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This research uses a feminist lens to examine Iranian urban
public parks designed for use by women only. The purpose
of this paper is to reveal translations of patriarchal cultural
values from an architectural micro scale to an urban macro
scale and question the (over) contextualization of these parks’
design. Although this is a multifaceted topic that also merits
ethnographic analysis, this particular paper primarily exam-
ines the physicality of the space. | draw on Henri Lefebvre’s
theory of production of space, Stephen Graham’s urban mili-
tarization, and Jiirgen Habermas’s and Nancy Fraser’s views
of public spheres to theorize women-only parks’ existence
as a hegemonic production of space. | argue that despite the
Iranian government’s claim that the purpose of these women-
only parks is to provide women a safe and free public space,
this type of urban public space actually appropriates the
design logic of courtyard houses, materializes patriarchal
culture, and perpetuates patriarchal values in an urban con-
figuration. In other words, women-only parks in Iranian cities
are an embodiment of patriarchal culture in which gender
segregation is used as a strategy to fulfill Islamic values and
disguise patriarchal dispositions into a false sense of spatial
and gender justice.

This qualitative and interdisciplinary research uses a mixed
method approach (alternating between formal and discursive
analyses as needed) and multiple sources of data. Data col-
lected on-site from women-only parks in Tehran (including
photos and videos) serves as the primary source for this analy-
sis. | also use reports from online news agencies and social
media, as well as previously published interviews conducted
by sociology scholars.

INTRODUCTION

After the 1979 Islamic Revolution, the political structure of Iran
shifted from a monarchy to the Islamic Republic. Beside passing
laws discriminating against women, the new government
required women to follow a strict Islamic dress code and cover
their hair in public spaces. Since early 2000s, several urban
public parks, have been designed for women only, allowing
them to be in certain public spaces without veiling. In this
paper, | use a feminist lens to examine these parks; | analyze
traditional Iranian courtyard houses and compare them with

women-only parks as a new typology of urban public space.
| argue women-only parks’ design is a contextualization of
Iranian courtyard buildings affecting women’s right to the
city. My comparison demonstrates how patriarchal culture is
translated from an architectural micro scale to an urban macro
scale. Courtyard houses enable me to clearly demonstrate the
dichotomy of public/private zones and analyze the transition
of this dichotomy from an architectural scale to an urban scale
through sociopolitical forces.1 | draw on Henri Lefebvre’s
theory of production of space, Stephen Graham’s urban mili-
tarization, and JUrgen Habermas’s and Nancy Fraser’s views of
public spheres to theorize women-only parks’ existence as a
hegemonic production of space. This is multilayered research,
engaging sociological and ethnographic analysis. However,
this particular paper focuses only on formal structures,
shaped mainly by cultural and political forces, though some
ethnographic examinations, done by other sociologists,2 are
mentioned throughout this paper.

According to Lefebvre, space is neither given by nature nor
defined by spatial or geometrical rules; rather, space is (re)
produced through human action, which is highly influenced by
the socio-political structure of the context in which people live.?
The direct impacts of the social and political structure on con-
struction and production of a space are inevitable if we accept
this presupposition. Just as any ideological system produces
spaces that are bound to and serve its value structure, Islamic
systems also seek ways to produce spaces serving Islamic values.
During this process, new urban typologies such as women-only
parks emerge that reinforce gender segregation and control
social gender relationships. In this paper, | argue public urban
spaces that are produced under the Islamic Republic’s policies
affect Iranian women’s rights to the city.

In an Islamic context, women are traditionally responsible for
domesticity in private space; it is not a place for male strangers.
However, spaces outside the home magnify the chance of
meeting strangers; for this reason, women’s mobility in public
zones is highly regulated.* Spaces are not inherently ‘public’ or
‘private’ per se. What makes a place publicin an Islamic context
is not only the spatial characteristics of the place but also who
one interacts with in such spaces.> Thus, “public” refers to in-
teractions between strangers, men and women. Habermas,
however, defines public sphere as a domain of debate and
discussion that puts the state in touch with the needs of society
through public opinion.® | argue women-only parks, despite
being presented as “public” by government officials, do not
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function as public space based on either Habermas’s view or
Islamic principles. Their design paralyzes the function of these
parks as public space and transforms them to a large urban
semi-private space. Such parks may provide ideal public spaces
for certain women; however, this urban typology does not fulfill
many Iranian women’s desire for inclusive urban public space.
Based on sociologist Sara Karimi’s interviews conducted at one
women-only parkin Tehran, such parks seem to provide women
asense of freedom and safety,” but the segregation policy does
not work for all women’s groups; only a small number of women
are satisfied with such gendered parks.® This form of dominant
public space ignores a large group of people and marginalizes
them due to their difference with the state’s norm.?

IRANIAN WOMEN IN PUBLIC SPACE OVER TIME

Although Iranian women tried to remain active in the public
domain throughout history, they were traditionally responsible
for domestic issues. Western values and modernization were
introduced in the Pahlavi era (1925-1979), so public spaces
became gender-neutral. Along with very radical policies for
cultural modernization, the last five years of the first Pahlavi
king, Reza Shah, coincided with forcing women to unveil in
public as a sign of modernization, which was controversial for
religious and conservative people. However, public spaces were
open to all during the second Pahlavi era, regardless of gender
and without any dress-code.

Prior to the Islamic Republic, public spaces were not legally
gendered.’® However, very religious groups, and traditionalists
did not accept this situation. Thus, mixed-gender areas were
mostly in “rich, modern and westernized” neighborhoods;*
such spaces were in areas where the residents welcomed that
policy. These religious dictates, not legal coercion, were the
reason for women'’s exclusion from the public spaces.

The Revolution’s approach to social relations between men and
women and strict Islamic dress-codes provided an opportunity
for traditional women to enter the public sphere.’ However,
the Islamic Republic’s policies simultaneously marginalized
another group of women,*® and isolated some of them from a
limited public sphere. Gender segregation has been one of the
main policies of the Islamic Republic. From its inception, most
public places have been subjected to this policy.* During the
process of segregation, the state constantly practices exclusion;
in many public spaces, part of the society is separated from the
rest based solely on their gender.

IRANIAN COURTYARD HOUSES

Except for in the northern coastal area, the courtyard building
style is the most salient typology of traditional architecture in
Iran.* Courtyard buildings, especially houses, in arid/semi-arid*®
and cold areas are completely introverted; however, in hot and
humid areas courtyard buildings are semi-introverted.'” The
courtyard, including a central pool and vegetation, was a place
where the residents could enjoy the beautiful natural view of
their small garden. Open vaulted rooms facilitated ventilation;*®
the central pool was one of the elements for cooling and

freshening the hot and dry air.?® Half of the courtyard was
more in shadow, providing a pleasant area for summer time,
and the other half was more appropriate for taking sunlight
in winter time.?°

Although climate, structure, and technology of construc-
tion were significant elements in the architectural formation
of courtyard buildings,?! they were not the only factors. This
typology could be easily adapted and respond to cultural and
traditional needs of the residents of these spaces. In almost
all traditional Iranian courtyard houses, the dualistic absolute
perception of gender, and the social control over gender, based
on Islamic and traditional teachings, resulted in separation of
the public zone (birooni) from the private zone (andarooni).
The designer skillfully arranged the spaces, separated each
zone, and followed a delicate spatial hierarchy to direct a
visitor from the entrance to different parts of the house. In this
spatial arrangement, only certain people are allowed access to
the private zone.

Courtyard houses demarcated public and private zones
through central courtyard(s) and controlled the physical and
visual accessibility through spatial hierarchy and constantly
shifting angles from entrance to the courtyard(s). Houses
had at least one courtyard. Those who were wealthier could
afford more courtyards, one for more private, one for semi-
private/semi-public zones, and one for service. The courtyard,
in houses with only one courtyard, was considered a private
zone. Birooni was the quarter close to the entrance and tra-
ditionally the male zone in which visitors, outsiders, and male
guests were entertained by the lord of the house.?? Similarly,
andarooni was designated for family members, especially
women. The rooms faced inward, and the courtyards had high
walls with no openings to the streets. The high walls blocked
direct visual and physical access to the andarooni, providing
more privacy for the family members, which was compatible
with religious traditions.?

Moadel House in Shiraz is an example of a prototypical Iranian
courtyard house with a rectangular central courtyard and
rooms facing inward. The entrance can be designed in a small
space and be defined by one or two turning angles to redirect
the visitor from the entrance to the courtyard(s), like in Moadel
House. This pattern can be expanded to more elaborate spatial
relationships, with longer and larger entrance spaces, like in the
Boroujerdi-ha house in Kashan.

The Boroujerdi-ha house, which has one courtyard, is one of
the most famous traditional houses in Iran. Well-elaborated
facades and architectural elements, proportionate spaces,
wind-catchers? to harness natural resources and to use its
maximum potential are characteristics of this house in an arid
area. The use of turns and angles in the entrance space helped
the designer provide a smooth transition from public to private
zone. The designer skillfully embedded four turns and used
spatial joints to inspire a feeling of rest for visitors to give them
small spaces for sitting and waiting. If they had permission to
enter the house, they could continue to go inside. This spatial
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hierarchy displays the necessity of keeping the family members,
especially women, out of the strangers’ visual reach.?

Courtyard houses are the clearest example of how architec-
ture reflected the environmental and cultural conditions of
its community. The versatility of spaces in traditional Iranian
houses, the best way of using resources and the potential of
the land, and the ways they functioned well in pre-modern time
deserve appreciation and are usually highlighted in Iranian archi-
tectural literature. However, courtyard house architecture can
be critically examined from a gender perspective, to investigate
how such architectural design reinforced and controlled gender
relations and perpetuated patriarchal hierarchy. Although
forms, materials, design methods, and lifestyles are in constant
change over time, and Iranian architecture has also undergone
transformations, there are some concepts that are rooted
in tradition and religious beliefs which might mis-represent
people’s contemporary lives. In the next section, | analyze
Narges, awomen-only park in Tehran, and then, compare it with
the Boroujerdi-ha courtyard house.?

CREATION OF WOMEN-ONLY PARKS

After the Islamic Revolution, obligatory hijab as a sign of the
Islamization of Iranian society limited many women’s mobility
and public sport activities for years. Accordingly, this policy
resulted in poor health conditions for women due to lack of sun
light, and their subsequent demand for improved recreational
facilities.?” Thus, the Islamic government of Iran decided to
construct urban parks only for women in which women could
come without the necessity of following the Islamic dress code.

Shahla Habibi, Iran’s presidential adviser of women’s affairs,
presented the idea of the women-only parks in the early
1990s.%8 According to a zan-e-rooz magazine report, women’s
outdoor exercise was not common in the early time of the
Islamic Republic, and their presence in parks for daily exercise
provoked the sensitivity and curiosity of governmental
forces. Despite constant warnings of the government against
exercising in public and interruption by the morality police, a
few women kept going to the parks to silently do their morning
exercise.?® So, the women-only parks were initially created for
improving women'’s health due to not getting enough sunlight
because of covered skin. The first women-only park of Tehran
was inaugurated in May, 2008%, at the time of president
Ahmadinejhad and mayor Ghalibaf. Thereafter, more of these
parks were built in Tehran and other major cities of Iran.

Hamshahri-Online news agency has indicated the views of the
major Islamic judiciary®, which demonstrated the consistency
of a new plan that coincides with Islamic values. For example,
Ayatollah Makarem-e-Shirazi says, “The development of
the women-only spaces in Tehran is appropriate; it is very
important to develop ladies’ parks and makes the governmen-
tal system credible.”?? Since controlled gender relationships
is recommended in Islamic tradition, any strategy that can
materialize this mindset visually represents the Islamic char-
acteristics of a certain society.®® Gender segregation is an
embodiment of gender regulation compatible with Islamic
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Figure 1: Spatial hierarchy in courtyard houses. Source: Ganjnameh,
1996 and Courtyard Housing, 2004; analysis by author.

teachings, hiding its agenda behind the familiar term “providing
women’s safety and security.” Gender segregation was not a
new state strategy, because this policy was already applied
in many social and educational domains after the Islamic
Revolution, but the government’s use of gender segregation in
public parks resulted in the invention of a new urban typology.

WOMEN-ONLY PARKS: EXAMPLE AND ANALYSIS

There are five women-only parks in different regions of Tehran.
For this paper, | chose one such park, Narges, a park designed
for women from the beginning with specific architectural
elementsin the entrance area and boundaries. | provide formal
analyses for this park and compare it with the Boroujerdi-ha
house as an Iranian courtyard house typology. The following
comparative analysis reveals formal and cultural commonali-
ties that are the embodiment of patriarchal shared values and
facilitate (re)production of patriarchal spaces.

Narges

Narges Women-only Park was inaugurated in January 2013
in Tehran, region 18. This five thousand square meter park
includes sports amenities, restaurants, and service centers.3
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This park was created to provide a safe space for women to
spend free-time and use sport and entertainment facilities.>
According to Teheran Municipality-region 18’s website, con-
structing women-only parksis a tool to improve women’s rights
in the city and increase cultural-environmental efficacy. These
spaces are designed to boost the level of vitality and physical
and mental health of women citizens.®

The park is accessible by urban bus, the metro system, and
personal car. There is a parking lot by the main entrance to
the north-east of the site, but the bus stop is by the opposite
side. So, those who come to the park by bus must walk almost
900 meters to reach the main entrance.?’ The closest access to
metro stations3® are no less than 2.20 kilometers, which makes
access to the park impossible without using additional public
transportation such as bus or taxi. The park is open from 8:00
AM to 7:00 PM and is only for women; the park is closed on
Fridays and holidays, but during Ramadhan, the park is open
until mid-night.

At the entrance, after passing the green gate and a green curtain
behind it, women enter the security building by the entrance.
After body checking and X-ray checking of bags, purses, and
other belongings, women submit their cell phones and can
enter the park. After using the park, women exit from the same
green gate and get their cell phone or any other banned devices
from the windows by the gate.** Cameras, boys over 5 years old,
and sun-bathing are all banned in the park.*°

The proximities around the park include green spaces, plus
residential, administrative, and commercial buildings. Some
local parks, as well as an educational traffic park, are green
space areas around Narges park that make it a green zone in
the region. The administrative site is the region 18 municipality
office. The residential area around the park is a combination
of new and old construction, usually in five or six stories. The
commercial building is under construction; on the side facing
the park, views from the building are partially obstructed. The
park’s boundary is demarcated by a series of 2.50-meter high
barriers around the entire park. The barrier includes three
layers of a short stone wall with a metal screen installed on it,
galvanized metal sheet behind them, and a line of high trees.
Additionally, there have been high tent-like structures installed
in front of these barriers in spots likely to have visual access due
to being too close to the park or being higher than the barriers
around the park. Almost all parts of the park are protected by
these barriers; nevertheless, security warns some women if they
approach spots with any probability of being seen from outside.

The design, location, and rules of the women-only parks, as well
as the concept embodied through such parks indicate a form of
urban militarization. Militarization, as urbanist Graham borrows
from Michael Geyer, is the “contradictory and tense social
process in which civil society organizes itself for the production
of violence.”* Militarization is a complex and multidimensional
process, which involves “social construction of a conceptual
division between the inside and the outside of a nation or other
geographic area.”? Although women-only parks obtain their
legitamacy from religious beliefs, they create a sense of inside

versus outside. In this paradigm, “the nation” is replaced with
women, “the private,” or a large andarooni, and strangers (men)
outside of the parks’ boundaries are outsiders. These parks,
as a type of militarized urban space, also reinforce a sense of
alienation among citizens. For example, one of the interview-
ees in sociologist Reza Arjmand’s research confirms this fact
when she said she felt as if she was about to enter a military
zone, not a park, due to security checking visitors carefully at
the entrance.®®

According to Graham, militarization is also engaged with a
wide range of propaganda that romanticizes the achievement
of God-given purposes.** Signs and symbols around the park,
functioning as propaganda, also contribute in urban militari-
zation and gendering space. There is a sculpture by the main
entrance showing a woman in full hijab (chador) to both
introduce an ideal Muslim woman, through her chador and
covering her body and hair, and delineate women’s urban zone.
Another urban symbol around the park, in the outside area, is a
Quranic verse from Surah “Kowthar”® that many Shi’iinterpret-
ers accredit this Surah with the Prophet’s daughter, Fatemeh.*®
The name of Fatemeh in a sculpture form by the commercial
building also demarcates the area. The Prophet’s daughter is
a role model for Muslim women believers and is a manifesta-
tion of an ideal chaste Muslim woman, wife, and mother. Such
propaganda works as a military apparatus as well as a disciplin-
ary mechanism of power regulating individuals’ behaviors. The
wide usage of propaganda about hijab and signs that embody
Islamic values are beyond merely religious tokens. Instead, they
are the materialization of the state’s doctrine, indication of the
dominant power, and regulation of people’s behavior.

Women-only parks are constructed based on Islamic normative
values that, technically, do not allow an inclusive public sphere
regarding gender. Nevertheless, women-only parks have their
own proponents and opponents. According to comprehensive
interviews and sociological research that Arjmad conducted,
proponents of these parks believe building these spaces for
women indicate a sign of respect for women. Women usually
enjoy their time to be in such parks, use these parks regularly,
and wish to have more of these spaces throughout the city.*
On the other hand, there are women who strongly critique such
parks. These opponents of such parks disagree with any gender
segregated place and believe building such places is part of the
gender segregation policies of the state to restrict women’s
presence in public.*®

Women-only parks are operating more as private urban
spaces, serving as andaroonis, because they are the only
spaces that Muslim women believers can attend unveiled. Also,
women-only parks do not have conditions to be public from
non-Islamic perspectives either. Jirgen Habermas defines “the
public” as an arena, usually associated with public authority, and
accessible to all to freely discuss and identify social problems.
He emphasizes the quality of being open to all “in contrast to
closed or exclusive affairs.”® If we assume that women-only
parks are public spaces, such places exclude men. If such spaces
are not public, they isolate women from the main public zone.
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Figure 2: Narges Women-only Park, site plan and the entrance. Source: Google Map, photo by A. Mahini; analysis by author.

In addition, no media can reflect how these parks are actually
used to provide audiences a clear image of such places.*®
Bringing pets, the distribution of any advertisements, and all
trade market activities are also forbidden inside these parks.
Such rules and regulations diminish “publicness” of an urban
zone and make it not only relatively private, but also mysterious.

Since Habermas’s view on publicness comes from a primarily
male and bourgeois class perspective, Nancy Fraser adds a
useful intervention, the “multiplicity of publics,” rather than a
single public. Fraser also describes “subaltern counterpublics”
that subordinated social groups invent and circulate to make
their voices heard.>! Although the women-only parks project
was a response to women’s need for a healthier life, it cannot
be considered as a counterpublic because in counterpublics,
marginalized groups themselves initiate the building of their
public space; they are independent groups who do not delegate
a third party (like the state) to project their voices or make that
space for them.

Women-only parks as a space provided by the state for women
imply the concept of guardianship. Creation of these parks as a
type of urban space exclusively for women and the expansion
of this strategy to other cities repeats a hierarchical process
that situates the state in the position of a man who provides
his dependents what they need. The hegemonic production
of spaces under patriarchy, defined by the Islamic Republic,
presents spaces of exclusion, alienation, and guardianship. In
such parks, gender segregation is used as a strategy to fulfill
Islamic values and disguise patriarchal dispositions into a false
sense of spatial and gender justice.

Conclusion: City’s Courtyards

Comparing women-only parks with courtyard houses discloses
commonalities in spatial arrangements and social concepts.
From an architectural perspective, both parks and courtyard
houses strictly keep entrance a liminal space between two
separate zones. In both places, the entrance is considered a

strategic gate between city and home, mundane and divine,
public and private, and male and female. It looks like a filter
suspending people there to evaluate who can pass the gate
and who cannot. Courtyards in traditional Iranian houses are
sometimes compared with Paradise in Islamic philosophy, a
place associated with peace, privacy, beauty, and familiarity
that not everyone can have a chance to enter. This process is
embodied in women-only parks” entrances through strategies
such as entrance design, hanging a curtain behind the door
before entering the park, and security checks by the entrance.
Although the form of entrances of courtyard houses, with their
twists and turns in a long corridor, changed in women-only
parks, the concepts of inside/outside separation, male/female
segregation, and female body protection remained the same
or are even reinforced. Besides, the formal security checking
adds a sense of militarization to the spatial arrangements of
the parks’ entrances.

Providing child-care centers, the toy-house, and other spaces
for children’s activities still connect women to their main duties
as mothers. This home-like place enables women to enjoy a
peaceful and tranquil area, use sun-light, and do sport activities,
while still watching their children.>? Such urban design also
underpins the concept of traditional woman and heteronorma-
tive family as the ideal lifestyle.

Solid high walls with no opening is another way to keep the
courtyards protected from strangers; this is represented by
layers of barriers at least 2.50 meters high around women-only
parks. These walls as view-blockers are architectural elements
to make the internal space an andarooni. Physical limitations
delineate the internal and external boundaries but do not
suffice to territorialize an andarooni space. The space becomes
andarooni when it is isolated from both visual and physical
access, because visual accessibility urges audiences to physically
experience the space that stops the space from functioning as
andarooni. Thus, andarooni, is a semi-private space territori-
alized by unequal power relations that is legitimized through
patriarchal culture.
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Figure 3: Narges Park, photo by A. Mahini; analysis by author.

Such andaroonis are urban spots that share private spaces with
women and promote homosocial communications. The city
has public spaces with different urban functionalities working
as birooni areas and open to all. However, from a gender
perspective, what makes such spaces birooni is the necessity
of women veiling and following Islamic dress codes, because
women do not have to veil in their private zone when they are
among theirimmediate male family members or other women.
These women-only parks are functioning more as urban
courtyards and serve as andaroonis to keep women’s bodies
away from the physical and visual invasion of strangers. Such
parks work like andaroonis of the city that might be considered
as urban, but not public. Within this paradigm, the city looks
like a classical Iranian house with andaroonis and biroonis. The
birooni zones are the public spaces which everyone can use
under Islamic ethical codes, and andarooni zones are places
that are created for women to communicate with each other,
be comfortable there without hijab, and according to the mu-
nicipality website, feel as if they are at home.
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