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Abstract. This paper addresses the issue of social sustainability in the daily spatial practices in 
dwellings. In particular, it discusses the establishment of sacred spaces in the everyday activities of 
Moslems in their dwellings, as manifested through the boundaries between clean and dirty zones 
related to religious rituals. The study employed a qualitative approach and the use of a case study 
as the method. The case study consists of six Moslem dwellings in urban areas, using in-depth 
interviews and observations to obtain data about the activities and behaviors of the dwellers. The 
boundaries between clean and dirty zones were found to be established based on the journey of 
footwear in the house. The formation of these boundaries could be considered a mechanism for 
maintaining the place’s sustainability—a way to maintain the cultural identity of Moslems in their 
dwellings. The sustainability of sacred places was established through social agreement on the use 
of spaces and the boundaries defined for temporary spaces. 
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1. Introduction 

Sustainable development goals are defined by four inseparable sustainability aspects: 
environmental, economic, legal, and social sustainability (Suwartha et al., 2018). One of the 
goals of social sustainability is the achievement of well-being and quality of life through 
connection between the built environment and social experience (Vallance et al., 2011). The 
social sustainability goal will not succeed without the community, so it is important to 
understand the role of the community in maintaining sustainability and promoting well-
being in the daily living environment. 

Social sustainability emphasizes the preservation of social values, cultural traditions, 
and ways of life (Vallance et al., 2011). Culture interacts with cultural identity to influence 
both individual and collective values (Gudykunst et al., 1996). Cultural identity is an 
individual's sense of self that comes from the formal or informal membership of a group 
"that transmits and instils knowledge, beliefs, values, attitudes, traditions, and ways of life" 
(Jameson, 2007). It is important to consider cultural identity in order to understand a 
community’s values (Gudykunst & Nishida, 2000). Cultural identity is important as a frame 
of reference for how individuals define themselves and how they respond to their social 
relationships (Gudykunst et al., 1996). Therefore, it is important to maintain cultural 
identity in order to maintain the social sustainability of a particular community. 
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This paper addresses the issue of social sustainability as manifested in how societies 
maintain their cultural identities through daily spatial practices in their dwellings. Culture 
is built into the structure of space and place (Panjaitan, 2017). The main issue addressed in 
this study is how to maintain place sustainability in relation to cultural and religious 
practices. Specifically, the objective of this study is to explore the presence as sacred spaces 
within Moslem dwellings. The discussion of sacred spaces in dwellings is important because 
they are the medium that accommodates spiritual needs, which are ultimately related to the 
well-being of a dwelling’s inhabitants. A sacred spaces accommodates the relationship of a 
person or community with "the other." The presence of a sacred spaces is an important 
aspect of maintaining social sustainability in the dwelling since the dwelling needs to be the 
place inhabitants can instill the values of life. The study of sacred space and religion 
continues to intersect with everyday habits and behaviors; environmental beliefs, attitudes, 
and practices; social mobility, hybridity, and identity; relations between private and public 
space; and geopolitics and territorial imaginations (Della, 2015). 

The idea of sacred spaces in general, is related to divinity. In any religion, a sacred spaces 
in the dwelling is often associated with the existence of a particular kind of object, like an 
altar or a family temple. As such, a sacred spaces is often a particular place to perform a 
religious ritual. However, in Islam, prayer can be performed anywhere as long as the 
particular spatial requirements are met. For Moslems, the practice of compulsory five-times-
daily prayer means that many spaces can be considered sacred, as they may conduct their 
daily activities in different spaces throughout the day. The requirement for sacred spaces in 
Islam refers to the necessity for prayer activities to be in accordance with Islamic law, 
namely the requirement for cleanliness (places without najis and hadats) and an exact 
orientation to Kaaba. This is quite different from the concept proposed by Jackson and 
Henrie (2009), where the requirements of sacred spaces are to be divided into three levels: 
mystico-religious (related to beliefs), homeland (ancestral/homeland), and historical ties. 
Meanwhile, Levi and Kocher (2013) defines sacred spaces as a phenomenon of experience, 
behavior regulation, and aspects of identity. These broad understandings may explain 
various dimensions of sacred spaces; however, for the purpose of this study, we will focus 
on the establishment of sacred spaces as related to the requirement of cleanliness in Islamic 
law. 
 
2. Boundary Formation as a Strategy to Maintain Identity 

In establishing the concept of a sacred spaces as a space of worship, the idea of “clean” 
could be manifested both physically and non-physically. This study will explore how the 
spatial boundary formation system of clean-dirty, which might be both tangible and 
intangible, is established in the context of sacred spaces in dwellings. The boundary 
formation system may reflect the social role of inhabitants maintaining their cultural 
identity in their dwelling. The establishment of the boundaries of sacred spaces in the 
dwelling is considered an individual interpretation of the requirements for a sacred space. 
This paper argues that the spatial practice of fulfilling the requirement for cleanliness 
reflects a mechanism to maintain social sustainability—a way to maintain cultural identity 
through religious routine in a spatial setting. 
 Cultural experience is an event specifically for a group of individuals with shared 
beliefs, values, traditions, customs, practices, and languages (Berry and Candis, 2013). 
Values describes our feelings about the importance of something in our daily lives. Values 
are things that are considered good or desired by people in a culture (Adams, 2015). The 
cultural and religious experiences of communities often play a central role in determining 
their worldviews and the ways in which they understand their own circumstances (Halafoff 
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and Clarke, 2018). Cultural values based on culture identity have a direct influence on 
behavior (e.g., through cultural norms and rules), but there are also indirect effects through 
the socialization process, when people learn individual values (Gudykunst et al., 1996). 
Some norms are related to politeness, such as taking shoes off at home (Adams, 2015), but 
one very strong influence on identity is religion (Adams, 2015). It is then possible to 
consider religious practices in everyday life as a way that people establish their cultural 
identity.  
 In everyday life, Moslem communities perform religious rituals, namely the five-times-
daily prayer. These prayers may be performed in mosques, which are specially dedicated 
for prayer, and at home. When prayer is performed at home, where the spaces also 
accommodate other daily activities, boundary formation to define a sacred space suitable 
for prayer according to Islamic law becomes important. Spatial boundaries are formed as 
the mechanism to regulate the use of spaces. The understanding of the spatiality of domestic 
activities requires a comprehension of the details of how activities are performed (Yatmo 
and Atmodiwirjo, 2013). In the context of everyday living spaces, the formation of 
architectural spaces can be established through the presence of everyday items (Yudistira 
et al., 2019). Therefore, the formation of boundaries can be understood by looking into the 
use of space and objects involved in everyday activities. In addition, the movement of 
inhabitants also plays an important role in relating the body to the space it occupies (Franck 
and Lepori, 2000). This paper attempts to examine the formation of spatial boundaries by 
looking into the role of everyday objects and inhabitants’ movement and argues that how 
spatial boundaries are defined may reflect the intention to maintain a particular identity in 
a particular setting. 
 In studying boundary formation in relation to a sacred space, it is interesting to note 
that there might be various ways of establishing the boundaries between clean and dirty—
to avoid contact with dirty matter categorized as najis. In Islamic law, clean means not najis 
and hadats. Najis is material dirty, and hadats is immaterial dirty (Sarwat, 2018). The 
repeated practices in a spatial setting could define the identity of the place (Yatmo et al., 
2013). In the context of a dwelling, however, there are various repeated practices by the 
inhabitants in their everyday life. The practice of daily prayer carries particular “clean” 
requirements, which may not be needed for other routine practices. This paper attempts to 
identify the kinds of boundary-establishing practices necessary to define the sacred space 
for prayer, within the context of everyday activities of the dwelling. It offers the benefit of 
understanding the formation of space based on boundary establishment for cultural 
practice. 
 
3. Methods  

This study used a qualitative approach. The method employed is a case study, with the 
intention to explore an issue through several cases within a particular context (Cresswell 
and Poth, 2016). The cases consist of six dwellings inhabited by Moslem families of more 
than one person located in urban areas in Bekasi, Jakarta, and Surabaya. The cases were 
chosen to represent the behavior of the residents in relation to their religious practice. 
Footwear is the main object of study because its uses are related to the distinction between 
clean and dirty space, between sacred and non-sacred space. Particular footwear might be 
used to protect feet on surfaces that are considered dirty, while other footwear might be 
used only on surfaces that are considered clean. 

In tracing the journey of footwear in the dwelling, we observed the inhabitants’ 
behavior when putting on, taking off, and changing footwear inside in dwelling. In-depth 
interviews were also conducted with the inhabitants to reveal their interpretation of 
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Islamic law regarding clean-dirty and how they manage to achieve cleanliness in their space 
for prayer. The analysis was performed by mapping the journey of the footwear in relation 
to the spaces. The analysis also how the transition occurs between clean and dirty zones. 
But, case study method is that the studies do not intend to make generalizations about 
boundary formation; each case reflects the uniqueness of boundary formation for the 
sacred space in that dwelling. The findings from the journey of footwear are analyzed to see 
how it becomes the basis of boundary formation and how it relates to the inhabitants’ 
interpretation of sacred space in everyday living space. 
 
4. Results and Discussion 

4.1. The Establishment of Boundaries for Sacred Places through the Journey of Footwear 
The formation of boundaries for sacred spaces in Moslem dwellings found in this study 

could be understood by looking at the journey of footwear throughout the spaces: from 
spaces outside the dwelling to spaces inside the dwelling, including the common rooms, 
toilets, bedrooms, and prayer rooms. The diagrams in Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the journey 
of footwear in the six studied dwellings. Houses 2, 3, and 4 have a mushola as a dedicated 
prayer room; houses 1, 5, and 6 do not have one. The residents used the bedroom and other 
parts of the houses for prayer. For the purpose of this analysis, the floor plans of each 
dwelling are abstracted into the general configuration of the main spaces in the house; thus, 
they do not reflect the exact spatial configuration. Each diagram shows the use of different 
types of footwear (shoes, slippers, barefoot) in different rooms, and the description 
illustrates in more detail the practice of wearing footwear in each informants families. All 
the informants share the same understanding that the outside world is considered dirty. 
Thus the footwear worn outside is exposed to najis and thus can be used for outside space 
only. However, they differ in the use of sandals and bare feet in different spaces. 

Figure 1 Journey of footwear in Houses 1, 2, 3 
 
In House 1, the house should be entered barefoot. The floor of the house is seen as a 

sacred zone, so removing footwear is required. This zone could be used as a space for prayer 
when there are guests or family congregations on the condition that it is cleaned thoroughly 
to ensure that there is no najis. Activities in the toilet and wudhu are performed barefoot. 
As long as the feet are washed, the body is considered to not be carrying najis. After 
performing wudhu, shalat is performed on the sajadah in the bedroom. Thus it is considered 



Siwi et al.   137 

a sacred space. In House 2, outside footwear is exchanged for house slippers when entering 
the house. Slippers are worn in all spaces except the toilet, bedroom, and prayer room. 
Slippers are exchanged for special toilet slippers when entering the toilet, then exchanged 
back to house slippers when leaving the toilet. Slippers are taken off in front of the prayer 
room or the bedroom. Prayer is performed using the sajadah as a sacred space. In House 3, 
the house should be entered barefoot. The floor of the house is a clean zone but not 
guaranteed to comply with the cleanliness requirement for prayer. Toilet slippers are worn 
when entering the toilet; after performing wudhu, they are exchanged for other slippers 
when moving from the front of the toilet to the mushola. These slippers are taken off in front 
of the mushola. Prayer is performed in the mushola using the sajadah on the floor. After 
prayer, slippers are no longer used for other activities in the house. 

 

Figure 2 Journey of footwear in Houses 4, 5, 6 
 

In Houses 4, 5, and 6, the house should be entered barefoot; the floor of the house is a 
sacred zone so removing footwear is required. But they differ in the use of footwear inside 
the house. In House 4, the activities in the toilet are performed without slippers. But in this 
house, there are dirty and clean zones inside the toilet. The wudhu space is the transition 
zone where purification activities are performed after using the closet. Movement from the 
toilet to the mushola for prayer is performed barefoot. In House 5, slippers are worn when 
entering the toilet, after leaving the toilet, and until reaching the front of the bedroom, 
where they are taken off. Prayer is performed inside the bedroom with the sajadah on the 
floor. After prayer, slippers are no longer used for other activities in the house. In House 6, 
similar to House 1 the house common space could be used as a space for prayer when there 
are guests or family congregations on the condition that it is cleaned thoroughly to ensure 
that there is no najis. Activities in the toilets and wudhu are performed barefoot. As long as 
the feet are washed, the body is considered to not be carrying najis. After performing wudhu, 
shalat is performed on the sajadah in the bedroom; thus, it is considered a sacred space. 

A previous study by Ozaki and Lewis (2006) explored the relationship between 
boundaries and footwear from a socio-cultural perspective. That study suggests that 
culture is very influential in determining the interpretation of inside as clean and outside 
as dirty. In some cases in this study, all the space inside the house is considered clean, so all 
external footwear must be removed before entering the house and replaced with indoor 
footwear. Violation of this rule is considered an act of disrespect to the householder. The 
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practices illustrated by the journey of footwear in the present study suggest that the 
exchange and removal of footwear not only relates to the distinction between inside and 
outside space as clean and dirty but also to the perceived level of sacredness of space in 
relation to prayer. The journey of footwear reflects the different levels of sacredness and 
the movement between those areas, as will be explained in the following section.  

4.2.  Movement between the Sacred (Clean) and Non-sacred (Dirty) Areas 
Based on the illustration of six case dwellings, there are several patterns of movement 

throughout spaces in the house as illustrated in Figure 3 that indicate the different level of 
cleanliness that suggest the status of a sacred space. There are some areas in which the 
status of sacredness depends on the inhabitants’ agreement about the space. The 
movement with different types of footwear, from any activities to wudhu to prayer (houses 
2, 3, 5 used footwear and houses 1, 4, 6 used barefoot from bathroom) suggests the shifting 
status of sacredness. A mushola with a sajadah on its floor is considered a space with the 
highest level of cleanliness, thus the most sacred. 

 

Figure 3 Movement between boundaries of sacred places 

 
Figure 4 illustrates the formation of boundaries by different everyday objects in each 

of the six cases.  
 

 

Figure 4 Formation of boundaries by footwear, spatial definition, and sajadah 
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Some of the boundaries are defined by a change of footwear, which marks a change in the 
degree of sacredness, identified by the use of outside footwear, house slippers, bathroom 
slippers, and bare feet. The boundaries are defined by what happens during the movement 
of the inhabitants through the different spaces, such as from outside to inside and from 
wudhu to mushola. Another mark of sacredness is the presence of the sajadah located on 
the floor of a particular space, which defines the area as sacred for prayer. 

Based on the description of the journey of footwear in the previous section, there are 
several patterns that can be identified. First, all informants agreed that the outside of the 
house is considered dirty, so the transition inside is marked by the removal of outdoor 
footwear or the change into indoor footwear. Second, the sacred space of prayer could be 
in the form of a permanent space—the mushola—or in the form of the temporary space, 
defined by a sajadah laid on the floor. Both the mushola and the sajadah are considered a 
sacred space that complies with the requirement of sanctity; only after performing wudhu 
would the person enter this space to perform prayer. 

Third, the informants show different understandings of the level of cleanliness and 
sacredness of the other spaces in the house. In some cases, the common rooms are 
considered sacred spaces that can be used as a space of prayer; in others, there is no 
guarantee of cleanliness in the common spaces in the house, so they are still considered a 
space with najis. Such differences are reflected in the practice of wearing footwear or being 
barefoot inside the spaces in the house. Fourth, the bathroom is considered a space with 
much najis. In responding to this situation, some informants wear special slippers in the 
toilet as a way to protect the body from being exposed to the najis. Meanwhile, some 
informants believed that by washing their feet, they had been separated from the najis. 
Finally, in some cases, the movement between spaces is marked by the use of footwear after 
wudhu to protect the feet from being exposed to najis before reaching the sajadah or 
mushola. This transition will be discussed further in the following section. 

4.3. Footwear, Sajadah, and Mushola Floor: Transition between Clean and Dirty 
Further analysis of the journey of footwear in the dwelling suggests that besides the 

definition of clean and dirty assigned to particular spaces—such as the mushola as the 
permanent sacred space—the practice of wearing footwear and the laying of the sajadah on 
the floor play an important role in defining cleanliness or sacredness of a space. 

Figure 5 illustrates the journey of footwear to sacred space in dwelling. First, wearing 
sandals could be considered an action to maintain sanctity to be in compliance with the 
religious requirements of cleanliness. As a way to protect the feet from exposure to najis, 
footwear serves as a transitional element. It is important to maintain a person’s cleanliness 
when they are moving from the wudhu space to the space for prayer. Thus the footwear 
becomes a moving boundary between the clean feet and a floor that may contain najis. 
However, when the person reaches the sajadah or mushola, these sandals are removed. This 
point becomes the transitional boundary between the sandals and the sajadah or mushola 
floor. 

   

Figure 5 Sandals as transitional sacred place  
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Second, the sajadah becomes a temporary sacred space created by the inhabitants, 
which has an important role in changing the meaning of the space. The laying of the sajadah 
on the floor transforms the meaning of the space—from a mundane to a sacred space for 
prayer. Those are seen Figure 6.  Sajadah is as temporary sacred place in dwelling. 
Generally, the activities of prayer takes a minute; therefore, the role of the sajadah becomes 
a temporal definition of a sacred space. In this case, the condition of a sacred space is not 
permanent and absolute. 

 

     

Figure 6 Sajadah as a movable and temporary sacred place 

 
4.4.  Definition of Sacred Space through Boundary Formation  

A sacred space is produced from the relationship between a ritual and the space (Bell, 
2009). The status of a sacred space stems from human mentality. Epistemologically, the 
status of a space is related to how the creators of the space read an event; it depends on 
how space occurs and functions, how the practice is related to the creator of the space, and 
how the underlying events and rules are implemented by the creators and users of the 
space (Lefebvre, 2001). 

Most sacred spaces appear in the minds of humans (Henrie, 1972). The attachment to 
the sacred space depends on the perception of sacredness, which then forms a unique 
feeling of sacredness. The sacred space is always distinguished from other spaces. This is 
because of the existence of certain rituals which mark the value of a space’s sacredness. As 
found in this study, the marking of sacred zones as spaces for prayer is performed through 
the creation of boundaries. The sacred space in the dwellings appears when constructed 
and interpreted as a sacred space through the establishment of boundaries. 

A sajadah physically appears as a piece of cloth sized approximately 70cm × 100cm; 
however, when it is laid on the floor as a prayer mat, it is interpreted as a space for 
prostration to God. The act of laying the sajadah on the floor is an act of defining the 
boundary for a sacred space. It temporarily gives meaning to the floor that was previously 
perceived as an ordinary space, which then becomes ordinary again when the prayer is 
finished. A similar thing could be understood in the act of changing footwear throughout 
the house. The wearing of footwear defines the boundary between spaces—ones that are 
clean and not requiring footwear and ones that are not clean, thus requiring footwear. 
Boundaries are interpreted as physical boundaries and zone separators. Boundaries 
contain symbolic meaning as the markers of the separation between the mundane and the 
sacred (Lamont and Molnár, 2002). However, the validity of boundaries involves social 
aspects. The practice of boundary formation and the compliance with this boundary 
formation system depends on the agreement of the members of the community. In the case 
of boundary formation of sacred spaces in Moslem dwellings, if the members of the family 
or outsiders do not understand the rules of this boundary formation, this person may not 
take off outside footwear when entering the house. In this way, this person violates the 
meaning of the sacred space previously established by an agreement among the 
inhabitants. Social agreements on value formation need routine maintenance.  
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4.5.  Boundary Formation as a Way to Maintain Social Sustainability 
Social sustainability is achieved as a negotiation between physical aspects and social 

aspects of design; it addresses how the physical environment can support social and 
cultural life, with a system of community involvement. It is a process of achieving the well-
being of society through the understanding of community needs (Seligman, 2011; Huppert 
and So, 2013). The process of creating sustainable spaces and achieving well-being goals 
need to begin with understanding what people need from their living environment (Rasouli 
and Kumarasuriyar, 2016). It becomes the responsibility of architecture to meet not only 
functional and creature comfort, but also spiritual comfort (Mockbee, 2001) in such a way 
that architecture could be an expression of values (Foster, 2014). 

The establishment of sacred spaces in the dwelling could be seen as a way to maintain 
the identity of the inhabitants and to express the values related to religious belief and 
practice. The presence of sacred spaces reflects the cultural identity of Moslem families, as 
an expression of values held by the members of a Moslem society (Gudykunst and Nishida, 
2000). The journey of footwear becomes a way to understand how the boundary of sacred 
space is constructed through the act and movement of the residents and how such 
boundary formation is related to the social agreement regarding the uses and sacred 
meaning of space. The interesting findings of this study are that the boundary formation of 
sacred space and the degree of sacredness is created not only by the rigid definition of space 
but also by the act and movement of the inhabitants and the presence of the sajadah as a 
temporary sacred space. This suggests that sacred space in dwellings can be present both 
permanently and temporally, based on the needs and desires of the inhabitants. 

The establishment of the boundaries through the journey of footwear indicates how the 
cultural identity of its inhabitants in the dwelling. In this case, the values of sacred spaces 
and sanctity of spaces are achieved through the everyday acts of the inhabitants. The 
establishment of rules regarding sacred and non-sacred spaces and where to have footwear 
or be barefoot is a manifestation of the social agreement regarding inhabitants cultural and 
religious values. It suggests the role of the actors in an attempt to maintain the social 
sustainability of their living environment. 
 
5. Conclusions 

The agreement regarding the use of footwear in a dwelling is a way to establish the 
boundaries between clean and dirty areas, between sacred and non-sacred areas. The 
formation of these boundaries could be considered a mechanism for maintaining the 
space’s sustainability—a way to maintain the cultural identity of Moslems in their 
dwellings. The sustainability of sacred spaces is established through a social agreement on 
the use of spaces and the boundaries defined for temporary spaces. The boundaries are 
established through the acts of wearing, changing, and taking off footwear; the assignment 
of a particular room—the mushola—as a sacred space; and the laying of the sajadah on the 
floor for prayer. This suggests that the boundaries of a sacred space could be established as 
permanent as well as transitional and temporary. The agreement of the inhabitants 
regarding the use of and requirements for a sacred space is a way to maintain the social 
sustainability of the dwelling. It indicates that sacred spaces exist as a product of a society 
in relation to activity and time. 
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