
that has been administered through a questionnaire, and qualitative methods such as an
in-depth interview, observation and space-syntax analysis. 441 respondents have been
involved in the questionnaire survey and 10 respondents for the in-depth interview, both
have been chosen from the two locations of study which are Bandar Baru Bangi and
Bandar Seri Putra, in the state of Selangor. The findings indicate that the protection of
awrat and security are the most important factors affecting visual privacy among the
Malays who are living in terrace housing. However, in the process of achieving
optimum visual privacy, hospitality to guests and community intimacy, two values
integral in Islamic teaching and Malay culture have been compromised due to the
constraint of the terrace housing environment. Respondents have raised issues regarding
the porch area of the house and how activities such as hanging out the laundry to dry,
washing the car and standing in the doorway of the main entrance are affected by the
lack of visual privacy. The study has also highlighted issues regarding the lack of MVVP
in the interior and exterior spaces of terrace housing, which result in visual intrusion on
the family and neighbouring houses. This implies that the design of terrace housing
lacked sensitivity to MVP requirements. Environmental and behavioural mechanisms
are important in maintaining MVP of the respondents, where Malay families are found
to employ a varied combination of behavioural and environmental mechanisms based
on the needs of the family. Housing modification trends that have been made by
respondents focus on functionality and practicality, as a majority of them have
prioritised modifications to their wet kitchen area, despite being the least satisfied with
the external elements of the house (gate and side boundary wall), in terms of providing
MVP for the family. Therefore, this study suggests that more consideration and care
need to be given in designing the physical elements and external areas of a terrace house,
due to the importance in protecting the visual privacy for the Malay family.
Furthermore, findings from this study have suggested a path for further studies that
necessitates a more flexible house-modification system which allows for the adaptations
of terrace housing designs in Malaysia.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Visual privacy is an aspect of privacy considered most important in the design of houses
particularly Muslim houses. Its definition, regulation and needs influenced the specifics
of the house form. Besim (1986) stressed that a context which allows overlooking is
considered harmful and is an offence in Muslim law. Past studies emphasized culture
as an important factor which determines how privacy is defined (Rapoport, 1969) and
regulated (Altman, 1977; Kupritz, 2000; Reis & Lay, 2004).

Visual privacy is highly influenced by culture (Rapoport, 1969; Shach-Pinsly,
Fisher-Gewirtzman, & Burt, 2011). Numerous studies have attempted to define visual
privacy in the context of housing particularly from Western perspectives (Alkhazmi &
Esin, 2017; Besim, 1986; Hisham, 2003; Reis & Lay, 2004). Review of literature
indicated that visual privacy defined by past Islamic scholars mainly centred on the act
of visual intrusion into the domain of the house from outside, with a focus on female
family members. The definition which mainly focused on the aspect of exposure from
outside has influenced the traditional Muslim house form as discussed by Besim (1986)
and Hisham (2003). The definition of visual privacy in general, revolved around the
idea of visual connection, prohibition of visual exposure and visual protection of the
family from the eyes of outsiders. Visual exposure and visual access are both important

factors affecting visual privacy level of the house. Therefore despite the many



definitions proposed, a definition of privacy needs to be specific within a cultural
milieu.

Privacy has been seen as one of the most important consideration in the Muslim
houses (Besim, 1986; Spahic, 2010a). The primary function of the house; as in the
revelation of the holy Qur’an (Al-Nahl, 80), “ It is Allah who made your homes of rest
and quiet for you...” i t0 provide a sanctuary and haven for the true believers, and is
Allah’s will as a physical and mental refuge from the outside world. The revelation
emphasises the importance of the house as a primary setting for privacy. A house is
more than just a structural shelter, instead it is an institution of great significance to
cultural and family development (Rapoport, 1969; Spahic, 2010a). The importance of
visual privacy is highlighted in the Qur’an, the Muslim holy book and the sayings of
the Prophet Muhammad (P.B.U.H.). Islam considers all types of privacy in its
jurisprudence, however visual privacy takes precedence when it comes to build
environment (Besim, 1986). Besim (1986), Asiah (2008), Hisham (2003), Spahic
(2010) and Zulkeplee, Buys, & Aird (2014) emphasize the importance of visual privacy
in the design of Muslim housing. Given its importance, prioritisation for visual privacy
in the house design according to Islamic principle and culture is important to provide
the optimum level of visual privacy for the family. In the context of the Muslims, visual
privacy is influenced by both cultural and religious requirements (Besim, 1986;
Hisham, 2003; Zaiton, 2015).

The design of houses plays an important role in providing visual privacy to the
occupants. The lack of consideration for visual privacy and other housing needs in the
design will result in the inability to achieve the level of visual privacy needed and cause
behavioural adaptation which may have negative consequences on the life of the

occupants. Privacy as a whole is one of the most important characteristics of a Muslim’s



house and plays a dominant role in establishing the form, layout and functioning of the
house (Asiah, 2008; Besim, 1986; Hisham, 2003; Spahic, 2010a; Zulkeplee et al., 2014).
The need for visual privacy also resulted in the hierarchy of spaces and design of
entrances and openings such as seen in the traditional Muslim houses (Abdel-moniem,
2010; Spahic, 2011a).

Regulation of visual privacy both through environmental and behavioural
mechanism as noted by Altman (1977) is important in providing optimum level of visual
privacy. The needs and regulation of privacy are universal across all cultures,
nevertheless, they are a culturally specific phenomenon (Irwin Altman, 1977; Zaiton &
Ahmad Hariza, 2008; Zulkeplee et al., 2014). Altman (1975) as cited in Noorul Huda
& Anuar (2013a) suggested that privacy regulation is a dynamic process that is highly
dependent on behavioural norms, needs and values of the culture. Even within a culture
itself, the house form can phase and change in tandem with changes in the environment
and progress (Rapoport, 1969). Newell's (1995) study highlighted the dynamic nature of
privacy that evolves with the development of the person and his or her specific context.
Consideration for visual privacy within a specific cultural and housing context is
important to ensure successful regulation of visual privacy by the occupants.

Modification is visual communication of the occupant’s personality, tastes,
interests, lifestyle, values and social status (Rapoport, 1969). House modification is a
“change to physical elements of the house to meet the needs of their families” by the
occupants themselves (Farah, 2010). Personal modifications by owners and citizens are
also termed by Besim (1986) as decisions made on micro scale by citizens that affect
the design language and urban environment of the traditional Arabic-Islamic cities.
Although with less profound effect compared to the macro level decisions by rulers, its

impression on the city is actually greater. Spahic (2010b) on the other hand sees house



modification as “corrective measures” to solve issues with housing that do not meet the
needs of the occupants, as in the case of terraced houses in Malaysia. He also added the
roles of house modifications based on Islamic values can only be properly carried out
with increased awareness and education to builders and owners, in order to avoid the
same faults from recurring. House modification plays an integral role in helping
occupants achieve optimum visual privacy levels as required by cultural and religious

requirements.

1.2 BACKGROUND

There is no word(s) to describe visual privacy in the traditional Malay society. The
whole idea of privacy was influenced by Islamic principles and traditional Malay
culture which governed the behavioural norms of the society, subsequently translated
into the houses and settlement. The idea of privacy was balanced between the need to
provide privacy for the family and community ties. The strong emphasis on community
orientation can be viewed by provision of external spaces for entertaining guests and
loose territorial boundaries between houses that ease interaction within the community
(Zaiton & Ahmad Hariza, 2008). However, Ahmad Hariza and Zaiton (2008) and
Harlina (2007) assert that even with the lack of permanent visual boundaries, visual
privacy is still maintained and regulated through design of the house itself that ensures
segregation of male and female, as well as shared societal values that hinder behaviours
such as looking into someone else’s house. The influence of Islam on housing in
Malaysia is rooted in the traditional Malay houses and the traditional Malay society.
The traditional Malay vernacular architecture reflects the dominant values of Islam and
the socio-cultural values of traditional Malay culture (Asiah, 2008; Farah, 2010; Zaiton

& Ahmad Hariza, 2008), which recognizes the importance of local customs and





