SOME LESSONS FROM THE HOLY QUR’AN ON HOUSING

Spahic Omer

Introduction

In this paper, I shall discuss some major aspects of housing which
the Holy Qur’an, the primary source of Islam, deals with, directly
or indirectly. These references are deemed very crucial as they
constitute part of Allah’s revelation to man, as well as because they
were aimed at contributing to the cleansing of the nascent Islamic
society from all the erroneous beliefs and practices that had resulted
from people’s earlier rejection of truth and its ways, replacing them
with new ones instead, which were inspired and guided by Allah’s
direct intervention, i.e., revelation.

The Qur’an’s references to the issues pertinent to housing are
presented in a number of contexts. Normally, the contexts revolve
around providing education, guidance, inspiration, orientation and
clear signs to the followers of Islam whose primary task will always
be to live up to the requirements of their vicegerency (khilafah)
mission on earth, creating in the process a virtuous society, culture
and civilization, as well as making the earth a beautiful, safe and
consequential place to live in and work at. Thus, the references of the
Qur’an to housing are sometimes direct and sometimes indirect. They
at times are in the contexts which are solely dedicated to housing,
and at other times in the contexts which are dedicated to some
other themes of which the theme of housing is seen as a supportive,
complementary or an elucidatory one. The difference in the Qur’anic
contexts, styles and tones on housing notwithstanding, the Qur’an
expounds to the last of Allah’s messengers, Prophet Muhammad
(pbuh), and through him to the first and every subsequent generation
of Muslims, a selection of normative and enduring values, truths
and life principles which are central to the religion of Islam and
will always have to feature dominantly in the lives and earthly
accomplishments of those who follow it, i.e., Muslims.

The values and principles which the Holy Qur’an prescribes
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through the various aspects of the theme of housing to Muslims in
their undertaking of creating a just society and a righteous culture
and civilization, are extremely important. This is so due to the
extraordinary significance, position and role the house or dwelling
phenomenon plays in Islam. The house in Islam is'a microcosm
of Islamic culture and civilization in that individuals and families
bred and nurtured therein constitute the fundamental units of the
Islamic Ummah (community). The places where people live are the
first and arguably most influential and critical educational centers.
If functioning properly, such centers have a potential to produce,
in concert with other societal establishments and centers, the
individuals who will be capable of transforming and making better
their immediate surroundings and the whole communities they belong
to. Conversely. if misconstrued and their roles distorted, the places
where people live have a potential to become a breeding ground for
nearly all social ills, which if left unchecked are able to paralyze
entire communities and eventually stifle civilizational undertakings.

This is due to the simple fact that a society is no more than a
mixture of individuals, which are grouped into families. The family
institution is the most basic social unit which signifies a person’s
foundation in life with which he permanently stays affiliated to and
to which he always leans and fecls strongly inclined: physically,
mentally, emotionally and spiritually. A society is an organization
whose most basic. and at the same time most significant,
configuration substance is its people or individuals, who. in turn,
make up the family units which are a society’s destined and thus
uncompromising and unalterable building blocks. It goes without
saying that a relationship between the society and its substance and
basic units or blocks is a causal one, the latter, that is, the family
institution and its members, being the cause and the society with
its total conditions being the effect. This means that the health or
the development, for example, of a society depends mainly on the
health and development of its substance and basic units or blocks,
that is, its family institution and its members. An improvement in the
family inevitably and proportionately leads to an improvement in the
society. Likewise, any degeneration in the family inescapably and
proportionately leads to a degeneration of the society. It follows that
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the best method in diagnosing and remedying the ills of a society 1s
one which makes the contributions and roles of the family institution
as part of its focal interest, that is to say, the method that seeks out
and deals with the root causes of a problem. Isma’il Raji al-Farugi
thus went so far as to conclude that the family is indispensable for
the fulfillment of the divine purpose. Regardless of which is the
cause and which the effect, “civilization and the family seem to be
destined for rising together and falling together.™

If this is the importance of the family institution in Islam, it
then easily can be gauged how important the house phenomenon
or institution in Islam is because the house is a framework for the
family. It is both the means and field for the implementation of a major
portion of the vicegerency mission of the family members that live
therein. The house thus both facilitates and promotes the fulfillment
of such a mission. The existence of the family depends on the
existence of the house, its physical locus. The proper functioning of
the family depends on the proper planning, building and functioning
of the house. The ways in which houses are planned, designed and
built either encourage and assist their members in executing their
tasks as God’s vicegerents on earth or obstruct and slow them down
in doing the same. The family means the house, and the house means
the family. Hence, it could be also stated that the house institution is
indispensable for the fulfillment of the divine purpose on earth, just
as it is the case with the family institution. Regardless of their cause
- effect relationship, human civilization and the phenomenon of the
family seem to be destined for rising together and falling together.

This is especially so in the case of Islam and Muslims
because Islam is a comprehensive worldview and a complete way
of life where no segment of human existence has been neglected.
Islam signifies not only the prescribed rituals at appointed times,
but also comprehensive articles of faith, philosophy, ideology,
culture, civilization and all life’s systems: personal, family and
societal. Practicing or living Islam inevitably means the creation of
a comprehensive culture and civilization that carry the imprints of

' Isma’il Raji al-Faruqi, Al-Tawhid: its Implications for Thought and Life,
(Herndon: International Institute of Islamic Thought, 1995). p. 130.
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Islamic values, teachings and principles at all of its levels, in some
aspects more and in other aspects less. The subject of architecture is
no exception to this tenet. Islamic beliefs shape the ways Muslims
build and use their built environment. Thus, since the dawn of Islam
and Islamic society the Islamic residential architecture always
occupied a prominent place in Islamic art and architecture, surely
second only to the mosque architecture.

The Qur’anic references to the subject of housing, by and
large, could be classified into the following broad themes:

1. The house as a shelter and private sanctuary

2. The house and the subject of privacy

Peaceful and constructive coexistence with the environment
(the houses of bees, ants and the spider)

The house as a microcosm of culture and civilization

The house as a place of delight

The house and harboring superstitions

The house and people’s spiritual failings

)

Nows

The first four themes will be discussed in this paper.

Although I will be using the terms “house and housing” most
of the time, throughout the paper, what will be meant is all common
types of residential units and dwellings that Muslims may have:
houses or apartments, in independent or shared structures.

{. The house as a shelter and private sanctuary

The Qur’an highlights that the house is a shelter or a private sanctuary
to its residents. Allah says: “It is Allah who made your habitations
homes of rest and quiet for you...” (al-Nahl, 80) The word used for
the house in this verse is bayt (min buyutikum sakanan) which is
derived from an Arabic verb hata which means, among other things,
to spend or pass the night, to stay overnight, etc. The house is called
bayt because when the bustle of the day starts fading away with the
arrival of the night. man, just like most of earthly creatures, hasten
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to withdraw to his sanctuary or shelter (the house) to take rest, enjoy
tranquility and seek refuge from the disadvantages. and even perils.
associated with the night and its drawbacks.

Allah the Creator of the night and day refers in the Qur’an to the
night as “sakan " (al-An’am, 96), which means “rest and tranquility”,
and as “libas™ (al-Furgan. 47), which means “robe”. In the verse
where night s called “/ibas or robe™, the sleep phenomeneon, which
is central to night activities, is called “subar”, which means “repose
and tranquility”. In opposition to the night, and in order to wrap up a
set of the major natural laws that govern human cxistence, Allah calls
in the same verse day as “nushur”, which means “resurrection”. The
relationship between the house (bayt), on the one hand, and night
and “sakan or rest and tranquility”, on the other. appears clearer and
stronger if we recall that one of the Arabic expressions for house
is “maskan”, which is derived from “sakan™. Even in the Qur’anic
verse mentioned above, according to which human habitations have
been made as shelters or the homes of rest and quiet for them. the
word “sakan™ has also been employed as a foremost description of
what the house (bayt) is to man.

However, the significations of the word bayt (the house) must
be viewed from a much wider perspective. Bayt does not imply just
a place where one takes refuge overnight. Rather, it implies a place
where one takes refuge whenever necessary from all the hazards of
the outside world. The word “night”, as in the connotations of “bayvt™.
is rather symbolic. The house phenomenon, thus, ought to be read as
a retreat, a shelter or a safe haven for all times if need be. rather
than for certain periods only. To the Muslim, the house is a haven
that offers him total and endless warmth, privacy, refuge. security
and protection. The house is a shelter or a sanctuary where one can
live and enjoy himself without being affected by much of the laws,
rules and regulations which regulate the outside world. The house is
a place where the inhabitants—and nobody else—pass a great many
laws, rules and regulations with regard to their routine doings within
the boundaries of their house.’

*  Spahic Omer, The Origins and Functions of Islamic Domestic Courtyards,
(Kuala Lumpur: International Islamic University Malaysia. 2008), p. 15.
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It follows that homelessness is one of the most harmful
occurrences. It accounts for one of the most dangerous deceases
and biggest obstacles on the way to the progress of a community.
Homeless people and their lives are defenseless, vulnerable, open
to the elements, indifferent and bleak. In the same vein, the Qur'an
frequently refers to forcing somebody out from his house, as an
extremely serious crime against humanity. The victims of such a
crime are promised Allah’s unreserved help, protection and abundant
reward, while the perpetrators are assured of His wrath and retribution.
Says Allah, for example: “*So their Lord accepted their prayer: That
I will not waste the work of a worker among you, whether male or
female, the one of you being from the other; they, therefore, who
fled and were turned out of their homes and persecuted in My way
and who fought and were slain, I will most certainly cover their evil
deeds, and I will most certainly make them enter gardens beneath
which rivers flow; a reward from Allah, and with Allah is yet better
reward” (Alu ‘Imran, 195).

Because the house is the safest shelter and the most private
sanctuary to its residents, one of the miracles of Prophet Isa (Jesus)
has been associated with it. As one of the signs of him being a
prophet of Allah, Prophet Isa told the children of Israel, to whom he
had been sent: ““...and I inform you of what you eat and what you
store up in your houses; most surely there is a sign in this for you, if
you are believers” (Alu ‘Imran, 49). The message of this Qur’anic
verse is that unless he was a prophet of Allah from whom he used to
receive the revealed knowledge, by no means was Prophet Isa able
to know on his own what he had informed his people about. The
houses and what transpires inside them denote one of the greatest
secrets of men, which one easily conceals from all except from Allah
who alone knows the secret of the heavens and the earth, and who
alone knows that which people disclose and which they hide (al-
Bagarah, 33).

The house 1s a symbol of man’s noble status on earth, relative
liberty and independence. It affords him the necessary comfort,
retreat, security and safety, functioning as his shelter and safest
haven on earth. People’s houses stand for their very identity and
the identity of their culture. If they signify how far a people have
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moved ahead in terms of culture and civilization, then likewise, in
the opposite scenario, houses unmistakably exemplify how low a
people have sunk in the same regard. Allah thus sees it apt to use
the notion of ruined, abandoned, worthless and unutilized houses
for projecting an image of the failure and downfall of a people
or a civilization. One of the foremost messages thus meant to be
conveyed is that the wrongdoers cannot hide away or escape from
Allah’s wrath and decrees, especially those decrees which concern
the appointed times of such persons’ demise and the destruction of
their boastful civilizational achievements. They cannot find refuge
even inside the most clandestine and safeguarded sections of their
houses. The dismal and horrid sites of the abandoned and destroyed
houses of the wrongdoers, which once functioned as their shelters,
categorically testify to that.

Hence, when Allah wants us to derive some lessons from the
fates of the selected past rebellious nations, He draws our attention
towards the ruins of their houses, thus implying that their inhabitants
have vanished long ago, succumbing to their mortality and the
mortality and relativity of their material legacies. They were easily
overtaken by Allah’s will and judgments. Their ways and standards
of living availed them of nothing after Allah’s final verdicts
concerning them had been pronounced. And finally, their ostensible
luxury, contentment and security that they apparently possessed and
enjoyed were, in actual fact, a grave deception and a root cause of
their waywardness.

Allah says, for example, about Thamud, the mischievous
people of Prophet Salih: “And they planned a plan, and We planned
a plan while they perceived not. See, then, how was the end of their
plan that We destroyed them and their people, all (of them). So those
are their houses fallen down because they were unjust, most surely
there is a sign in this for a people who know” (al-Naml, 50-52).

Furthermore, about the dreadful end of ‘ Ad, the vicious people
of Prophet Hud, Allah says: “And mention the brother of *Ad; when
he warned his people in the sandy plains,—and indeed warners came
before him and after him—saying: Serve none but Allah; surely I fear
for you the punishment of a grievous day. They said: Have you come
to us to turn us away from our gods; then bring us what you threaten

65



SPAHIC OMER

us with, if you are of the truthful ones. He said: The knowledge is
only with Allah, and I deliver to you the message with which I am
sent, but [ see you are a people who are ignorant. So when they saw
it as a cloud appearing in the sky advancing towards their valleys,
they said: This is a cloud which will give us rain. Nay! it is what you
sought to hasten on, a blast of wind in which is a painful punishment,
destroying everything by the command of its Lord, so they became
such that naught could be seen except (the ruins of) their houses.
Thus do We reward the guilty people™ (al-Ahqaf, 21-25).

It should be recalled here that *Ad were a materialistic people.
Ahighlight in their maternialistic civilizational achievements was their
ostentatious built environment, including the houses. They felt quite
secure in their grand residences. palaces and fortresses, believing
only in brute force when dealing with those who came within their
power. They excessively prided themselves on show and parade,
building palatial monuments on every high place, not because they
needed them, but in order to amuse themselves and impel others to
hold them and their material prosperity in awe and utmost respect.
However, when Prophet Hud came to them with Allah’s message
and clear signs, they ridiculed and rebuffed them, so Allah destroyed
them by a furious wind, exceedingly violent. *“Verily in this is a sign:
but most of them do not believe™ (al-Shu’ara® 139).

Allah says about these behavioral tendencies of *Ad: “Do you
build a landmark on every high place to amuse yourselves? And do
you get for yourselves fine buildings in the hope of living therein
(forever)? And when you exert your strong hand, do you do it like
men of absolute power?” (al-Shu’ara’, 128-130).

Another hint at the boastful lofty architecture of *Ad is given
in the following verses., where a reference. perhaps, has been made
to their capital city, Iram: “Don’t you see how your Lord dealt with
the ‘Ad (people), of the (city of) Iram, with lofty pillars, the like of
which were not produced in (all) the land?” (al-Fajr, 6-8)

In the Qur’anic chapter al-'Ankabut (the Spider). in three
consecutive verses, Allah summarizes the agonizing fates of three
mischievous nations: Madyan, the people of Prophet Shu’ayb, ‘Ad
and Thamud. Underscored in those verses is the role of the remnants
of their ruined and deserted houses as a manifestation of what had
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befallen them as a result of their abuse of their position, intelligence,
talent and skill. They utterly betrayed the trust with which Allah had
entrusted them. Instead of gratefully striving towards contributing
some goodness to the interests of mankind, having been assigned a
massive civilizational enterprise with their prophets in control, they.
instead, en masse failed, giving in to the advances of Satan and their
own selfish interests. They thus presented Satan with a license to
hoodwink them into skepticism, non-belief and rejection of prophets,
self-centeredness and pleasure-seeking. who then easily manipulated
them keeping them back from the rays of the truth and the right path.
The materialistic lifestyles of Madyan. *Ad and Thamud, which their
dwelling places personified, proved of no use whatsoever in holding
back Allah’s punishments for them once they had been decreed.

“And to Madyan (We sent) their brother Shu’ayb, so he said:
‘O my people, serve Allah and fear the latter day and do not act
corruptly in the land, making mischief.” But they rejected him. so
a severe earthquake overtook them, and they became motionless
bodies in their homes. And (We destroyed) ‘Ad and Thamud, and
from their (ruined and deserted) dwellings (this) is apparent to you
indeed; and the Satan made their deeds fair-seeming to them, so
he kept them back from the path, though they were endowed with
intelligence and skill” (al-* Ankabut, 36-38).

Finally, in yet another context, Allah says about those past
nations or communities which did injustice to themselves by rebelling
against Allah and His messengers, and thus brought the inevitable
upon themselves: “And how many towns have We destroyed which
exulted in its means of subsistence, so these are their houses, they
have not been dwelt in after them except a little, and We are the
inheritors” (al-Qasas, 58).

2. The house and the subject of privacy
Islam is very firm in calling for privacy protection. However, as
one is required to safeguard his privacy and that of his family, he

is likewise required to respect the privacy of others. Deliberate
invasion of one’s privacy by whatever means and degree is deemed
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a serious offence with far-reaching consequences. It falls under the
category of inflicting harm or damage (darar) on others, which is not
tolerated in Islam.

In some very broad terms and rather indirectly, the Qur’an
warns of disrespecting one’s privacy in the following dramatic
mode: “O you who believe! Avoid suspicion as much (as possible):
for suspicion in some cases is a sin: and spy not on each other, nor
speak ill of each other behind their backs. Would any of you like to
eat the flesh of his dead brother? Nay, you would abhor it ... But fear
Allah; for Allah is Oft-Returning most Merciful” (al-Hujurat, 12).

The Qur’an at the same time provides some suggestions as to
how to cure such a menace: “O you who believe! Enter not houses
other than your own, until you have asked permission and saluted
those in them: that is best for you, in order that you may heed (what
is seemly). If you find no one in the house, enter not until permission
is given to you: if you are asked to go back, go back: that makes for
greater purity for yourselves: and Allah knows well all that you do™
(al-Nur 27-28).

Hence, seeking permission from the occupants of a house
before entering it is a requirement in Islam. Permission is to be sought
three times.® If after the third time permission is not granted, the
visitor is to go back, even if he knew that there were occupants inside
the house. The issue of entering houses as highlighted in the verse
mentioned above ought not to be confined solely to conventional
entering through gateways. It indicates, moreover, having any kind
of access to, or penetrative sensory contact with, any division of
people’s houses and from anywhere.

That the house in Islam is its occupants oriented, and that
seeking permission prior to entering it from, as well as saluting, those
in it is only for securing their own good, wellbeing and interests,
testifies the following verse which comes after the above-mentioned
verses. According to it. the requirement of seeking permission before
entering uninhabited houses due to some legitimate needs that one
may have, is put aside, because, obviously, that would be superfluous

Y Mukhtasar Tafsir Ibn Kathir, Ikhtasarahu al-Sabuni Muhammad °Ali, (Beirut:
Dar al-Qur’an al-Karim, 1981), vol. 2 p. 596.
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and no harm thus could be generated to anyone. Allah says: "It is
no sin in you that you enter uninhabited houses wherein you have
your necessaries; and Allah knows what you do openly and what you
hide” (al-Nur, 29). '

Indeed, since the human body has its own ‘awrah (private
parts which must be covered) which can be revealed only to a few,
likewise the house has its own ‘awrah, that is, restricted and classified
aspects, which can be seen and used only by certain categories of
people and at appointed times. This is so because the house serves as
the physical locus of human life. Some activities of the residents of
a house can be shared with others, other activities are meant for the
residents of a house alone, and yet many other activities in a house are
neatly divided along the lines of gender, age and the domestic status
of its residents. Thus, each and every house ought to be planned and
designed in order to cater for the complex needs of its residents.”

If some parts of man’s and woman’s body are private and
if certain activities of theirs are to be carried out secretly, then the
sections of the house which serve as a framework for such activities
are to be secret and restricted, too. If every human being is an inner
independent world resplendent with feelings and cravings, then
the house also is to be an inner autonomous world most fitting for
the expression or satisfaction of such feelings and cravings. To
outsiders, the latter signifies as much a mysterious and elusive realm
as the former. Not more than a few persons can make their way into
either of the two worlds unearthing their cherished treasures. The
house is a treasure many aspects of which are never accessible to the
public. Even visitors, despite the Islamic unparalleled emphasis on
hospitality, do not enjoy the absolute freedom of movement inside
the house of a host which the house design and the arrangement of
spaces inside it emphatically enforce.’

It follows that it is an Islamic requirement that house designs
promote the protection of human privacy. If people do not really
care about the ‘awrah of their bodies and what implications such

* Spahic Omer, The Origins and Functions of Islamic Domestic Courtvards, p.
229.
3 Ibid., p. 229.
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has for their activities, they would not care about the ‘awrah of their
houses either. In the same vein, if they are aware of the importance
of the ‘awrah of the body and its implications for their domestic
activities, people will certainly care about the ‘awrah of their houses
as well. Hence. the house is always to be viewed as a means for the
fulfillment of some high, noble and venerable life objectives.

According to Sayyid Qutb, there are many types of ‘awrah.t
The ‘awrah of the body is just one of them. There is an ‘awrah
(restricted and classified areas or aspects) in food. clothes, furniture,
etc. Virtually. every human activity at certain times and under certain
conditions contains some aspects which people do not like to freely
expose to the public eye. There is also an "awrah in human emotions
and the conditions of the soul. People certainly do not like themselves
and things related to them to be seen by others unless they are clean,
beautified, orderly and “‘prepared” for public interest.’

Sayyid Qutb also asserted that Allah made houses as places of
rest and quiet. In them, the human mind and soul take refuge from all
the troubles and anxieties that may beset men, not only from outside
the house’s realm but also—symbolically rather—from any angle
or direction of this terrestrial world. The house is capable of all this
provided it “becomes a safe haven which cannot be infringed upon
except with the knowledge and permission of the house’s family
members, and at the times which only they deem appropriate, and
under those circumstances which they see as suitable for others to
meet them.™

The Qur’an uses the term “'awrah™ in the three following
contexts: 1) the many types of ‘awrahs of women (al-Nur, 31), 2)
the three times of privacy (three ‘awrahs) for parents inside the
house when the rest of the inhabitants inside it, including children,
must seek permission before entering their room (al-Nur, 58), and
3) in relation with the hypocrites of Madinah who alleged that their
houses were " ‘awrah”, that is to say, they were exposed, vulnerable,
unprotected and in great danger, so they had to go back to their

3

¢ Sayyid Qutb, Fi Zilal al-Qur an, (Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq, 1982), vol. 4 p. 2508.
Ibid., vol. 4 p. 2508.
Y Ihid..vol. 4 p. 2507,
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houses using it as an excuse so as not to join the Prophet (pbuh) and
the rest of Muslims for an impending military conflict: “and they
were not exposed: they only desired to run away.” (al-Ahzab, 13)

Indeed, it is because of this significance, purpose and function
of the house in Islam, and how the ‘awrah of the house exists only
because of the existence of the many types and levels of ‘awrah in
the lives of its occupants. many of which the house is expected to
meticulously treasure and guard, that the quoted verses on seeking
permission prior to entering people’s houses is followed by the
comprehensive verses about people’s modesty. lowering their
gazes, guarding their private parts, and the ‘awrah of the body of
the believing women and who exactly can see what and how much
thereof. Allah says: “*Say to the believing men that they cast down
their looks and guard their private parts; that is purer for them; surely
Allah is Aware of what they do. And say to the believing women that
they cast down their looks and guard their private parts and do not
display their ornaments except what appears thereof, and let them
wear their head-coverings over their bosoms, and not display their
ornaments except to their husbands or their fathers, or the fathers
of their husbands, or their sons, or the sons of their husbands, or
their brothers, or their brothers” sons, or their sisters’ sons, or their
women, or those whom their right hands possess. or the male servants
not having need (of women). or the children who have not attained
knowledge of what is hidden of women; and let them not strike their
feet so that what they hide of their ornaments may be known; and
turn to Allah all of you, O believers, so that you may be successful”
(al-Nur, 30-31).

In the same vein, the wives of the Prophet (pbuh) have been
instructed to keep maximizing the roles and functions of their houses,
while unreservedly enjoying comfort, privacy and security in them.
Their houses were to be transformed into the centers of learning and
spiritual upbringing for the members of the ah/ al-bavt (the Prophet’s
family), from where all the other Muslim houses and households
were bound to benefit. “And stay quietly in your houses, and make
not a dazzling display, like that of the former times of ignorance;
and establish regular prayers, and give Zakat and obey Allah and His
Messenger. And Allah only wishes to remove all abomination from
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you, you members of the Family (ah/ al-bayt), and to make you pure
and spotless. And recite what is rehearsed to you in your houses, of
the Signs of Allah and His Wisdom: for Allah understands the finest
mysteries and is well-acquainted (with them)” (al-Ahzab, 33-34).

However, whenever they leave their houses for whatever
legitimate reasons, that is, whenever they step from the private to
the public realm where a different set of rules apply, the wives of the
Prophet (pbuh)-and indeed all the believing Muslim women-have
been instructed to be vigilant so that the potential hazards of the
outside world are successfully kept at bay. The transit from the inner
domestic to the outer public world is regarded as a serious matter
in Islam. Thus, with the intention that its impact is curbed, relevant
measures have been put in place. The object of those measures “was
not to restrict the liberty of women, but to protect them from harm
and molestation.” Allah says: “O Prophet, say to your wives and
your daughters and the women of the believers that they let down
upon them their over-garments; this will be more proper, that they
may be known, and thus they will not be given trouble; and Allah is
Forgiving, Merciful” (al-Ahzab, 59).

“O wives of the Prophet, you are not like any other of the
women; If you will be on your guard, then be not soft in (your)
speech, lest he in whose heart is a disease yearn (should be moved
with desire); and speak a good word” (al-Ahzab, 32).

It stands to reason and as a small digression, based on the
discussion above, that the Prophet (pbuh) was allowed, divinely
instructed and guided, to marry more wives than anybody else,
eleven in all, because, among other things, that way the Islamic
community was to have the privilege of enjoying a number of sources
of knowledge, especially with reference to such important practical
issues as the family institution, the house and its functions, privacy,
husband-wife and parents-children relationship, etc., but which are
governed by the strict rules and regulations of privacy. If the Prophet
(pbuh), for example, had only one or two wives, and not eleven, then

°  Abdullah Yusuf Ali. The Holy Qur 'an, English Translation of the Meanings and
the Commentary, see the commentary of the verse no. 59 from the al-4hzab
chapter (surah).
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there would have existed only one or two. and not eleven, sources
of knowledge for the Islamic community to benefit from in more
than a few extremely important fields of knowledge and practical
dimensions of Islam, a comprehensive way of life. In that case,
moreover, educating the Ummah (Islamic community) would have
been too heavy a burden for the Prophet’s one or two wives to bear.

This was so owing to the significance of the house and family
institutions and how they function in Islam, on the one hand, and
owing to the fact that the Prophet (pbuh) is the role-model and a
principal source of revealed knowledge to Muslims, on the other.
Hence, the wives of the Prophet (pbuh) have been instructed, as in
one of the verses cited above: “And recite what is rehearsed to you
in your houses, of the Signs of Allah and His Wisdom™ (al-Ahzab,
34). “The Signs of Allah™ means the Qur’an, and “His Wisdom”
means the Sunnah or the established religious practices and daily
routines of the Prophet (pbuh). The wives of the Prophet (pbuh)
were commanded not only to recite to and among themselves, but
also to convey to the rest of the believing Muslim community what
knowledge and wisdom have been rehearsed and practiced, and how
exactly, in their houses, so that the rest of the Muslim houses, too
could fast evolve into dynamic centers of learning and religious
upbringing. That knowledge and wisdom, just like any other, was
not to be concealed, knowingly or otherwise, from anybody. In
Islam, there is no such thing as a form of knowledge or wisdom that
is irrelevant or trivial. The Muslims looked up to the wives of the
Prophet (pbuh) for inspiration, knowledge and guidance in so many
topics on housing and the family institution, during the life of the
Prophet (pbuh) and afterwards, and they delivered. They were such
remarkable educators of the community. The Qur’an (al-Ahzab, 6)
refers to the Prophet's wives as the Mothers of believers (Ummahat
al-Mu 'minin) in order to imply their educational role.

No wonder then that the issues of privacy, seeking permission
before entering people’s houses, the overall function of houses, dress
code, lowering gaze, ethics of verbal communication, all-purpose
modesty, etc., are all interconnected and often grouped together in
the Qur’an. They are seen as the integral parts of a comprehensive
whole called Islamic moral values, which aims to create and sustain,
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hand in hand with the belief system and the prescribed religious
rituals of [slam, a strong, pure, cultured and progressive Islamic
society.

Islam is so concerned about the subject of privacy that house
plans and designs must not lead to, or encourage, the intrusion of
privacy even among family members, among family members and
visitors, and among visitors themselves. Allah says in the Qur’an:
*O you who believe! let those whom your right hands possess and
those of you who have not attained to puberty ask permission of you
three times: before the morning prayer, and when you put off your
clothes at midday in summer, and after the prayer of the nightfall;
these are three times of privacy for you: neither is it a sin for you nor
for them besides these, some of you must go round about (waiting)
upon others: thus does Allah make clear to you the communications,
and Allah is Knowing. Wise. And when the children among you
have attained to puberty. let them seek permission as those before
them sought permission; thus does Allah make clear to you His
communications, and Allah is knowing, Wise™ (al-Nur, 58-59).

This is one of the reasons why children when they come of
age should have their own separate rooms. Children of different
genders are to be separated. too. According to Abdullah Yusuf Ali,
the message of these two verses is general, meaning “all in the
house, including the stranger within your gate, must conform to
these wholesome rules (on privacy).”"

3. Peaceful and Constructive Coexistence with the Environment
(the Houses of Bees, Ants and the Spider)

The house serves to man as a shelter on earth partly to accommodate
and facilitate his earthly mission, and partly to afford him a safe
environment to live in. Thus, the house to man is not an end in itself:
1t is just a means as well as the ground for the implementation of
his noble purpose on earth. There is much more to the house than

' Ibid., see the commentary of the verses no. 58 and 59 from the a/-Nur chapter
(surakh).
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its structural components. It personifies as much the physical as the
ontological and spiritual dimensions of existence. Certainly, this has
been clearly suggested to man in the instances where the Qur’an
refers to the houses or habitations (buyut, plural of bayvt, or masakin,
plural of maskan) of some other terrestrial creatures, such as the
bee, the ants and the spider, with which man shares this earth and
which man normally places on quite a low level in the hierarchy of
animate or inanimatc things that surround him. The three mentioned
kinds of animals—it could be safely asserted—represent the whole
animal kingdom, if not the whole ecosystem, in terms of deriving
and applying the spiritual lessons from their accounts.

About the bee and how they were instructed by their Creator
to make their habitations or houses, Allah says: “And your Lord
revealed to the bee saying: make hives or houses (bwyut) in the
mountains and in the trees and in what they build (human built
environment). Then eat of all the fruits and walk in the ways of your
Lord submissively. There comes forth from within it a beverage of
many colors, in which there is healing for men: most surely there is
a sign in this for a people who reflect” (al-Nahl, 68-69).

About the ants and how on an occasion they were advised
to enter their shelters or houses (masakin) lest Prophet Sulayman
(Solomon) and his army crush them while passing by, the Qur’an
says: “Till, when they reached the Valley of the Ants, an ant
exclaimed: O ants! Enter your houses lest Solomon and his armies
crush you, unperceiving (al-Naml, 18).

Furthermore, the Qur’an compares the acts of associating
other gods or patrons with Allah (shirk) with the spider and its frail
house, affirming that just as the house which the spider builds for
itself is the frailest of houses, so is associating other beings with
Allah a baseless delusion, the biggest crime and an exploit that
brings no good or benefit to its benefactor. The Qur’an says: “The
parable of those who take protectors other than Allah is that of the
spider, who builds (to itself) a house; but truly the flimsiest of houses
is the spider’s house:- if they but knew” (al-* Ankabut, 41).

From the instances where Allah in diverse contexts mentions
the habitations, shelters or houses of bees, ants and the spider, the
following four conclusions could be made. How important those
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conclusions and messages are, shows the fact that the three Qur’anic
chapters wherein the verses we refer to are mentioned have been
named after the animals to which the references are made. The three
chapters in question are: al-Nah! or the Bee, al-Naml or the Ants,
and al- ‘Ankabut or the Spider.

Lesson one: man and the environment

As the vicegerent on earth, man must coexist peacefully with all the
animate and inanimate beings with which he shares the earth. In all
his actions, initiatives and achievements, man must afford the highest
level of respect and appreciation for his surroundings. Man is bidden
to duly enjoy his rights and dutifully discharge his responsibilities
on earth, but also to ensure that other creatures unhindered enjoy
their rights and discharge their responsibilities. The whole creation,
including man, constitutes a macro-web whose parts are neatly
interwoven, drawing and depending on each other for their survival.
They all originated from One God and Creator and are sustained by
Him. Thus, to Him alone, all acts of submission and worship are due.
If man has a purpose on earth, so is the case with every other portion
of the earth and the entire universe. In a nutshell, man’s rights over
his natural surroundings are the rights of sustainable use based on
moderation, balance and conservation. The rights of man’s natural
surroundings over man, on the other hand, are that they be safe from
every misuse, mistreatment and destruction."

This close and peaceful coexistence between man and his
natural surroundings is clearly implied in Allah’s words “...and in
what they (people) build (i.e., human built environment)” when He
revealed to the bee the settings for its habitations and houses, which
would be at times in the mountains and trees and at other times in
the elements of human built environment. Since this revelation to the
bee is part of the Qur’an, the comprehensive revelation of Allah to

"' Abd-al-Hamid. "Exploring the Islamic Environmental Ethics”, in: Islam and the
Environment, edited by A. R. Aqwan, (New Delhi: Institute of Objective Studies,
1997). p. 59.
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man, man’s responsibilities towards not only bees, but also towards
all animals and the rest of the constituents of nature with which man
lives and interacts, taking from them and giving to them in return,
is unmistakably spelled out. The relationship between man and the
surrounding flora and fauna is to be reciprocal.

Also, the concern of ants that Prophet Sulayman and his mighty
army might unintentionally harm them, suggests the extent and
seriousness of man’s responsibilities towards the environment. Man’s
honorable title and his civilizational achievements will account for
naught if he destroyed the natural contexts in which he operated. The
habitations and houses of animals must be guarded and sustained by
man so that they function as their genuine shelters and refuge against
the drawbacks of both nature and man’s misjudgments, which can
be intentional or otherwise, just as human houses or habitats are to
function in the same way. Man, as Allah’s trustee on earth, must
always work towards this balanced and sustainable scenario. In fact,
such represents a chief goal of man’s earthly mission. Islam teaches
that not the slightest harm (darar), on anybody or anything, under no
circumstances, is to be inflicted.'*

Lesson two: human houses and the environment

The second lesson is closely related to the first one.

Man must bear in mind that as he is a permanent member of the
macro web of creation, likewise his houses, no matter how complex
and sophisticated they might be, in term of their plan and design
as employing the latest building materials and technology, and in
terms of their function as accommodating the most sophisticated
and stylish sedentary and elegant lifestyles of man, the house, after
all, is an ecological thing. This means that in order to build human
houses—just like any other architectural piece and expression—man
must borrow diverse natural ingredients, such as space, water,
clay, timber, stone and other readily available materials in nature
minerals, placing the newly created or built elements back into the

2 Tbn Majah. Sunan Ibn Majah, Kitab al-Ahkam, Hadith No. 2331
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existing natural contexts. In other words, human houses, and the
total of human built environment, is in so many ways the parts and
ingredients of the natural environment that have been borrowed,
utilized, cleverly manipulated and processed.

Man’s houses and the natural environment are inseparable,
at both the conceptual and practical planes. The environment holds
enormous potential and diversified resources which are meant only
for man, Allah’s vicegerent on earth. They are to be seen as the
facilities which facilitate each and every facet of man’s fleeting stay
on earth. The environment is to be seen by man as an “ally” or a
“partner”, so to speak, in the execution of his earthly mission. Thus,
when building houses, or any other edifices, man first and foremost
must be concerned about how the end result of his efforts will stand
out when juxtaposed with the existing universal setting, a result of
heavenly artistry, in terms of both function and outward appearance:
will it complement or contrast with it; will it go well with it, or will it
appear as if something of a misfit, oddity, or even offensiveness?

The natural environment is to be perceived simultaneously
as both an obstruction and help. Therefore, while creating his built
environment, man must seek both to invite nature’s support and to
force back its perils. In case of housing, if atmospheric phenomena
and the geography of the housing site are given due consideration,
the placements and forms of houses in relation to their sites with
an arrangement of its axes and inner spaces, are bound to be turned
into some effective devices for controlling ventilation, sanitation,
heating and cooling. Such houses. surely, will then become very safe
and comfortable for living. They will be far less susceptible to the
discomfort and drawbacks caused by certain environmental factors
than such as were neglectful of the same matter. It goes without
saying that some of the most prominent characteristics of the houses
in Islam must always be the following: they are heavily loaded
with [slamic spirituality: they are economic and safe; they are users
friendly; they are environment friendly: and, they are sustainable.

However. in order for man to achieve this state of affairs, when
it comes to peacefully and productively coexisting with the natural
environment, man, principally, must equip himself with an adequate
knowledge about Allah, his own self and the environment. Only
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the adequate and abundant knowledge in man leads to the creation
of a judicious and responsible attitude and conduct towards the
environment. The knowledge is the cause, the attitude and conduct
are the effect, and both the built and natural environments. in turn,
are the target and field for the implementation of the latter. One of
the excellent ways to acquire the needed knowledge and wisdom
is to contemplate and “read” the natural environment within the
conceptual framework provided by Allah and His revealed Word
to mankind. It 1s because of this that Allah’s words about bees,
their houses and their relationship with man are wrapped up by the
following: *...most surely there is a sign in this for a people who
reflect” (al-Nahl, 69).

Also, for the same reason, indeed. the Qur’anic exposition
about the spider (al- ‘ankabut) and its house 1s concluded with the
following words: *“...if they but knew” (al-*Ankabut, 41). Moreover,
the two verses that follow the parable of the spider and its house
are even more emphatic in their meaning and style with regard to
the real knowledge and the environment as one of its main sources.
Firstly, Allah discloses that it is Him who 1s most wise and most
knowledgeable. Hence, the revelation given to man through prophets
by virtue of it originating from Allah and His infinite knowledge
must be regarded as the best and most authoritative guidance to
man. Allah says: “Surely Allah knows whatever thing they call upon
besides Him; and He is the Mighty, the Wise™ (al-*Ankabut, 42).

In the second verse following the parable of the spider and
its house, Allah says that only those people who have the proper
knowledge, which originated from and is inspired by the revelation,
can rightly see and understand life and its vast treasures. The parable
of the spider and its house signifies one of the many examples that
Allah gives in the Qur’an so that people can come back to their
senses and rectify and sharpen their vision of themselves and the
life’s manifold realities, in the process creating a desirable cultural
and civilizational legacy. Allah says: “And such are the parables We
set forth for mankind. but only those understand them who have
knowledge” (al-* Ankabut, 43).

It stands to reason, therefore, that the environment and
proper dealings with it stand for a source of man’s spiritual and
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intellectual enlightenment on condition that man’s treatment of it
is right. According to Seyyed Hossein Nasr, the environment, in a
sense, participates in revealing Truth to man. It is in fact a revelation
itself. Thus, in addition to having the composed or written Qur’an
(al-Qur an al-tadwini) there is a cosmic or ontological “Qur’an”
(al-Qur’an al-takwini) as well. Both revelations complement each
other, as it were, in furnishing man with the necessary substance so
as not to let him betray the trust of productively inhabiting the earth
which he had wittingly accepted. It follows that those who fully
submit to the divine Will and read. understand and apply the written
or revealed Qur’an, they easily see upon the face of every creature
“letters”” and “words”, or messages, from the “pages™ of the cosmic
Qur’an. For this reason are the phenomena of nature referred to in
the Qur’an as signs or symbols (avat), a term that is also used for the
verses of the Qur’an.!

Lesson three: the physical and spiritual strength of the house

The house must be safe and strong structurally. In terms of its
function, however, it must satisfy and accommodate the needs and
requirements of its users. The main function of the house must
mirror, uphold, facilitate and promote the needs of its residents. Only
when the vision, orientation, purpose and functions of the house and
its users are based entirely on the notion of tawhid (the Oneness of
Allah), can a house be described as strong, good or functional. A
house which is short of this calling or function is to be perceived as
frail, hollow and malfunctioning.

Hence, it goes without saying that if the house is to serve to
man as a shelter and private sanctuary against the physical threats
from the outside, be they natural or man-generated, it likewise is
to serve as a spiritual shelter against the threats of faithlessness,
wrongdoing and all of their protagonists. The house is to be both
physical and "spiritual threat” resistant. Moreover, it is to function

13 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, "Islam and the Environmental Crisis", in Islam and the
Environment. p. 17.
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as an incubator of all goodness and morals, and to aim at producing
the people who in their thoughts, words and other life initiatives will
epitomize such morals and goodness. Indeed, as per the mentioned
parable in the Qur'an according to which the acts of associating
other beings with Allah (shirk) are likened to the spider’s house,
the flimsiest of houses are those houses which at their conceptual,
physical or functional level are founded upon to breed and uphold
the crime of taking protectors other than Allah, which, in fact, is the
fountainhead of all forms of sin and spiritual failings that man may
end up doing. Irrespective of how strong structurally such houses
might be, they are still deemed as fragile, hazardous and inept. Their
harmful aspects and features by far outnumber and outdo the useful
ones.

Lesson four: the house and man's earthly mission

Man must remain faithful to his honorable earthly mission of
vicegerency (khilafah). The house, as an educational and family
development center, is instrumental in upholding the role of man
on earth. Man is not to succumb under any circumstances to the
advances of his animal lusts and desires. In case he does. man will
then sink to as low a rank as animals. Instead of living gracefully
on earth as its vicegerent, man will then live miserably spending his
tenure on earth, but in pursuing the lowest of goals, i.e., in satistying
his animal desires and lusts. The habitat of man, as a consequence,
will be turned into an avenue for the pursuing of his despondent life
objectives. It will contain far less substance, meaning and ontological
worth than any of the houses of animals. About the condition of
those who turn away from Allah and His guidance, Allah says: ...
they have hearts with which they do not understand, and they have
eyes with which they do not see, and they have ears with which they
do not hear; they are as cattle, nay, they are in worse errors; these are
the heedless ones™ (al-A'raf, 179).

As afinal point, the gist of all the four lessons explained above.
that is, the peaceful and consequential coexistence between man and
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the flora and fauna, on the one hand. and between human habitats
and the flora and fauna, on the other, and the spiritual significance of
the house phenomenon which is strongly connected with the purpose
and mission of man on carth—all this is unmistakably implied in the
following words of Allah: *...and (Allah) made for you, out of the
skins of animals, (tents for) dwellings, which you find so light (and
handy) when vou travel and when you stop (in your travels); and out
of their wool, and their soft fibers (between wool and hair). and their
hair, rich stuff and articles of convenience (to serve you) for a time.
It 1s Allah Who made out of the things He created, some things to
give you shade: of the hills He made some for your shelter; He made
vou garments to protect you from heat, and coats of mail to protect
vou from your {(mutual) violence. Thus does He complete His favors
on you that you may bow to His Will (in Islam)” (al-Nahl, 80-81).
Certainly. it is not a coincidence that this divine proclamation on
the benefits which man draws from his natural surroundings, from
the matters concerning his habitat to the well-being of his own
self, come after the proclamation of Allah that it was He who made
human houses “homes of rest and quiet for you” (al-Nahl, 80)—the
words which have already been quoted in the context of the house
functioning as a shelter and private sanctuary to man. Therein the
reliance of man, human habitat and the environment on each other
in order that the purpose of existence of each and every one of them
is made possible and facilitated in a triangle of faith, worship and
the highest level of spiritual representation and meaning, is readily
apparent.

4. The house as a microcosm of culture and civilization

The house is a microcosm of culture and civilization because the
primary elements of society, individuals organized along with the
family lines, are born, raised and educated in them. The strength
of the institutions of the family and house denotes the strength of
a society and the verve of its cultural and civilizational agenda.
Similarly, frailties in the institutions of the family and house denote
frailties in a society and in its cultural and civilizational agenda.
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One of the Arabic words used for the house is “dar™."" The
term “dar” is derived from an Arabic verb “dara’ which means,
among other things, to circulate, to take place, to go on, to be held. to
center on or around, etc. The house is called “‘dar’' because it is the
physical locus of the family institution and its manifold activities. It
is very seldom that the houses in Islam are devoid of active life and
human actions at any point of a day, on account of their being the
center for promoting and upholding the family unit, as well as for
educating and preparing individuals for the challenges of the outside
world. Thus, the author of an Arabic lexicon Lisan al-‘Arab (The
Language of the Arabs), Ibn Manzur, stated that “dar” (the house)
is drawn from the verb “dara, yaduru” because of so many human
activities taking place therein."’

The house in Islam is a framework whose plan, spatial
arrangements and form facilitate and further encourage the worship
(‘ibadah) practices of its users. The entire life of a believer is a form
of total submission and service to Allah, the Creator and Master of
the universe. As such, the house in Islam can also be described as a
place of worship (mosque or masjid), as is the case with any other
segment of the genuine Islamic built environment. Indeed, the whole
of the Islamic built environment could be perceived as a macro
place of worship (mosque or masjid) because it serves the dignified
interests and accommodates the sanctified requirements of Allah’s
faithful servants whose life on earth through the deeds, words and
thoughts of theirs accounts for a sweet and incessant song of praise
and glorification of their Master.

If the mosque institution plays the role of a community
development center, then the house institution plays the role of a
family development center. In reality, the two roles complement
and support one another. The role of the Islamic house as the
family development center is no less significant and, thus, is no
less rewarding than the mosque institution which functions as the

4 Spahic Omer, The Origins and Functions of Islamic Domestic Courtvards, p.
12.

'* Abu al-Fadl Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-'Arab, (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1990). vol. 4 p.
297.
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community development center. This strong alliance between the
institutions of the house and the mosque in developing the Islamic
society (Ummah) is supported by a fact that the Arabic term “hayt”,
which is normally given to the house, is every so often given to the
mosque as well, especially to the Ka’bah in Makkah, the first and
holiest mosque on earth. The Qur’an refers to the Ka’bah as “bayt”
as many as sixteen times.

By reason of this correlation between the house and the mosque
institutions, the word “bayti”, which literally means “my house”,
as part of a prayer (du'a) of Prophet Nuh (Noah). is sometimes
understood to mean “my house™ and sometimes “my mosque™.'* The
Qur’anic verse in question is as follows: “My Lord, forgive me and
my parents and him who enters my house (bayti) believing, and the
believing men and the believing women; and do not increase the
unjust in aught but destruction!™ (Nuh, 28)

Also, in the following Qur anic verse, the word “buyur”, which
literally means “houses™, is normally taken in to signify “mosques”,
based on the content of the verse. However, some commentators of
the Qur’an believe that the word in question means both “mosques”
and “houses”,'” as they all function in their respective ways as the
places of worshipping Allah (*ibadah). Says Allah: “In houses (buyur)
which Allah has permitted to be exalted and that His name may be
remembered in them; there glorify Him therein in the mornings and
the evenings, men whom neither merchandise nor selling diverts
from the remembrance of Allah and the keeping up of prayer and the
giving of poor-rate; they fear a day in which the hearts and eyes shall
turn about; that Allah may give them the best reward of what they
have done, and give them more out of His grace; and Allah gives
sustenance to whom He pleases without measure™ (al-Nur, 36-38).

The men to whom this verse refers to are instrumental in
causing both the mosque and house institutions to function as the
community and family centers respectively. Indeed. such men and
women are instrumental in causing the total of the Islamic built
environment to function as one macro mosque (masjid) where Allah

16 Al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, http://www.altafsir.com.
" Al-Tabari, Jami'al-Bavan fi Tafsir al-Qur ‘an, http://www.altafsir.com.
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alone is desired and worshipped. Without such men and women, it
follows, the human built environment, including houses and even
mosques, would not only be rendered as meaningless and worthless,
but also would be gradually transformed into a means as well as a
ground for a spiritual deterioration and sin.

As a result of this significance which Islam attaches to the
societal and educational roles of the house, the Muslims from the very
beginning set out to formulate some interesting and highly effective
domestic spatial organization and utilization systems. Highlights in
such systems are the spaces for guests and visitors, as well as the
distinct and, wherever necessary, interactive spaces for children and
adults, and also for the male and female members of the household.

In the same way, quite common to the morphology and plan of
the Islamic housesisto have adesignated space, irrespective of its form
and size, to function as a mosque or musalla. In it, the daily prayers,
tadarus al-Qur 'an (collective study of the Holy Qur’an), meditation,
religious discussions, study circles, spirituality enhancement
sessions, etc., are conducted individually and collectively among
family members. Relatives and neighbours are regularly invited.
too. Towards this end, Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) is reported to
have directed his companions to have mosques in their quarters
and to cleanse and odorize them on special religious occasions.'
Also, he consented to the idea of his companions earmarking spaces
for worship (‘ibadah) in their private dwellings. He is said to have
graced some of such dwellings by personally praying in them."”

Encouraging his companions not to neglect the projected
honorable roles of their houses, the Prophet (pbuh) advised them to
perform their voluntary prayers in their houses and not in mosques.
Allah would make the prayers as a means of betterment in their
houses, the Prophet (pbuh) is reported to have proclaimed.”® Mosques
are only for mandatory (wajib) prayers. In one of his statements, the
Prophet (pbuh) went so far as to say that the prayer which a man

% Al-Tirmidhi. Sunan al-Tirmidhi, Kitab al-Jum’ah, Hadith No. 542.

'* Tbn Majah, Sunan 1bn Majah, Kitab al-Masajid wa al-Jama’at, Hadith No. 146,
747, 748.

20 Muslim, Sahih Muslim, Book 4, Hadith No. 1705.
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offers in his house is more excellent than his prayer in the Prophet’s
mosque, except the obligatory prayers.?!

For the Muslim women, however, performing even mandatory
prayers at home is more auspicious, let alone voluntary ones. The
enormity and significance of the women’s role in enlivening and
utilizing the house institution, as advocated by Islam, comes here
clearly into sight because all the rewards which men obtain for
performing collective prayers in mosques, women procure too, but on
account of them staying behind in their houses, performing their own
prayers and overseeing the prayers of children, and attending to the
rest of the matters they have been requested to do. Hence, according
to a tradition of the Prophet (pbuh), while men are guardians of their
families in general terms and are responsible for them, women are
guardians of their husbands’ houses and children and are responsible
for them.*

Indeed, women have a variety of roles to play outside the house
and the family precincts, yet their role inside the house remains a
paramount priority. No sooner does a woman'’s involvement outside
the house start having a damaging effect on her role inside the house
with her family, than her involvement in the outside world becomes
questionable. In a hadith (tradition) the Prophet (pbuh) explicitly
encouraged women to participate in the good deeds as well as the
religious gatherings and activities of the faithful believers (da 'wah
al-mu’minin).>* This remains the case so long as the prescribed rules
and regulations are observed, and as long as women’s fundamental
roles as mothers, wives, house and family guardians are not
neglected.

The Prophet (pbuh) used to say that houses wherein their
inhabitants neither pray nor read the Qur’an (houses devoid of good
deeds) are like graves and Satan loves to patronize them.**

2t Abu Dawud, Sunan Abi Dawud, Kitab al-Salah, Hadith No. 1039.

2 Al-Bukbhari, Sahih al-Bukhari, Vol. 3, Book 46. Hadith No. 730.

¥ Ibid., Vol. 1, Book 6, Hadith No. 321.

** Muslim, Sahih Muslim, Kitab Salah al-Musafirin wa Qasruha, Hadith No. 1300.
Al-Tirmidhi, Sunan al-Tirmidhi, Kitab al-Salah, Hadith No. 413. Al-Darumi,
Sunan al-Darumi, Kitab Fada’il al-Qur’an, Hadith No. 3208.
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Another Arabic word used for the house is “manzil” as well >
The term “manzil” is derived from a verb “nazala” which means,
among other things, to come down, to disembark, to make a stop at,
to camp at, to stay at, to lodge at, to settle down in and to inhabit.?
The house is called “manzil " because possessing and utilizing it show
that one has started to, or has already settled down in a community,
and in this worldly life taken as a whole. It symbolizes, furthermore,
that one is perfectly clear as to his role, orientation and life goals.
The house is a station, or a center, so to speak, from which one
ventures into life and to which one returns, having successfully dealt
with the challenges of the outside world, or having just decided to
take a break before finally prevailing over them. That is why in many
cultures across the globe we hear people saying: “No matter where
and how far one goes, to his home is one’s ultimate return””.

The house sphere is the only fragment of space in the entire
universe which one canregard as his own. It is central to our existence,
to our identity. It is an important part of who we are. Through
self-expression and personalization, the house comes to resemble
or represent our selves. It is a symbol of self, the articulation and
confirmation of our very existence.”” It is a microcosm of human
culture and civilization. “Home helps us to know our place in the
world. It is a center from which we venture and return; it is one
way that we order our existence in the world. This ordering is not
only spatial, but also temporal. Home is strongly related to our sense
of continuity: childhood experiences, leaving and returning, and the
patterning of our daily lives.”*

Due to all these roles played by the house in people’s lives and
their intricate civilizational pursuits, the Qur’an often refers to the
house and housing phenomena in the various contexts of highlighting
the civilizational achievements or failures of some past communities
and nations. It was apt to do so in view of the fact that their houses

¥ Spahic Omer, The Origins and Functions of Islamic Domestic Courtyards, p.
26.

*  Abu al-Fadl Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-‘Arab, vol. 11 p. 656.

** Robert Gifford, Environmental Psychology, (Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 1997), p.
196.

¥ Ibid., p. 196.
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and everything that could be related to them, one way or another,
unambiguously exemplified their achievements or failures.

About the material prosperity of Thamud, the people of
Prophet Salih, for which they failed to be grateful and which was the
chief cause for their rejection of Prophet Salih, Allah says: “And to
Thamud (We sent) their brother Salih. He said: O my people, serve
Allah, you have no god other than Him; clear proof indeed has come
to you from your Lord: this is (as) Allah’s she-camel for you—a
sign, therefore leave her alone to pasture on Allah’s earth, and do
not touch her with any harm, otherwise painful chastisement will
overtake you. And remember when He made you successors after
Ad and settled you in the land—you make mansions on its plains
and hew out houses in the mountains—remember therefore Allah’s
benefits and do not act corruptly in the land, making mischief” (al-
A'raf, 73-74).

And about their demise, Allah says, again referring to their
houses: “Then the earthquake overtook them, so they became
motionless bodies in their homes™ (al-A'raf, 78).

The houses of the rebellious people of Thamud served as the
symbol of their material prosperity. However, they also served as the
basis and center of their misdeeds and so the bastion of their unbelief
and repudiation of Prophet Salih and his message. Hence, it was
proper that they met their unhappy end right inside their houses so
that the spiritual lessons in history and human society for succeeding
generations become clearer and more persuasive.

Allah says about the profundity of such lessons: “And you
dwell in the dwellings of those who were unjust to themselves, and
it is clear to you how We dealt with them and We have made (them)
examples to you. And they have indeed planned their plan, but their
plan is with Allah, though their plan was such that the mountains
should pass away thereby. Therefore do not think Allah (to be one)
failing in His promise to His messengers; surely Allah is Mighty, the
Lord of Retribution” (Ibrahim, 45-47).

“Does it not then direct them aright how many of the
generations in whose dwellings they go about We destroyed before
them? Most surely there are signs in this for those endowed with
understanding™ (Ta Ha, 128).
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By the words ~and you dwell in the dwellings of those who
were unjust to themselves™, as in the first set of verses, and by the
words “'in whose dwellings they go about™, as in the second verse,
it is meant the disgraceful departure of all the previous mischievous
nations, including the nation of Thamud. It also means the arrival of
many other protagonists on the scene, including Prophet Muhammad
{pbuh) and Muslims. They were to play their own role on earth
and, as a natural course of events, to inherit the legacies of the past
civilizations whose founders and architects, ironically. thought will
immortalize them and will help them fend off Allah’s pronounced
verdict against them. At the core of the cultural and civilizational
legacies of the past nations and communities stood their houses for
the reasons explained earlier in connection with the stature, roles and
function of human dwelling places. In all this, surely. there are signs
“for those endowed with understanding™.

About the end of Madyan, the wicked people of Prophet
Shu’ayb, Allah says. reminiscent of what He says about Thamud:
“Then the earthquake overtook them, so they became motionless
bodies in their homes™ (al-A'raf, 91).

Even the destruction of Pharaoh and his vicious people is
cquated with the destruction of their built environment, including the
houses, much of which, arguably, had been erected and maintained
by the enslaved children of Israel. Hence, the historic victory of the
children of Israel over Pharaoh in the following Qur’anic verse is
illustrated by referring to the destruction of Pharaoh’s and his people’s
built environment, as well as to the divinely given opportunity
to the children of Israel to freely and dutifully participate in the
development of human culture and civilization. Allah says: “And
We made a people, considered weak (and of no account), inheritors
of lands in both east and west.—lands whereon We sent down Our
blessings. The fair promise of your Lord was fulfilled for the children
of Israel because they had patience and constancy, and We leveled to
the ground the great works and fine buildings which Pharaoh and his
people erected (with such pride)™ (al-A'raf, 137).

Furthermore. the extent and severity of one of the punishments
meant for the community of the children of Israel as a whole, which
they alone had brought upon themselves due to their continuous and
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irrepressible mischief on earth, the Qur’an illustrates by saying that
their enemies, the instruments of Allah’s chastisement, managed to
enter and raze the very inmost parts of their houses. By referring to
the desecration of the inviolability and privacy of their houses, the
Qur’an, as a matter of fact, spells out the total annihilation not only
of the defensive resistance, but also of the civilizational strength
of the children of Israel. Certainly, such entailed some broad and
serious repercussions for the survival of their cultural identity. Even
their bare survival was at stake.

Allah says on this: “We gave Musa (Moses) the Book, and
made it a guide to the children of Israel, (commanding): ‘Take not
other than Me as Disposer of (your) affairs.’... And We gave (clear)
warning to the children of Israel in the Book, that twice would they
do mischief on the earth and be elated with mighty arrogance (and
twice would they be punished)! When the first of the warnings came
to pass, We sent against you Our servants given to terrible warfare:
They entered the very inmost parts of your homes; and it was a
warning (completely) fulfilled” (al-Isra’, 2, 4-5).

Also, in order to demonstrate the total defeat and neutralization
of the treacherous Jewish tribe of Banu Qurayzah, Allah says that
the early Muslims in Madinah inherited, apart from their land and
property, their houses as well. That is to say, their presence in the
land where they used to live was brought to an abrupt end. Others
became the inheritors of what symbolized their existence, way of
life and civilization, i.e., their land, property and houses. Says Allah
about this: “And He drove down those of the followers of the Book
who backed them from their fortresses and He cast awe into their
hearts; some you killed and you took captive another part. And He
made you heirs to their land and their dwellings and their property,
and (to0) a land which you have not yet trodden, and Allah has power
over all things” (al-Ahzab, 26-27).

By the way, the Banu Qurayzah tribe was punished this way
because of their treacherous acts against the Prophet (pbuh) and
the Muslims in Madinah during the terrifying battle of the Ditch
(Khandaq) when the very existence of Islam and the Muslims was
put in jeopardy, in spite of all the peace and collaboration treaties that
had then existed between the Muslims and the Jews. The punishment
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applied to the Banu Qurayzah tribe was in total agreement with the
Jewish Law of the Old Testament (Deuteronomy, 20:10-18).

In the same vein, Allah says about the downfall and the
ensuing expulsion of another treacherous Jewish tribe, that of Banu
Nadir, from a Madinah neighborhood: **He it is Who caused those
who disbelieved of the followers of the Book to go forth from their
homes at the first banishment you did not think that they would go
forth, while they were certain that their fortresses would defend
them against Allah; but Allah came to them whence they did not
expect, and cast terror into their hearts; they demolished their houses
with their own hands and the hands of the believers; therefore take a
lesson, O you who have eyes!” (al-Hashr, 2)

In this case too, there is an unequivocal reference to the houses
of the Jewish tribe of Banu Nadir as an illustration of much of what
had befallen them. Their houses functioned as the nests of their
unbelief and intrigues against the Prophet (pbuh) and the Muslims,
from which they eventually had to be expeiled. In the course of
events, however, they, ironically, together with the Muslims, ended
up tearing down their own houses. This was an excellent way to
convey appropriate messages to both the believers, about the power
of Allah and the ways His decrees work towards the spread and
dominion of the truth, and to the unbelievers, about how their plans
and strategies, no matter how well, from the outside they might
be thought up, will never outstrip the will, plans and strategies of
Allah.

For the same reasons relating to the function of the house did
Prophet Musa (Moses) instruct his people, the children of Israel, while
still in Egypt under the bondage of Pharaoh, to make their houses
into mosques. This was so as to bring the level of their resistance, as
well as the spiritual and mental preparations for victoriously leaving
Egypt and entering a new phase of their struggle, to a new level. Since
they could not openly build and possess mosques, activating them
as the places of their collective worship and social meetings where
such preparations could have been far better organized and their
execution a lot better facilitated and supervised, other alternatives
had to be pursued instead.

At the end, a viable solution was devised in such a way that
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the scope of the function of their houses had to be widened, from
the family development centers to the community development and
its resistance against the regime of Pharaoh centers. In other words,
the houses of the children of Israel. the nests of hope, faith, worship
and obedience to Allah and Prophet Musa. were their best hope for
a transformation and eventual freedom. They were the essence and
personification of everything the children of Israel stood for while
in Egypt. The success of the mission of their houses would have
signified the success of their civilizational enterprise as a nation.
Conversely, the failure of the mission of their houses would have
signified the failure of their civilizational enterprise as a nation.

Allah says about this: “Musa said: *O my people, if you do
(really) believe in Allah, then in Him put your trust if you submit
(vour will to His).” They said: “In Allah do we put out trust. Our Lord,
make us not a trial for those who practice oppression; and deliver us
by Your Mercy from those who reject (You).” We inspired Musa and
his brother with this Message: “Provide dwellings for your people
in Egypt, make your dwellings into places of worship, and establish
regular prayers: and give glad tidings to those who believe!™ (Yunus,
84-87).

Conclusion

The housing themes which we have discussed were as relevant
during the time of the revelation of the Qur’anic verses concerned as
they are now, and as they will always be. Islam is based on essential
human nature, which is constant and not subject to change according
to time and space. It is the outward forms which change while the
fundamental principles, the basic values and the essential human
nature together with men’s basic needs remain unchanged forever.
Hence, being the revealed Book of guidance for all peoples. ages
and places, the Qur’an pays littlc or no attention whatsoever to
those housing aspects which are susceptible to change due to the
change of conditions and circumstances. Presenting what could be
branded here as the philosophy and the conceptual framework for
housing—which was complemented and further explained by Prophet
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Muhammad (pbuh) whose life as a messenger of Allah, or Sunnah,
serves as the second primary source of the Islamic message—has been
the objective of the Qur’an.

Having said this—as a small digression—it should be
remembered that it is the nature of Islam that provides humanity
with basic rules of morality and guidelines of proper conduct in those
spheres of life which are not related to the prescribed ritual worship
or to its belief system, such as the spheres of housing and the whole
of art and architecture, for example. Upon such general principles
and guidelines people can establish systems, regulations, views and
attitudes in order to comprehend and regulate their worldly life in
accordance with their time, region and needs. Since every age has its
own problems and challenges, the solutions and perceptions deduced
from the fundamental principles and permanent values of life have
got to be to some extent different. Their substance, however, due
to the uniformity and consistency of the divinely given foundation
and sources from which they stem, will always be the same. Islamic
residential architecture, in particular, and Islamic architecture, in
general, thus promotes the notion of unity in diversity, that is, the
unity of message and purpose, and the diversity of stvles, methods
and creative solutions.
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