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Accepted: Objectives: Various narratives have been presented about the modernization of Iran, which

April 5, 2025 have mainly been based on public spaces and their institutions. However, it is also possible
Available online: to analyze the Iranians' encounter with modernity through the lens of the home and
August 30, 2025 domestic spaces. This study aims to present such a narrative by emphasizing the role of
non-human objects and actors, focusing on the experience of the capital's nobility and
aristocracy in the final 77 years of the 130-year Qajar period. Methods: This research utilizes
Bruno Latour's actor-network theory (ANT), as well as documentary studies and thematic
analysis. The capabilities of the qualitative software ATLAS.ti allowed us to read a large
volume of data extracted from forty books and first-hand documents related to the
aforementioned period (including biographies, travelogues, newspapers, and treatises), line
by line. Results: This study shows how a new actor-network is formed around the domestic
space and the experiences of the emerging "new privileged" class. This new network-actor
challenges the premodern Iranian domestic space, strengthening its bonds with its
components. In the final step, by going to the outskirts of the city and building new
buildings and taking refuge in them as new interiors, the new network-actor is safe from
the strength tests of its competitors, the traditionally conservative strata of society. This
allowed the new network-actor to consolidate its experience of a newly constructed
domestic life, which included new architecture, objects, behaviors, and relationships. This
Keywords: experience would be passed on to future generations, including us. Conclusion: Finally,
Actor-network theory, present research shows that, alongside the public space, in our private spaces and the
Domestic space, Material | institution of the family, we have also had experiences of modernity more confidentially
and profoundly, which later appeared more seriously in the public spaces and institutions
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Scholarly  understandings of Iran’s
engagement with modernity have largely
centered on the public sphere, state
institutions, and dominant discourses. In
contrast, the private realm—particularly
the domestic space of Iranian
households—has received limited
analytical attention as a site of modern
transformation. This study seeks to
address this lacuna by focusing on the role
of objects and non-human actors in
shaping domestic modernity, with special
emphasis on the everyday lives of the
emergent privileged class in Tehran during
the Naseri period through to the end of the
Qajar dynasty. The research adopts Bruno
Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (ANT) as
its theoretical framework, which posits
that agency is distributed among both
human and non-human entities. The
domestic sphere, in this study, is
conceptualized not merely as an
architectural form but as a composite of
spatial arrangements (semi-fixed space)
and interpersonal relations (fluid or
informal space), aiming to reconstruct the
historical trajectory through which
modern domesticity emerged in Iran.

2. Methods

This research employs a qualitative,
interpretive approach using documentary
analysis as the primary method. The
temporal scope spans from the coronation
of Naser al-Din Shah (1848) to the end of
the Qajar dynasty (1925). Geographically,
the focus is confined to Tehran’s upper-
class households, particularly the newly
emerging privileged elite. Primary sources
included 12 memoirs and autobiographies,
eight travelogues, selected treatises,
issues of the periodical Shokufeh, and
archival photographs from the Golestan

Palace. Thematic Analysis (TA) was
conducted using ATLAS.ti software. From
over 5,000 semantic units coded, six main
themes were derived: (1) functions of the
home, (2) architecture, (3) material
culture, (4) spousal relationships, (5) child-
rearing practices, and (6) domestic
servants. The credibility of findings was
ensured through triangulation and
reliance on first-hand historical sources.

3. Results

The entry of modernity into Iranian
domestic space during this period
occurred through dynamic interactions
among a wide array of human and non-
human actors. Human agents included
Naser al-Din Shah, members of the royal
family, reformist statesmen, intellectuals,
European women, foreign envoys,
architects, and merchants. These actors
collectively facilitated the circulation and
integration of modern objects—furniture,
clocks, chairs, lighting fixtures, new food
items, writing tools, Western-style
clothing, and even childcare devices like
feeding bottles—into elite Iranian
households. The traditional domestic
setting, grounded in introverted
architectural patterns and multifunctional
room usage, was subjected to critique and
transformation. Aesthetic and spatial
shifts moved homes toward extroversion,
ornate Western embellishments, and
specialized spatial functions. For the first
time, discrete spaces such as dining
rooms, reception halls, bedrooms, and
studies emerged. Concurrently, the
andaruni (women’s quarters) underwent
symbolic and functional reorganization,
marked by new consumption patterns,
luxury items, and evolving relational
norms among household members.

Persistent efforts were evident in
redefining homemaking norms, marital
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dynamics, child-rearing practices, and the
role of domestic labor. The maternal role
gained prominence over that of traditional
wet nurses, and romantic, consensual
marriage became increasingly desirable. In
several  instances, these  changes
succeeded in forming stable actor-
networks that gradually solidified into
"black boxes"—to use Latour’s
terminology—indicating a new, stabilized
domestic order. Nevertheless, some
imported objects and innovations failed to
secure an enduring presence. Western-
style beds, modern baths, and flush
toilets—despite their introduction—did
not become culturally embedded due to
climatic incompatibility, body-use habits,
or infrastructural limitations (e.g., fuel
shortages). The study further illustrates
how this emerging actor-network,
centered around the lifestyles of the newly
privileged elite, effectively challenged the
prior black-box of traditional domesticity.
By relocating to suburban villas and
reinventing private spaces, this group
insulated itself from the resistance of
conservative sectors of society. In doing
so, it consolidated a novel experience of
modern domestic life, one defined by
architectural transformation, new
materialities, evolving behaviors, and
relational reconfigurations.

4. Conclusion

The findings suggest that the penetration
of modernity into Iranian domestic life was
not imposed top-down by institutional
decrees or macro-structural = shifts.
Rather, it evolved through complex,
bottom-up interactions between people,
objects,  built environments, and
consumption cultures. The home—as a

richly layered container of global
transformations—played a pivotal role in
shaping modern Iran. This study
underscores that modernity is not merely
a constellation of abstract laws and
institutions, but an intricate network of
objects, actors, and relationships,
continuously reconfigured within
domestic spaces. By applying Actor-
Network Theory, the research
demonstrates that objects possess agentic
capacities and contribute meaningfully to
the  reordering  of  social life.
Understanding the historical
reconfiguration of the domestic sphere—
particularly within the emergent elite—
offers a more nuanced portrayal of Iranian
modernity. Moreover, it opens the door for
comparative research across periods and
social strata. Ultimately, the study reveals
that beyond the public sphere, it is within
the seemingly intimate and private realm
of the household that foundational
experiences of modernity took shape—
experiences that later manifested more
prominently in public institutions and
societal structures.
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