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Abstract 

Architecture is a creative process that relies on representational tools (drawings, physical scale 

models, digital models etc.), which describe what is being designed. Such tools are useful in 

showing the position of the solid elements that make up a building, their shape and size, as well 

as the physical boundaries of the space. Even though these tools are “immaterial” representations, 

they are different to the immateriality that is associated with space when experienced by users. 

This research is interested in theoretical debates relating to immateriality as part of the users’ 

spatial experience and how these can inform the design process.   

Firstly, this study discusses the relationship between architecture as a creative process, and the 

lived experience of people as a way of consuming space. Space is seen as a product of the design 

process and the context in which architecture exists. The particular context that this research is 

interested in is that of Bahrain, as a typical example of a geo-cultural part of the world, whose 

economic conditions and cultural values are changing fast. 

Given that Bahrain is part of the Islamic world, the discussion of the context is extended to Islamic 

architecture. The thesis will delve into how Islamic architecture, which is informed by religious 

and cultural values, combines both material functions and immaterial aspects. However, the 

economic and social transformation that the Gulf region has seen over the last few decades has 

impacted on people and their relationship with the everyday space, the city, its design and the 

way it is experienced. 

Using both the place of dwelling, as a private space, and public spaces in the city, this thesis looks 

at the spatial experience of city dwellers to consider how that experience relates to the context in 

which those spaces exist. This thesis is particularly interested in the immaterial aspects of the 

users’ spatial experience, which is often overlooked or naively assumed to be part of the design 

brief. This study uses qualitative research approaches, as it aims to explore people’s lives and to 

identify and clarify its underlying meanings. Firstly, case studies from the literature were referred 

to in order to gain a sufficient understanding of architecture, culture, context and their impact on 

people’s lived experience. Subsequently, fieldwork-based primary research was undertaken using 

a variety of methods including semi-structured interviews, focus group discussion, organised 

walks with participants and observations.  

It is anticipated that the discussion would lead to a better understanding of some of the issues 

around immateriality in architecture that could inform architecture as a practice and a discipline. 

Such a practice would reflect the social, cultural and environmental conditions of this particular 

context. In this respect, the design process will be informed by both material and immaterial 

consideration of the users and their context. 
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Definition of terms 
 

Immateriality The term ‘immateriality’ is used here to refer to all what a material 
object, such as a building, comes to mean to its occupants or users. With 
regard to its use in relation to people’ spatial experience, it focuses on 
ideas and concepts that are related to the ways of experiencing space 
which go beyond what the five senses can experience. The concept of 
immateriality is interrelated with the users’ cultural, social and 
ideological values. This includes underlying meanings that describe the 
relationship and interaction between people and their spaces, which are 
influenced by many aspects like function, needs, desires and aspiration. 
It is also concerned with the way the user interacts with their 
surroundings, and how people feel architecture through their senses. 

The term also involves challenging the users’ spatial experience through 
the intangible parameters that are considered from philosophical and 
psychological standpoints when describing the experience of the space 
including its physical attributes and any other meanings, symbols and 
association that the users may have of the space. Such an experience of 
inhabiting a space would be related to the social, cultural and economic 
settings. The way an individual would perceive a space, how it would 
look, feel and smell is not only influenced by specified rules set by the 
architect or the builder, it is also affected by memories, emotions and 
feelings that are set within the inhabitant’s background.  
 

Culture 
 

Culture is a set of actions, beliefs and structure, that surrounds us all the 
time, which constructs and produces our habits and values. It defines the 
individual’s or the community’s basic attitudes, including how to dress 
on a daily basis or on certain occasions, how we facilitate our sense of 
humour, how we interact with others, males and females and many other 
details of daily life. One should admit that culture is in a dynamic and 
continuous process of change and amendment.  

The culture of a community is not necessary exactly the same as how it 
used to be many years ago, or how it will be some years ahead. These 
shifts and changes in cultural values could be imposed or inherited, 
controlled, verified and altered in a society.  

Vernacular 
 

Vernacular architecture is a term that is used to refer to architectural 
design which is in most cases designed, built and inhabited by the users 
themselves, by using locally available resources and materials. 
Vernacular architecture addresses local building and design needs and it 
tends to evolve over time to reflect the environmental, cultural and 
historical context in which it exists. In vernacular architecture, the 
function of the building would be the dominant factor, while aesthetic 
considerations would take a secondary role.  
 

Modernism 
 

There is a difference between modernism as a movement and modern 
architecture as a style.  
Modernism is a movement in art, architecture, literature, etc., started at 
the beginning of the 20th century and generally characterised by a 
deliberate break with classical and traditional forms and methods of 
expression.   
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Modern architecture is the style that emerged along with modernism and 
was associated with an analytical approach to the function of buildings, 
a strictly rational use of (often new) materials, an openness to structural 
innovation and the elimination of ornament.  
 

Islamic 
architecture 

Islamic architecture includes sets of architectural and spatial features 
that are inherently influenced by Islam as a religion, cultural phenomena 
and way of addressing life. Islamic architecture today certainly differs 
from how it used to be centuries ago. The old Islamic architecture during 
the period of Islamic civilization could be defined as an architecture that 
was founded by Muslims, most probably for Muslims and in an Islamic 
country, or in places where Muslims have an opportunity to express their 
cultural independence in architecture. 

Nowadays, the term Islamic architecture refers to a contemporary 
architecture that is inspired and influenced by full adherence to the 
norms and values of Islam, and the features of the old Islamic 
architecture, whether it is founded by Muslims or not, or built in an 
Islamic country or not.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Research problem 

This thesis attempts to re-examine the conventional way of looking at architectural practice 

through the architect’s viewpoint, which describes the space through its physical and commercial 

values and descriptors, and neglects a very important element that deals with the non-physical 

aspects. Many influential architectural theorists and practitioners promote a vision of architecture 

as an intellectualised, abstract form of exploration, claiming that it should be as free from any 

traditional constraints as possible. Through this approach, architecture is thought to follow global 

trends and market forces. In this respect, less attention is paid to the specificity of a given place 

and the needs of a local community.  

It is essential, in a world where architecture is something to be contemplated, appreciated and 

experienced, to try to focus the attention on immaterial aspects of architecture, which can be as 

important as the material ones, if not more so, and which have started to gain popularity. This 

research proposes to examine users’ spatial experience through an exploration of the relationship 

between space as an output of a creative process, based on an architect’s intentions, and as an 

experience that the user will have. This study will be a way of reconsidering space through non-

physical aspects, which reflect the narrative of the users’ everyday life and therefore emphasise 

the importance of the users’ experience of a built environment.  

In recent years, the diversity of exterior forms and interior spaces can be witnessed in new, 

dramatic, never-before-experienced buildings, such as the works of the late Zaha Hadid or Frank 

Gehry. These buildings are made possible only through digital design techniques, computer 

software and parametric applications, which are essential in the creation of a new kind of 

architecture that is fluid and elegant, complex, and technologically innovative. Architecture is 

being approached as a product of a creative process, artwork or even sculpture, with a scale that 

could house human beings; it is as if the experience of the user is incidental and takes a secondary 

role compared to the expressive forms. 

On a more specific level, this study will be situated in the particular context of Bahrain, as an 

example of a geo-cultural part of the world, where economic conditions and cultural values are 

changing fast. 

Bahrain, the chosen context, has been referred to because of the researcher’s personal relations 

with this culture on the one hand, and the lack of such studies that are oriented towards the user 

and his/her spatial experience on the other. The discussion will involve looking at the architectural 

discourse from psychological and cultural studies perspective. Using interdisciplinary approaches 

and methods to identify the non-physical and immaterial aspects will allow for different ways of 
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examining the built environment, based on the use of methodologies from other subject areas. 

Within this context, the proposed research will be looking at architecture through the users’ 

perspective, which will help in establishing a more user-oriented architectural practice. 

Cities in the Gulf region in general have been through a major transformation in the past four 

decades. As a result, the urban space, which was mainly shaped by traditional social structures 

and the local economy, which was based on fishing, pearl trading and farming, has been modified 

beyond recognition. The transition of the Gulf states’ economy, due to the increase in oil revenues 

and the accumulation of wealth, led to the development of a distributive and comprehensive 

welfare policy, which then became a major and unique factor in shaping the country.  

Bahrain, and the Gulf states in general, were hugely influenced by the contemporary architectural 

style, which then precipitated a rapid urbanization resembling a checkerboard of architectural 

styles and global signature designs, dominated by tall skyscrapers and western style shopping 

malls. Some argue, like Hamouche (2013) and Mahgoub (2011), that this has led to a loss of 

appreciation for local architectural heritage and social alienation of the citizens. 

Many traditional houses were demolished and whole neighbourhoods were cleared to provide 

space for the new architecture to grow. To enhance the image of Bahrain, and as a way of 

marketing it to the world, tall buildings of various forms and heights stand to present the country 

to the world. Skyscrapers seem to be the favoured style in Bahrain nowadays, and are intended to 

be of mixed use, serving both housing, as well commercial activities and financial services.  

Against this background, this research is going to look at ways of understanding the spatial 

experience of people, whether be it in the private space (home) or the public space (city). 

Consequently, this proposed study intends to discuss the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial 

experience through both secondary research using a number of case studies from various contexts, 

and primary field research conducted in the chosen context of Bahrain. 

The thesis uses research questions in order to frame the discourse and help clarify the aim and set 

some objectives to achieve it. At the initial stages of the research, the proposed research questions 

were the following:  

1.   What are the immaterial and non-physical aspects of architecture that affect the users’ spatial 

experience? 

2.   To what extent do architects use immaterial descriptors to set their design intentions and how 

are these deployed to transform ideas into design? 

3.   To what extent is the participation of users taken into account as part of the design process? 
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4.   Based on the findings of the above three questions, how does the debate inform the 

understanding of the users’ spatial experience and the degree of participation in architecture 

within the context of Bahrain?  

These questions, however, have been through a process of refinement after the initial fieldwork 

research. After getting in touch with users and discussing aspects related to the experience of their 

spaces, both public and private, it seems that some aspects of the research needed to be recognised 

more. The cultural impact on architecture appeared as one of the main recurring themes during 

the pilot fieldwork. Therefore, the argument of participation in design has been replaced with the 

discussion around the cultural impact on architecture, as it appeared to be more important and 

relevant to the core of the study. This had led to the rewording of the original Question 3 to include 

the impact of culture on architecture. Because of the extensive length of time needed to carry out 

the research, this then limited the breadth of the research, and it was decided to leave out the 

original Question 2 relating to the use of immaterial descriptors to set the design brief, which will 

be considered in postdoctoral research. Based on these considerations, the revised research 

questions that informed this thesis are as follows: 

1.   What are the immaterial and non-physical aspects of architecture that affect the users’ 

spatial experience? 

2.   To what extent does culture impact on architecture as a lived experience in the specific 

context of Bahrain? 

3.   Based on the findings of the above, how can the culture-architecture debate enhance the 

understanding of the users’ spatial experience in this context?   

The research addresses these questions in a number of ways. First of all, through the review of 

the literature, a holistic framework has been created to describe the overall areas related to the 

research, including the historical, cultural, social, religious, theoretical and practical aspects of 

the context.  

The research intends to address some of the issues, challenges and opportunities that surround the 

users’ experience within these specific social, cultural and economic settings. In order to 

understand the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience, the primary and secondary 

research was conducted to try to identify the immaterial descriptors that can be associated with 

users’ spatial experience.  

The findings of this research show that the notion of immateriality is acknowledged within the 

work of some theorists, while the contemporary practice is more overwhelmed with the 

physicality of architecture and its appearance, as if immateriality either ignored or taking a 

secondary role. Therefore, the research focuses on this gap between theory and practice in regards 

to acknowledging immateriality as part of the users’ spatial experience. In Bahrain, the context 
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of this study, traditionally, architecture had strong connections with immateriality, culture and the 

context in which it exists. Therefore, there is a need to understand the change that led to the lack 

of such connections within the contemporary setting, which will be dealt with in details in the 

coming chapters. 

It is anticipated that this study will lead to a better understanding of the contemporary architectural 

discourse with a focus on a user-centred practice. Such a discourse, it is hoped, would encourage 

designers and decision makers to consider the users and their needs with a view to creating an 

architecture that is meaningful for its users and responds to the contemporary social and cultural 

conditions of the context for which they design. For such an outcome to be achieved, the design 

process would need to be informed by both material and immaterial considerations of the users 

and the context. Such a study will benefit architecture both as a practice and as an academic 

discipline. 

 

1.2 Research aim and objectives  

This study aims to set a framework for acknowledging the importance of the immaterial aspects 

of architecture, with a view to considering the culture-architecture debate as a way of enhancing 

the understanding the of the users’ spatial experience within the context of Bahrain. Achieving 

this aim will be through the objectives set out below:  

•   To undertake a critical overview of contemporary architectural discourse with regard to 

immateriality and users’ spatial experience and position them within the theory-practice 

relationship. 

•   To carry out primary and secondary research into immateriality with a view to identifying how it 

affects users’ spatial experience in practice. Through this, the extent to which Bahraini users are 

aware of immateriality would be tested. 

•   To discuss the culture-architecture relationship in Bahrain with a view to exploring the extent to 

which the former has an impact on the latter.  

•   To investigate, through the primary research, how the understanding of the users’ spatial 

experience could be enhanced as part of the culture-architecture debate.   

Through the use of primary and secondary research, this study will look at architecture from the 

users’ perspective, with a view to understanding what could shape up their spatial experience. 

Such an understanding could lead to a greater awareness of the issue among the various 

stakeholders, which in turn could lead to a better built environment. 
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1.3 The structure of the thesis 

The thesis is organised into nine chapters. Chapter 2 gives an overview of the contextual 

background and summarises the literature in areas relevant to the research context. It starts with 

an introduction to the context of Bahrain, as a typical example of a geo-cultural region of the 

world and where this study is contextualised, followed by a section that discusses the wider 

context of Islamic architecture, given that Bahrain is part of the Islamic world. The discussion of 

the context is extended to explain how Islamic architecture is informed by religious and cultural 

values as well as having an impact on people’s way of life. The section will delve into how both 

the material functions and immaterial aspects of everyday life are informed by the religious and 

cultural values of the context. The socio-cultural values of people and the architecture they 

produce and experience are shown to be interrelated. For instance, the mosque was not merely a 

place for worship but rather a focal point in the city and a “social condenser”, which symbolised 

and nurtured a sense of community spirit.  

Furthermore, the latter section of the chapter discusses the economic and social transformation 

that the Gulf region has seen over the last few decades. It explains the result of such a change and 

how it impacted on people and their relationship with the everyday space, the city, its design and 

the way it is experienced. 

Chapter 3 discusses the relationship between architecture as a practice and a theory, as a way of 

understanding the space from different perspectives including those of theoreticians, practitioners 

and users. The chapter starts with a review of the main concepts that articulate space and 

experience in order to outline the concept of spatial experience. Aesthetics and immateriality are 

also articulated in a way that explains the theoretical framework for such concepts as part of the 

contemporary architectural discourse.  

Consequently, the chapter focuses on how the theoretical issues affect practice, beginning with a 

discussion of the meaning of architecture as a practice. Then, the discussion moves on to explain 

how cultural issues affect architecture as a practice. It also touches on elements related to ethics 

and the rights of the users, and concludes with identifying a gap in the relationship between theory 

and practice in a way that reflects immaterial and cultural considerations. It also expresses the 

relationship between architecture and culture, trying to explain how architecture as spaces, 

buildings, details and documents can be related to the cultural insights of the users and their 

context.  

Chapter 4 sets out the research methodology. It argues for the need to carry out this study using 

qualitative research methods, because the aim and the objectives of the study are concerned with 

exploring people’s lives and everyday behaviour, and seek to identify and clarify underlying 

meanings. This chapter acts as an account of how the proposed work would be carried out, 
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identifying the type of data needed and methods used to collect it. The chapter starts with 

identifying the qualitative approaches related to this investigation, followed by a detailed 

explanation of the thesis methodological approach. Primary and secondary research methods are 

explained including the use of case studies, interviews, questionnaire, observation and 

participatory research in the form of focus group.   

Chapter 5 looks at two different case studies from the literature where the design process seems 

to have taken into account the users. Such case studies are being used as examples in order to 

invest a sufficient understanding of architecture, culture, the context and its relationship with 

people. The research refers to two case studies from different backgrounds and settings in order 

to explore real-life interventions in which different spatial experiences were generated, and to 

understand immateriality in architecture within different contexts. The chapter starts with a 

western model giving an example of the work of the American architect Samuel Mockbee, who 

is thought of as the father of socially responsible architecture. The second case study articulates 

the work of the Egyptian architect Hasan Fathy, as an example of a work from the Middle East, 

a context that has a lot in common with Bahrain. Fathy’s philosophy is based on critical attributes 

such as community architecture, sustainability and self-build, and he was against the unchecked 

influence of international architecture, which he saw as an imported product with no connections 

to the local community, and in which its main focus was technology rather than humanism.  

Chapter 6 presents the details of the data collection deployed in the fieldwork and the data 

gathered. Using both the place of dwelling, as a private space, and public spaces in the city, this 

study intends to look at the spatial experience in both types of spaces, with a view to considering 

how that experience relates to the context in which those spaces exist. It is particularly interested 

in the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience, which is often either overlooked or 

naively assumed to be part of the design brief. This chapter presents the collected data and 

information from the fieldwork using the methods explained earlier in the methodology chapter.  

Chapter 7 presents an analysis of the information gathered during the fieldwork by means of semi-

structured interviews conducted with 44 participants with a view to delving into their respective 

spatial experiences and the aspects of immateriality that underpins the experience, as well as the 

impact of culture on architecture. It is worth mentioning that these interviews helped in informing 

the participants’ understanding of architecture and its relationship with the local cultural and 

social conditions. It also acted as a way of generating greater awareness among the participants 

of how to understand their spatial experience and appreciate its immateriality.  

In this context, the chapter considers addressing some of the issues, challenges and opportunities 

that surround the users’ experience within these specific social, cultural and economic settings. It 
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also aims to represent the stories and everyday narratives that the participants shared in the 

discussion, as a way of exploring the immaterial aspects that contribute to their spatial experience.  

Chapter 8 offers a discussion of the second fieldwork data, relating to the public urban space and 

the theoretical concepts that relate to the city nowadays. This chapter combines a theoretical 

framework from the literature with the research findings from the workshop and the focus group, 

and those gathered using observation, in order to generate a wider meaning of the city experience 

as part of the inhabitants’ daily life, with a view to addressing some of the research questions.  

Finally, Chapter 9 summarises the research findings and presents some recommendations. The 

interpretations of the findings help in demonstrating how the research questions were addressed 

and pointing out the limitations that the methodology used may have. The chapter also discusses 

the contribution of this thesis to knowledge, and identifies areas for future research.  

It is hoped that this research could influence the way in which architectural practice works 

nowadays, and could lead to creating built environments that help in sustaining culture. A user-

centred practice could be considered as an approach of understanding architecture in the light of 

the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience. As a result of this approach, architecture 

will be more integrated with people’s everyday lives, responding to their context with its social, 

cultural, economical and environmental settings. Such an approach would lead to the 

enhancement of people’s way of life through establishing a positive interactive atmosphere 

between the people and their environments.  
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Chapter 2: Contextual Background 

2.1 Overview 

This study will be a way of reconsidering space through the non-physical aspects that configure 

the narrative of the users’ everyday life and therefore emphasising the importance of the users’ 

experience of a built environment. More specifically, this study will explore this issue through 

the particular context of Bahrain.  

Bahrain, the chosen context, has been referred to because of the researcher’s personal relations 

with this culture on the one hand, and the lack of such studies that are oriented toward the users 

and their spatial experience on the other. Initially, it is important here to give an overview of 

Bahrain’s history, economy and culture. 

This chapter starts with a historical review of the development of Bahrain, with a particular focus 

on the city of Manama. This review divided into three main historical eras: early history, twentieth 

century and post-independence. The argument then delves into a bigger discussion around the 

historical background of Islamic architecture, given the fact that Bahrain is part of the Islamic 

world. This discussion covers areas related to the historical background of Islamic architecture 

and city, describing how the immaterial and social aspects played a vital role in shaping the 

Muslims’ built environment. 

2.2 Historical review of the context of Bahrain 

The “Kingdom of Bahrain is the smallest of the States on the Arabian Peninsula” (Schöneberg, 

2008: 8). It consists of 33 islands, with a total area of 767.26 square kilometres located in the 

Arabian Gulf, between Saudi Arabia and Qatar (official web: www.bahrain.bh). Traditionally, 

pearling and trading dominated the country’s economy, however, since the discovery of oil in the 

early1930s, the islands have undergone a massive transformation in all aspects of life, not just 

economic. Not only has the lifestyle of its inhabitants had a huge and fast transformation, even 

the structure of the society, the cultural features and the people’s outlook on life have been 

affected.  

 

2.2.1 Early History 

Human settlements have existed in Bahrain for a long time. The country has known many 

civilizations since the Dilmun period (see Figures 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3), which was more than 3,000 

years ago (1800 BC), when stone houses were in existence, and “the world’s largest 

conglomeration of burial mounds, which is indicative of a historically significant civilization” 

(Dayaratne, 2008a: 912). The Dilmun era was followed by Tylos, during the Greek and Roman 
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times, and afterwards Bahrain was known as Awal during the third century, named after the Arab 

tribes Bani Wael and Abdu Al Qyis. Finally, at the time of the arrival of Islam in around 630AD, 

“Bahrain referred to that vast area as mentioned by the Arabs that extended from Basra in the 

north to the Omani coast in the south” (Al-Orrayed, 2009: 11).  

In order to understand the traditional architecture in Bahrain, one has to understand the Islamic 

architecture, which is more than 1,400 years old. As Islam is the most practised religion in the 

region, Islamic architecture was the most dominant since the religion arrived on the islands. 

Moreover, the capital of Bahrain, Manama, is a typical example of an Islamic city, which 

represents how architecture and lifestyle within this context were integrated, both materially and 

immaterially. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Dilmun period (3200–320 BC) burial chambers at Saar, Bahrain (Source:                
https://uk.pinterest.com/pin/304204149805475630/) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Dilmun Burial Mounds dating to around 4100–3700 BC (Source: 
http://bahrainside.com/index.php?topic=1209.0) 
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Figure 2.3: Dilmunian seals (Source: http://www.crystalinks.com/dilmun.html) 

 

“Architecture has a language of its own. It is the visible expression of thoughts, beliefs, 

and aspirations of man. In Islam we find ideas, emotions, and sense of poetry vividly 

evoked by the beauty of its buildings.” (foreword Creswell and Allan, 1958: xiii) 

Creswell, who studied Muslim architecture since 1910 argues in his book A Short Account of 

Early Muslim Architecture, “Arabia, at the rise of Islam, does not appear to have possessed 

anything worthy of the name of architecture” (Creswell and Allan, 1958: 1). He claims that during 

that time the Arabs remained with no architectural ambitions, and a large portion of the population 

were tribal and nomadic, living in temporary dwellings made of reed, cane and straw, which could 

be pulled down easily to move to new areas. 

Later, and chiefly for political reasons, according to Creswell, the Arabs decided to settle after 

their exposure to the architectural developments of the talented peoples they conquered. It seems 

that Creswell’s declaration is quite ingenuous, as many ancient settlements had already existed, 

including the Dilmun civilization in Bahrain. Even at later stages during the tribal period, there 

were local non-tribal communities that existed previously, which were supported by agricultural 

land, according to Fuccaro (2000). Later on, Arab tribes gradually began to understand the use of 

locally available building materials, which suited their climatic conditions, such as clay, lime and 

gypsum, to build their permanent dwellings. The people were planning their dwellings and cities 

according to their social and religious requirements, which administered and guided their designs. 
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Economy, society and culture played a very important role in the Arabs’ settlement, not only 

politics as Creswell claims. 

2.2.2 Twentieth century  

In her essay Understanding the Urban History of Bahrain, Fuccaro (2000) explains the link 

between the creation and the transformation of urban spaces in Bahrain before the discovery of 

petroleum. She refers to the urban studies as a method for understanding history and policy. 

Fuccaro starts by articulating Ibn Khaldun’s literature, which employs badawa 

(nomadism/ruralism) and hadara (urbanism) as a base for her discussion upon the urban history, 

“particularly in the light of the demographic and socio-political structures of the islands”, which 

was highly affected by the tribal migration (Fuccaro, 2000: 51). The author states, “By the 

beginning of the nineteenth century, Bahrain’s tribal communities had become predominantly 

merchant seafarers and were integrated into urban settlement that had emerged around the 

quarters, suqs, and the houses of rich merchants” (Fuccaro, 2000: 53).  

Thus, the most important reason for people’s settlement was economic, especially since pearl 

trading brought wealth to the Bahraini towns. The majority of the population constructed their 

buildings using masonry, with lavish architecture, while others built their humble dwellings using 

mud and reeds. Fuccaro also mentions that there were local non-tribal communities that existed 

previously, which were supported by agricultural land. Afterwards, urbanism expanded widely, 

“By the beginning of the twentieth century only few families […] were nomadic, and the great 

majority of tribal groups settled in Bahrain were concentrated in coastal towns and large villages” 

(Fuccaro, 2000: 55).  

In 1919, the municipality of Manama, created upon the newly required role of capital city, was 

the centre of British political influence during the colonial period. “1919 marked the beginning 

of new administrative and political arrangements that had led to the formation of the modern state 

of Bahrain” (Fuccaro, 2000: 57). As a part of the municipal responsibilities there was an 

introduction of new regulations and forms that governed the city’s physical and socio-economic 

spaces, which therefore led to “the provision of electricity and water, the cleaning and repair of 

roads, and the security of markets, gardens, and cemeteries” (Fuccaro, 2000: 57). 

The British citizen and advisor to the ruler of Bahrain (1926-1957), Belgrave (1894-1969) served 

in Bahrain under two rulers as an experienced British colonial officer. Belgrave published his 

personal diaries, where he described in details how Bahrain used to be in that period.  

In his personal diary, Belgrave describes the life in Bahrain starting with his arrival to the island 

during the late 1920s. He was the first to explain in detail the life in Manama at that time. He 

started with talking about the sea view and the short line of mud-coloured houses along the 
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shoreline. The height of the buildings was low, and there were no minarets and nothing green, 

except some palm trees. Belgrave states that the building materials used in Manama and 

Muhharaq (the second largest city in Bahrain) as any typical Arab coastal towns, were the coral 

stone brought from the sea. Most of the houses had only two storeys, few exceeded.  

Thirty years later, the author stated that Manama had changed a lot, as roads became wider along 

the sea front and the housing features changed, particularly with the addition of deep-shadowed 

verandas and white paint. The Manama skyline became pierced with tall minarets and groups of 

trees among the buildings. At the time of Belgrave’s arrival, there were only a dozen cars in 

Bahrain, however, thirty years later the total number of cars were over 7,000, which required new 

wider roads and modern infrastructure.  

Belgrave was fascinated with the bazaar at all times, since his arrival. In his diary, he clearly 

described the people’s spatial experience and daily interactions with their surroundings. He stated 

that the bazaar was clean and free from smells except the section where the dried fish was sold. 

The streets were narrow, congested and roofed and shaded with palm branches/leaves, leading to 

the heart of the bazaar where there were little shops, with wooden shutters selling a variety of 

goods including some European merchandise. In fly-infested matting booths fish, meat and 

vegetables were sold.  

These shop interiors were like dim little caves as the narrow lanes between the shops were roofed 

with matting, however, shafts of sunlight were used to provide the needed lighting.   

Belgrave also described the Persian spices section, his favourite section of the bazaar, where the 

distribution of wares was within the narrow passage, wide enough for him to ride through on his 

pony. He describes the spice bazaar in details, arguing that the colours and tones between brown 

and yellow acted as a symphony, as the wooden stands outside the shops displayed the yellow 

saffron, dried rosebuds, orange-coloured peas, dark-red chillies, cloves, cinnamon and pepper, 

mysterious coloured powders and roots, tamarinds, all kinds of spices and cones of loaf sugar 

wrapped in butcher-blue paper. The atmosphere was pleasantly perfumed with the smell of spices 

and rose water and the merchants were normally laying on old Persian rugs in the dim recesses 

of their little shops, dozing or telling prayer beads. Belgrave expresses the people’s sense of 

hospitality in his description, as he states that people would invite anyone who passes by their 

shops to drink a cup of tea with them.  

Belgrave also talks about the changes introduced to the architecture in Bahrain during the thirty 

years he spent in the island. Stone houses had replaced the straw huts and a modern essence was 

introduced into many old houses. The tall wind tower, which used to be the main feature of the 

local architecture disappeared gradually, especially since its ventilation function had been 

replaced by that of electric fans, and air conditioning later on. 
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Figure 2.4: Bab Al Bahrain when it served as the government office building (Source: 
http://intlhistory.blogspot.co.uk/2013/01/bahrain-old-photographs.html) 

Belgrave also talks about “Bab al Bahrain”, which was designed by him in 1945 to serve as the 

government offices. The design included a customs square with a little garden in the middle, 

leading to the pier and waterfront. The view was fascinating as he declares, especially with the 

hundreds of dhows anchored alongside the pier (see Figure 2.4).  

On an urban development level, Belgrave talks about Awali, the town that has been built to 

accommodate over 1600 European families, who inhabited brightly painted bungalows of the 

same size and shape. He stated that the houses in Awali were inspired by the American style, and 

they were all identical, including the interiors and furniture. Big companies in Bahrain provided 

them for their foreign employees. All houses and offices in Awali were modern and air-

conditioned with low ceilings and small rooms, compared to the stone houses in Manama. These 

changes had been made to facilitate the efficiency of cooled air. This approach was taken as a 

model for the state housing projects launched by Belgrave later on. 

In 1956 two main ideas had been launched, initiated the beginning of housing schemes projects 

in Bahrain. The first was to build a number of stone houses for working people, supplied with 

water and electricity, and let at low rent. This idea succeeded, especially as it suited labourers 

with a low income and large families, and who mainly lived in barastis (palm-branch huts, see 

Figure 2.5). The second scheme was a loans system offered to the government employees to buy 

land and build houses. However, this idea did not succeed well as the people preferred to use the 

loans to build nice little modern houses and rent out them instead of living in them. In terms of 
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profit, this idea worked well with the people, while they continued to inhabit their own houses, 

which is what Belgrave described as “insanitary homes”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.5: Barastis: palm-branch huts (Source: http://www.hiddcity.com/albums.php?action=show&id=123) 

Belgrave also described the Shia Baharna, the original inhabitants of Bahrain as he describes 

them. He stated that in their early days they inhabited palm-branch huts or stone and mud houses 

alongside a date (garden). They mainly worked in agriculture or as fishermen, or as drivers and 

tenants for the Arabs (inhabitants who are not Shia). 

During the month of Muharram, Bahraini Shias used to assemble in ma’tams in Manama and the 

villages mainly after sunset, where they practised their religious rituals in the memory of Imam 

Hussain. Belgrave described the ma’tams as resembling church halls in England; used for 

religious and other meetings and supported by religious endowments. They also could be used, 

for accommodating travellers and for the preliminaries of funerals.       
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Figure 2.6: Collection of historical images presenting life in Manama during the 1940s (Source: 
 http://intlhistory.blogspot.co.uk/2013/01/bahrain-old-photographs.html) 

Until the 1960s, like many other Arab-Islamic settlements, the old city of Manama had a compact 

architectural and socio-economic structure, with an urban texture marked by a harmonious 

relationship between mass and space. Within the residential quarters, the narrow, irregular and 

winding roads with closed views controlled peoples’ privacy and mitigated the high temperature 

and humidity of Bahrain’s climate. These quarters also housed public buildings, especially 

mosques and ma’tam (funeral houses), and the neighbourhoods were well defined and usually 

inhabited by extended families and their clients. Jami’ was the only large mosque that was located 

within the residential quarter. “The fact that the mosque gave its name to the quarter indicates the 

extent to which large places of worship in the city were unusual” (Fuccaro, 2000: 66).  

Within the commercial quarters, the large public areas comprised the souq and the port, both of 

which historically stimulated urban expansion. Manama’s urban identity was largely defined by 

the souq, as it was the largest area of public space in the city.  
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After the 1960s, the social unity of the residential quarters in Manama was disrupted, especially 

with the development of modern residential areas at the outskirts of the city. In addition, in 1968, 

a new port along the eastern coast of the city was opened and Manama port lost its importance as 

a result.    

The first nucleus of the modern administration, under British control, established new urban and 

state institutions, and led to city expansion, especially through extensive land reclamation around 

the port and along the north eastern coast of Manama. “In an important sense land reclamation 

reflected the trajectories of the economic expansion of the city as a hub of local, regional, and 

international trade throughout the history” (Fuccaro, 2000: 72).  

This changed the physical forms of the city and presented new and different uses of urban space, 

leading to modernisation. The traditional economy was destroyed by the development of the oil 

industry. The percentage of the population living in urban areas increased from 56% to 87% 

between 1940 and 1981, which caused big cities like Manama to expand, challenging the urban 

growth through the creation of large housing projects like Isa Town and Hamad Town. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.7: An aerial view showing the dense urban fabric of the old city of Manama, and the reclaimed land with 
new globalised style architectural (Source: http://culture.gov.bh/en/babcompetition/resources/) 
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2.2.3 Post independence 

 

Figure 2.8: Old and contemporary architecture in Bahrain (Source: Author) 

Throughout the last three decades, Manama and cities in the Gulf region in general have been 

through a major transformation. The transition of the Bahraini economy, due to the increase in oil 

income and the accumulation of wealth that led the state at that time to adopt a distributive and 

comprehensive welfare policy, then became a major and unique factor in shaping the country. At 

the same time, Bahrain was hugely influenced by modern architectural style, simply copying the 

architecture of the western world, which then caused a great loss in culture and heritage. Many 

houses were demolished and sectors were cleared to provide lands where the new architecture 

could grow.  

Recently, Bahrain seems to be influenced by globalisation, which has directed efforts toward the 

development of communications, financial services, banking infrastructure, commerce and 

tourism, in order to transform Bahrain into a financial centre (see Figures 2.7 and 2.8). To enhance 

the image of Bahrain as a way of marketing it to the world, towers of various forms and heights 

stand to present the country to the world. Skyscrapers symbolise the favourite style in Bahrain 

nowadays, and are intended to be of multi-purpose use, serving both housing and commercial 

activities.  

In his essay Contemporary Architecture in Bahrain (1999), Bucheery, a famous Bahraini 

architect, tackles the cultural, social and economic changes that accompanied the discovery of oil 
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in Bahrain in 1932, followed by the period of independence in 1971, along with modernism. He 

stated that in the 1980s, people started to consider the great loss of heritage and culture that 

resulted from copying the western architecture, therefore, Bahraini architecture tended to try to 

present a sense of meaning, in order to create genuine buildings that might revive the lost heritage. 

Furthermore, Dayaratne in his essay and the Vernacular in Transition: The Traditional and the 

Hybrid Architecture of Bahrain (2008b), argues that, “Despite the massive increase in urban 

populations and modern settlements, a very significant proportion of vernacular and traditional 

characteristics still exists, transformed in numerous ways and adapting to the change. Swinging 

between tradition and modernity, their built forms can only be described as being ‘hybrid’ which 

possesses characteristics often of both the vernacular and modern or sometimes even belonging 

to neither” (Dayaratne, 2008b: 1). 

At a time when “global” architecture is reaching for the skies and racing to build even taller 

skyscrapers every day, there is a need to re-appraise the human dimension in a cost-driven design 

process. One way of doing this is through redefining the relationships between the design proposal 

and the users. Better understanding of that relationship would help in achieving better outcomes, 

which will impact on people’s lives, and provide built environments that could contribute to the 

advancement of the social and cultural needs of the society (see Figure 2.9).  

 

 

Figure 2.9: Development of architecture through history has led to the current situation where the research problem 

sets (Source: Author) 

2.3 The context of Islamic architecture: the immaterial and the social 

This section discusses the wider context of the research in more detail. Given that Bahrain is part 

of the Islamic world, the discussion of the context is extended to Islamic architecture and how it 

is informed by religious and cultural values as well as having an impact on people’s way of life. 
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The thesis will delve into how both the material functions and immaterial aspects of everyday life 

are informed by the religious and cultural values of the context. The socio-cultural values of 

people and the architecture they produce, consume and experience are interrelated. For instance, 

the mosque was not merely a place for worship but rather a focal point in the city and a “social 

condenser” that symbolised and nurtured a sense of community spirit. Similar comments can be 

made about other buildings and urban spaces that can be found in the city, such as madrassas, 

souks and cemeteries.  

However, the economic and social transformation that the Gulf region has seen over the last few 

decades has impacted on people and their relationship with the everyday space, the city, its design 

and the way it is experienced. 

2.3.1 Historical overview 

Islam is the religion that is practised mostly within the middle regions of the earth, from the 

African Atlantic shores to the South Pacific, including many races like Arabs, Berbers, Turks, 

Persians, Afghans, Pakistanis, Indians, Chinese, Malaysians and many more. Around 1.5 billion 

people adhere to Islam. This variation in culture, ethnic background, language, customs and even 

forms of social and political organisations represent countless variations in human experiences, 

however, Islam unifies all of them.  

Islam in these societies plays an important role in shaping daily lives and existence, by way of 

creating societal bonds, desires and spiritual values. To these Muslim societies, Islam is not only 

a religion, it also contributes to their characters and way of living, ordering communities and 

configuring aspirations and identities.  

As Lapidus discuses in his book A History of Islamic Societies (2014), Islamic religious 

conceptions and values, embedded as thoughts and feelings in the minds and hearts of Muslim 

believers, especially in the early days of Islam. Such a connection had directly affected the 

meaning of human experience and lifestyle, thus, the result is political and social experiences that 

are expressions of Islamic values and symbols, as if the whole process acts as a dialogue between 

religious symbols and everyday reality.  

During the long period of existence of Islam, for more than 1,400 years, there were many 

sequences and processes that affected the main themes of the concept and structure of Islamic 

societies. The progression of states, communities and cultures, as well as the previous and 

contemporary cultures of each region within the Islamic world, continually shaped the Islamic 

societies, economies, technologies and political conditions.  
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In the area of the Middle East, during the early days of Islam, the society was basically a 

continuation of the preceding civilization, with new soul that gradually dominated and 

restructured the community according to Islamic laws and values. The Bedouin elements that 

govern the pre-Islamic era in the area of Arabian Middle East had shaped the politics and trade, 

as well as cultural and religious principles, which then integrated and interconnected with the 

overall pattern of the new Islamic lifestyle. 

Alongside the Arab-Islamic conquests, the cultural interactions continued in creating the unique 

collection of heritage, which later on was called the Islamic civilization – a matrix of cultures and 

beliefs including Arabian tribal culture and religious practices, Jewish and Christian beliefs and 

theologies, and Roman and Sasanian literacy and arts. All of these organisations, systems and 

institutions reshaped the social and cultural values of Muslim people with different backgrounds, 

with the emergence of new linguistic and religious cultures of the Middle East region, in what 

Lapidus called “the Arab-Islamic renaissance” (2014: xxii). 

The caliphates’ understanding of the imperial rule was influenced by the Roman-Byzantine and 

Sasanian emperors, therefore, a similar legitimacy was identified and expressed through many 

mediums such as architecture, art and literary.   

Muslim theology (Kalam) was built upon the teaching of the holy Quran and influenced by the 

translated Greek and Syriac philosophy, as well as Christian theology, which all created the 

distinctive cultural achievement of the Islamic civilization. It was also well connected with the 

Islamic law (fiqh), the teaching of the Quran and Hadith, as well as its integration with poetry 

(qafia) and literature (adab).  

All these major cultural assimilations had an influence on architecture, from the basic design and 

decoration of mosques, to the elaborate palaces and urban environments, such as in the case of 

Andalusia in Spain today (see Figure 2.10). In this case in particular, the Arab-Muslim presence 
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created a distinctive visual vocabulary that configured the substantial character of the city and its 

residents, Muslims, Jews, Christians or any others.    

 

Figure 2.10: Alhambra Palace in Granada, Spain today (Source: http://www.theconfuseddasher.com/wp-
content/uploads/2014/03/DSC0471.jpg) 

Over centuries, around the period from the eleventh to the fifteenth centuries, the Islamic 

civilization continued to be creative and distinctive with its material and immaterial structures 

and forms, expressing a phenomena of multiculturalism across the Middle Eastern and 

Mediterranean regions, even reaching the Far East. This had led to the establishment of Islamic 

civilization with its solid religious values, political forms, modes of economic productions and 

social structure, along with fundamental ideologies, linguistic approaches and identities. 

Later on, and because of conquests, colonization and many political conflicts, the Islamic empire 

had been distributed into new smaller empires like the Ottoman, Safavid and Mongol empires. 

Each empire had established different social and cultural organisations that reoriented the human 

experience and provided a new context to develop new cultures, which probably had Islamic 

culture as a base, but did not necessarily follow all its details and rules. For instance, the Islamic 

culture in the Indian Ocean region does not exactly match the Islamic culture in the Middle East 

Arabia or Persia, however, both are Islamic and Islam formulates its main roots. This had led to 
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the establishment of several variants of Islamic cultures and societies, with differences that 

expand to touch social organisations and even religious practices.  

Along this global diffusion of Islam, which even reached the south eastern parts of Europe in the 

east, and the north and middle regions of Africa in the west, the interconnections of the Muslim 

societies had become weaker, especially around the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 

while the European powers, politically and commercially, were getting stronger and more 

influential. At that time, most of the empires, like the Ottoman and the Safavid, were facing a 

decline in political power, decentralisation and reduction of territory. On the other hand, the 

power of the European societies supported by their economic wealth, technological inventions 

and military power, had deeply changed the life around the world. Muslim societies had been 

profoundly affected by the new situation and the expansion of the European powers, especially 

the British, and the established colonial regimes over most areas of the Islamic world. 

By the nineteenth century, European society had a deep influence on Muslim states, styles, 

concepts and even moral values, which formulated what later was called the “Modern Era” in the 

history of the Muslim people. The new commercial, social and political activities and approaches 

affected the everyday human experience in the East, and changed the way in which people 

understood “modern” life. The main objective was not just trade gains, but it also extended to 

reach the reformulation of cultural and social life in a way that served the European colonizers 

and their political and commercial interests up until the present. The Muslim people’s response 

to the new culture imposed differs not only from one region to another, but also on an individual 

level. Most of the religious people were against the newly introduced customs and lifestyle and 

were calling to revive the old days of Islamic societies, especially the days of the Prophet (Peace 

and blessings of Allah be upon him), as a way of restoring the integrity, the viability and the 

power of Islam and Islamic societies. 

“There were two principal worldwide Muslim responses. Muslim religious leaders 

attempted to revise and reform Islam itself. They wanted to return to the pristine Islam 

bequeathed by the Prophet Muhammad. This was to be found in the Quran and in the 

earliest and most valid sayings of the Prophet (hadith). The second response came from 

the political or former political elites, and from a newly developing modern educated 

intelligentsia of soldiers, administrators, professionals, and intellectuals. They believed 

that their societies had to adapt to the power of Europe and the conditions of the 

contemporary world, and that the basic principles of Islam could and should be the 

foundation of rational, scientific, and patriotic modern societies.” (Lapidus, 2014: xxv-

xxvi) 
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On the other hand, scholars and educated people thought that the society should integrate and 

adapt to the new political, social and intellectual changes of the modern movement. They thought 

that adapting to the contemporary world situation would be the best solution to build new 

societies, while still preserving the basic principles of Islam, and introducing some reforms into 

the interpretation of religious beliefs and practices at the same time.  

In the twentieth century, particularly after World War II, most of the nations got their 

independence from the British Commonwealth, especially throughout Africa and Asia, and “Most 

of the new Muslim-majority states declared themselves secular national states” (Lapidus, 2014: 

xxvi). 

There are mainly two ideological approaches that the Muslim states in this period struggled 

between; the Islamic and the secular national ideologies, which both played very important roles 

in defining the independence and identity of the nation.  

“Starting in the 1970s, in reaction to political oppression, economic exploitation,  and 

conflicting cultural values, Muslims everywhere began to reassert their Islamic identity. 

The Islamic revival was in part personal and communal; in part it was a political effort to 

transform nation-states into Islamic states. The struggle between secular, often military, 

elites and Islamic parties goes on to the present.” (Lapidus, 2014: xxvi) 

The study of Islamic architecture reveals the transformation of societies and cultures throughout 

history, since the early days of Islam, where the religion originates and the authenticity of the 

holy Quran could be easily read and observed through the use of spaces and the spatial practices 

within the Muslim societies. Thus, Islamic architecture is a formal expression of Islam as Rabbat 

(2012) states in his paper What is Islamic architecture anyway? However, the term, “Islamic 

architecture”, itself is not homogeneously defined. Such a definition would require deep 

consideration of both material and immaterial values that encompass all the vast territory and 

geographical expanse of the Islamic civilization across different eras. Those considerations would 

not perform the geographical and historical contours of Islamic architecture only; rather, it would 

include sets of architectural and spatial features that are inherently influenced by Islam as a 

religion, cultural phenomena and way of addressing life.   

Analysing Islamic architecture would need a set of specific architectural criteria to be developed, 

and to make this type of architecture recognisable not only through visual means. Islamic 

architecture today certainly differs from how it used to be centuries ago, but what would make 

both the old and the contemporary, Islamic? Firstly, both are built by Muslims, most probably for 

Muslims, and in an Islamic country, “or in places where Muslims have an opportunity to express 

their cultural independence in architecture” (Rabbat after Garbar). When such an approach is 

adopted, it “allowed the study of Islamic architecture to claim vast terrains, artistic traditions, 
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styles, and periods, including the modern and contemporary ones, and sometimes to transcend 

religious and cultural divisions to acquire an ecumenical patina”. (Rabbat, 2012:4). After a 

distinctive discussion on defining Islamic architecture in his article, Rabbat argues “To me then, 

Islamic architecture is of course the architecture of those cultures, regions, or societies that have 

directly or via some intermediary processes accepted Islam as an integral component of their 

epistemological and socio-cultural makeup” (Rabbat, 2012: 15).  

On the other hand, Islamic architecture could easily be distinguished through the ontological 

classification and approach to aesthetics and spatial sensitivities that are based on Islam and 

Islamic teachings. The architectural expressions in the Islamic world share a similar cultural 

approach, as architecture is not merely an object, rather, it is built based on a living tradition with 

culturally distinct roots. So Islamic architecture is not only associated with occasional formal or 

decorative references, but it is a foundational body of knowledge with symbolic manifestation of 

the religion and culture.   

The architectural practice in the Islamic world nowadays is influenced by western architects and 

architecture, in a way that is reminiscent of the imperial and economic interests that were 

operating during the colonial period. In some cases, Islamic architecture is overlooked and 

considered to be a traditional style from the past, which does not necessarily fit into contemporary 

life conditions. Most of the architectural elements in the Islamic world became unnecessary, like 

the courtyard, the wind-tower, and the pointer dome. These elements, which embodied cultural 

and social, as well as environmental specificities, had been replaced with sealed, air-conditioned 

spaces. The whole cultural identity of the Islamic vernacular architecture had been changed, and 

could not resist the massive change in lifestyle that accompanied the extensive wealth, especially 

in the Arabian part of the Islamic world. 

It seems that the new socio-cultural needs created newly acquired tastes, even within very 

conservative societies like those of the Gulf region. Thus, the result is an environment that is 

surrounded by competing ideologies, between the preservation of the Islamic architectural 

heritage, which only appears to take a visual recognition, on one hand, and the demand for a 

contemporary global architecture on the other.    

However, there is an important point that needs clarification here. In the Islamic world, unlike in 

Europe, there was never a total break with religion, and the secular values imported from the West 

lacked a local acceptance and intellectual roots, which then ensured that these ideologies had 

never been fully adopted. According to Rabbat, “The majority of thinkers in the Islamic world 

resisted secular modernism. Some rejected it outright, but many worked hard at adapting it 

through the prism of religion. And that is how it was absorbed into the local cultures, a moderated 

modernism stripped of many of its secular underpinnings and endowed with qualities that are 
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acceptable to the religious inclinations of the majority of Muslims” (Rabbat, 2012:14).  

The author goes on to argue that Islam’s encounter with modernism led to a changed religion but 

not a defeated one. He points out that Islam remains a major force for ethics and beliefs for 

Muslims today, as well as in shaping their social relations, individual behaviour and collective 

policy while adopting modern means and methods.   

 “Islam came out of its encounter with modernism changed but not defeated. It has 

 remained a major force not only in dictating the ethics and beliefs of Muslims today, but 

also in shaping their social relations, their individual behaviour, and their collective polity 

and imaginary, even if its adherents had to adapt modern means and methods. Religious 

motives, interpretations, and inhibitions still transpire in the Islamic world in many 

aspects of modern life that have gone totally secular in the West, to the point where their 

enactment often causes puzzlement and misunderstanding among Western observers and 

commentators.” (Rabbat, 2012:14) 

Islam, the religion, defines most, if not all, aspects of Muslims’ lives, either challenging or 

harmonising with modernity and contemporary forces. According to the same author, the 

architectural forms that those expressions take is distinguishing Islamic architecture, and they are 

tangential in understanding it. Moreover, what gives the Islamic architecture its true distinction 

is the impact of Islam, legally, spiritually, symbolically, socially, politically, functionally, 

behaviourally and formally on architecture and people's lifestyle. Such an architecture “had to 

coexist with other powerful and effective universal phenomena, such as competing world 

religions and more advanced cultures in its formative stages, and modernity, secularism, 

capitalism, and globally networked tastes and techniques of representation today” (Rabbat, 

2012:15). 

 

2.3.2 City and people in the Arab Islamic tradition 

 “Islam according to Fiscel (1956) and Hassan (1972), is an urban religion. Religious 

practices, beliefs and values especially those relating to organisation and authority, 

emphasised the social gathering and discouraged nomadism and dispersing.” (Saoud, 

2002: 2) 

According to Othman, in his book The Islamic City (1988)1, as Islam is an urban religion, this 

contributed to the creation of the great progress of the Islamic civilization. The main characteristic 

of the Islamic city is considering the religion as the source of legislation, and a way of life. The 

                        
1	
  The reference is published in Arabic.	
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material appearance and layout of the Islamic city was created is to fulfil religious, social and 

cultural requirements, and this is what gave the Islamic city its specificity.  

The author goes on to argue that a study of the Islamic city needs to consider the religion’s system, 

organisation, rules and all aspects related to the life in the city, given that Islam governs both the 

organisation of the city and the lifestyle of its inhabitants. Furthermore, the absence of the 

understanding of the Islamic vision in studying the material composition of the Islamic city has 

led to misleading results, particularly when comparing the Islamic city with the European/western 

city, which differs a lot in terms of the establishment and progress. According to Othman (1988), 

such a comparison would diminish the importance of the Islamic city, and would eviscerate its 

identity and originality. 

 

 

 
Figure 2.11: The city of Muharraq, Bahrain. The map above is a part of the traditional fabric resulting from a 
generative process (Source: MoMAA, Bahrain, 2005 [http://www.palgrave-
journals.com/udi/journal/v12/n2/fig_tab/9000194f1.html]) 
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Figure 2.12: Karbala/IRAQ one of the Islamic cities (Source: 
http://cache.emirates247.com/polopoly_fs/1.312884.1452325110!/image/image.jpg) 

 

Figure 2.13: Aerial photograph of the old medina in Fez, Morocco (Source: http://www.payette.com/post/1879756-
profiles-in-planning-formal-structure-in)  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Nonetheless, in his journal article titled Architectural Characteristics of the Islamic City, Ibrahim 

states that: “…there is no firm consensus on what the term ‘Islamic city’ means.” (Ibrahim, 

1998:1). The author tries to suggest alternative descriptions; he states that the Islamic city could 

mean a city that was founded by Muslims during a particular historical era. Or it can also mean a 

city that was designed, constructed and expanded during the period of Islamic civilization. Or a 

city that has specific features generally identified as Islamic, like mosques and minarets. Or a city, 

old or new, that happens to be located within the Islamic world. And finally, “the term is 

sometimes used as a theoretical or abstract concept, as kind of ideal city in which the architectural 

styles are inspired by full adherence to the norms and values of Islam” (Ibrahim, 1998: 1). 

Organisation of life in urban communities in the ancient Islamic city used to be governed by 

Muslim attitudes. It was divided into quarters, connected with narrow streets, and there was an 

open, multi-purpose central space.   

“The narrowness of the streets with their mixed traffic creates a vibrant street life, full of 

noise and bustle, with movement slow enough to facilitate social interaction and improve 

shopping.” (Lewcock, 2002: 41)  

The components of the Islamic city differ from one region to another, however, the main common 

components, buildings and amenities are divided into two main quarters, the public commercial 

quarter, and the private residential quarter. (See Figures 2.11, 2.12 and 2.13 for different examples 

of the urban fabric of various Islamic cities) 
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Figure 2.14: Main features of the Islamic city (Source: Hakim, 1994) 
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Figure 2.15: Examples of two alleys: on the left from Tunis, on the right from Hafuf in eastern Saudi Arabia (Source: 
Hakim 1994)  

According to Saoud (2002), local topography and morphological features of pre-existing towns 

played a decisive role in shaping and planning the Islamic city, while the socio-cultural, political 

and economic settings structured the newly created society. The law of nature is the first principle 

that shaped most of the Islamic city character. This factor led to the adoption of certain building 

form and plan concepts, like the courtyard, terrace, narrow covered and shaded alleyways, in 

response to the local environmental conditions. However, such techniques were adopted not only 

to help with coping with the hot weather conditions, but also fulfilled the religious and cultural 
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beliefs, which is one of the main values that shaped the Islamic city. Cultural life of the Muslim 

population is informed by the religious teachings, thus, the city plan is organised in away that 

helped satisfy these laws. According to Saoud (2002), the mosque was given the central position 

in the spatial and institutional hierarchies, and was usually surrounded by the souq (market), and 

attached to the madrassa (school) providing religious and scientific teaching. The congregational 

mosque was built to express and focus the religious commitment of the Muslim community and 

its solidarity. The souq (market), as a common architectural feature of the Islamic city, is designed 

as a central public square surrounded by shops and usually overlooked by the main mosque. 

Public and private lives were separated, in order to regulate the spatial order between the functions 

and the areas. Such separation was intended to provide peace and quiet, intimacy and security to 

the inhabitants. The central area of the Islamic city housed the public, commercial and 

administrative activities, such as the social services, administration, trade, arts and crafts, 

hammam (baths) and hotels. The governor’s palace was usually located in the high part of the 

town, near the wall and surrounded by its own wall and had its own mosque, guards, offices and 

residence (see Figure 2.16).  

Streets and roads branched out from the commercial centre, usually becoming narrower and more 

winding, more disposed to provide seclusion than general access into the residential quarters (See 

Figures 2.14, 2.15 and 2.16). In the residential quarters, described as clusters of households of 

particular quality of life, the division was based on families occupying the quarters. These 

quarters, where the Arabs settled, were named after clans who first inhabited them. Quarters for 

non-Arabs and non-Muslims were separated in different areas and were linked by roads and lanes.  

In some Islamic cities, the residential quarters also had small mosques and prayer-halls. 

In most cases, and for defence purposes, most of the Islamic cities were surrounded by a wall, 

which also protected the city inhabitants against the sand-laden desert wind. In the city walls, 

there were large gates, providing the starting point for the concentrated commercial activities 

along the main spinal roads.  

In the Islamic city, streets were recognised by being plain and simple, the majority of the exterior 

façades and elevations were plain, contrasting with the rich interior architectural details and 

ornamentations. To confirm the unity, solidarity and egalitarianism of the community, the outside 

appearances were simple and look alike, while the variety of wealth was to be found in the 

interiors.   

 

That was a description of the Islamic city that survived for centuries since the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries, the golden era of the Islamic civilization, and continued into the eighteenth 
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century. However, from the late seventeenth century, and by the decline of the Ottoman empire, 

Islamic cities fell into consistent architectural decline and chaos, especially since the trade and 

commerce of the Islamic world was squeezed by the expansion of the western European powers. 

Unfortunately, by the nineteenth century, most of the cities in the Islamic world were colonized, 

and the European economic and military superiority curtailed the independence of Muslim 

people.  

As discussed earlier in the previous section, falling into the hands of colonial powers created a 

new situation that slowly stripped the Muslim city of its originality. This colonization had great 

impact on changing the social, cultural and economic life of the Islamic world and this in turn 

was reflected in the architecture of the Islamic cities. Moreover, even after independence, in their 

quest for development, Muslim countries adopted a strategy of modernisation, which led to 

further alienation of the Islamic city. Those cites lost their identity and their distinct architectural 

spirit. 

However, “the term ‘Islamic’ architecture’ is still a valid designation for architecture being built 

today because Islam has never ceased being that constitutive component, even though the ways 

in which it expresses itself have drastically changed over time and space” (Rabbat, 2012: 15). The 

new architecture is being used by Muslim people, who give this architecture its Islamic 

designation, even though it has to coexist within the power of colonization or globalisation. 
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Figure 2.16: Morphological analysis, core of the central medina, Tunis, showing urban elements and street system 

(Source: Hakim, 1986)  
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2.3.3 Immateriality in Islamic architecture 

There is a huge debate around the definition of Islamic architecture as explained earlier, to the 

extent that some researchers would define it as architecture that was constructed by Muslims, 

while others may go to a more holistic approach by considering the architecture on Muslims’ land 

as Islamic architecture (see Figure 2.11). According to Grube, “If Islamic architecture is distinctly 

different from non-Islamic architecture, and must be interpreted as one of the many emanations 

of the spirit of Islam, the adjective ‘Islamic’ is fully justified. The interpretation of it as a whole 

as well as the understanding of its specific parts can only be successful and meaningful if seen 

against the background of Islam as a cultural, religious and political phenomenon, and only in the 

precise relation to the specific circumstances that led to its creation” (Grube, 1978: 14). In fact, 

the author admits that it is far beyond the ability of a single scholar to exactly specify and explain 

the phenomena of Islamic architecture, as it requires many years of research. 

However, this architecture that was informed by the spiritual ideas of Islam highly appreciated 

the immaterial aspects. The cultural and social values were interpreted to create environments 

that reflected the people’s harmony with their religious principles. The building did not serve a 

specific function like praying or living only, it was a place for participating in the process of living 

as a whole, therefore leading to a certain ideology that refers to the idea of serving this life and 

the afterlife; earth and heaven (aldeen wa aldonya). 

Al-Khan (1987) described the old Arab Islamic house in specific using a very poetic way; 

explaining that the early house had a revealed space with central greenery, sanctum, and sense of 

autonomy. The eye and the soul were enjoying the sanctum that encouraged the unity with the 

universe, and increase of the faith in the only God. The dwelling courtyard had a whole symphony 

of nature, beauty, sound, sight and theology.  

Al-Khan also stated that architecture was not only about walls, but what also really mattered was 

the void between the walls. These voids immaterially and randomly formulated the house 

courtyard, the mosque prayer hall and the main town’s central square; these three were the centre 

of life, movement and activities. These three voids symbolised the oasis that always reminds the 

individual of their relationship with God. It was the source of freedom, silence, tranquillity and 

satisfaction. These values were also confirmed by adding water features to these voids, which 

helped mitigate against the harshness of the climate, and as a reminder of heaven and the afterlife.  

This description of the multiple uses of spatial voids (openings toward the sky), and the everyday 

life of Muslims, explains the importance of the immaterial side of their architecture. The 

description of the harmonic relationship between the people and their environment and 

surroundings proves that Islamic architecture was not rigid; but it was a reflection of both their 

natural settings and specific human religious’ beliefs.  
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In fact, the house courtyard was used to fulfil one of the features of Islamic architecture that is 

based on religion, which is privacy. It is an essential principle that played an important role in 

planning and building dwellings in the Islamic world. Therefore, to achieve privacy Muslims tried 

to adopt solutions, which then led to the use of enclosure design with an inward looking internal 

courtyard (see Figures 2.17, 2.18, and 2.19). The courtyard played a vital role in house planning, 

since it is the focal point of family life and interaction, while preserving total privacy.  

The segregation between males and females is a principle that found its use as another immaterial 

value that played vital role in planning the house. This value is obviously featured within the 

house layout, like the guests’ room’s location for instance, which was meant to receive male 

guests. This room was located close to the main entrance, away from the which prevented the 

visitors from viewing the whole house. This principle encouraged the establishment of division, 

not only in the dwelling, but also in the public spaces like in mosques for instance, where there 

were two prayer halls separated by a barrier. These principles will be discussed further in Chapter 

7.  

 

Figure 2.17: A sketch illustrating the courtyard within a traditional house in Bahrain, cover of Private Skies (Source: 
Waly, 1992) 
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                       Figure 2.18: Arial view of the city of Muharraq, Bahrain in the 1980s (Source: Waly 1992) 

  

Figure 2.19: Interior of a typical traditional Bahraini house 
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On another level, early Islamic cities had the mosque in the central part of the city, with the 

governor’s accommodation around it, and then the dwellings were built to surround both. 

According to the Islamic principle, the mosque was not only a place for praying and worshiping; 

rather, it was the city’s focal point that symbolised the brotherhood of Islam (Al-Khan, 1987: 75). 

A similar picture is given by Erzen (2011) in his essay Reading Mosques: Meaning and 

Architecture in Islam, where he states: “The mosque was not only a place for prayer, but in its 

early phase, it also served as the communal meeting place and a place for judiciary court meeting 

under the supervision of imam” (Erzen, 2011: 126). The author argues that the use of symbols 

and metaphors was central and embodied in the design of the mosque, where the aesthetics of 

mosques could be explained. In his analysis of mosques, the author discusses four types of 

symbols: “paradise regained”, “heavenly theatre”, “urban sculptures” and “the cosmic spiral” 

(ibid). Each of these symbols could be read differently, according to the cultural and experiential 

differences of each observer. 

This acts as an example of many other architectural features in Islamic architecture, which proves 

that every single detail provided has a certain connection with the religion. The ornamentation 

for instance, a huge, impressive type of art, could be seen as another example of this, as it was 

largely used to represent scripts from the holy Quran. This artistic approach has a spiritual 

meaning that acted as guidance for the inhabitants, and as evidence of their faith and beliefs. 

According to Hillenbrand the author of Islamic Architecture: Form Function and Meaning 

(1994), “It is entirely possible that Islam as a religion played a significant – perhaps even the 

significant – role in inspiring Muslim architects, but in that case such inspiration was not explicitly 

acknowledged” (Hillenbrand, 1994: 12). 

In more detailed approach, Architecture of The Islamic World: Its History and Social Meaning 

(1978) edited by Michell and Grube, is the first book that articulates the Islamic architecture in 

relation to its cultural settings, where the influence of social, theological and immaterial factors 

upon architecture is acknowledged, discussed and analysed.  

“Islamic architecture is more than just a spectacle of domes and minarets, perfumed 

pleasure palaces and exquisite turquoise tiles; it is a true expression of a rich culture that 

has unified countries as far apart as Spain and Java, Central Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, 

over some thousand years and more. Islamic buildings express the religious beliefs, social 

and economic structure, political motivation and visual sensibility of a pervasive and 

unified tradition.” (Michell and Grube, 1978: 7)  

Nonetheless, Islamic architecture and building does not exist in isolation, rather, it plays a vital 

role in the total spatial experience of places and cities, serving and reinforcing political and social 

structure and religious belief. The relationship between Islamic architecture and its society is 
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based on regulations that are mainly associated with spirituality and humanity. For instance, the 

city’s tripartite system of public, semi-public and private spaces clarifying the degree of 

accessibility and enclosure explains the consciousness of social identity that is based on the 

teaching of Islam.  

Omer’s paper titled A Conceptual Framework for Sustainability in Islamic Architecture: The 

Significance of the Islamic Concepts of Man and the Environment (2010), discusses the intangible 

context of the Islamic architecture that gives it its uniqueness and differentiates it from other 

architectural expressions. He argues that Muslim architects, builders, engineers and users should 

be familiar with and follow the Islamic architecture conceptual framework, otherwise 

replacements will be sought instead. Such replacements, to a certain extent, will be incompatible 

with the Islamic philosophy and teachings, and will act to alienate rather than harmonise with 

Islam and its ethos. It is the responsibility of Muslim architects to possess the Islamic worldview 

and ideology, and support its own philosophy and value system. Such a system implements the 

value of many constituents including “life and its purpose, death, natural environment, man and 

his mission, time, space, history, and of course God and His relationship with man and the whole 

of universe” (Omer, 2010: 3). 

The author maintains that the result of not recognising Islamic ideology in Muslim architecture 

nowadays “might lead to as far as confusion, lack of confidence, dangerous compromises, laxity 

in religion, repulsion and even irreverence in Muslim architects’ mind which, in turn, will be 

extended onto the realm of built environment and will thus perilously affect both the mind and 

behavioral patterns of its users” (Omer, 2010: 3). 

Omer argues that the worst scenario that could result from such a failure in adopting Islamic 

values in architecture “will be that Islam is discarded completely in favor of, or that it is made 

clearly inferior to, the adopted man-generated worldviews and ideologies. Unfortunately, many 

of today’s Muslim professionals in built environment suffer from both maladies” (Omer, 2010: 

3). 

Islamic architecture is not only part of Islamic civilization, it is a container of it. In fact, as Omar 

declares, “Islamic architecture is formed in order to answer the demands of the notion of ‘ibadah 

(worship) which man, God’s vicegerent on earth, is required to actualize in all of his lifelong 

actions so that his relationship with his Creator and Lord is maintained perpetually strong and 

sound” (Omer, 2010: 13).  

For Muslims, Islamic architecture provides a place for both direct and indirect worship activities. 

The idea of universal worship in Islam is implemented in the field of architecture. The nobleness 

of Islamic architecture comes from being charged with the highest level of spirituality.   
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In a general context, design and architecture are multidimensional activities receiving lots of 

philosophical attention and expression. It would be such a great limitation for architecture to be 

assessed only on physical appearance without including deeper values. However, it would be 

considered a greater loss in a culture such as the Islamic world in which all the previously 

discussed values are facilitated in the society and architecture, to be easily demolished and 

replaced with a globalised style of living. 

In this domain, a slight comparison between western and Islamic architecture may clarify the 

differences between the two, and justify the failure of the contemporary globalised architecture, 

which makes the city of Manhattan in the West not that different from Shanghai or Dubai in the 

East.  

Ragette, the author of Traditional Domestic Architecture of the Arab Region (2003), in the latter 

part of the book, discusses the impact of the West on Arab architecture, trying to present a 

comparison between the roots of architecture in both societies. “When we talk in broad terms of 

Western versus Eastern ways we mean essentially the difference between investigative and 

contemplative attitudes” (Ragette, 2003: 239). 

The author compares western and Islamic architecture, especially in regards with the effect of 

massing. The arranging of buildings’ masses to achieve interesting external spaces reflects the 

western architects’ focus on the quality of external spaces, because architecture was seen much 

as public art. In contrast, Muslim architects rarely conceived of architecture as a public affair. All 

types of buildings, including mosques, palaces and houses were seen to produce internal, sheltered 

spaces, hidden behind walls. In this comparison, Ragette maintains that the West is more 

interested in the meaning of structure, rationality and matter, while Muslims are more interested 

in internal space quality and decorations. 

Furthermore, the author explains the impact of western architectural style on Islamic architecture, 

especially after the colonial period. The main characteristics of Arab Islamic cities, until the end 

of the nineteenth century, was a maze of narrow, shaded, dead-end and crooked alleyways, 

providing organic networks to connect the quarters with each other and with the main squares and 

public facilities. The city traffic was mainly created for goods movements by donkeys and camels, 

and roads used to be an exception. 

However, after the colonial period, it seems that the Arab region was “westernised”. The 

government buildings, as well as some commercial and even residential buildings, took the 

colonial style. 

It fact, the West, master and maker of the twentieth century, as Diba describes in his essay What 

Islamic Architecture Is Not, “has imposed its values and forced its superior methods of science, 
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technology, and production onto less-developed societies. Loss of independence and perhaps a 

perceived humiliating subjugation to Western ideas and values has brought about an identity crisis 

in Islamic societies” (Diba, 2002: 119).  

Contrary to how the traditional layout of the Islamic city told stories and narrative about the 

culture and people’s everyday life, the contemporary layout is lacking the sense of cultural respect 

in its confusion and disorientation. The irrelevant western models, as Diba describes, destroyed 

the Islamic architecture features, while, in the modern life, the practice could benefit and learn 

from the old cities’ scale, environmental sensibility and communal life. 

Diba recommends that people and practitioners establish their own priorities rather than copying 

the western models, in particular, that they should think of creating socially coherent and 

harmonious communities. He also declares that Muslim nations nowadays are generally isolated 

societies, and they pay more attention to politics than culture, and are more interested in the 

material world than the immaterial, intellectual and cultural discourse. 

Islam as a religion, culture and civilization had built an environment that enabled Muslim 

societies to grow, think, reflect and elaborate. The responsibility of architecture was to create 

spaces in which people performed materially and immaterially. However, along with the 

challenges of contemporary architecture, it is worth questioning how the Muslim world as a whole 

is operating within the new alien framework that is imported from the West and how to consider 

the tradition of the Islamic civilization in the light of the “shock of the future”. How are Muslim 

societies going to express themselves through architecture over the coming decades?  

In his essay Spirituality and Architecture, Arkoun argues that there is a “cultural gap and historical 

differences that exist between Islamic and western contexts when they confront spirituality and 

architecture” (Arkoun, 2002: 3). These are totally different ideologies in both contexts, and 

architecture acts as a translator for the main trends of the social and cultural representations, 

therefore, this should be read through the built environment. If contemporary architecture in the 

Muslim world is to be recognised, it will reveal the demand of a clear, specific cultural meaning. 

All contemporary Muslim societies suffer from the opposition between meaning and power, or, 

more clearly, the material and the immaterial – spiritual, ethical and cultural values opposing 

political and economic matters.  

Articulating the spiritual significance and meaning in Islamic architecture cast special light upon 

the intellectual and social setting of Muslims’ society, as the spiritual dimension is not only 

confined to worship spaces, rather it includes touching all types of everyday use spaces. In his 

book Islamic Art and Spirituality, Nasr declares, “There are very few works which look upon 

Islamic art as the manifestation in the world of forms of the spiritual realities (al-haqaiq) of the 

Islamic revelation itself as coloured by its earthly embodiments” (Nasr, 1987: ix). 
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The author refers to the spaces and forms in the old Muslim town and city and explains that they 

act as extensions of the mosque, especially since these spaces are organically related to it. He also 

asserts that the spaces participate in a sanctifying and unifying character, as the whole city or 

town participates in the blessedness, which originates from religious spirit, including the chanting 

of the Quran and the call to prayer (al-adhan), which centres on the mosque. 

The qibla2 is the direction that Muslim’s should face while praying, towards the Ka’ba in Mecca 

(see Figure 2.20). It is chosen by God as the direction of prayers, which in a universal sense 

creates an invisible set of “lines of force”, as Nasr declares, and acts as a global central attraction 

point and determining the direction of the mosque, the whole city and the experience of space 

itself. This theme will be discussed within the semi-structured interviews with participants, 

explaining the way they experience their house.  

 

Figure 2.20: Mecca at the centre of the earth (Source: 
https://i0.wp.com/i189.photobucket.com/albums/z286/mfmml/4_mecca_world.jpg) 

 

 

                        
2 Qiblah, also spelled qibla or kiblah, the direction of the sacred shrine of the Ka’bah in Mecca, 
Saudi Arabia, toward which Muslims turn five times each day when performing the salat (daily 
ritual prayer). (http://www.britannica.com/topic/qiblah) 
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The experience of domestic spaces in Islam draws attention to the invisible. When entering a 

traditional mosque or home, the very emptiness and holiness of space dictates that one cannot 

walk through it unless they remove their shoes. This reveals that every detail of the Muslims’ 

spatial experience is connected in one way or another to their beliefs, and here is where the 

immateriality of Islamic architecture is valued and adds richness to the meaning of space and 

place.   

On another level, in contemporary cities, modern technologies are rapidly removing all old 

restrictions, therefore, new concepts have emerged, with some of them contradicting traditional 

values of the Islamic way of life. For instance, petroleum and natural gas are providing seemingly 

limitless energy and wealth, which then encourages people to over-consume at the expense of the 

environment and sustainability. Furthermore, the concept of the central courtyard, which served 

material functions as well as immaterial qualities, just disappeared, with the strong promotion of 

the contemporary western “villa” concept. Add to that the technology of air conditioning, which 

led to a completely new layout of houses in Islamic societies, introducing a new way of life.  

Some of the alterations that have been introduced in Muslim societies, especially in the Gulf 

region, have caused major changes, and modern technology has rapidly removed many of the old 

restrictions. Global trading and new concepts have introduced the climate-controlled environment 

and the use of high tech materials, which has made all the contemporary construction materials 

and techniques available and allowed for the possibility of having “huge steel-glass blocks” (high-

rise buildings) in the middle of the desert. This has also led to vast changes in the human 

experience within spaces, such as with the increase in the number of motor vehicles, which in 

turn required an expansion in infrastructure and road systems. Obviously one of the main related 

phenomena, especially for coastal regions, is land reclamation, in order to satisfy the need to build 

more and more high-rise skyscrapers and the accompanied infrastructure.  

Furthermore, the international media has heavily promoted the western lifestyle, from the urban 

planning of a city, to the concept of “villa”, even including details such as furniture styles. All 

these players had a big influence on reshaping Muslim identity, for example by encouraging 

individualism and decentralisation of activities. The newly acquired cultural values need to 

reconnect with the heritage and socio-cultural values of the past, not just for the sake of reviving 

old traditions, but rather, for the sake of finding a way of life and forging an identity that is in 

harmony with contemporary needs and traditional values. 

According to Ragette, the starting point in preserving Islamic identity in architecture is through 

the educational system. In schools, universities and from books, people learn about famous, well-

known architects, their achievements in producing architecture, which in fact, could be recognised 

as works of art. However, an honest assessment of the long-term usefulness of the immaterial and 
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material qualities of architecture is rarely articulated. The only laudable exception is The Aga 

Khan Foundation, which gives awards to buildings after they have been used for at least five 

years, and “the users’ opinion is taken into account. Because architecture is not just an art, it also 

has to serve a purpose” (Ragette, 2003: 246).  

 

2.4 Conclusion 

This chapter introduces Bahrain as part of the bigger context of the Islamic world, in which the 

commercial, intellectual, social, cultural and religious frameworks operate within particular 

settings. It starts with giving a historical review of the city of Manama, as the case study to be 

examined later within the fieldwork. This overview is divided upon different historical eras and 

it is followed by a contextual background discussing issues related to the bigger context of Islamic 

architecture. The specificity of Islamic architecture and its characteristics reveal the originality of 

appreciating the immaterial aspects in architecture, since it is charged with cultural meanings and 

religious ideology.  

This chapter also presents an outline of the gradual changes and evolution that Islamic city and 

its architecture has experienced over time, including the introduction of certain aspects that have 

led to a gradual decline of Islamic architecture, in favour of a more international style. This serves 

as a theoretical background and basis for the fieldwork research carried out in Bahrain as part of 

the investigation that tackles the understanding of the users’ spatial experience, in both private 

and public sectors.  

The findings of this chapter inform the rest of the research as it establishes the former phase of 

identifying the contextual background of the research. This will be followed by a theoretical 

discussion articulating the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience, which will be 

covered further within the coming chapters. It also shed light on the culture-architecture debate 

as a means to enhancing the understanding of the users’ spatial experience.  
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Chapter 3: Architecture: Between Theory and Practice 

 

3.1 Overview 

This chapter discusses some theoretical issues and how they affect architecture as a practice, 

through the lens of current theoretical debates. The existing body of theoretical research offers  

means of rethinking architectural theory and practice, in an age where the design and production 

methods have seen major changes and transformations, which reflect on the changing nature of 

the architectural profession nowadays.  

Attempting to address the relationship between theory and practice within a twenty-first century 

architectural discourse may help in identifying some important issues that not only engage 

theoretical debates, but also extend to reach a broader cultural debate in which the users’ rights 

are recognised.  

This chapter starts with offering a theoretical framework that explains issues around the meaning 

of spatial experience, aesthetics and immateriality. Consequently, it delves into a discussion of 

architecture as a practice, with view to understanding its relationship with culture. 

What needs to be revisited here is the idea of architecture as a practice and the nature of the 

boundaries that define it. A better way to articulate this is to borrow Leach’s definition of 

architecture:  

“Architecture is not the autonomous art it is often held out to be. Buildings are designed 

and constructed within a complex web of social and political concerns. To ignore the 

conditions under which architecture is practised is to fail to understand the full social 

impact of architecture.” (Leach, 1997: xiv) 

The author, makes a call for what he named “an insightful observation on contemporary 

architecture” whose purpose is to rethink, reconfigure and reflect on architectural theory (Leach, 

1997).  

Within the current situation it is even more important to rethink, reconfigure and reflect on many 

aspects related to architecture, especially when defining the relationship between the different 

participants involved in the design process (i.e. architect, client, user). Based on the crucial impact 

of this relationship and process on people’s lives, the result of such identification will enhance 

people’s understanding of architecture in the first place, and the way they create and consume it 

in the second.  
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The way people perceive architecture may fall into two categories: it could be seen in terms of 

imagery as a figurative manifestation (configuration), as most star-architects do, especially when 

they think of their design as a “signature architecture”. On the other hand, there are those who see 

architecture in a context that responds to peoples’ needs, desires and aspirations within the bigger 

context of culture, society, economics, politics and religion (signification). In fact, this may 

position culture in relation to architectural practice, which the second section of this chapter 

articulates. Furthermore, the relationship between the architect and the user within the framework 

of the design process, along with the recognition of the practice’s ethics and rights will also be 

discussed within the light of the social and cultural context of design. The chapter will give an 

overview of some theoretical issues in contemporary architectural discourse, with a view to 

identifying how these can impact on contemporary practice, particularly with regards to users and 

ethics related issues.  

 

3.2 Spatial experience 

As previously stated, this study is undertaken to examine the relationship between architecture as 

a creative process, which conceives and creates spaces, and spatial experience as a way of 

consuming architecture. As opposed to the conventional way of looking at architecture from the 

architect’s viewpoint, this is an attempt to re-examine this notion and propose an alternative 

approach by focusing on the users’ experience as a means to describe the architectural qualities 

of the design. It is about the user in the space that is being created, rather than just the space as a 

container of activity. 

“Space as experience has to derive from an Ur-feeling, an ability to imagine a dimension 

that projects above basic reality, an exposure to a reality greater than we are able to 

conceptualize. Sense of space is a mental construct, a projection of the outside world as 

we experience it according to the equipment at our disposal: an idea.” (Hertzberger, 2000: 

17) 

As a precursor to discussing spatial experience, there is a need to address the meaning of the 

spatial experience, with regard to both the building and the users. Therefore, we need to define 

both terms, “space” and “experience”. 

Forty (2000) argues that, “Much of the ambiguity of the term ‘space’ in modern architectural use 

comes from a willingness to confuse it with a general philosophical category of ‘space’. To put 

this issue slightly differently, as well as being a physical property of dimension or extent, ‘space’ 
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is also a property of the mind, part of the apparatus through which we perceive the world” (Forty, 

2000: 256).3 

Lawson (2001) suggests that space, as a human language, lies within the architectural structure, 

which then appears through inhabitation and activities. The author goes on to assert, “Because 

this language is not heard or seen directly, and certainly not written down, it gets little attention 

in a formal sense” (Lawson, 2001: 6). He further argues that the language of space is international, 

its roots can be found in a vital human condition, since inhabitants tend to notice this language 

only through living in a space and relating to it. It is global, yet it has “regional dialects” that 

specify certain spaces within certain cultures or society. However, it is sometime neglected 

(Lawson, 2001). 

Lawson addresses the importance of this language as a mean of communication, which is 

powerful, subtle and complex. It is an everyday concept that configures our lives without even 

being noticed, and in order to understand it, one needs to dissect, observe, and analyse. One should 

engage with the senses and fully interact with the surroundings in order to determine the role of 

such language. In this regard Lawson states, “The fascination of non-verbal communication is 

that much of it is involuntary and even may reveal feelings or attitudes we would rather conceal” 

(Lawson, 2001: 129).  

Lawson’s view about the meaning of space is acknowledging the role of architecture in organising 

and structuring spaces, however, he also explains the importance of the inhabitant who facilitates 

the everyday activities, by the way of using this language. The author also maintains that building 

could be seen in different ways: as artwork, as technical achievement, as wallpaper of urban space 

and as behavioural and cultural phenomena. This is illustrated in his argument when he “treats 

architectural and urban spaces as containers to accommodate, separate, structure, and organize, 

facilitate, heighten and even celebrate human spatial behavior” (Lawson, 2001: 4). 

“One of the intriguing and endlessly fascinating things about the study of architecture is 

that one may come at it from so many different angles.” (Lawson, 2001: 4) 

Accordingly, Lawson pointed out a vital concern that is related to the main objective of this study 

when he discussed the response of architects and architectural critics to this dilemma. He 

considers that concentrating too much on the purpose and function of a space is a mistake, leading 

                        
3 Forty states that the origin of the term “space” is German, and the translation into English was 
problematic. He maintains, “In neither English nor French can a material enclosure so easy be 
linked to a philosophical construct, and consequently “space”, as a translation from the German 
Raum, lacks the suggestiveness of the original” (Forty, 2000: 257). The process of translating is 
revealed with many issues, the main one is that the term loses some values articulated with 
conveying its accurate meaning. This occurs in various languages, as we shall see later in 
translation into Arabic. 
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to ignoring the human dimension. He writes: “I find that much architectural criticism does this by 

neglecting what we might call the human dimension of space” (Lawson, 2001: 13). He also 

compares the awareness of this dimension between the past and now by stating, “Before 

professionalism, the design and creation of space was a more social and vernacular process 

seamlessly integrated with all other aspects of a culture” (Lawson, 2001: 3). Furthermore, he 

writes, “Some commentators have argued that modernism inevitably led architects away from 

their consumers” (Lawson, 2001: 4).   

Nevertheless, Lawson recognises that some “great” architects seem to be able to understand the 

language of space, like the Dutch architect, Herman Hertzberger, who shows high levels of 

awareness of the language of space through his designs, as well as his writings.  

In his book Space and the Architect: Lessons in Architecture 2 (2000), Hertzberger explains 

“space” by referring to two notions: physical and non-physical. “Physical space is shaped by what 

it is that surrounds it and otherwise by the objects within it and perceivable by us, at least when 

there is light” (Hertzberger, 2000: 15). On the other hand, the non-physical definition is changed 

with values and qualities that configure the experience of the space. Hertzberger introduces an 

interesting and simple method of recognising space experience by inviting users to “walk through 

it, film it, and the spatial image will unfold, yet the deepest impression is when even such acts 

fail to reveal what is exactly that brought the feeling of space” (Hertzberger, 2000: 17). This 

ambiguity relies on how one may individually experience a space and introduces an element of 

uniqueness, which means that everyone will experience a space differently since “spatiality is a 

feeling, a sensation we undergo, and particularly when the thing we see is impossible to take in 

at a glance and thus unspecified” (Hertzberger, 2000: 17).  

The discussion of “experience” in relation to space starts with Sirowy (2010), who argues that in 

German there are two words for experience: Erlebnis and Erfahrung.  

The former is translated as “lived experience” and relates to the idea of an individual, isolated 

experience, “as we live through it and recognize it as a particular type of experience” (Van Manen, 

1990: 177). The same author goes on to state that, “The notion of Erfahrung has different 

connotations. It is used to indicate the experience as ongoing and cumulative. It may be translated 

as “life experience” (Van Manen, 1990: 177). Arthos (2000) puts Erfahrung as “the experience 

of social interaction”, which means that it has a social and historical dimension in it and it 

connotes the experience of a community.  

With regards to experience as related to space, Sirowy’s conclusion is “that in the case of 

architecture, most beneficial would be to combine the two modes of experience – Erlebnis and 

Erfahrung – in a vision reflecting a progression from an individual experience to a common world 

of human significations” (Sirowy, 2010: 100). 
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In the Arabic language, there is a distinction between experience as a test, trial and experiment, 

as compared to experience as an ongoing process that enhances the understanding and builds up 

solid thoughts, knowledge and relationships. 

There can be no doubt that one may experience a set of thoughts, feelings and emotions that shape 

the depth of the perspective and give it an extra dimension that is not even seen, but sensed. 

Involving all factors influencing and affecting the way we perceive a space will give it meanings 

that are more than just the physical rigid formation. An interesting interaction between space and 

its users is introducing the spatial experience as an outcome, which the architect will not be able 

to configure through scale models or three-dimensional visualisations as “space is more like 

feeling stereoscopically than seeing stereoscopically: a fuller, more complete experience” 

(Hertzberger, 2000: 17). 

The distinction between space and place is a concept that Hertzberger introduces. While the two 

overlap in meaning, they describe an interesting variance that relates to the core of the argument. 

He expresses the comparison in a quite configured way, stating:  

“Place is where you recognize yourself, something familiar and safe, specially for you 

[…] place implies special value added to a space. It has a particular meaning for a number 

of people who feel attached to one another or derive from it a feeling of solidarity […] 

Space, whatever its purpose, can come to mean place, whether for an individual or for 

small or large groups […] The thing that turns space into place is the infill given it by its 

occupants/users […] Space is longing, an expectation of possibilities, outside, on a 

journey, dynamic and open, away. Place is pause, inside, redemption, home, at rest […] 

Space and place cannot exist without each other – each summons up the other. If place is 

heat, fire, then space is fuel.” (Hertzberger, 2000: 25–25) 

Hertzberger is not the only one who discussed the distinction between these two expressions, in 

Spaces and Places: The Perspective of Experience (1977) the Chinese geographer Yi-Fu Tuan 

argues, “Space is transformed into place as it acquires definition and meaning” (Tuan, 1977: 136). 

He also states, “Abstract space, lacking significance other than strangeness, becomes concrete 

place, filled with meaning. Much is learned but not through formal instruction” (Tuan, 1977: 199). 

Here, the author is distinguishing between space that he describes as a form of openness, freedom 

and threat, and place where security and stability is found. He asserts that the main contributors 

lie in the meanings that emerge with the inhabitants experiencing the space and adding values to 

it. The user is the one who will create these meanings and convert these spaces into places by 

adding a sense of life to it. It is not necessary “concrete place” as Tuan says, because the users’ 

experience does not need boundaries to be housed, rather, experiencing is persuading sensation, 

perception and conception. Tuan explains “experience” by saying that, “To experience is to learn; 
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it means acting on the given and creating out of the given. The given cannot be known in itself. 

What can be known is a reality that is a construct of experience, a creation of feeling and thought” 

(Tuan, 1977: 9).  

Explaining the process of experiencing a space may vary from one to another, because 

“experience is a cover-all term for the various modes through which a person knows and 

constructs a reality. These modes range from the more direct and passive senses of smell, taste, 

and touch, to active visual perception and the indirect mode of symbolization” (Tuan, 1977: 8). 

Space is articulated with psychological and philosophical encounters because it is engaged with 

and configured by the users’ experience. Furthermore, “space” is considered as the architect’s 

“production”, and it is the linkage between the creator (architect) and the consumer (inhabitant). 

Therefore, it is vital to establish a way of understanding these three axes of the dilemma. 

Challenging the spatial experience could be through different perimeters that specify certain 

experience in certain space. These perimeters could be tangible or intangible. Although this study 

is not ignoring the role of the tangible spatial sequence, texture, material and light that are 

definitely involved in the architectural experience. It is more interested in intangible parameters. 

These intangible factors are considered through the philosophical and psychological attributes 

that would set an experience of inhabiting within specific social, cultural and economic settings. 

The way an individual would perceive a space, how it would look, feel and smell is not only 

influenced by specified rules set by the architect or the builder, it is also affected by memories, 

emotions and feelings that are set within the inhabitant’s background.  

Sirowy (2010) discusses the spatial experience from a phenomenological and philosophical 

perspective. She points out the relational nature of understanding the phenomenological 

interpretations that ask for a consideration and acknowledgement of the social, cultural and 

historical context of architectural interventions.  

She maintains that architects should consider the way people relate to space, and their specific 

lived experience within, which then would lead to a better understanding of space and how it 

should be created.  

In order to examine the “spatial experience”, and present it with a clear definition, it has to be 

positioned, in this study, within the context of Bahrain and its well-defined geographic, social and 

cultural dimensions. In Arabic, the first formal language in Bahrain, there is no specific linguistic 

terminology that addresses or recognises the “spatial experience”. This had to be taken into 

account when collaborating with the participants who took part in a pilot questionnaire, which 

was used as a precursor to the primary fieldwork research (to be discussed further in the 

Methodology chapter). However, the people in Bahrain are aware of their experience and 
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understand their spaces and places, as this has been a part of human nature since the existence of 

architecture. Aspects of inhabitation and interaction with space are documented in the narratives 

of people’s everyday lives, which help in establishing an understanding of the “spatial 

experience” before even providing a linguistic terminology. For instance, the layout of the 

traditional cities in Bahrain speaks of the traditional cultural values. The city used to consist of 

four main elements: the mosque, the governor’s house, the inhabitants’ dwellings, the central 

market (souq), and the café (quahwa). These main elements are connected through narrow 

pathways, which were constructed as defence against enemies, and with climatic and cultural 

considerations in mind. Experiencing the city through the wide and the narrow, the dark and the 

light, the private and the public, the spiritual and the entertaining, would reveal a poetic image 

that conceals the human mind and soul.  

On the other hand, echoes of the original culture and facts of globalisation and the present 

conditions, surround the spatial experience in the contemporary city; therefore, the resulting 

experience is quite ambiguous and lacks focus. People are still aware of the sense of experiencing 

a space, apart from the huge transformation that is currently taking place; people changed, 

architecture changed, life changed and, of course, the experience changes accordingly.  

According to Aljowder4, a Bahraini architect with 33 years of experience in practice, it is 

problematic to translate “spatial experience” into Arabic, due to a lack of research in this field, 

published in Arabic. Although the sensational experience exists, an accurate understanding is still 

ambiguous in the Arab world. He argues that architecture requires a specific language in order to 

transform it from a hidden and vague realm into a terminology of everyday life that people can 

interact with, feel and improve. He suggests that social activities and networking play a vital role 

in conveying the architectural sense, the space examination and determination for people, who 

can participate in establishing a rich ground where these terminologies could grow.  

It is important to reveal the unknown and forgotten aspects of the spatial experience, which help 

in understanding the meaning of inhabiting. The sense, awareness, feeling and understanding of 

this experience exist in the consciousness and it needs to be elaborated, expressed and 

communicated in order to be obvious and clear. This will lead to a better understanding of 

architecture through the aesthetics that configure the narrative of the individual’s life, within the 

human domain. Zumthor describes this better when he stated: “We all experience architecture 

before we have even heard the word. The roots of architectural understanding lie in our 

architectural experience: our room, our house, our street, our village, our town, our landscape – 

                        
4 In a trial interview conducted with him during the early stages of this research in summer 
2013. 
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we understand them all early on, unconsciously, and we experience later on” (Zumthor, 2010: 

65). 

 

3.3 Architecture, aesthetics and immateriality 

While this research is articulating immateriality in architecture, and as Chapter 2 discussed, 

immateriality within Islamic architecture, this section considers immateriality from the 

contemporary architectural discourse point of view.  

In attempting to approach the subject of aesthetics in architecture, we start from a position relating 

architecture to space, as described by Schelling, after Winters (2011), who stated that: 

“Architecture is music in space, as it were a frozen music” (Winters, 2011: 61). In his argument, 

the author tried to explain the meaning of architecture by questioning, “If we are to think of 

architecture as inhabitable space, then we must ask how we can look at drawings of unbuilt and 

unbuildable works and judge them as pieces of architecture while adhering to the stricture that 

architecture is to be lived in” (Winters, 2011: 61). He goes on to admit that architects produce 

what he named “paper architecture” at some stages of work, especially during the design process 

and the idea development phases, however, this does not mean that we appreciate architecture as 

a visual artwork to be argued with certain kinds of thoughts. This direction is very important 

especially these days when architects can be increasingly obsessed with image-making, at the 

expense of producing designs that are user-oriented. Nevertheless, we cannot ignore that 

communication technology has had a massive role in changing the form of architecture in the last 

two decades, while architecture remains with its primary role of accommodating working lives.  

Schumacher, in his essay titled Aspects of the Work of Zaha Hadid (2007) pointed at the 

proliferation of representational media and design process as one of the most significant features 

of architecture in the last two decades. In contrast to Winters’ vision, Schumacher is impressed 

by Hadid’s speculative designs and drawings, and classifies them as “innovative architecture”. 

He describes those dynamic and fluid designs as a world by themselves, with its own features of 

forms, compositional laws and spatial effects. However, he admits, “The translation from drawing 

to building might be problematic – at least under conditions of innovation” (Schumacher, 2007: 

212). It seems that Schumacher believes that architecture, as a discipline should distinguish 

between the act of drawing and designing, and the act of building, in other words, to differentiate 

between drawing as a “tool” and the “material process of construction”. Schumacher considers 

the “medium of drawing as a medium of innovation”, which emphasises graphics that would not 

necessarily be translated into buildings at some stage. He also maintains that following this 

strategy, Hadid had made many contributions to architectural history.  
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From Schumacher’s analysis of Hadid’s designs and work strategies, it seems that the main 

element to be achieved is the form, or the beauty of the form, but he did not consider or give 

attention to the lives that are going to occupy these buildings. On the contrary, he goes even 

further and proposes promoting the idea of speculative buildings, “paper architecture”, and claims 

that this approach will make a major contribution to the architectural discourse. 

When discussing architecture, people make buildings the focus of their attention, the buildings 

that hold the narrative of their everyday lives, and the container of their memories, buildings that 

are part of their system of habits and reflect their spirit and identity. But the question here is, is 

Hadid’s architecture the architecture that people are seeking?  

Zumthor, one of the well known contemporary architects, also presents an argument against 

Schumacher’s in his book Thinking Architecture (2010), where he states: “Music needs to be 

performed. Architecture needs to be executed. Then its body can come into being. And this body 

is always sensuous” (Zumthor, 2010: 66). 

Aesthetic might be the expression that needs to be clarified here, which will enable us to answer 

such questions as the one stated above. According to Aesthetic Theory: Essential Texts for 

Architecture and Design (2011) by Gage, the term is not as implicit as it used to be: “It includes 

not only the assumed questions of beauty, value, form, taste, and appropriateness but also 

collective ideas such as nationhood, political influence, and global economics” (Gage, 2011: 7). 

If we are to classify according to this approach, Zaha Hadid’s designs would be described as the 

former, since it emphasises the geometry and fluidity of architectural forms. Similarly, the latter 

will evolve in engaging people, since it emphasises human aspects related to the users’ nature, 

interests and lifestyle.  

In the same book, Gage explains the notion behind the aesthetic theory as it had been historically 

rooted. Throughout the book, the author presents the theoretical context of aesthetic as a branch 

of philosophy. He starts with expressing the ancient philosophical thoughts of the great Greek 

philosophers Plato, Aristotle and Vitruvius. Afterwards, he introduces the visions of many 

philosophers who appeared during and after the Renaissance, like Alberti, Kant, Fiedler, 

Nietzsche and others, until he reached the thinkers of the twentieth century like Geoffrey Scott, 

Susan Sontag, Alexander Nehamas and many others until the most recent, David Freedberg and 

Vittorio Gallese. 

Although the subject has been well established since ancient times, and articulated by a large 

number of well known philosophers, thinkers and humanists, Gage’s intention is to introduce 

“new, and sometimes merely forgotten” ways of understanding aesthetic through clarifying the 

“relationship between designed form and cultural value” (Gage, 2011: 20). 
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Gage also argues that during the decades around the millennium, architectural theory made a 

contribution that “revealed new social, intellectual and ethical territories for architectural 

influence and responsibility” (Gage, 2011: 15). He articulates the aesthetic theory as it focuses on 

the understanding of a building, space and object as it emerged from individual and societal 

values. However, Gage speculates that architectural design seems to be losing value whether be 

it cultural, economic, or political. He goes on to declare that, “Architecture and design can no 

longer be culturally relevant in a world defined only by bottom-line efficiencies, simplistic natural 

metaphors, or strict adherence to performance guidelines, sustainable or otherwise” (Gage, 2011: 

18). He also asserts that the judgement of the success of a building should be through the qualities 

it introduces, which gives architecture its value in a society. Therefore, architecture is judged by 

the users, “who have accordingly and perhaps rightfully devalued our contribution to society” 

(Gage, 2011: 19). 

“Architecture must be more than what it does, how little it costs, how quickly it was built, 

or how much energy it can save. Aesthetic theory offers us a way to the value of 

architecture in reconsidered terms without opposing those worthy pursuits.” (Gage, 2011: 

20) 

In his essay titled On Aesthetics and Function in Architecture: The Case of the “Spectacle” Art 

Museum (2011), Shiner maintains, “The aesthetic experience is not only about contemplation of 

visual form, but also multisensory and immersive, involving the volumes, textures, and sounds 

that determine how a building feels as we move through it”. Here, Shiner is supporting Gage’s 

argument on the idea of not explicating aesthetic on the basis of beauty only, rather, it should 

include values that elaborate and configure the spatial experience. He also expresses the notion 

of what he called “sculptural design” like the work of Gehry and Hadid, which should be judged 

upon aesthetic criteria.  

Another view of aesthetic from The Aesthetics of Architecture (1979), by Scruton, who states, “In 

proposing an aesthetics of architecture, the least one must be proposing is an aesthetics of 

everyday life” (Scruton, 1979: 19). He also maintains, “the first task of aesthetics must lie in the 

correct understanding of certain mental capacities – capacities for experience and judgment” 

(Scruton, 1979: 1). His analysis makes it vital to refer to the experience of the users of building 

when evaluating and judging its aesthetics. Moreover, the aesthetic judgement will not be 

achieved unless the spatial experience is fully understood. “We understand a building only if our 

experience is persuasive for us: only if it occupies a place in which we can feel its relation to the 

working of the moral life” (Scruton, 1979: 205). 

Reflecting on the above, the issue of aesthetics and immaterialities lies at the crossroads of a 

number of disciplines including psychology and philosophy. Consequently, it is significant to 
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point out that, “Psychology investigates facts, while philosophy studies concepts” (Scruton, 1979: 

2). The use of such approaches in the exploration of this topic will enhance our understanding of 

the relationship between aesthetic immaterialities and user experience.5 

When approaching the issue of immateriality in architecture and how it may relate to aesthetics, 

it would be useful to consider one of the main architectural philosophy writings of the nineteenth 

century, The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1908) by the English art theorist and critic John Ruskin 

who defines architecture as: 

“The art which so disposes and adorns the edifices raised by man, for whatsoever uses, that the 

sight of them may contribute to his mental health, power, and pleasure.” (Ruskin, 1908: 13)  

Ruskin stated that it is important to distinguish between architecture and building. “To build – 

literally, to confirm – is by common understanding to put together and adjust the several pieces 

of any edifice or receptacle of a considerable size” (Ruskin, 1908: 13).  

This clarifies that building and architecture is not synonymous, rather, they overlap in meaning. 

The former is charged more with structural and material aspect that maintain the stability, while 

the latter is charged with the values of life. Just like space and place, house and home, building 

and architecture share the ability of transformation, in other words, building can be transformed 

into architecture if it succeeds in achieving certain qualities with regards to the users’ experience. 

According to Pallasmaa, in his book The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses (2012), 

the task of architecture is “to create embodied and lived existential metaphors that concretise and 

structure our being in the world […] buildings and towns enable us to structure, understand and 

remember the shapeless flow of reality and, ultimately, to recognize and remember who we are. 

Architecture enables us to perceive and understand the dialectics of performance and change, to 

settle ourselves in the world, and to place ourselves in the continuum of culture and time” 

(Pallasmaa, 2012: 76).  

The task of architecture is to identify ourselves as users, through representing, structuring and 

engaging “actions and power, societal and cultural order, interaction and separation, identity and 

memory” (Pallasmaa, 2012: 76).  

Ballantyne briefly discusses interesting aspects of architecture in his book Architecture: A Very 

Short Introduction (2002). The book is described as an excellent introduction to architecture. It 

                        
5 “If it were true that architecture was a language (or, perhaps, a series of languages), then we 
should know how to understand every building, and the human significance of architecture 
would no longer be in question.” (Scruton, 1979: 158) 
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contains three concise chapters, starting with how buildings are involved with our sense of who 

we are, moving to the way in which buildings are made to look like one another, so that they carry 

the right sort of messages to those “in the know” in a particular culture, and ended up with 

questioning what it is that makes some works of architecture come to be more culturally important 

than others.  

Throughout his writings, Ballantyne acknowledges that every spatial experience is characterised 

by intangible aspects, either positive or negative, along with tangible ones. To take home as an 

example, one must admit that home is charged with meanings, which moves beyond the 

physicality of the building. Home may also take different definitions depending on how the term 

is contextualised. For instance, geographically it may refer to a certain location that identifies the 

individual’s place of birth. The term in here refers to the place the individual inhabits and pursues 

in his/her everyday life. The individual carries the immaterial part of their home experience 

around, while the building called home remains in one place. This explains the sense of home for 

the nomadic tribes, although they frequently change locations, they still experience these 

immaterial aspects and feel at home in surroundings that they do not actually own. Ballantyne 

also argues that few architects are sensitive to the audience response, and take risks, in order to 

obtain a conservative view of cultural change. Such architects will accrue no artistic kudos; 

however, they might be seen as reliable performers by the people who commission buildings 

(Ballantyne, 2002). 

A similar approach by Tervo in her article Is Anybody Home? (2007), where she argues, “Instead 

of describing built environment with measurable dimensions, we could start to intentionally 

enhance vocabulary of emotions […] we want to approach the essence of place with devotion by 

insisting on tangible sensation” (Tervo, 2007: 226). She refers to domestic buildings as an 

example to illustrate the idea of immateriality as an important part of architecture, which, in fact, 

is what transforms a building into architecture, through feelings, which she describes “as real and 

definite as the fact of the sun coming over the horizon tomorrow morning” (Tervo, 2007: 226).  

In his book Immaterial Architecture (2006), Hill takes up the argument from a different angle, 

although his position acknowledges the importance of the user in creating the immateriality of 

the space, which then leads to the same conclusion, architecture as an element of sense and feeling 

as well as solidity and rigidity. He argues that, “Focusing on immaterial architecture as the 

perceived absence of matter more than the actual absence of matter, I devise new means to explore 

old concerns: the creativity of the architect and the user. The user decides whether architecture is 

immaterial. But the architect and any other architectural producer, creates material conditions in 

which that decision can be made” (Hill, 2006: 5). In a very comprehensive argument, Hill 

acknowledges the immaterial part of architecture, and considers it as important as the material. 

The book represents architectural practice as solid matter, however, it considers immaterial 
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concepts as aligned to that solid architecture. “Architecture is expected to be solid, stable and 

reassuring – physically, socially and psychologically” (Hill, 2006: 2). Hill also argues that 

architecture related to the varied experience of the user, and the everyday experience of the 

building is what configures the relationship between user, objects and spaces. He also describes 

the immaterial from two points of view. Firstly, he related the immaterial to the event, perception, 

memory and experience of the user, which are intangible aspects of the space that is designed by 

the architect in a way that will let the user interact, explore and perceive. Secondly, the immaterial 

is simply the drawings that carry the procedures of designing and the architect’s thoughts and 

ideas. Finally, he presents a series of examples that refer to elements of architecture, and he 

developed his argument about immateriality around them. The examples he selected are actually 

referring to material aspects, however, he then explains the immaterial idea based on an event, a 

sense, or some natural condition such as the weather. Hill then declares, “The user decides 

whether architecture is immaterial. But the architect creates conditions in which that decision can 

be made. Both are creative!” (Hill, 2006: 77). 

Hill’s approach to immateriality leads to Karandinou’s, in whose book No Matter: Theories and 

Practices of the Ephemeral in Architecture (2013) carries an investigation into the different 

themes around the explanation of “immateriality”. She presents seven different approaches, which 

despite their differences are all charged with immaterial aspects; these aspects totally differ from 

one approach to another.  

The first approach into the notion of immateriality refers to the way the material gets changed in 

terms of shape and quality, such as fluidity, transformability and reactive material. This approach 

explains some features, which are beyond the physicality of the matter itself, and explains how 

the matter could be changed. However, this is not the immateriality that this research is interested 

in. 

The second approach is concerned with specific sensational elements like the sound and the smell, 

which, in fact, add another dimension to the space, not because of their existence only, rather, 

because of the way it affects the user and his/her spatial experience. Aspects such as sound and 

smell are also motivating and affecting another important immaterial aspect, that of the 

“memory”, which in fact plays a vital role in configuring the users’ spatial experience.  

The third approach is very relevant to this study. It focuses on ideas and concepts that are related 

to the way of perceiving the space. The way the user perceives the space does not depend only on 

the space itself, nonetheless, the image will not be completed unless it would be automatically 

interpreted with other vital elements like the users’ background. These concepts of immateriality 

are shaped and influenced by the cultural, social and ideological schemes.  
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The fourth approach concentrates on the opposition of form versus matter, which contains 

underlying meanings that describe the relationship and interaction between form and material, 

which are influenced by other aspects like the function, needs, desires and aspiration. 

The fifth approach is again related to this study because it is concerned with the way the user 

interacts with their surroundings. It emphasises the understanding of the activities that occur in 

the space, and this touches the past, present and future activities and aspirations. Thus, there are 

several immaterial aspects that could be defined here, such as happiness, anxiety, dreams, 

memories, feelings, senses, etc. 

The sixth approach also defines immaterial descriptors that are related to the process of making 

the building, which, in fact, would be invisible after the completion. This is an interesting 

interpretation because this process has revealed a number of experiences, thoughts, narratives and 

achievements, which therefore configure part of the building history. 

The seventh and last approach consists of stimulating the role of technologies that cannot be 

denied, however it is not the core of this study. 

There are several texts that look into the theme of immateriality written by practitioners, which 

discuss the topic from a practical point of view. One of the key texts is Towards Humane 

Architecture, by Bruce Allsopp, who in the 1970s addressed the issue of understanding 

architecture, and emphasised the importance of the users’ participation in the design process:  

“Architecture is not for architects, it is for people, and whatever architects may think and 

whatever theories they may have, it is through the senses that people  appreciate, 

that people feel architecture.” (Allsopp, 1974: 3) 

It is of great importance to society to understand how architecture, as a creative industry and 

process, can be deployed to enhance our way of life, and have positive impacts on individuals. In 

fact, it is the architects’ essential responsibility to negotiate among different perspectives and 

realities and to create an environment that is meaningful for those who live in it, an environment 

that is warm, comforting and pleasant to live in. This type of architecture will be achieved if it 

caters for man as he is, brought up in a living society, not for man as an abstraction, processed in 

a laboratory. 

At the end of his book, Allsopp divides architecture into two kinds: one is aedicular, which is for 

people to live and work in, and the other is symbolic that has no necessary function other than to 

be symbolic. He concludes by suggesting that if the architect is truly to produce architecture for 

people he must always put them first in his professional work, and really study people in order to 

try to give them what they will enjoy.  
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One of the objectives of this research is to generate a greater awareness among architects, of the 

importance of considering the users’ spatial experience as part of their design process. In his book 

The Architect’s Brain: Neuroscience, Creativity and Architecture (2011), Mallgrave explores the 

role of the architect in the design process. He refers to some interesting concepts such as, “How 

is it possible that architectural forms are able to express an emotion or a mood?”, which is a vitally 

related question raised by the art historian Heinrich Wolfflin in 1886, when he wrote his doctoral 

dissertation, titled Prolegomena to Psychology of Architecture (Mallgrave, 2011: 80). According 

to Mallgrave, Wolfflin motivated designers and architects to analyse, examine and test the users’ 

behaviour and views before and after the space is created, in order to understand more about how 

such spaces should be facilitating the experience and interacting with users. Mallgrave also argues 

that exploring and understanding the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience such as 

memory, consciousness, feeling, thinking and creativity is reshaping the image if who we are and 

where we come from. On the other hand, he considers it a great limitation if architecture is largely 

appreciated visually and measured by “photogenic” qualities of its sleek, rather than a variegated 

experience particular to the senses. “Architecture not as phosphoric sheen but as flesh” 

(Mallgrave, 2011: 114). 

It seems that acknowledging that the immaterial in architecture as just as important as the material, 

has now started to gain popularity. To understand the immaterial part, one needs to approach the 

space users in order to configure their spatial experience. Consequently, one of the effective 

means of this acknowledgment is through the users’ involvement and participation in architecture.  

 

3.4 Architecture as a practice 

This section starts by discussing architecture from a theoretical perspective with a view to 

extending the discussion to the context of architecture as a practice.  

In trying to understand architecture, one may need to understand the value of the material and the 

immaterial considerations of the built environment. In his book What is Architecture?, Ballantyne 

declares: “Architecture is part of the art of living, and is at its most successful when it seems to 

give expression to the life that inhabits it” (Ballantyne, 2001: 2). Therefore, it is important to 

maintain the balance of interacting and impacting between users and architecture. For instance, 

the practice that is responsible for producing buildings is at the same time being asked to create 

relationships between those buildings and people’s lives. 

In her book Architecture and Narrative: The Formation of Space and Cultural Meaning, Psarra 

suggests an interesting way to connect narrative with architecture, which in fact reveals the 

meaning of architecture. She explains narratives as a form of representation, bonding sequence, 
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space, time and structure. She argues, “A narrative requires a narrator and a reader in the same 

way in which architecture requires an architect and a viewer” (Psarra, 2009: 2).  

The author explains her approach by identifying similarities between narrative and architecture, 

as narrative is the content of the story, the way in which readers interpret it, and also the way in 

which it is structured and presented to the audience. Similarly, the perceived, conceived and lived 

experience of the user in a space, as well as the structure and representation of the architecture is 

what metaphorically makes architecture a narrative. In fact, different shapes and meanings in 

different buildings, as in different narratives, are normally generated through users’ experiences 

and the cultural mechanisms. The meanings that are generated by users are in dynamic networks 

of spatial, cultural, social, intellectual and professional practices, which are proper ties of the work 

and its formation and interpretation.  

Correspondingly, in The Architecture of Happiness, De Botton asserts that architecture can make 

its distinctive contribution and give evidence of happiness, however, “A concern for architecture 

has never been free from a degree of suspicion” (De Botton, 2014: 11).   

The author acknowledges that the significance of architecture is affected by the notion and fact 

that people are different and places are also different. De Botton declares that “Architecture may 

well possess moral messages; it simply has no power to enforce them. It offers suggestions instead 

of making laws. It invites, rather than orders, us to emulate its spirit and cannot prevent its own 

abuse” (De Botton, 2006: 20). Essentially, the role of the architect is to be responsible for creating 

an architecture that enhances people’s lives in their surroundings, and adds significant meanings 

to its original context. So what is architecture as a practice?   

Understanding architecture as a practice starts by looking at the distinction between architecture 

and building. While the former tends to convey both the edifice and its wider context both in 

terms of material and immaterial qualities, the latter is usually confined to what is being 

constructed, through its material descriptors. This leads to the question, “What is architecture?” 

Is it an art? A product? A service? A subject or an object? 

Many writers, theorists, thinkers and practitioners attempting to define architecture would start 

by saying, “architecture is an art”, “a social art” or “the mother of arts”.  

Samuel Mockbee, an American architect and educator, argues that “Architecture, more than any 

other art form, is a social art and must rest on the social and cultural base of its time and place” 

(Mockbee, 1998). 

While Mockbee perceives architecture as a social art, which by its extension reaches elements of 

humanity through the reflection of social and cultural norms, Peter Eisenman declares that his 
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“architecture” does not necessarily aim to house humans. After the post occupancy evaluation of 

his award winning design of the Wexner Centre for the Visual Arts at Ohio State University, and 

addressing some failures, Eisenman confesses, “My work is not about convenience –it is about 

art. I am not suggesting that people should necessarily live in art –I don’t live in art – and I’m not 

suggesting that people should necessarily live in my architecture” (Eisenman after Cuff, 1989: 

66). 

Architecture is always complex, as it addresses the quality of our surroundings and our two-way 

interaction with it. Thus, it is not only about a building’s appearance, as this aspect is only one 

way of affection, and not always the most important. Accordingly, the definition of architecture 

has many layers, especially if one wants to make a distinction between building and architecture, 

as architecture would be buildings with an acknowledgment of the general context in which they 

exist.  

“In architectural practice it is often manifested as a poetic illusion of a dichotomy, 

advancing either the humanist view of a universe order by abstract relations or the 

romantic view of individual sensibility and freedom. It is argued that architecture orders 

experience through space-time relationships that interface the realm of the conceptual 

and the world of senses, away from the traditional binary model of abstract and physical.” 

(Psarra, 2009: 3)   

The practice of architecture could be conceived as the production of societies and civilizations, 

which stands as historical physical expressions of existence like the case of great monuments.    

“A building is not a work of art if it stands just anywhere, as a blot on the landscape, but 

only if it represents the solution of an ‘architectural problem’. Aesthetics acknowledges 

only those works of art that are in some way worth thinking about and call them 

‘architectural monuments’. If a building is a work of art, then it is not only the artistic 

solution to a building problem posed by the contexts of purpose and life to which it 

originally belongs, but somehow preserves them, so that they are visibly present even 

though the building’s present appearance is completely alienated from its original 

purpose. Something in it points back to the original.” (Gadamer, 2004: 149) 

In this framework, one could ask, what is the role of architecture in our modern era, where a huge 

technological digital revolution is taking over, replacing everything including man himself 

sometimes, and creating spaces that do not look any different either in the east or the west of the 

globe. In this time, it is important to assure that one of the main tasks of architecture is to help in 

establishing new possibilities of people’s existence, in regard to culture, tradition, environment 

and context. The role of architecture and the task of the architect are, as Heidegger emphasises in 

(1951), “Building, Dwelling, Thinking”. The main role is to create buildings that assist people to 
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live physically and emotionally, and establishing a meaningful relationship between people and 

their spaces, in order to help them to understand, interpret and impact on their lives.  

In a more specific context, in many Arab countries, and particularly in Bahrain, there is a great 

division between architecture as an academic discipline and architecture as a practice. Asfour, the 

author of Polemics in Arab Architecture: Theory Versus Practice (2007), argues that even if the 

academics are trying to advocate traditional architecture, the belief in image and technology is 

what is governing the architectural market nowadays. The common practice in the Middle East 

today is characterised by building tall glass and metal towers, providing profitable enterprises for 

their owners. This new architectural language is what gives it its prestige and therefore attracts 

more investors. There are many examples of these kinds of iconic and large-scale commercial 

buildings, like the Bahrain Financial Harbour, completed in 2007, and the Bahrain World Trade 

Centre, completed in 2008 (see Figure 3.1). Nonetheless, there is a small number of projects that 

use traditional architectural features and elements in a way that creates an imagery representation 

of the vernacular architecture and culture. However, these approaches act as marketing tools and 

are not always successful, and some people consider them to be false representations of traditional 

architecture, which used to serve certain functions, while in these contemporary projects, it is 

merely for decorative purposes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Bahrain World Trade Centre and Bahrain Financial Harbour (Source: 
http://media.gettyimages.com/photos/aerial-view-of-the-skyline-of-manama-bahrain-on-thursday-sept-24-2009-
picture-id97428054) 

 

It seems that the new Arab cities find their identity, public satisfaction and social aspirations with 
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a high-tech image of new architecture, which is mainly designed by architects who have not 

necessarily been in the context before. And even if the building is designed by a local architect, 

as in the case of the Bahrain Financial Harbour (see Figure 3.3), which is designed by Ahmed 

Janahi Architects, described by Asfour as an excellent example, is actually trying to achieve a 

collective character by making the project become like a small Venice, with plenty of waterfront 

to host leisure and business activities. Besides the idea of creating a little Venice, which may 

interest some people, while others may question it in terms of identity issues, Asfour also claims 

that the Bahrain Financial Harbour project is fully open to the public. It could be one of the 

authorities’, including decision makers and architects, intentions from the beginning, to have a 

shopping mall along the waterfront and marina with other facilities like restaurants, coffee shops 

and an opera house, where those activities may integrate with the business oriented buildings. 

Yet, what is happening at this moment is slightly different, as the area became used for 

commercial activities purely for attracting investment. The mall project was cancelled, and what 

exists inland are only two towers, which are not even fully occupied.  

Another example that expresses the implementation of a European character, is the Villagio mall 

in Doha, the capital of the State of Qatar (see Figure 3.2). The mall is one of the largest in Doha, 

with an exquisite, luxurious architecture, representing the epitome of a typical Italian village, 

destined to transport visitors to its charismatic ambience by the sea. The mall is designed to attract 

an average of 42,000 visitors daily, and over 1.5 million people for every month of the year. 

The sponsors of both projects, the one in Manama and the one in Doha, claim that they achieved 

some sense of success and that the local people are happy, as the population is keen to experience 

such luxury places, which they consider as a sign of progress, however, this raises a number of 

concerns. First of all, the public cultural awareness of heritage and tradition, as well as the 

importance of preserving both needs to be examined in a time where people are obsessed with 

globalisation and a contemporary imagery of architecture. Secondly, the region’s ideas of hosting 

culture that would be associated with sustainable qualities are under question here, as well as the 

energy and the cost of such an architectural undertaking in such climatic conditions. Thirdly, the 

norm, nowadays in the Middle East, and the Gulf region specifically, is to create landmark 

projects, as if the authorities are in a competition to establish “who builds the tallest?”, which is 

what happened in the case of Burj al Arab and Burj Khalifa. 

Today’s society’s aspirations are different to what they used to be thirty years ago, and local 

people (including clients, designers and decision makers), are not necessarily concerned with 

implementing traditional design solutions, however, there must be a niche for traditional ideas 

that are still valuable for today’s culture. Moreover, there is a need for raising greater awareness 

of the importance of maintaining the relationship between culture and architecture, which in fact, 

does not conflict with any type of progress. Such a relationship may encourage architects, decision 
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makers and people to come up with genuine ideas that reassure the specificity of this context, 

which in fact needs specific architecture.  

 

  

Figure 3.2: Villagio mall in Doha (Source: 
http://static.qatarliving.com/post/2015/10/27/villaggion%20cover%20pic.jpg) 

Figure 3.3: Proposed project for Bahrain Financial Harbour and surroundings (Source: http://www.portland-
design.com/sites/default/files/portland_bahrainfinancial_large_landscape3_0.jpg)  
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3.5 Practice and culture 

3.5.1 Defining culture 

Discussing the relationship between culture and architecture has been widely debated by a number 

of thinkers including Rapoport (2005), Sharr (2012) and Mahgoub (2011), and it has been gaining 

in popularity since the turn of the new millennium, along with the big debate around the impact 

of globalisation. The discussion of local conditions and identity frames the relationship between 

architecture and the users’ culture. This relationship could be conceived as a multidimensional 

phenomenon, as it has to be observed through different points of view and methods of expression.  

This section attempts to provide an overview of the relationship between architecture and culture 

as a way of re-examining the conventional way of describing space through material descriptors. 

Instead, the focus is on the users’ experience both material and immaterial in order to describe 

the architectural qualities of the design.  

Architecture displays values that involve the culture and the context of the building and 

inhabitants as well as the construction, procurement and design. The cultural values of any society 

inform the inhabitants’ way of life and their behaviour, therefore it must have its impact on spaces 

where they live, interact, and pursue their everyday practices.  

It is acknowledged that buildings are evidence of the cultures that made them, presenting values 

informing both the construction of the artefact and the lives that inhabited or are inhabiting it. A 

building could be considered as an organisation, as it absorbs ideologies and atmospheres, as well 

as recording evidence for societies and generations. In the case of historical buildings and 

artefacts, they act as sources of information that convey meanings associated with the way they 

were procured and inhabited over time. In some cases, buildings could be the best indicators of 

society’s own intellectual positions, recording human relationships with each other and with the 

world.  

In fact, the role of inhabitants in configuring and reconfiguring, shaping and reshaping, and 

framing and reframing spaces is just as valid as the role of any architect and professional. Based 

on this, the impact of the inhabitants’ culture takes an important role in the process of configuring, 

shaping and framing spaces.  

Everyone, in everyday life, would engage with architecture in one way or another, which, in fact, 

suggests a certain interaction between the two, the architecture and the inhabitant. Some scholars 

argue that buildings are never finished, as the architect is not the only one who is involved in the 

building. Over time, people’s lives leave their imprint on buildings.   
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At this point of the discussion, it is worth considering the question of, “What is culture, in relation 

to architecture?” 

Kokot, in his article Culture and Space: Anthropological Approach states that culture is a set of 

actions, beliefs and structures, which are determined and governed by space as a constant factor. 

He goes on: 

“Until the nineteen-eighties, ‘space’ was not a matter of theoretical debate, but became 

more or less implicitly equated with the physical environment in general. Consequently, 

as a part of ‘nature’, ‘space’ was juxtaposed to ‘culture’.” (Kokot, 2007: 13)  

The term “culture” has multiple connotations and dimensions. One way of thinking about defining 

culture could be associated with art and sculpture shown in galleries, or literature, opera, plays 

and classical music as others might believe. However, another way may consider that “culture” 

is much bigger than being exclusive to fashion, arts, cinema, novels, and architecture. In the 

academic discipline of cultural studies, “culture” “is something that surrounds us all the time, 

which influences us – which ‘constructs’ or ‘produces’ our habits and values – at least as much 

as we influence it” (Sharr, 2012: 5). 

“Culture” also includes one’s behavioural modes, which establish his or her coexistence in a 

society, including how to dress on a daily basis or on certain occasions, how we facilitate our 

sense of humour, how we interact with others, males and females and many other details of daily 

life. One should admit that culture is in a dynamic and continuous process of change and 

amendment. The culture of a community is not necessary exactly the same as how it used to be 

many years ago, or how it will be some years ahead. These shifts and changes in cultural values 

could be imposed or inherited, controlled, verified and altered in a society. This point will be 

further explored in the fieldwork in Chapter 6. 

In his writing, specifically his book Resources of Hope: Culture, Democracy, Socialism (1989), 

Raymond Williams, one of the founders of British cultural studies, maintains that, “Culture is 

ordinary, in every society and in every mind”. Williams’s work is animated by lived culture, and 

he perceives it, from an anthropological point of view, as synonymous with everyday life, in other 

words, a whole way of life, and forms a significant circulation within a society. Williams 

describes culture as an active cultivation of mind, where it could embody a sequence of emerging 

procedures starting with a developed state of mind, then the process of this development, followed 

by the means of these processes leads to the most common general meaning that indicates a whole 

way of life of an individual community or a social group.   



	
   69 

In his other book Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (1985) Williams asserts that, 

“Culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language” (Williams, 

1985). The word has been through a number of historical developments throughout the history of 

European languages. Furthermore, it has been at the centre of intellectual debates around 

important concepts and disciplines. The term covers a number of meanings including: inhabit, 

cultivate and worship. Williams also maintains that the relationship between culture and 

civilization is very complicated and they even used to be synonyms.  

It is significant that the notion of culture contains a range of overlapping meanings across 

disciplines and conceptual frameworks, which indicates a complex argument around the relations 

between human development, their way of life and architecture, especially since culture includes 

specific and variable values of social and economic groups and nations.  

“It is especially interesting that in archaeology and in cultural anthropology the reference 

to culture or a culture is primarily to material production, while in history and cultural 

studies the reference is primarily to signifying or symbolic systems.” (Williams, 1985: 

89)  

Williams, in his book Culture and Society (1983) clarifies that a number of words that are 

considered important now had actually gained popularity by the late eighteenth century and in the 

first half of the nineteenth century. These words were either newly introduced into common 

English use, or had already been generally used in the language, and then developed new and 

important meanings. The author mentions five words that are the key points: industry, democracy, 

class, art and culture.  

The word culture changed over time, it had meant initially and primarily the tending of natural 

growth, and then, by analogy, a process of human training. However, “latter use, which had 

usually been a culture of something, was changed, in the 19th century, to culture, as such, a thing 

in itself. It came to mean, firstly, ‘a general state or habit of the mind’, having close relations with 

the idea of human perfection. Secondly, it came to mean ‘the general state of intellectual 

development, in a society as a whole’. Thirdly, it came to mean ‘the general body of the arts’. 

Fourthly, later in the century, it came to mean ‘a whole way of life, material, intellectual and 

spiritual’. It came also, as we know, to be a word that often provoked either hostility or 

embarrassment” (Williams, 1983: xvi). 

The author also clarifies that the development and change of the term culture could be seen as a 

record for a number of important and continuing reactions in the people’s social, economic and 

political life. It could be also seen as a special kind of map that leads to exploring nature. 
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In the conclusion of the book, Williams explains the historical background of the idea of culture 

as a record of people’s reactions, in thought and feeling, and their meaning of culture is a response 

to the events that define their meanings of industry and democracy. 

The way in which society embraces, communicates, reproduces, experiences and explores its own 

cultural practices and productions has its special connection with the way this society designs and 

builds spaces where such activities would occur. In this sense, culture reflects and constitutes a 

particular social order, with its values, habits and behaviours and obviously all of this would be 

mirrored in architecture. “Then architecture is more than a rarefied intellectual pursuit or the 

subject of merely aesthetic interest” (Sharr, 2012: 6). 

 

3.5.2 Culture-architecture debate 

The building, as an outcome of the design process will not fully satisfy any architectural standards 

unless it is inhabited and organised by people’s lives, with their powerful relations and aspects. 

Architecture inscribes social relations and mirrors culture, while it constitutes its physicality. In 

fact, the documents that are used to describe and anticipate architecture, including drawings, 

photographs and specifications, are associated with the cultural, economical and political patrons 

and specificities of the time and place where they were made and the people who made them. 

However, the social and cultural boundaries of architecture are normally neglected, given that 

architecture nowadays so often follows the signatures of the architects.  

For Vesely (2004), architecture is well established in people’s signifying system of culture, as it 

sits within their understanding – and pre-understanding – of their layered experience in their 

world, developing through their involvement in the events of their everyday life. People need to 

learn how to appreciate architecture through their cultural values in the same way as they 

appreciate appearance and organization.  

Kokot (2007) suggests that a fully-formed anthropological theory of “culture and space” does not 

exist yet, although there have been lots of valuable attempts. He declares that since the 1980s, 

publications articulating the meaning of “space” in anthropology have increased due to the big 

globalisation argument. These publications mainly discuss the relationship between human 

populations and local cultural ties. He also argues that there has been ongoing research aiming at 

reuniting the concept of space and culture, where “space had more or less been taken for granted 

as a constant factor governing, or even determining, the set of actions, beliefs and structures 

anthropologists have called culture” (Kokot, 2007: 13). 
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The idea of culture and its relationship to space or place has been the subject of critical argument 

in anthropology, including the boundaries of local culture and global culture. It is acknowledged 

that culture is a transitional corporation that has essence of flow, flux and mobility, and this is 

what makes “culture” specific to certain people or a geographical region. Culture also has its big 

impact on constructing local identities within national and international fields and relations.  

There is a theoretical debate around the role of place in culture, which has been articulated in 

Siting Culture (1997) edited by Olwig and Hastrup. The book argues that rich ethnographical 

studies are the only way to “explore the significance of place in the global space of relations”, in 

which everyday lives would exist throughout the world. The book examines the concept of culture 

through a number of case studies from around the world, which provide methodological and 

theoretical implications. The use of case studies as a methodological approach will be further 

discussed in Chapter 4.  

The structure of a space is a vital factor in assessing and understanding past human civilization 

and culture, and in preserving and sustaining the remaining and current fragments of that culture. 

Unfolding people’s thoughts and social organisation through understanding their way of 

structuring their spaces suggests phenomenological and cultural approaches to appreciating 

architecture. The close reading of buildings as cultural artefacts developed by Sharr in his edited 

book Reading Architecture and Culture: Researching Buildings, Spaces and Documents (2012), 

indicates that, “Architects have a distinctive capacity to read the anatomy of buildings and the 

nuances of their details, and to appreciate the influence of professional conventions over the 

world. They are well placed to put their abilities to forensic use, deducing cultural insights from 

architectural fabric and from the documents employed to anticipate architecture” (Sharr, 2012: 

2). 

The main thrust of Sharr’s book is to encourage and help practising architects to appreciate the 

context in which they are designing, in a way that would lead them to think about design more 

incisively.  

In the introduction of his book, the author started with defining the term “culture”. As “culture” 

contains multiple and underlying connections, it has different meanings in different contexts. 

However, in the academic discipline of cultural studies, he argues that “culture is something that 

surrounds us all the time, which influences us – which ‘constructs’ or ‘produces’ our habits and 

values – at least as much as we influence it” (Sharr, 2012: 4). 

The book suggests that reading architecture could be done through three methods linked by 

culture and attitudes to architecture. These methods propose that contemporary buildings’ 

concepts are as powerful and effective as those to be found in historical structures, and that 

architecture by non-experts can be as meaningful as the work of expert architects. 
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The first method implies that buildings are evidence of the cultures that made them, and they act 

as artefacts that establish values informing inhabitant’s lives. The ideologies involved in design, 

procurement, construction and habitation of a building is, in fact, embodied in its organisation, 

atmosphere and details. Therefore, this suggests that it is important to think about the individuals 

and their involvement in their culture, where the buildings act as records of culture and society.  

“This suggestion that buildings can be read is not to say that architecture is text – the presence of 

built fabric is too material for that analogy to stretch meaningfully – but rather that the architect-

authors of buildings, and critics awed by authorship, seldom offer the most reliable accounts of 

them. Instead, a building is the best indicator of its own intellectual position.” (Sharr, 2012: 3)  

The second method of metaphorically reading architecture is through acknowledging that 

buildings could have multiple authorships, which involve the inhabitants’ contributions to their 

built environment. The relationship between physical spaces and human activities is an important 

part set out by social, cultural, behavioural, intellectual and political configurations. The physical 

organisation of architecture acts as a container for the organisations of human activities. In this 

case, the role of inhabitants in reconfiguring their spaces is as vital as the role of the professionals 

who created them in the first place.  

“Indeed, expert professionals can learn much from the architecture of non-experts. This 

appreciation that authorship is not decisive, and that all buildings have multiple authors, 

serves to undermine the hero myth of the genius-designer still promoted by many 

architects, journalists and critics.” (Sharr, 2012: 3)  

The third and last method deals with the technical processes of design, including drawings, 

models, documents and contracts. The media in which those processes were made will have an 

impact on the outcome of the built fabric, as professionals may set outlines for the sensuous 

atmosphere in the proposed future building. As those processes remain important in creating 

buildings, “the gaps between their abstract conventions and people’s sensuous appreciation of the 

material world can yield important insights into the professionalised cultures of architects and 

others in the construction industry. It is important to appreciate the ideologies contained in, and 

around, the professional habits of building description, and the traces that they leave to be read in 

built form” (Sharr, 2012: 3). 

In fact, what the design speaks of is actually the architectural expression, which is not only set by 

the architect and designer, rather it reveals social and cultural messages that contribute to the 

meaning of buildings and places. The signification of architecture is what it refers (architecture) 

to beyond its own pattern of space; like power, religious structure, and social or political ideology. 

Designers need to think about how people occupy and experience the spaces, “how to arrange and 

use the objects that fill them in a way that enables us to recognize who we are as individuals, 
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(culture/identity) and how we are related to others, as well as creating the many other intangible 

qualities that make us successful through the success of our environment. This is not only limited 

to a single room (of any scale), but also to the narrative of the experience created in the transition 

between interconnected volumes (with or without literal walls or ceilings)” (Caan, 2011: 8). 

The question to be asked in this era of globalisation is: How is it possible to approach the practice 

of architecture with a better awareness of its relationship with culture? 

Perceiving architecture as a formal, spatial and cultural mechanism gives the opportunity to 

explore a greater potential of rich meanings, which then leads to architecture that respects social 

and cultural norms. 

“This era of global communication is a time, ironically, when many unique cultures are 

threatened; practitioners of rare arts are aging, young people are being integrated into 

larger communities, languages are disappearing, and cultural memories are being lost.” 

(Gebert and Gibson, 2013: xi)                                                                                          

 

3.6 Users’ rights in architectural practice 

How do architects position themselves in relation to the client, the user and the public in the 

twenty-first century? Do architects deserve privileged positions or are they servants to the 

society? Does the professional relationship between architects and clients have a place in the 

twenty-first century? What are the responsibilities of architects to the public at large? (after Ray, 

2005: 1–2)  

Architecture as a practice involves sets of relationships in ever-changing conditions that 

constantly include new clients, teams and people. The perspective of the user within these 

relationships is mostly neglected as Sirowy and Sailer maintain. Sailer mentions that this neglect 

is partly due to the nature of the industry and partly because of the architectural profession and 

their character and culture.  

In their paper Changing the Architectural Profession: Evidence-Based Design, the New Role of 

the User and a Process-Based Approach, Sailer et al. argue “that the architectural profession 

needs to make a double turn: firstly, the needs and wishes of the user need to be in the centre of 

the architectural business. Secondly, the whole industry may change from a project-centred one 

into a process-based one where the process of finding out what the client needs, of engaging the 

users, proposing a design solution, managing the project, and evaluating its use and appropriation 

in the end in order to learn from it, is nearly as important as aesthetics, form and function” (Sailer 

et al., 2007: 1) (See Figure 3.4). 
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The paper also suggests that architectural theory and research may play a new role in architecture 

as a practice if it involves more aspects of cultures and characteristics of the client. In this case, 

the practice will not be seen as architecture of decorated sheds, which is a reflection of art and 

artistic practice. The focus of aesthetic concern nowadays is just a decoration and a shed that 

could be judged subjectively, while the problem of aesthetics in architecture goes beyond this 

approach and relies on the ability to view buildings with consideration of dwelling in combination 

with aesthetics.  

 

In the contemporary understanding of architecture, there is a strong connection between the 

concept of beauty and the ethical dimension, and this is what Sirowy declares in her interpretation 

of Harries’ (1983) concept of beauty, which suggests that the concept of beauty presented by 

modern aesthetics is very limited where an important dimension of ethics is lost.  

“In a phenomenological framework, there is no need of opposing ethical and aesthetic 

concerns. On the contrary, the concept of art and possible ethics are dimensions of the 

same phenomenon. A central issue for both is the reference to the ontological conditions 

of our being-in-the-world.” (Sirowy, 2010: 137) 

Hence, the architect’s design statement has to satisfy the user, as it is part of the users’ right that 

needs to be considered when identifying design problems and debating it. Fellow in the American 

Society of Landscape Architects, Chris Degenhardt, who points out the issue, “If design becomes 

so selfish and so arrogant that it does not and will not respond to a client’s needs, then we are not 

serving the client properly” (Degenhardt, in Nasar, 1999: 144).  

There is also a long debate of defining the “user”, where the implication of this approach is not 

necessarily related to the way of thinking in architectural practice. However, designing for the 

average person/user, which is widely used as a design choice, means that designers make 

assumptions and arbitrary choices.   

Figure 3.4: Re-defining the relationships between architectural research, design practice and the user (Source: 
Sailer (2007) paper submission at conference “Ethics and the Professional Culture” p.7) 
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It is the responsibility of the architect to take greater care and make sure that the design brief is 

human, as if the average person does not exist. “It is too easy to fall into the trap of thinking that 

as one does not necessarily know the building user, one must therefore make a nondescript 

building in order that it may suit everybody, and in its characterless way offend no-one by being 

easily adapted to the ‘average’ person” (Aldington and Craig, 1980: 29). Who is the average 

person? This is an important question to be asked, and it would be most likely answered with: 

The average person doesn’t exist. Therefore, if an architect is designing for the average person, 

he/she would be designing for non-existent people.  

Such an approach could be considered as an abstraction, especially if the architect uses terms like 

“man”, “the human being”, “citizen” etc. and passive voice “is needed” “is decided” etc., which 

acts as escaping from the obvious social and political context of architecture. In this case, one 

would ask simple critical questions like “which man?”, “who needs?” and “who has decided?” 

These questions are enough to reveal this pretence, and such an approach could be applied to 

different types of design, including structural design, urban planning and urban architecture. 

In their essay Understanding People and Developing a Brief (1980) Aldington and Craig explain 

the brief as the starting point for any design process as it determines potentials and addresses 

limitations. However, it should contain both the normal data and the psychological information. 

The former tackles the material aspects, all the measurable issues such as dimensions, materials, 

costs etc., while the latter targets the immaterial aspects like feelings, moods, sensational 

experience to be created etc. The authors argue that, “Brief is not a brief unless it not only states 

the problem but also understands it. This is the first stage of the creative process-

UNDERSTANDING” (Aldington and Craig, 1980: 27). Thus, understanding peoples’ needs, 

desires and aspirations is the key towards creating an environment that will be meaningful and 

purposeful for its users.  

The design brief is also the starting point toward stabilising the designer/user relationship, and 

understanding the immaterial aspects of the – to be created – users’ spatial experience. One way 

of conceptualising various degrees of user connections in the design brief is through 

categorization that perceives design as for users, with users or by users. 

•   Design for users: The design will be based on data about the users, general theories, and models 

of users’ behaviour. This approach often includes interviews or examination of focus groups. 

•   Design with users: This approach focuses on the user, utilising various data on user preferences, 

needs and requirements. It often includes the users’ reaction to the design solutions within a 

demonstration of different solutions or concepts. 

•   Design by users: The users are involved actively and taking part in the design of their own 

product. 
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The next step is acknowledging the importance of user involvement in shaping and reshaping 

their environments, which could start during the construction of the project. In most cases, the 

process of user involvement takes place after the completion of the project, and extends to take 

part in evaluating designs and solutions after inhabiting buildings, intentionally and 

unintentionally. This involvement could be recognised in several ways and depending on the 

nature of the project. It may range from a mere consultation process to a heavily involved role on 

projects such as self-build or semi-publicly funded housing projects.  

It is acknowledged, as Sharr (2012) mentions, that expert professionals can learn much from the 

architecture of non-experts. Therefore, all buildings have multiple authors, and the genius-

designer is a product of the multi-authorship collaboration.  In other words, the consultation 

between the abstract briefs and users’ sensuous appreciation of the material world could be 

valuable, especially with their insight into the culture and the appreciation of the ideologies 

contained within it, including the professional habits of building description. 

Tackling and understanding the cultural context of architecture, architectural ethics, the role of 

tradition, the challenges of globalisation and many other paradigms are important to be 

understood to formulate a solid ground for architectural practice. In the contemporary 

architectural discourse there is a need to adopt a paradigm that could support a more user – and 

context – sensitive architectural practice. 

Therefore, re-examining the role of users in architecture and its implications needs addressing in 

specific contemporary contexts, including the entire relative social, cultural and globalised 

conditions, and this is what this study is aiming at in order to establish a framework for 

understanding the user, the practice and the culture.  

 

3.7 Immateriality and cultural considerations  

As discussed earlier, architecture is not a purely artistic activity, however it is more “a science-

based profession that is concerned with problem solving” as Rapoport declares in his book 

Culture, Architecture, and Design (2005). Problem identification and solving should formulate 

the first priority of the design, where the purpose will be to create environments that suit the user 

on a number of levels, responding to the understanding of humane characteristics, including being 

culturally specific. The social, cultural, along with the physical aspects, should be considered 

when creating an inhabited environment, where the result would be physiologically adopting 

comfort, meaningful in terms of anthropological aspects of cognition, affect and affected by 

emotions, feelings, moods, etc., and which are socially and culturally supportive. 
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The importance of cultural considerations in place making means the importance of understanding 

specific user groups, their situations, backgrounds, language, religion and many other habits that 

configure the possession of culture, which makes us all human and defines us as kinds of people.  

In traditional settlements where vernacular design is used and user-driven, users get to be involved 

in the design and building of their environments, something that is a rare occurrence in 

contemporary architectural practice. Nowadays, users move into or use already existing 

dwellings, and the most they can do is to try to personalise their space.  

However, Rapoport “suggested that design is for users. Therefore, designers are surrogates for 

users, doing what the latter can not, or do not wish, to do. Users’ preferences are paramount, and 

the choices users make are the best way to identify revealed preferences; other researches 

identities expressed preferences. […] There is, however, a second more fundamental reason to 

approach design this way. This is that design itself can be seen as a process of choosing among 

alternatives. In this case, as when users choose habits, design also involves trade offs, i.e., ranking 

components of environmental qualities” (Rapoport, 2005: 64–65). 

As design currently is not user-driven, the contribution of culture in design has been little, as 

Rapoport states, and he gives two main reasons for that:  

“I think that there are two major reasons why ‘culture’ has not been used in design, and 

these are related. First is that the nature of the concept of culture has been very unclear 

and not discussed explicitly. It is, therefore, necessary to review and discuss definitions 

of culture and clarify which definition(s) might be useful in environmental research and 

design. […] the second reason, […] leads to the suggestion that a new and different 

approach to ‘culture’ is needed in order to make it possible to use culture in research, 

programming, design, and evaluation.” (Rapoport, 2005: 76) 

The definition of culture itself is really complex and comprehensive, where knowledge, arts, 

beliefs, morals, customs and many more aspects are included. If one asks what culture does, the 

answer, according to Rapoport, will mainly be inclusion into three main indications. Firstly, the 

main purpose of culture is to provide “design for living”, at it is concerned with how things should 

be done, the author suggests that culture acts as a blueprint for assembling components. Secondly, 

culture provides a framework that gives meaning and purpose for almost everything. Thirdly, one 

of the main purposes of culture is to define groups “the many groups (‘pseudospecies’) of which 

our single biological species is composed. In that sense, its purpose is to separate groups, to make 

them distinct and different from one another” (Rapoport, 2005: 78).    
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 “The first thing to note is that ‘culture’ is not a ‘thing’ but an idea, a concept, a 

 construct: a label for the many things people think, believe, and how they do 

 them.” (Rapoport, 2005: 77) 

“The main reason, I suggest, why it has seemed impossible to establish relations between 

culture and environment (in this discussion, mainly housing) is due to the very high level 

of generality and abstraction of the term ‘culture’.” (Rapoport, 2005: 92) 

The relationship between culture and environment is difficult to grasp as Rapoport states, because, 

on one hand, culture is a vast domain consisting of small parts, while, on the other hand, 

environment is embedded in culture. The author also implies that “culture” is not useful in either 

research or design, and he argues that “to be asked to ‘design for culture’ is, I would suggest, an 

impossible task” (Rapoport, 2005: 93). 

The author agrees with other thinkers in his definition of culture, and he describes it as a 

definitional concept and a label that contains a vast range of human phenomena, and could be 

dismantled into components such as world views, values, images, norms, lifestyle and activities. 

However, and according to Rapoport’s suggestions, it seems that there is a gap between the 

understanding of culture and its implementations in design and architecture. 

The future of architecture is much more determined by who looks at what and who walks where, 

more than who designs and constructs. Consuming architecture may reveal a number of technical 

and aesthetic values, which are as important as the social and cultural characters. The humanistic 

conception is what values architecture, and gives it a sense of liveliness through the architectural 

and spatial experience. The spatial experience expressed in the current stylistic development of 

the skyscrapers is very physical in terms of its existence. It’s a new type of architecture that lacks 

the humane element to a certain extent. The articulation of human need is required to evaluate the 

architectural condition nowadays, especially since architecture plays an important role in 

configuring people’s identity. 

 

3.8 Conclusion 

This chapter explores the making of architecture from a perspective that considers theoretical 

issues in architectural practice. It starts with giving an overview of both concepts; spatial 

experience and immateriality and aesthetics. This discussion is based on the contemporary 

architectural discourse framework, and it helps in establishing a solid base on which the thesis 

argument could evolve.  The chapter also discusses some linguistic limitations within the Arabic 

language in regards to the translation of spatial experience as a well-established term in English, 
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as will be discussed in the next chapter. This issue had its effect on the semi-structured interviews 

conducted with a number of people in Bahrain as part of the fieldwork research.  

While exploring the relationship between theory and practice, this chapter identifies gap in 

addressing immaterial aspects in the relationship between architectural theory and practice on one 

hand, and the cultural implementation and the users’ rights in design on the other. The chapter 

looks at many aspects in order to identify this gap. Firstly, the literature review shows that the 

immateriality of architecture is acknowledged within the theoretical discourse, however, when it 

comes to practical implementations, it seems that architects and designers rarely use these 

descriptors to set their design intentions. The meaning of architecture has changed, especially 

within modern Arab cities, in which the impact of increasing wealth seems to have influenced 

people to value both size and spectacle. The glossy architecture in these cities is mainly an 

outcome of the desires of both decision makers and architects. The local identity is challenged by 

this new architectural approach, as well as the spatial experience of the people inhabiting and 

using these new buildings. Therefore, there is a need to address the material and immaterial 

aspects of architecture, particularly those that relate to the users’ spatial experience. Architecture 

is not just building design and space making, rather, it includes creating a solid ground for 

people’s lives where their cultural values play an important role. 

Furthermore, there is also a need to enhance people’s awareness regarding the importance of 

appreciating their culture and heritage, especially when the society is keen to adopt imported 

western architecture. It seems that the public cultural understanding of heritage and tradition 

needs to be examined in a time when the region as a whole is obsessed with the idea of creating 

landmark projects, as in the case of Burj al Arab, Burj Khalifa, and the new Louvre in Abu Dhabi. 

The chapter also defines the terms architecture and culture, and then discusses the relationship 

between them. Culture consists of a collection of patterns of behaviours, beliefs, ideas, values and 

social habits that distinguish a human group from another. This incorporates all achievements, 

embodiments and interpretations that human populations made throughout history, including 

articulating the meaning of “space” and its ties with culture. Thus, space is considered as a 

constant factor determining the set of actions, beliefs and structures that are formulating culture. 

What makes “culture” specific to certain people or geographical regions is the fact that it is shared 

between these groups, and it is what distinguishes them from others. Culture is continually 

changing; it has an essence of flow, flux and mobility, and has a big impact on constructing local 

identities within national and international fields and relations, and such a notion is represented 

through architecture throughout history.  

In the contemporary architectural discourse there is a need to adopt a paradigm that could support 

a more user-oriented and context-sensitive architectural practice, in which the cultural impact of 
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architecture is acknowledged. This means raising greater awareness among authorities, 

practitioners and users regarding the importance of maintaining the relationship between culture 

and architecture. Such a relationship may encourage architects, decision makers and people to 

come up with genuine ideas that reassure the specificity of this context, which needs specific 

architecture.  

Re-examining the role of users in architecture and its implications is part of understanding the 

cultural context of architecture and architectural ethics, in which the role of tradition and the 

challenges of globalisation are considered. Such an approach would lead to formulating a solid 

ground for architectural practice and establishing a framework for understanding the user, the 

practice and the culture, as this is one of the aspects that this study is aiming to explore. 
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Chapter 4: Research Methodology 

 

4.1 Overview 

As mentioned in the previous chapters, it is of great importance to society to understand how 

architecture, as a creative industry and process, can be deployed in order to enhance our way of 

life and have a positive impact on individuals. In fact, it is the architect’s essential responsibility 

to negotiate among different perspectives and realities and to create an environment that is 

meaningful for those who live in it (Allsopp, 1974). 

Therefore, combining theoretical design concepts and practical approaches, this study seeks to 

explore, identify, investigate, study and evaluate the immaterial aesthetics of the users’ experience 

using non-objective methods and values rather than objective descriptors, and suggesting ways 

and techniques of implementation.  

Thus, this study is undertaken to examine the theoretical context of the spatial experience; 

including related psychological and philosophical aspects. Identifying non-physical aspects that 

impact on the individual experience of a space through exploring different models and case 

studies. 

In order to situate the discussion of the users’ spatial experience in a specific context, Bahrain has 

been chosen as the fieldwork context, as an example of a specific geo-cultural, historical, climatic 

and economic setting. In this part, the research will try to clarify how the economic transformation 

impacted on the practice of architecture in Bahrain.  

The study will tackle the subject through an interdisciplinary mapping, which will approach social 

science research methods like semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions.  

There is a need to rethink the ways in which we understand “architecture”, so as to reappraise its 

“humane” dimension in an economically driven design process, through a review and analysis of 

the literature and conducting primary research. One way of doing this reappraisal is through 

reconfiguring and redefining the relationships between the space as an outcome of design 

proposal and the users’ experience of it. A better understanding of that relationship would help in 

rethinking the conventional design process with a view to creating space that reflects the social 

and cultural values of the society. Such an exploration will re-examine architecture both as a 

practice and as an academic discipline.  

In Architectural Research Methods (Groat and Wang, 2013), the authors explain the fundamental 

characteristics, principles and applications of research in architecture. The book presents an 
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approach towards an interdisciplinary discourse of researching in architecture and design 

domains, along with a conceptual framework underlying the research process. The intention of 

the book is to provide an understanding of the multiplicity of research processes and standards in 

the architectural field. It shows that there is an overlap between architectural discourse and other 

disciplines – among them psychology and sociology. The study focuses on this as a way of 

conducting research in architecture. Furthermore, new knowledge can emerge through the 

relatively stimulating combination of distinct approaches, as the authors argue, “We believe that 

much innovative and needed research in architecture will require integration across such 

apparently discrete topic areas” (Groat and Wang, 2013: 11–12). 

With the intention of answering the question, “What is architectural research?”, the authors 

present a historical overview, which proves that “architectural research has been conducted 

throughout the history of architecture. The development of particular structural forms or building 

materials over the centuries is the outcome of trial and error experimentation, systematic 

observation, and application of such building principles to other building projects” (Groat and 

Wang, 2013: 6).  

According to this overview, during the 1950s, the main research studies were around investigating 

the physical or material side of architecture, such as the climate, product development and 

building systems designs. Conversely, “The research enterprise in architecture emerged more 

broadly across a range of topic areas – including socio-behavioral issues, design methods, and 

energy conservation – in the 1960s and early 1970s” (Groat and Wang, 2013: 7). This indicates 

that interest in the immaterial side of architecture, which mainly focuses on the users’ experience, 

started to gain attention more than 40 years ago, although, practically, this aspect is often 

neglected, as Sirowy states: 

 “The conducted analyses indicated that the main reason behind the neglect of user’s 

 perspective in positivist frameworks is their predominant emphasis on quantitatively 

 measurable phenomena and scientific knowledge, resulting in a neglect of subjectivity 

 as well as a reductionist approach to the sphere of human meanings and 

 significations.” (Sirowy, 2010: 263) 

At the initial stages, the published literature within the subject domain has been reviewed in order 

to understand the context of the research and all related issues and challenges. This review helped 

in identifying the key areas and ideas of the research, and assisted in positioning the proposed 

study within the wider context, with a view to identifying gaps within the literature, which this 

research attempts to address.  

This review also includes shedding light upon various historical aspects, such as describing the 

users’ spatial experience within the traditional settlement in Bahrain and Islamic architecture. 
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This includes considering stories and narratives of the people’s way of life and habits, especially 

the ones documented by Charles Belgrave, the British advisor to the rulers of Bahrain from 1926 

until 1957. Such documents are supplemented with a rich imagery database, maps and 

photographs that document the changes and transformations of people’s way of experiencing 

architecture.   

This approach helps in answering questions related to the roots of the relationship between the 

users and architecture, in both a private and public context. Furthermore, it also helps in 

excavating the literature, which is not readily available or being suitably dispersed across the 

sector. Such literature discusses the history of architecture and urban growth in Bahrain, and how 

it was informed by cultural and lifestyle changes. They also remark on a major “socio-economic” 

transformation during the era of oil discovery. This is of vital importance in establishing a rich 

base on which this study could exist. 

 

4.2 Qualitative research 

This study is most generally characterised as qualitative research, mainly because its aims are 

integrated with immateriality and seek to identify and clarify underlying meanings. For instance, 

the definition of immaterial descriptors of architecture mainly relate to aspects, qualities and 

values that describe the users’ spatial experience, thus, it would be identified through using 

qualitative methods. These methods will also be used to discover how people tend to experience 

a space, and explore the features that are related to people’s everyday lives. “If you are concerned 

with exploring people’s life histories or everyday behavior, then qualitative methods may be 

favored” (Silverman, 2010: 1).  

 “Through qualitative research we can explore a wide array of dimensions into the 

 social world, including the texture and weave of everyday life, the understandings, 

 experiences, and imaginings of our research participants, the way that social process, 

 institutions, discourses or relationships work, and the significance of the meanings 

 that they generate.” (Mason, 2002: 1)  

Groat and Wang clarify that the qualitative research involves “gaining an understanding of how 

people in real-world situations ‘make sense’ of their environment and themselves; and it depends 

on, rather than rejects, the researcher’s interpretation of the collected data. Finally, it achieves this 

understanding by means of a variety of tactics, employed through a primarily inductive process” 

(Groat and Wang, 2013: 222).  

 



	
   85 

The book suggests that through the qualitative research study, the questions may evolve in an 

iterative process.  

 “The analysis of the one- to two-hour interviews required a long, interactive process 

 of identifying key themes, the development of an elaborate coding scheme, and 

 eventual synthesis into the textual narrative for their article.” (Groat and Wang, 2013

 : 222)  

The qualitative research strategy is mostly characterised as exclusively inductive, however, this 

depends on the degree of emphasis. While, other research designs, like experimental or logical 

argumentation, rely more on deductive logic, qualitative research tends to highlight a holistic 

exploration of complex situations and environments, and generates tentative conclusions that 

could be tested out in more deductive sequences. 

Groat and Wang produced a summary of various aspects of qualitative research based on a 

number of references. This summary is reproduced in Table 4.1.  

Table 4.1: Additional attributes of qualitative research (after Groat and Wang, 2013) 

Holistic. Qualitative research typically aims “to develop a complex picture” that “involves 

reporting multiple perspectives, identifying the many factors involved in a situation, and 

generally sketching the large picture that emerges” (Creswell, 2007: 39). 

Prolonged contact. With its emphasis on fieldwork, qualitative research typically entails 

“investment of time sufficient to learn the culture, understand context, and/or build trust and 

rapport” (O’Leary, 2010: 115). 

Open-ended. Qualitative research tends to be more open-ended in both theoretical 

conception and research design, such that “the initial plan for research cannot be tightly 

prescribed, and that all phases of the process may change or shift” during the fieldwork or 

data collection (Creswell, 2007: 39).  

Researcher as measurement device. Since there is relatively little use of standardised 

measures such as survey questionnaires, the researcher is “essentially the main ‘measurement 

device’ in the study” (Miles and Huberman, 1994: 7). 

Analysis through words or visual material. Since an emphasis on descriptive numerical 

measured and inferential statistics is typically eschewed, the principle mode of analysis is 

through words, whether represented in visual displays or through narrative devices (Miles 

and Huberman, 1994: 7).  

Personal or informal writing stance. In contrast to the typical journal format of 

experimental or correlational studies, the writing style of qualitative work is typically offered 

in a “literary, flexible style that conveys stories ... without the formal academic structures of 

writing” (Creswell, 2007: 40). 
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According to Groat and Wang, the research in architecture involves methods that seek to describe 

and explain socio-physical phenomena within complex contexts. 

 “The qualitative studies in the architectural research nowadays tend to focus on 

 contemporaneous phenomena, while the historical research by definition focuses on 

 environments or contexts. Furthermore, the data sources and collection techniques are 

 also likely to be different […] Whereas qualitative researchers more often incorporate 

 data sources that involve people through interviews and observation, historians more 

 routinely rely on written documents and physical sources.” (Groat and Wang, 2013

 : 223–4). 

In this study, the questions to be answered are mainly concerned with how people experience a 

space, why the experience differs from one person to another and from space to space, in what 

way “immateriality” configures such an experience, how people can reflect their culture when 

creating their spaces, how and why culture affects the spatial experience and the users’ interaction, 

and how people/space affect and are affected? 

As the qualitative research proposes, this study is concerned with opinions, experiences and 

feelings of the space user, and describes the social and cultural phenomenon that shapes one’s 

experience. This will help in creating a holistic perspective and understanding of the whole 

dilemma; therefore, it will lead to the identification of certain variables that address the 

immateriality of architecture. Qualitative research methods are best for evaluating and testing the 

validity of existing theories, leading to an inductive approach to developing concepts that will 

enhance the understanding of the user needs. The data/information will be collected through direct 

encounters with individuals, through interviews, observations and focus group discussions.  

According to Hancock, it is important to outline four major types of qualitative research design: 

phenomenology, ethnography, grounded theory and case studies. On the other hand, in coherent 

descriptions of the basic characteristics of each approach, supported by examples from the 

architectural discourse, Groat and Wang acknowledge “three relatively distinct schools of thought 

common to qualitative research in architectural and environmental research: ethnography, 

phenomenological inquiry, and grounded theory (sometimes known as the constant comparative 

method)” (Groat and Wang, 2013: 224). While Groat and Wang deal with the approaches of 

schools of thought in architectural research, Hancock referred to the use of case studies as a 

strategy, rather than a way of designing qualitative research. The discussion below will tackle the 

explanation of a number of qualitative research design approaches, which inform the 

methodological approach of this thesis, using phenomenology, ethnography and the use of case 

studies.  
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4.2.1 Phenomenology 

“Phenomenology literally means the study of phenomena. It is a way of describing something 

that exists as part of the world in which we live. Phenomena may be events, situations, 

experiences or concepts. We are surrounded by many phenomena, which we are aware of but do 

not fully understand. Our lack of understanding of these phenomena may exist because the 

phenomenon has not been overtly described and explained or our understanding of the impact it 

makes may be unclear.” (Hancock, 1998: 4). 

The research proposed here refers to the phenomenological approach in order to seek 

understanding and explanation the users’ spatial experience. Hancock’s definition is simple yet 

general, and gives an overview of what “phenomena” and “phenomenology” mean, however, and 

from an architectural point of view: 

 “Phenomenological inquiry is arguably the most well-known and established strand of 

 the qualitative research utilized in architectural research. It derives from both the 

 phenomenological tradition of German philosophers (e.g. Husserl and Heidegger, 

 among others) and more recent versions of influential phenomenologists in the social 

 sciences. Among these, the sociologist Alfred Schutz, who attempted to develop a 

 ‘phenomenological sociology’ that would serve as a bridge between traditional 

 sociology and Edmund Husserl’s philosophical phenomenology.” (Groat and Wang, 

 2013: 227) 

Groat and Wang agree that the quality of phenomenological investigation plays a vital role in 

clarifying experiential essential and underlying meanings. They argue, and based on the 

arguments of other authors like Creswell and Schwandt, that the main aim of phenomenological 

enquiry lays on the understanding of an experience from the points of view of the ones who 

actually live it or experience it, and this is exactly what this study is seeking, an understanding of 

the spatial experience from the users’ point of view.  

A number of classic phenomenological texts have been influential in architecture and allied 

disciplines, among these, Norberg-Schulz’s (1980) Genius Loci and subsequent books, Thiis-

Evensen’s Architectypes in Architecture, and Edward Relph’s Place and Placelessness. and 

within the hermeneutic category, Gaston Bachelard’s book The Poetics of Space, first published 

in 1958, represents a truly classic work.  

According to Groat and Wang, methodologically, two main aims will be crucial and the 

phenomenological research will struggle with: “the prejudgments to arrive at an understanding of 

the ‘essence’ of the experience that transcends individual subjectivity” and “the paradox of how 

to develop an objective interpretive science of subjective human experience”. 
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“The challenge is even more complicated when architects and designers, as the 

researchers, apply their subjectivity to illuminate the ‘essence’ of a given place 

experience. A considerable body of design research has demonstrated critical differences 

between expert and lay experiences in a variety of settings and contexts. Similarly, people 

who experience a building or landscape with different purposes in mind (an errand versus 

recreation; or a business meeting versus building maintenance) are likely to experience 

the setting in fundamentally different ways. So, for purposes of design practice, first-hand 

phenomenological studies may well spark an imaginative design concept, but they may 

not yield sufficient insight for designers faced with the dynamics of a complex, 

multifaceted design project.” (Groat and Wang, 2013: 229) 

In a conclusion of this section, the authors summarise phenomenological research as it “derived 

from cultural studies and human sciences provides a complementary foundation for research in 

architecture and design” (Groat and Wang, 2013: 229). The phenomenological research requires 

in-depth analysis of gathered information and focuses exclusively on potential interpretation of 

meanings and actions. This is what the proposed study intends to achieve through studying people 

and culture in Bahrain and the Arabian Gulf region in order to formulate a deep analytical 

interpretation of understanding architecture in this particular context.  

 

4.2.2 Ethnography 

According to Hancock (1998: 4), ethnography that means a portrait of people, is concerned with 

the descriptive studies of cultures and peoples and has its origins in anthropology.  

As Bahrain as the context to be examined (fieldwork), data will be collected from a particular 

region with specific geographical, cultural, social and religious dimensions. In the ethnographic 

studies, data will be collected through semi-structured interviews and participants’ observations, 

along with focus group discussions.  

 “Ethnographic studies entail extensive fieldwork by the researcher. Data collection 

 techniques include both formal and informal interviewing, often interviewing 

 individuals on several occasions, and participant observation. Because of this, 

 ethnography is extremely time consuming as it involves the researcher spending long 

 periods of time in the field. Analysis of data adopts an ‘emic’ approach. This means 

 that the researcher attempts to interpret data from the perspective of the population 

 under study. The results are expressed as though they were being expressed by the 

 subjects themselves, often using local language and terminology to describe 

 phenomena.” (Hancock, 1998: 5)  
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Groat and Wang acknowledge the role of such research by arguing that the active and thorough 

observation is an effective method in ethnographic research, which emphasises in-depth 

engagement with site-specific settings. Observation is the ethnographical primarily mode of data 

collection, which is an active role that requires understanding of the embedded meaning in the 

cultural life, along with the actions and behaviour of the people studied. It is also important to 

note that the participant observation can encompass enormous variation in how the researcher 

chooses to observe and participate in the phenomena being studied. 

 “Although ethnographic fieldwork was initially and primarily associated with the 

 discipline of anthropology, it has also been adopted by a number of other disciplines, 

 including sociology, human geography, organization studies, educational research, 

 and cultural studies.” (Groat and Wang, 2013: 224) 

The authors also explain that through approaching these disciplines, the ethnographic studies will 

include observing the daily lives of members of a cultural group. Accordingly, this study will 

look into the way that people perceive, interact with and use public spaces within the context of 

Bahrain. This observation acts as a pilot study preceding the workshop and focus group 

discussions, and it includes having a general background about the space and the users’ spatial 

experience, which will help in gaining a comprehensive understanding of the matter. 

An example of observing and ethnographic research can be seen in the work of Nanta (2009), a 

PhD thesis titled Social Change and the Thai House: A Study of Transformation in the Traditional 

Dwelling of Central Thailand (2009). 

The main aim of that thesis was to examine the extent to which people’s place experience of their 

traditional vernacular homes in a rural region of central Thailand had been transformed through 

the changing socio-cultural environment. 

The researcher interviewed two members of each family living in fifteen vernacular houses in a 

rural village area of Baan Krang. She was trying to understand the temporal transformation of 

each home. She indicated that most respondents were elderly, but they were assisted by a younger 

family member who was interviewed as well. Furthermore, she also interviewed five master house 

builders and two master carpenters. Her semi-structured interview with the families discussed 

aspects related to the history of the house, daily activities, occupants’ perceptions of their homes 

and historical and contemporary social changes. All her interviews were video recorded and later 

transcribed. 

These interviews served as a foundation for subsequent observation and artefactual 

documentation. The researcher took careful note of physical modifications made to the home to 

accommodate the families’ changing life patterns, as well as observing the lifestyle and the 
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experience of home. The artefactual documentation involved photography, videotapes and 

annotated plan layouts of the interior, exterior and immediate landscape. 

Nanta’s research is a classic example of the ethnographic approach to qualitative research, which 

focuses on the active role of observation, while also employing interviews, artefactual 

documentation and historical archives. It depends on the general characteristics of qualitative 

research, particularly the way the researcher has layered her in-depth analyses of the families’ 

daily life and routines, the meaning and interpretations of home and the house form as it evolved 

over generations. She concluded by stating that “The experience of place in these vernacular 

homes has evolved from a hierarchical to an integrated space; from being a container for ancestral 

memory to a physical structure that symbolizes status; and from constant family interaction to 

trans-spatial family relations – or, in summary, from the house as the centre of the social group 

and rice production, to the house as a sanctuary” (Groat and Wang, 2013: 227).  

Nanta’s approach will inspire the fieldwork of this research, where a number of different types of 

Bahraini dwellings will be recognised and studied through interviewing the inhabitants. An in-

depth analysis of the relationship between people and spaces in daily bases will structure an 

understanding of how people experience both private and public spaces.  

4.2.3 Case studies 

While Groat and Wang referred to case studies as a research strategy or method, Hancock 

classifies case studies as a qualitative type of research design. There is no big difference between 

the two approaches, as they both use case studies as a qualitative approach, which contributes in-

depth analysis of either a single unit, like a building, or number of units, like urban developments, 

or sometimes a series of related cases.  

 “As a research design, the case study claims to offer a richness and depth of 

 information not usually offered by other methods. By attempting to capture as many 

 variables as possible, case studies can identify how a complex set of circumstances 

 come together to produce a particular manifestation. It is a highly versatile research 

 method and employs any and all methods of data collection from testing to 

 interviewing.” (Hancock, 1998: 6–7) 

As a secondary research method, using case studies provides a systematic understanding of the 

cultural and social values, which help to clarify the immaterial part of the users’ spatial 

experience. Because there is a common concern about what constitutes the immaterial aspects of 

architecture and how to implement them through the design process, through case studies, this 

study uses examples that illustrate the problem both negatively and positively. Furthermore, 

because this research attempts to investigate and seek to understand the cultural impact on 
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architecture, this is best investigated through case studies, as argued for by Al-Ansari: “This 

research attempts to understand the phenomenon within its real-life context and aims to discover 

the full spectrum of the complexity which, again, is best approached through case study” (Al-

Ansari, 2009: 70–71).  

Models of case studies will include the work of architects from various cultures, the west and the 

east. The main criteria will be illustrating lifestyles and narratives through architecture, and trying 

to gauge to what certain extent users are involved. Studying examples of architecture will clarify 

how the theories of the spatial experience would be applied in real practice.  

Examples of proposed case studies are: 

•   the work of Samuel Mockbee, the father of “socially responsible architecture” 

•   the work of Hasan Fathy and his “architecture for the poor” 

Analysing such case studies will remain one of the important parts of the research; it will articulate 

the acquired knowledge from such an investigation and will present it in a coherent manner. 

However, the structure of the analysis might vary from one case study to another as articulated 

by Stake who describes his way of analysing the case study evidence: 

 “In my analysis, I do not seek to describe the world or even describe fully the case. I 

 seek to make sense of certain observations of the case by watching as closely as I can 

 and by thinking about it as deeply as I can. It is greatly subjective. I defend it because 

 I know no better way to make sense of the complexities of my case. I recognize that 

 the way I do it is not ‘the right way’. Methods books like this one provide 

 persuasions, not recipes. Each researcher needs, through experience and reflection, to 

 find the forms of analysis that work for him or her.” (Stake, 1995: 76–77)  

 

4.3 The methodological approach of this thesis 

4.3.1 Overview 

The starting point of the methodological approach of this thesis was closely related to Sirowy’s 

(2010), whose work presents a comprehensive theoretical base. She provides multiple interesting 

methods and concepts such as the ideas of lifeworld, lived experience, and interpretation6. These 

concepts examine the role of the user in architecture. Sirowy acknowledges the social, cultural 

                        
6 According to Sirowy, lifeworld and lived experience in a design process means creating 
architecture that is for its users, and at the same time responds to contemporary social, cultural 
and environmental conditions. Interpretation refers to the way of reading and analysing a case. 
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and historical context of designed artefacts through the perspective of Gadamer’s and Heidegger’s 

philosophy. She argues that from these perspectives, the design process is not limited within the 

boundaries of the abstract objectives; rather, it is more associated with the users’ way of life. For 

example, Sirowy declares that through “using Gadamer’s terminology, the creation of buildings 

can be considered as the fusion of horizons i.e. even though the act of making takes place in the 

present, it is determined by the horizon of the past and the horizon of the future possibilities” 

(Sirowy, 2010: 123). 

Furthermore, the author’s familiarity with the case context is an important feature of the 

qualitative research as stated by Lofland and Lofland (after Al-Ansari, 2009: 71), who highlighted 

that familiarity could “provide the necessary meaningful linkage between the personal and 

emotional, on the one hand, and the stringent intellectual operation to come, on the other”. 

Familiarity not only as architect, but also as user within the social and cultural boundaries of 

Bahrain will impact vitally on conducting the fieldwork, interviews and observation. 

Therefore, reflecting on the users’ spatial experience will play a vital role in identifying and 

understanding the non-physical aesthetic of architecture. Assessments of the users’ spatial 

experience could be achieved using different primary research methods, particularly within the 

context of Bahrain, like the effective design and use of questionnaires, interviews and focus group 

discussions, followed by strategic data analysis. On a trial basis, a questionnaire was used to 

engage groups of Bahraini people, in order to gauge their reactions towards their spatial 

experience and their built environment. As a result of this trial, it was decided to replace the 

questionnaire with semi-structured interviews, in which the participants could be more engaged 

in explaining their spatial experience through expressing their daily narratives and stories.  

The importance of these methods lies in the data needed to shed light on the research questions 

regarding the users’ spatial experience, and the impact of culture on architecture, within the 

specific context of Bahrain and the larger one of the Gulf region. This kind of data is best obtained 

through talking with the individuals themselves, encouraging them to express their ideas, thoughts 

and opinions regarding both matters.  

 

4.3.2 Primary and secondary research   

It is important to clarify that the aim of this study is to examine the “spatial experience” of users 

through both the primary and the secondary research. In the secondary research, the study refers 

to three examples and case studies from the literature that illustrate the immateriality of 

architecture within various settings and types of users. On the other hand, conducting the primary 

research by means of interviews, observations and focus group discussions would be more 
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effective if it targeted specific types of space and users. Because this research was conducted 

within the context of Bahrain, the examination will be targeting groups of people representative 

of the Bahraini population. The question which remains here is, which space to examine? 

It was not easy to decide, and there were lots of factors affecting such a decision. First of all, the 

chosen space needed to address specific, rich and noticeable experience, however, this experience 

had to be available for a large number of people, if not for everybody. Furthermore, the space 

needed to be assessable and the information recordable.  

In order to gain a holistic understanding of the spatial experience, the fieldwork sought a wide 

range and variety of experiences to be examined. Therefore, and to be more systematic, it had 

been decided to examine more than one type of space, through different methods. The first method 

used was the semi-structured interviews, targeting quite intimate and private spaces, where the 

user could express personal narratives. The second method used focus group discussions, along 

with observations in an open public space, conducted by the researcher.  

Different types of spaces came into the discussion, offices, shopping malls, schools … etc., which 

in fact, address various spatial experiences to be examined. However, the chosen space was more 

effective in formulating a unique experience by everybody, everyday and everywhere. A space 

that is created by immateriality more than materiality, where there are underlying meanings to be 

excavated, and senses beyond the physicality to be investigated. A place where its users are 

interactive to the most, facilitating the narratives of their everyday lives, and reflecting on their 

own personalities, spirits and souls, and simply who they are. All these features then configure 

an intimate and special spatial experience of the first chosen space to be examined by the 

researcher – private space – which will be “home” – while the other, public space, will be the 

“city”.   

Therefore, the secondary approach targets case studies from the literature, while the primary 

approach is mainly be divided into two sections, semi-structured interviews tackling the private 

space (home), and focus group discussions with observations, focusing on experiencing the public 

space (city). Both approaches have to start with a preliminary trial, in order to estimate and test 

the validity of the method in answering the research questions. 

 

4.3.2.1 Pilot questionnaire 

As a part of the initial methodological approach, a trial questionnaire had been conducted in the 

summer of 2013, targeting a group of Bahraini people in order to gauge their awareness of their 

domestic spatial experience. It was hoped this would assist in seeking to identify the immaterial 
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descriptors of this experience from the inhabitants’ point of view. The intention was to get some 

feedback, points of view and opinions regarding the users’ understanding of the impact of culture 

on “architecture” as a way of creating and consuming space and information about the users’ 

needs, desires and aspirations.  

It is vital to mention here that this process had some weaknesses, which then impacted negatively 

on the participants’ interaction. Unfortunately, the participants found the questions quite difficult 

to answer, ambiguous, time consuming and requiring too-detailed information. The participants 

preferred to talk about their home experience rather than writing about it, as it seemed to be a 

difficult process to step back from a daily experience and try to think about it, reflect on it and 

then write it down. Having been through this process, the decision was taken to replace the 

questionnaire with semi-structured interviews, where the interviewer could explain the questions 

well to the participants and try to help them more in reflecting on their experience.  

 

4.3.2.2 Semi-structured interviews 

Establishing the meaning of home is not an easy task, especially as it is influenced by personal 

views, narratives and feelings. In considering the form of the semi-structured interviews, 

Marcus’s approach was considered. She studied people’s attachments to their homes, as she 

clarifies in her book House as a Mirror of Self (2007), by providing a comprehensive analysis of 

the interaction between people and their domestic contexts. In the foreword of the book, James 

Yandell argues that the “subject of overwhelming importance […] has been neglected in both 

architectural and psychological circles” (Marcus, 2008: XVI). 

In order to examine the individual relationship to where s/he lives, Marcus presents stimulating 

interview material, which articulates various expressions of the experience of home by getting 

the interviewees to participate graphically in expressing those notions. She started interviewing a 

wide variety of people in the mid-1970s, from different age groups and genders. The author also 

introduces her own personal stories and experiences of moving and settling, along with valuable 

reflections “of what house and home mean to the human heart”.  

Why one would be so attached to his/her home? Why would one buy what seems to be the perfect 

dwelling, then spend as much time as possible away from it? What is behind the feeling of home 

or house?  

With such questions, Marcus starts her argument by explaining why studying the experience of 

home is valuable. She argues that “a home fulfils many needs: a place of self-expression, a vessel 

of memories, a refuge from the outside world, a cocoon where we can feel nurtured and let down 
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our guard” (Marcus, 2008: 2). 

To contextualise her research, Marcus develops her new approach acknowledging both the 

physical and non-physical sides of home, specifically by declaring that “psychologists whose 

domain is the study of emotional development view the physical environment as a relatively 

unimportant backdrop to the human dramas of life. Those who are interested in people –

environment relationship-geographers, anthropologists, architects, and those in the newly 

emerging field of environmental psychology – have for the most part ignored issues dealing with 

emotional attachments” (Marcus, 2008: 2). 

Therefore, Marcus’s approach “is a very simple yet frequently overlooked premise: As we change 

and grow throughout our lives, our psychological development is punctuated not only by 

meaningful emotional relationships with people, but also by close, affective ties with a number 

of significant physical environments, beginning in childhood. That these person–place 

relationships have been relatively ignored is partly due to the ways in which we have chosen to 

‘slice up’ and study the world” (Marcus, 2008: 2). 

 “I searched in the library but found little guidance: psychologists, anthropologists, 

 architects, planners – few had delved into the deeper emotional meaning of home. 

 Novelists and playwrights, filmmakers and poets had more profound insights.” 

 (Marcus, 2008: 3) 

“Did professional appraisal and resident experience coincide?” Marcus was searching for an 

answer to this question through various books that gave her a lot about house, in terms of 

functions, component, layout … etc., but little about home, as she states, which makes her 

“vaguely unsatisfied”. Therefore, this was her main intellectual purpose that motivates the 

investigation. 

Explaining her fieldwork, Marcus states that it was not necessarily comfortable for people to talk 

to a stranger about their feelings, however, two things made the process easier: the first is that 

people volunteered to participate in this research after having heard about it either from a friend, 

or through a lecture or an informal chat by the researcher; the second is because of the method 

the researcher used – “pat talk”!7 

                        
7 “Each story in this book was told to me while sitting in the person’s own home. I found this 
to be a necessary part of putting people at ease. In order to have them begin to focus on their 
emotion, I first would ask that the person put down his or her feeling about home in a picture 
[…]. For most people, it seemed that this experience of beginning to explore feelings in a visual 
image while I absented myself from the room was extremely helpful in allowing them to focus 
before starting to talk. […] I would return and ask the person to describe, somewhat objectively, 
what they had put on paper […] I would ask them to speak to the drawing as if it were their 
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In her context, Marcus’ approach acts as a good model of semi-structured interviews, where the 

interviewees are encouraged to express verbally and graphically how they feel about their homes, 

using her own invented techniques, which enabled her to succeed in driving these particular 

participants in informing dialogues. It is important here to mention that due to cultural and social 

differences, each interviewee should be treated according to their context and perspectives. 

Therefore, it is vital to study the cultural, social and religious norms of the selected context before 

starting the fieldwork. 

The two main elements to be sought through these semi-structured interviews are: the users’ 

spatial experience and the level of knowledge and appreciation of the impact of culture on 

architecture, including design/construction/procurement process. 

In his book Social Research Methods (2012), Bryman explains the vital characteristics of what 

he called “qualitative interview”, which has two main types: unstructured interview and semi-

structured interview. These interviews are not well structured with “an emphasis on greater 

generality in the formulation of initial research ideas and on interviewees’ own perspectives” 

(Bryman, 2012: 470). In other words, the greater interest will be in the interviewees’ ideas, 

thoughts and point of view. The interview is very flexible, both parties are encouraged to ask new 

questions, vary the order or even the wording of the questions in order to achieve rich and detailed 

answers. It is preferable if the interviewee may be interviewed more than once, which will bring 

in opportunities for more discussions, elaborations and comments. 

In the semi-structured interview, “the researcher has a list of questions or fairly specific topics to 

be covered, often referred to as an interview guide, but the interviewee has a great deal of leeway 

in how to reply” (Bryman, 2012: 471). 

It is important to prepare an interview guide that will work as a reference to list the issues to be 

addressed, or questions to be asked and prompts of areas to be covered. Furthermore, creating a 

certain amount of flexible order will lead to achieving an interview with smooth and reasonable 

flow. Interviewing is very demanding, so it is ideal to conduct a pilot interview in order to practise 

and gain experience in such a skill. 

According to Bryman, after the interview, the researcher should make notes about: 

                        
house, starting with the words, ‘House – the way I feel about you is…’ At an appropriate 
moment I would ask them to […] speak back to themselves as if they were the house. In this 
way I facilitated a dialogue between the person and house.” (Marcus, 2008: 5-6)  
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•   how the interview went (was the interviewee talkative, cooperative, nervous, well-

dressed/scruffy, etc.?) 

•   where the interview takes place 

•   any other feelings about the interview (did it open up new avenues of interest?) 

•   the setting (busy/quiet, many/few other people in the vicinity, new/old buildings, use of 

computers). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                     Figure 4.1: Formulating questions for an interview guide (Source: Bryman, 2012) 

 

 

Kinds of questions: 

•   Introducing questions: “Please tell me about when your interest in home first began?” “Have 

you ever thought about your relationship to your home?”; “Why did you go to…?” 

•   Follow-up questions: getting the interviewee to elaborate on his or her answer, “What do you 

mean by that?” Repeating significant words can stimulate further explanation. 

•   Probing questions: “Could you say more about that?”  

•   Specifying questions: “What did you do then?”  

•   Direct questions: “Are you happy with your home/house?” 

•   Indirect questions: “How do you feel when you change home? 

General	
  
research	
  area

Specific	
  
research	
  
questions

Interview	
  
topics

Formulate	
  
interview	
  
questions

Review/revise	
  
interview	
  
questions

Pilot	
  guide

Identify	
  noval	
  
issues

Revise	
  
interview	
  
questions

Finalize	
  guide



	
   98 

•   Structuring questions: “I would now like to move on to a different topic.” 

•   Silence: allowing the interviewee to reflect and amplify an answer. 

•   Interpreting questions: “Do you mean that your participation…?” 

Elaborating on the way people understand, perceive and interact with their spaces, along with 

their level of satisfaction with the spatial experience is at the core of these interviews. 

According to Hancock, the semi-structured interviews involve a series of open-ended questions, 

which may lead to define the topic under investigation while providing the chance for both the 

interviewer and the interviewee to discuss related concepts and thought in more detail. In this 

type of interview, the interviewer has the freedom to ask more questions or to seek more 

clarifications.  

Hancock introduced the unstructured interview, where the interviewer starts the interview with 

the aim of discussing a topic, and frames the questions on the basis of the interviewee’s response. 

The interview should act as a normal, free conversation or discussion rather than a formal question 

and answer situation.  

 “In a semi structured interview the interviewer has a set of broad questions to ask and 

 may also have some prompts to help the interviewee but the interviewer has the time 

 and space to respond to the interviewee’s responses.” (Hancock, 1998: 10) 

The collected data will be stored confidentially in a database, which will contain all the 

information gathered, such as notes, documents, audio-visual material... etc.  

 

4.3.2.3 Observation  

Observation as a methodology has been discussed in the qualitative methods section, under the 

heading of Ethnography. This method is going to be used as part of the fieldwork investigation in 

examining the users’ spatial experience.  

As a type of space to be observed, the city of Manama represents a rich model that reveals both 

the old and the contemporary. Observing how people use the urban space in the city will enhance 

the understanding of the immaterial side of architecture, which has been through major 

transformation throughout history, especially during the period from the twentieth century until 

now. Now, the dense, old urban fabric exists in contrast with the adjacent contemporary 

skyscrapers, displaying a major change in lifestyle, which undoubtedly, will influence both the 

architecture of the city and the people who live and work in it.  
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City planning 

“Cities have one crucial resource – their people.” (Landry, 2000: xii) 

“Like a piece of architecture, the city is a construction in space, but one of vast scale, a thing 

perceived only in the course of long spans of time.” (Lynch, 1960: 1) 

One of the main aims of this study is to discuss the importance of considering the non-physical 

aspects of the users’ spatial experience as being as vital as the physical aspects in the architectural 

design process, by looking at space through the users’ perspective. Since the city is one category 

of space, it is important to reflect on the concept of immateriality and user experience within this 

domain. To think about people means to think about providing them with adequate living places, 

where they can experience “sense of place and belonging, continuity, safety and predictability” 

(Landry, 2000: xii).  

 “To understand the role of environmental images in our own urban lives it was 

 necessary for us to look carefully at some city areas and to talk with their 

 inhabitants.” (Lynch, 1960: 14) 

Kevin Lynch is a significant urban planner and author whose books establish the classic 

underpinning of modern urban planning and design. His ideas focus on the human purposes and 

values in designing and planning projects. A complete record of his theories and human 

philosophy in environmental design is presented in City Sense and City Design: Writing and 

Projects of Kevin Lynch (1995). The book provides a critical analysis of Lynch’s travel journals 

where he documents his observation of different American cities. Lynch’s method is to be adopted 

in investigating the city of Manama, the capital of Bahrain. Throughout the observation, the 

process will try to record the perception of different places within the urban fabric, through note 

taking, photographs and sketches, where thoughts of what makes the city good or bad, liveable or 

not, in a way of reflecting on the city life. This experimentation will lead to ideas that will 

contribute to the understanding of the users’ spatial experience of Manama. 

Experiencing the city is a crucial routine process that informs a big part in the people’s everyday 

lives. Therefore, addressing the perception and the use of this environment is of great importance. 

Understanding how people see and interact with the volumes, activities and all life aspects will 

help in situating the relationship between people and their surroundings, in other words, the 

relationship between the user and architecture.  

Lynch’s theory is concerned with what he called “the total environment”, meaning that he is 

concerned with the use and the meaning, as well as the “sensuous forms”. This approach will 

elaborate in filling the gap between materiality and immateriality. 



	
   100 

Lynch’s methodological approach will contain recording “the actual perception of people as they 

walk through […] and compare their immediate perception with later memories of that 

experience. What do people notice, and how do they structure their observations?” (Lynch, 1990: 

99). This approach could be adopted to evaluate people’s awareness while experiencing the city 

of Manama.  

It is interesting here how Lynch explains designing cities and environmental planning: “[It] is not 

secondary to economic development and should not be a luxury reserved for wealthy countries” 

(Lynch, 1990: 100). Although even in wealthy countries, with high oil income like Bahrain, 

consider town planning to be the process of providing an area of multiple housing blocks with 

organized passages in between, as in the case of Isa Town and Hamad Town, which were built in 

the mid-twentieth century. The main aim was to fulfil the desire of accommodating, ignoring the 

fact that the people who were being accommodated had more aspirations, which may go beyond 

the materiality of these housing blocks. These desires and aspirations may extend into social and 

cultural activities that would establish a healthy foundational scheme of the community if it exists. 

Along with this discussion, Lynch explains that “‘aesthetic’ must be related to how people 

actually use and perceive their environment and should not be imposed upon a place from the 

outside” (Lynch, 1990: 100). 

This is directly related to the argument of this study, that aesthetic is not only about beauty and 

the taste, but rather it is more about the people experiencing the space, about their feelings and 

emotions, thoughts and aspirations, and their social, cultural and behavioural structure. These 

aspects inform the image in which the user perceives and experiences a space, which we may call 

“aesthetic”. 

 “While the notion that designers and planners should take into account the 

 environmental conceptions and needs of those who would be affected by those 

 designs and plans is usually – but certainly not universally – acknowledged as 

 important, few professionals actually do this, or even know how to do it, in a 

 meaningful way.” (Lynch, 1990: 101) 

To observe people in Manama, one would need to: 

•   approach urban design in analytical way 

•   record urban activities and forms: video/photos/maps 

•   monitor the flow of human activity 

•   walk through the city 

•   describe how the “street” as the level of experience changed during different periods of the day 

•   add idiosyncratic abbreviations. 
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Through adopting Lynch’s method of observing, research journals will be used to document and 

record the flow of urban activities and experiences. Through a variety of tactics, including 

mapping, sketching and journal entries, keys of spatial features that contributed to each town’s 

character will be identified. Videos, photographs and maps illustrating sets of qualities that 

contribute to a sense of place will be also included. 

 

4.3.2.4 Focus group discussions and participatory research 

One of the most common types of participatory research and action is the focus group discussion, 

where basically different types of participants and group members are given the chance and 

opportunity to get involved in a research conversation. It is about “planning and conducting the 

research process with those people whose life-world and meaningful actions are under study” 

(Bergold and Thomas, 2012).    

This process helps mainly to discuss or question a particular issue, with reflection upon certain 

investigations, and it might result in developing an action plan or implementing and defining a 

certain scheme.   

This kind of research helps with investigating everyday practices, where the participants can 

introduce their own perspectives and points of view, in order to understand and explain “the 

existential challenges of everyday life”.  

In this process, the participants are given the chance to be co-researchers, and to be involved in 

the research by stepping back from their familiar routines, interactions and relationships, and 

critically reflect and question established situations, providing interpretations and analysis. In the 

case of this thesis, the participants were asked to reflect on their understanding of the city, 

heritage, culture and their relationship with architecture.  

Thus, a focus group, as a type of participatory research is, “quite simply, a small group discussion 

focused on a particular topic and facilitated by a researcher” (Seale, 2004: 194).  

The key feature of the focus group research is being interactive, where it could be considered as 

a “distinctive method for generating qualitative data on the basis of group interaction and 

discussion” (Seale, 2004: 194). 

In his book Research Society and Culture (2004), Seale mentions that focus groups could be used 

in a number of settings, such as exploring issues of audience reception, like in media and 

communication studies, or to examine user demands and responses to services and agencies, like 

the case of consultation and evaluation research. It could also be used to look at views and 
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opinions of staff in the case if organisational research, or, in a more general sense, it could be 

used to study social and cultural attitudes on a range of issues as in the case if interpretive study.  

It is important to clarify that the focus group discussion is not simply a group interview, or an 

interview for several people at the same time; rather, participants in the focus group discussion 

are mainly focusing on exploring and negotiating certain information within a group context. It 

is like when a group of people try to define and discuss certain issues through social interaction. 

Another feature of the focus group is the transparency in discussions, where participants articulate 

and justify their opinions and ideas in relation to each other in a visible group context.   

 “Beyond their status as a practical strategy for generating data, then, focus groups 

 involve a stronger methodological assertion that the group context is important (and 

 not just handy) for exploring the way social and cultural knowledge and meanings are 

 produced.” (Seale, 2004: 194). 

The discussion in the focus group could take multiple forms and may range between more and 

less structured. It could take the form of a fixed schedule of questions, a topic or guide theme for 

discussion, an exercise or visual cues. The number of people participating in the discussion should 

ideally range between six and ten people, to allow space for variety in perspectives and views, 

and to ensure that everybody participates at the same time. These discussions are usually video 

or audio recorded, or sometimes both, to allow the researcher to articulate and analyse the data 

gathered afterwards, as she or he would be busy facilitating the discussion and would not be able 

to take note of everything.  

The focus groups method could act as a tool in designing the research, as it helps in refining and 

clarifying the study concepts and language, and also could help in evaluating and interpreting the 

research findings. As a method, it could be considered as the core of the research, or used together 

with other methods to produce different forms of data.  

In the case of this thesis, the focus group discussions were used mainly to explore meanings in 

relation to the participants’ own understanding and terminology, where this could “shed light on 

how respondents make sense of research problems or topics, helping to spell out key terms, issues 

and questions” (Seale, 2004: 195).  

 “The unity and justification of participatory research are to be found not so much on 

 the level of concrete research methods, rather, participatory research can be regarded 

 as a methodology that argues in favor of the possibility, the significance, and the 

 usefulness of involving research partners in the knowledge-production process.” 

 (Bergold, 2007).  
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It is worthwhile mentioning that in participatory research, because of the individuality and self-

determination in the strategies, it needs a supportive methodological approach, in order to gain 

deeper and more meaningful insight into the research subject matter.   

However, “methodological design that can be classified as a participatory design process in the 

narrower sense, represents an attractive and fruitful knowledge-generating option when it comes 

to researching the social world in the sense of habitualized practice” (Bergold, 2007).  

 

 

 

 

The recursive process of PAR 

             Figure 4.2: The recursive process of Participatory Action Research (Source: McIntyre, 2008: 7)  
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associated with the socio-cultural dimensions of architecture and how it affects people’s everyday 

lives.  

In this respect, the research methodology relies on a range of “tactics” used to investigate the 

research questions. These include case studies, semi-structured interviews, observations and focus 

group discussions. Such tactics tend to be more open-ended, which make the flow of the fieldwork 

and data collection flexible.  

Three types of qualitative research design were discussed in this chapter: phenomenology, 

ethnography and the use of case studies. The use of methods applied in each approach in this 

study has been explained with a view to recognising the process of interpreting and making sense 

of that data, which will contribute to embracing interpretation and meaning in the research 

context.  

The methodological approach of this study comprises primary research and secondary research. 

The latter is mainly associated with discussing three case studies from the literature and analyses 

them in the light of the research questions and aims, and this will be articulated in Chapter 5. The 

former explains the fieldwork, including all methods and stages. The aim of the fieldwork is to 

understand the users’ spatial experience within, both the private space, that of the dwelling, and 

the public spaces. In the “primary research” section above, the discussion highlighted the 

importance of using a pilot data collection to test the research methods. The pilot questionnaire 

that was conducted helped in editing the method and refining the questions, while the observation 

acted as an outline that helped formulate the workshop and the focus group discussions. This 

approach assisted in obtaining a higher level of confidence in the research method, and led to 

gaining more information related to the way that people understand, experience and interact with 

their private and public spaces. Aspects related to the primary research will be discussed in 

Chapters 6, 7 and 8. 
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Chapter 5: Architecture for the People 

 

5.1. Overview  

As explained in Chapter 4, case studies have been used, as one of the qualitative methods, 

to undertake th is  research. There are numerous ways to define a  case  study, one  of  them 

is Yin’s (1994): 

 

“A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident.” (Yin, 1994: 3) 

 

In order to accommodate the explicit inclusion of historic phenomena in both historic 

and contemporary settings, Groat and Wang, in their book Architectural Research Methods 

(2013), present a slightly different definition that would make Yin’s one  more applicable 

to architectural  research:  “an   empirical   inquiry   that   investigates   a   phenomenon   or 

setting” (Groat and Wang, 2013:  418). 

According to Sirowy (2010), “a case study is an empirical inquiry that deals with a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, particularly when the boundaries 

between the phenomenon and its context are not clearly evident […] the study of the 

particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its activity within 

important circumstances” (Sirowy, 2010: 210). 

Through the use of case study as a methodology, multiple sources of evidence and benefits 

are required. More specifically, case study research has many stages. First of all, 

observation, reconstruction and analysis of the case study are crucial in order to obtain 

alternative viewpoints, perspectives and even rival interpretations.  Another important 

characteristic of the case study research is that it leads to a holistic understanding of the 

social and cultural systems of actions, since it refers to interrelated engaged activities. It 

is crucial to note that case studies have boundaries that specify their objects and processes, 

consequently this is not a quantitative way of sampling, rather, it is a qualitative way of 

maximising understanding and learning. Therefore, in order to understand the system being 

examined, the case study has to be focused. Furthermore, the use of case studies has been 

selected as one of the research strategies for looking into how the practice of architectural 

design and place making can take into account issues relating to immateriality and users’ 

spatial   experience. 

5.1.1  Types of case studies 
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According to Yin (1994), there are three basic types of case studies: exploratory, explanatory 

and descriptive. The work described in this chapter falls within the explanatory type of 

case study, since it is concerned with the explanation of links between architectural practice 

and the lives of users. This study is interested in approaching the debate of immateriality in 

architecture from a practical point of view, which will bring evidence and examples as a means 

of reaching users’ satisfaction. 

 

Describing the types of case studies design, Yin (1994) introduces two types, single-case 

and multiple-case designs. According to this approach, this study would be classified as 

multiple-case design, since it intends to study more than one case that would contribute to 

substantial analytical findings. Yin maintains that the multiple-case design is more powerful 

and could lead to a more analytical conclusion. 

 

 

5.1.1 Identification of the main issues 

 

The various case studies from different cultural and social backgrounds, will explore the 

way the architects attempted to design buildings with the users in mind. In some cases, the 

architect has a direct relationship with the users. A better understanding of this relationship 

will contribute to the understanding of immateriality in architecture. The case studies will 

present a comprehensive explanation of processes and conditions involved in the production 

certain works of architecture that relate to the users’ socio-cultural backgrounds and 

economic aspirations. Thus, they will help in answering the research questions, with regards 

to identifying the immaterial aspects that surround the users’ experience of a space, on one 

hand, and gauging the impact of culture on architecture within different settings, on the other. 

The aspects to be discussed are as follows: 

•   immateriality in architecture 

•   the users’ spatial experience 

•   importance of acknowledging social and cultural norms. 

To support the aims of this research, case studies will discuss how the users’ spatial 

experience is as vital as the physical aspects in the architectural design process, by looking 

at space through the users’ perspective. Moreover, this method will assist in situating the 

relationship between theory and practice within the wider context of architectural discourse 

with a particular reference to immateriality and the users’ experience. This approach can 

help understand a user-oriented practice on one hand, and on the other hand to reflect on the 

concepts of immateriality and user experience within architectural design teaching as a 

discipline. 
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5.1.1  Rationale for the selection of case studies 

Two case studies are to be examined here: the work of two architects, the American, Samuel 

Mockbee, founder of Rural Studio; the Egyptian, Hassan Fathy, winner of the Aga Khan 

Award in 1980. In the two cases, architecture was deployed to creating environments that are 

meaningful for those who live in them, and which reveals the immateriality of architecture, 

presenting a lived case of architecture for the people. This discussion will describe details of 

the users’ spatial experience within special social and cultural settings, in the two assigned 

cases. 

 

5.2 The work of Samuel Mockbee 

This section introduces the work of the American architect Samuel Mockbee by focusing on 

the Cook House and Barton House projects, as they seem to offer an interesting approach to 

socially responsible architecture with a view to acknowledging the immaterial aspects of the 

users’ spatial experience.  

 

5.2.1 Mockbee and the Rural Studio 

Mockbee is an American architect, educator and artist, who was born in Meridian, Mississippi 

in 1944 and passed away in 2001. He enrolled at Auburn University and graduated from the 

School of Architecture in 1974. At the beginning of his professional life, Mockbee and his 

classmate and friend Thomas Goodman founded Mockbee Goodman Architects. 

In his work, Mockbee was known for expressing regional flair and using vernacular elements. 

It soon led to the creation of Mockbee Coker Architects with his friend Coleman Coker. 

The utilisation of local materials to create vernaculars is what quickly established the firm’s 

reputation for innovative design. During a period of six years, the firm won more than twenty-

five state and regional design awards. 

The work of Mockbee and Coker maintains the principle of combining their ideas with 

references to local identities, narratives, landscapes and forms. They offered a new way 

of interpreting Southern traditions and the local culture, which contributed well to their 

architecture, which is deployed beside the global culture. 

In 1993, and as part of the architectural curriculum at Auburn University (Alabama, 

USA), Mockbee founded the Rural Studio, a non-commercial, non-profit orientated, and  in 

many ways experimental design-built practice. It is interesting that in this practice, the 

undergraduate students were actual designers working on real projects under the supervision 

of experienced practitioners. The main idea behind establishing this educational 

programme in one of the poorest parts of America, where one in four citizens live in 
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poverty, was to encourage the students to use donated and recycled materials to build homes 

and community facilities. The programme also generated wide discussions of  architecture’s  

role  in  addressing  issues  of  poverty,  class, race, education, social change and citizenship. 

In order to create an “appreciation of place”, the Rural Studio programme presented a 

different architectural  approach,  which  was dependent on the use of salvaged, recycled 

and curious materials, as a way of encouraging social welfare as well as architectural  

education. 

In one of his interviews, Mockbee states that: “Goodness is more important than greatness”. 

This statement summarises the framework of the client–designer relationship, which the 

architect is trying to establish within his curriculum in the Rural Studio. Through establishing 

this academic project, his main aim was to encourage younger generations to make a  

difference in their community and this is what he called “moral sense”. 

 

5.2.2 Examples of Mockbee’s work 

As explained earlier, Mockbee’s main mission was to preserve the traditions of the context 

and the special identity of the southern American region, through building upon the 

community’s truths and mythologies, which are not easily forgotten (See Figures 5.1 and 5.2). 

According to Ryker (1995), to date, the masterworks of both architects are the Barton and 

Cook Houses. Both houses are located in the South, where the land is charged with the 

mystery and historical legacy of its social and cultural traditions. It is argued that the life of 

the Southerner is so difficult to grasp objectively because of these traditions and their 

contradictions. This extended community has its strength and uniqueness, which made it 

necessary for Mockbee and his partner to question the value of and necessity for a regionally 

defined architecture. 

There is a difference between the political boundaries and the region, as the former is easily 

set, while the latter “is a dialectical condition of place, complex and approximate, without 

distinct boundaries” (Ryker, 1995: 24-25). The region’s identity could be found in the 

culture, which is influenced firstly by geographical elements like climate, water, vegetation, 

landform and soil. The transformation of such geography, in terms of creating agriculture, 

urban developments and economic exploitation, depends on the basic conditions of culture 

and community, and that is why Mockbee and Coker tried to emphasise culture in order to 

distinguish their regional practice. 
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Figure 5.1: An example of Mockbee’s work, Shiloh Falls House, 1994 (Source: samuelmockbee.net, 

2016) 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2: Barton House, 1991 (Source: samuelmockbee.net, 2016) 

 

In the Barton House, Mockbee-Coker’s work is enriched with meanings based on 

personal narratives. Addressing the individual experience and perception right from the first 

impression, as one would approach the house along a winding drive through large, groomed 

oaks, dripping with Spanish moss. The traditional mode developed here creates a feeling of 

movement in and out of the trees as they lead the way to the shadowy figure of a home. The 
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actual volume of th e  house also reveals a traditional element adopted to a more modern 

idiom by the use of plinth to reveal a shaded and sheltered screen porch.  
Mockbee states in one of his interviews that the Southerners’ heritage is part of their 

character; therefore, in his practice as an architect/teacher/painter he always tries to combine 

and layer the personal concerns and interests of the Southerner. Even in the case of projects 

with very limited resources, Mockbee’s challenge would be to create architecture with 

economic means, while not neglecting the spiritual life of the occupants. He was against 

purely profit architecture with the concern of what he calls “the day-to-day getting of 

money”. “What is necessary is a willingness to seek solutions to poverty in its own context, 

not outside it. What is required is the replacement of abstract opinions with knowledge based 

on real human contact and edge personal realization applied to work” (Ryker, 1995: 99). 

 

Figure 5.3: Mockbee’s sketches for the Barton House (Source: samuelmockbee.net, 2016) 

 

 

Figure 5.4: Barton House, floor plan (Source: samuelmockbee.net, 2016) 
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In the Barton House, (see Figures 5.3 and 5.4), the Mockbee-Coker design is a combination 

of what exists on the site and what is added, as a way of connecting local forms, the landscape 

and mythologies. The spatial arrangement and expression of the house is spread across 

the land in two directions, and the house is anchored in the middle by an entrance gallery. In 

order to create the experience of night and day, the tight and low halls leading from 

the entry gallery made of exposed concrete blocks are opposing wings creating darkness and 

light. The rooms in the wing cascading down the sloping land are bright and expansive during 

daytime. Every single detail is looked after, including the fireplace, which acts as a 

spiritual locator, held in womb-like rooms of protection, becoming instigators and collectors 

of memory. “In the Barton House this room provides an experience of density found in an 

otherwise expansively illuminated place” (Ryker, 1995: 35). 

On the other hand, at night, the sleeping wing recollects the evening cool with views to the 

outdoors, through specially designed openings. Ryker argues, “Moving out and upwards 

along a switch-back walk one arrives at a screen porch, allowing visual and tacit exploration 

of the expansive experience of the countryside” (Ryker, 1995: 35). 

The poetic view of the site’s trees and sky along the horizon registers an integration 

with the architecture, providing a natural vista of the countryside, as Mockbee-Coker’s 

work relies on the connection between architecture and the narrative drawn from Southern 

imagery and context, in a world influenced by the expanding global culture and 

manifestations. 

 

 

Figure 5.5: Cook House, 1991 (Source: samuelmockbee.net, 2016) 
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Figure 5.6: The interior of Cook House, 1991 (Source: samuelmockbee.net, 2016) 

Cook House (see Figures 5.5, 5.6 and 5.7) sits on a 340-acre farm, with views through a 

densely wooded landscape over hills. The main volume of the house is constructed out of 

concrete block walls with wood frame construction for the interior, and sheltered by an open-

ended and floating metal roof, supported by steel columns. The house has various entrances 

and windows that make the rooms active places and full of life. The hearth represents an 

important part of the house – a place for collecting dreams and memories – as it is designed 

to be housed within the entrance, which is a massive volume of concrete block. 

The whole spatial experience of the house is designed to create special emotional 

involvement throughout, with well-studied movement. Playing with the house volume, 

openings and views, the architects create narratives communicating a collective language 

that merges actions, culture and challenges. Even the selection of materials and structures 

creates space that serves as a guardian of and intercessor into a world of dreams and 

spirit. “It is a place for registering the changing phenomena of day and night, upon varied 

surfaces and rooms. Through its perceptible offering and one’s subconscious, the Cook 

House provides a constructed experience of the built world and passes beyond its physical 

confines” (Ryker, 1995: 47). 

The main concept in Cook House is to create a feeling of protection, and this justifies 

the architects’ form selection. Influenced by the American’s nomadic culture, these forms 

responded to the prevalence in the rural South, of homes like the trailer, which is not seen 

as something temporary in the rural South. 
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It seems that Mockbee’s paintings act as narratives that inspire his architecture, of which 

the Cook House is borne. In his paintings, he communicates local traditions and mythical 

visions. Through these paintings and sketches, Mockbee suggests a language that intends to 

reinterpret cultural and social values, challenging global influence and creating a sense 

of meaning in architecture. Mockbee believed that modern technology and contemporary 

culture alienated the people of the rural deep South, with its coexisting moral, social and 

political conditions. 

 

 

 

Figure 5.7: Cook House; floor plans (Source: samuelmockbee.net, 2016) 

 

5.2.3 Discussion 

Through those two examples of his work, Mockbee shows that he is keen to create 

architecture that acknowledges issues related to social responsibility, stewardship of land 

and nurturing of culture, which come into play against the more contemporary concerns of 

aesthetics and profit. He convinces his audience of the success of an architecture that is 

supposed to be based on time-bound knowledge and experience. 

 

In both projects, the Barton and Cook Houses, the architects have developed an 

architectural language that combines meanings of local forms, the landscape and 

mythologies, and forms holding universal meanings. While concerned with the 
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appearance and visual pleasure, the design does not neglect the quality of experiencing 

place, site and the built environment. Through the embodiment of new interpretations of 

local traditions, the proposal developed new ways of limiting the influences of the 

expanding global culture on a local community’s particularities. 

It seems that there was an investigation of appropriate means to consider and focus on 

the complex reality of modern society, while trying to identify the boundaries of an 

architect’s responsibilities. The main responsibility lies beyond the confines of economic 

exchange; it has to extend to society and its potential culture, to communicate thoughts and 

beliefs, and to challenge the current cultural conditions. Mockbee and his partner, show 

through different forms of their work, that the main responsibility of an architect is to  

construct, reconstruct and preserve a regional culture, especially if it is struggling to 

survive both in spite of and through greater universalisation, as is the case in the Arabian 

peninsula  these  days. Architectural practice has to offer a means of discovering, finding 

and  nurturing  the community in a multitude of ways. “Through the scrutiny and 

mediation of reality, Mockbee- Coker has found a voice as practitioners who  refuse  to  

ignore  the  conscience  of  their culture” (Ryker, 1995: 19). There is a choice to be 

made now, between an architecture of a significant quality and an architecture for a 

significant scale. Mockbee, throughout his work, represents a model of an architect who is 

more concerned with goodness than greatness, where there will be a true opportunity for 

pride, joy and dignity. 

The new identity promoted by profit-driven architectural development all around the world, 

constructing new cities and urban developments, might be familiar and accepted in 

communities in North American cities, however, it should not overshadow regional cultures 

like it does in the case of Middle Eastern cities. 

The cultural heritage and privilege of vernacular architecture nowadays challenges the 

perceptions and definition of architectural practice. One could clearly articulate 

Lefebvre’s concepts of creating space (will be discussed further in Chapter 8) in Mockbee’s 

work; perceived, conceived and lived. In the conceived space, the main concern is around 

the material side, with all mathematics, measurements and physicality of the space, 

while the perceived space is mainly about the movement of the body (human) and his/her 

gestures within it. Therefore, the balance between space as a combination of idealism and 

materialism is what the French thinker refers to when he explained the “lived space”, which 

means all the inner subjectivity including experiences and feelings would add another 

dimension to the space and would result in what the space means. 

Caring about the lived experience right from the initial stages of the design process was 

key in     Mockbee’s work. His main focus was providing the clients or users with a suitable 

home that does not alienate them. He was also keen to get the users’ direct feedback 
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regarding their lived experience, which revealed his role as an architect in considering the 

users’ perspectives within his designs. 

The voice of the local inhabitants enabled them to realise their potential and aspirations. 

Consequently, this helps in addressing the limitation of architectural practice by viewing 

it as a process of interpretation that could be negotiated among different perspectives, 

meanings and objectives. In this respect,  architectural  form  and  visual  appearance   is   

not  an autonomous invention, but an embodiment and integration of both a client lifestyle 

and an expression of culture, and this what could be called individuality of design solutions. 
As the father of socially responsible architecture, Mockbee always believed that architecture 

is a social art; a socially responsive activity. He was keen to provide everyone in the rural 

South with a warm space to eat, sleep, play and live in dignity. Furthermore, he always 

believed that the role of architectural education is crucial in developing architecture as a 

socially and culturally responsible, human-centred activity, as he was always into answering 

such questions as: How do we make architecture more humane? How do we increase 

architects’ sensitivity towards users’ perspectives? 

 

 

5.3 Gourna by Hassan Fathy 

This section introduces the work of the Egyptian architect, Hassan Fathy, focusing on the 

New Gourna project, which seems to offer a good overview of a user-oriented architectural 

approach. 

Hassan Fathy, one of the well-known Arab architects of the twentieth century, had a clear 

vision in response to sustainability and social and cultural responsibility. His works and 

ideas had an influential role not only on the architecture of the Islamic world, but it 

extended as far as the western world as well. 

When Le Corbusier announced in his book Toward a New Architecture (1931), that the 

new architecture is reflected by the use of steel, glass and reinforced concrete, which 

represented the new technologies that would lead to a better future, Fathy was one of the 

first few architects who broke ranks with modern architecture and found a new approach 

based on a concept of designing with reference to traditional architecture. He thought that 

humans, nature and architecture should coexist harmoniously in a balanced environment that 

reflects the personal habits and social and cultural norms. He was not against the new 

technologies, however, instead of changing the heritage of customs and habits to fit 

within the new buildings, he thought that the new technologies should be adopted according 

to social habits and needs. 
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5.3.1 New Gourna 

According to Steele (1997: 61)7, the success of Fathy’s use of mud brick as building 

material brought him to the attention of the Egyptian Department of Antiquities, who were 

about to relocate the village of Gourna and were looking for an inexpensive way to do it. 

Fathy viewed the project of Gourna as a chance to test his ideas and thoughts of how the 

traditional architecture could be revived (see Figures 5.8 and 5.9). His main aim was not 

only to minimise the project cost, which he succeeded in achieving through the use of local 

traditional material, and dispensing with the cost of labour by training the villagers to build 

their own houses. Furthermore, despite all the difficulties and challenges, he wanted to 

propose a model of urban design that could be implemented everywhere. 

Fathy decided on the locations of all parts of the village on the basis of a number of factors, 

and most importantly, the cultural and social ones. The village included a large market 

located close to the railway station, at the main entrance, where many arched gateways 

were located. These gateways provided different circulation paths to people and goods, 

given the fact that Gourna is very close to the historical site of Luxor, and expecting visitors 

and tourists. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5.8: A view of Gourna (Source: martiamigo.com, 2016) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

7	
  “The inhabitants of the existing village were tunnelling into the slopes near their houses and 
robbing the tombs. The artefacts that they found were then sold privately, or even worse, the 
gold was melted down and sold as crude ingots. After the complete removal and sale of a large 
stone bas-relief from one of the tombs came to the attention of the Department, it was decided to 
put an end to the destruction, and relocate the entire settlement. Fifty acres of agricultural land near 
the Nile was acquired from a local landowner by compulsory purchase as the site for the new 
village which was intended to rehouse seven thousand Gournii” (Steele, 1997: 61). 
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Figure 5.9: Fathy’s proposed layout for new Gourna (Source: martiamigo.com, 2016) 

 

             

 

Around the market square were the mosque, the khan, the village hall, theatre and the 

permanent exhibition hall. The village layout includes a small artificial lake and a park. 

Other public buildings are located away from the centre of the village like the boys’ primary 

school, the girls’ primary school, a little Coptic church, a Turkish bath, a police station and 

the dispensary. 

The layout of the residential units is divided into four “quarters”, each quarter being 

intended to house a different tribal group of old Gourna. With this division, Fathy tried to 

achieve the tribe grouping that made up the original population, by keeping this physical 

distinction in the new settlement. Moreover, the distribution of the tribal communities 

around the four quarters was not done randomly. Fathy had his analytical reasons for 

allocating the residential quarters to the tribes and he justifies this in his writings (Fathy, 

1973: 70–71) 

Fathy appreciates the difference between designing a village, a whole town, quarters, squares 

and streets. He illustrated that in his writings and lectures, where he explained his ideas and 

thoughts with regard to achieving what he called “beauty, civility and culture”. His approach 

to the design of New Gourna was to focus on the needs of the users who would live in 

the houses he was designing. He proposed houses that varied in size according to the area of 

the original houses they were replacing, and to suit the people who would live in it. He was 

thinking carefully about the design of each house, in order to produce a village in which the 

playing modulations would have a demonstrable existence. 

Building Gourna 
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In building Gourna, Fathy insisted on training the peasants to use the local materials and 

gave them the fullest information to be the “future do-it-yourself builders”. He was keen to 

supervise and participate in making every detail, starting from making the bricks and mortar, 

digging out the earth, quarrying and refining the lime, and including plumbing insulation and 

carting. In this approach, Fathy was not merely building a village, rather he was preparing 

a solid ground for the new life of the Gourniis. He was upgrading the peasants’ knowledge 

by teaching them a new craft, which they might then use to pursue a better income, instead 

of the illegal trading of antiquities. On the other hand, the architect was establishing a special 

connection between the individuals, the land and their new houses. Of course it was not going 

to be easy for the Gourniis to leave their old houses, however, Fathy’s strategy of involving 

people all the way from the early design stages to the construction, was intended to increase 

their sense of ownership and belonging to those houses. Fathy believed that if the village 

was to be built by its own future inhabitants, then they must be given the necessary skills. 

As he had to teach the Gourniis all the building processes and techniques, right up to 

furnishing their houses, his intention was to preserve the traditional design and furnishing, 

and modify it at the same time to suit the current situation and houses. Therefore, his role was 

mainly to supervise the project, while ensuring that his aims would be fulfilled. Fathy’s 

practice was different from other architects of his time. He was paying attention to the 

inhabitants’ individual concerns and personalities, which was certainly novel at that time 

To enable him to review and supervise the work in Gourna in a continuous manner, Fathy 

built his own office/house, located to the centre of the neighbourhood. As Steele describes, 

“This charming house, which is still occasionally used by researchers coming to visit the 

village today, allowed the architect to be in the middle of the action during the construction 

process” (Steele, 1997: 64). (See Figures 5.10 and 5.11) 

This proves that Fathy was not dealing with this project as an outsider, rather, he was involved 

in all aspects of the project and people, which then enabled him to justify his decisions and 

support his choices. 

As a case to support Fathy’s position against the many parties who were opposing his method 

and claimed the failure of his approach in Gourna, Steele argues, “References have been made 

in the past to the architect’s failure to provide for running water in the houses here. He 

explained his concern about disrupting the pattern followed throughout rural Egypt of using 

a communal well. He was also aware of the subtle social effects that such a change would 

have, such as removing the only opportunity that young girls of marriageable age might 

have of being seen by the prospective husbands who gather to watch the parade to the 

well each day. Centralised water sources were placed, instead, in the middle of each 

neighborhood” (Steele, 1997: 65). 
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Fathy’s approach is to pay attention to the details of the social life of the future inhabitants 

and to propose an architecture that is meaningful to those people and responds to their social 

needs and cultural values. 

 

Figure 5.10: The architecture of the New Gourna  
(Source: http://www.touregypt.net/featurestories/newgournaupdate.htm) 

 

The courtyard house 

The main feature of the house in Gourna is the courtyard, which Fathy supported with 

a philosophical approach in his book Architecture for the Poor (1973). He argues that the sky 

for the Arabs is “the home of the holy”, which was one reason for having a courtyard in 

their dwelling, apart from the climatic and environmental response. So the courtyard 

then becomes the home owner’s private piece of sky. The courtyard helps in creating and 

bringing serenity and holiness into the house, as it is associated with its relationship with 

the sky, as well as being an important element in surviving in the hot desert climate. 

Providing a sense of calmness and security like no other architectural feature, the courtyard 

succeeded in creating an intimate contact between the sky, the house and its inhabitants, in a 

way that would the feeling of spirituality at home. Thus, the courtyard is not only an 

architectural device to obtain physical comfort, nor is it only for obtaining privacy and 

protection, although one should admit that these elements are highly appreciated. However, 

as Fathy maintains, “It is, like the dome, part of a microcosm that parallels the order of the 

universe itself. In this symbolic pattern, the four sides of the courtyard represent the four 

columns that carry the dome of the sky” (Fathy, 1973: 57). 
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Figure 5.11: Typical layout of houses in Gourna, proposed by Fathy (Source: 
https://dome.mit.edu/bitstream/handle/1721.3/73780/157522_sv.jpg?sequence=2) 

 

5.3.2   Discussion 

 

According to Steele, Fathy was anxious and curious to see the 7,000 people in Gourna 

coping with their new housing and new life, where as any other architect would only be 

interested in achieving the functional distribution of spaces. Fathy was deep into offering 

the immaterial aspects – from social and cultural norms to individual thoughts and aspirations, 
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which then led to friendships between Fathy and the people of the village, as he declares in 

his personal diary.  
Unfortunately, the project faced a number of difficulties, mainly due to two reasons. The first 

is that people did not want to leave their original houses, which was holding the secret of 

their income, as explained in the beginning of this analysis. The Gourniis were earning 

money from stealing artefacts, melting down the gold and reselling it, which was not easy to 

abandon. According to Steele, the second reason was due to the success of strong competitors 

in convincing the government to stop the project, which was, in their opinion, an inadequate 

architectural approach. However, even with the criticism he faced, Fathy was convinced that 

his approach was successful, and could be implemented globally. As he argues, “My findings 

could be applied to any future project, and at long last we should bridge that mysterious gulf 

– which swallows so many millions of pounds – between the plans of national planning 

authorities and the visible buildings that result from those plans” (Fathy, 1973: 113). 

In traditional settlements, building is a communal activity, as is a wedding or a funeral, and 

this is what Fathy adopted in building the project of Gourna. He trained the local inhabitants 

to use the local material to build their own houses. On one hand, this succeeded in reducing 

the project budget and in teaching the Gourniis a new craft, which they could pursue for a 

better income. On the other hand, the whole process of self-building established a strong 

connection between the inhabitants and their new house, which is mainly what Fathy wanted 

to achieve. This is officially documented in a film produced by the World Monuments Fund 

in cooperation with Community Consortium after sixty years of building the village. In the 

film, there are interviews with the village inhabitants, who expressed their attachment and 

strong connection to their houses and place.  
It seems that by approaching a project in the countryside, Fathy was challenging a 

dominant ideology at that time, which he argues, most professional architects and planners 

would adopt when dealing with rural communities. This ideology mainly suggests that these 

communities have nothing worth professional consideration. In this case, most architects 

would be interested in clients who would have high budgets and prefer dealing with 

contractors and concrete. On the contrary, Fathy asserts that one of the architect’s main 

responsibilities is to revive rural, agricultural communities with a strong response to its 

culture. One way of doing this is through proposing a design that harmonises with the natural 

environment and landscape, where architecture would be accommodated both visually and 

practically. With this approach, Fathy was aware that he was proposing a new architecture. 

His main aim was to begin to revive traditional architecture, and start an approach, which 

others might take up later and experiment with more. Such architecture would establish a 

cultural stronghold that could challenge the slide into meaningless architecture, which was 

gaining popularity around the world. 
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“You must start right from the beginning, letting your new buildings grow from 

the daily lives of the people who will live in them, shaping the houses to 

the measure of the people’s songs, weaving the pattern of a village as if on the 

village looms, mindful of the trees and the crops that will grow there, respectful 

to the skyline and humble before the seasons.” (Fathy, 1973: 45) 

 

In general, Fathy’s philosophy was mainly based on critical attributes such as 

community architecture, sustainability and self-build. He was against international 

architecture, which is imported, with no connections to the local community, and focusing 

more on technology than humanism. Rather, Fathy was questioning the modernist solutions 

and its relevance to the eastern society. Furthermore, he was seeking more practical, affordable 

architectural solutions that would not alienate neither the people nor the site. Thus, he 

researched the traditions that became his inspiration afterwards. These were the main 

concept of Fathy’s book, Architecture for the Poor, first published in Arabic in 1969, in which 

he calls for the integration of nature and the industry.  
One of the main ideas that Fathy expresses in his book, is the role of the architect, which had 

been hotly debated. In modernism, the architect acts as the inventor and the creator, who in 

an artistic way creates forms of huge scale, as sculptures or “machines for living” as stated by 

Le Corbusier (1931).  
If architects are busy designing according to their tastes or aspirations, this will give results 

of alienation. As Fathy describes, “Every people that has produced architecture has evolved 

its own favorite forms, as peculiar to that people as its language, its dress, or its folklore” 

(Fathy, 1973: 19). Instead, he was trying to figure a common language that will transform a 

common modern architectural language into a social metaphor, evoking social responsibility, 

efficiency and availability.  
Treating the users as an abstraction is the most common mistake that the architect may 

make, even well known names in the architecture world still fall victim to it nowadays. Fathy’s 

approach is very close to that of Bruce Allsopp, the British architect, historian and theorist, 

who strongly opposes such an approach in his book Toward a Humane Architecture (1974): 

 “People want architecture which is warm and comforting to the senses, 

architecture which is pleasant to live with, which caters for man as he is and 

not for man as an abstraction, architecture which is seen to be appropriate to 

its purpose, bearing in mind the habitual attitudes and responses of people 

who have been brought up in a living society, not processed in a laboratory” 

(Allsopp, 1974: 4).  
In building the New Gourna housing project, Fathy’s approach was similar to 

postmodern architecture, in that it was both concerned with vernacularism, contextually, 
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metaphorically and symbolically. He, in the 1950s and 60s, proposed an architecture, which 

later on gained popularity internationally as a revival movement for earth architecture.  
Fathy did not adopt his approach by coincidence; he undertook research and fieldtrips, 

looking for suitable building techniques and materials, which would combine both the social 

and the architectural realms. He was seriously thinking about the suitability of the existing 

materials and style – the Islamic-Arabic style – , which led him to building the courtyard house 

with mud and bricks.  
Fathy demonstrated through practical examples, that typically adopting modern style 

without any adjustment, is a great loss on both levels – materially and immaterially – 

while resorting to learn from traditional techniques is more efficient and sustainable. He 

considered modernity to be a waste of money with no effective solution to such climatic and 

cultural problems.  
 

5.4   General reflections on the case studies 

 

In the two different architectural approaches discussed above, there are differences in 

frameworks and ideologies, however, all fit into the bigger picture of the immateriality in 

architecture debate. In this section there is an attempt to present a competitive approach 

that challenges the findings of all case studies against the main theoretical background of this 

thesis. 

To start with, the idea of architecture for people was well established within the traditional 

settlements. During the early twentieth century, this approach had faded, especially with the 

emergence of the modern architectural movement. However, what Fathy came up with in the 

1940s was similar to the architectural movements and tendencies witnessed during the 

1970s, including sustainability and earth architecture. Later, during the 1980s, in the last 

decade of Fathy’s life and career, the world witnessed the emergence of the community 

architecture movement and public participation, which then played a key role in the 

contemporary architecture debate. 

Fathy’s main focus was to establish a new architectural approach based on local 

traditional techniques, which contributed to improving housing and the living environment 

of the poor. In the middle of the twentieth century, he shared a similar philosophy to 

Mockbee, whose work existed after Fathy’s death in the 1980s. 

Through the analysis of the two case studies, one can articulate the findings supporting the 

main argument of this thesis. The first point that can be addressed is concerned with 

immateriality and human values in architecture. Fathy particularly focuses on the element of 

individuality, where even in housing projects with more 7,000 people living in them, he 

insisted on studying each unit separately. This method conflicts with that of Le Corbusier’s 
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project in Marseille, France, which mainly dealt with building housing blocks – a method 

adopted worldwide. With his approach, Fathy not only proposed a new method of housing 

the poor in the third world, but rather one that could be adopted globally. 

Fathy views architecture as a comprehensive art containing all kinds of human activities 

and sciences. His works combine theology, philosophy, history, sociology, sciences like 

physics and arts like music, dance and literature. Through his writings, Fathy integrates his 

vast knowledge in a way that helps him produce his architectural views. 

Mockbee also asserts the importance of valuing humanity while practising architecture. 

He believes that all architects should expect and hope that their work will act in some 

sense as a servant for humanity, in a way that expresses the main aim of architecture: “to 

make a better world”. Mockbee also acknowledged the element of individuality in dealing 

with clients, which reveals the initial aspect that helps in understanding the user and the 

context.  Mockbee says, “The role of architecture should be placed in relation to other issues 

of education, healthcare, transportation, recreation, law enforcement, employment, the 

environment, the collective community that impacts on the lives of both the rich and the 

poor” (Mockbee, 1998). Both architects, Fathy and Mockbee, perceived that the role of 

architecture is not be concerned with just practice on its own, but that architecture should 

be integrated with other knowledge and sciences, since its main aim is to house, create 

and maintain lives. Nonetheless, both of them viewed the related sciences from different 

points of view. Fathy appreciated more conceptual and intellectual knowledge, while 

Mockbee tended to be more oriented toward practicality and applied knowledge. 

Reflecting on the time of his practice, Fathy was distinguished from the other modernist 

architects, as he believed that architecture needed to be compatible with new technology. 

In Fathy’s opinion, technology had to be adopted in a way that suited both the environment 

and the user, and should be controlled by common sense or unconsciousness. It should 

maintain the balance between the material and immaterial/spiritual aspects of the built 

environment. 

Although Mockbee’s works exist in the postmodern era, which has a greater awareness of 

valuing heritage, community and culture, he also emphasised the danger of the influence of 

technology and economics in architecture. He argues that the professional challenge for an 

architect is to avoid being overwhelmed by the power of modern technology and economic 

affluence to the point of losing sight of the fact that people and place matter.  

The importance of appreciating “architectural heritage” appeared as a common theme across 

both cases. Based on traditions, the social criteria could contribute in engaging individuals 

and gives the architect’s creativity a chance to be unleashed, while the architectural roots 

remain as an enrichment of experiences over the years. 

On another level, Fathy’s intention was to awake the sense of cultural pride among his 

people, which would make them aware of and value their rich architectural heritage.  
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Similarly, Mockbee argues that if architecture is to be meaningful and inspire communities, 

academics and practitioners are required to be ‘subversive’ and remind students with the 

responsibility to shape the environment and break the status quo.  

The works of both architects show their respective approaches to acknowledging the 

importance of the immaterial aspects, as well as the material ones in their designs.  

 

Reflecting on the context of Bahrain 

While the contexts of the two case studies are, to varying degrees, different to that of Bahrain, the 

approaches of Fathy and Mockbee, may offer a way forward to deal the country’s two 

dilemmas: the loss of identity and heritage, and the great demands for housing provision. 

Addressing Bahrain’s Housing Needs (2013), an essay electronically published on 

dilmunia.com, the official weblog of the residential real estate “Dilmunia”, discusses the 

current situation of housing in Bahrain. 

According to estimates by Bahrain’s Ministry of Works there are currently 53,000 Bahraini 

citizens on the Kingdom’s social housing waiting lists while at the same time over 85% of 

the Bahraini population is estimated to earn less than BD 1,000 (£1,600) per month 

(dilmunia.com, 2013). Therefore, affordability is one of the key issues for the market 

profile. According to the same essay, to meet the growth expectations set out in the 

government’s vision 2030 plan, Bahrain will need to build over 20,000 additional housing 

units over the next ten years.  

In summary, involving people and taking both their material and immaterial needs into 

account is likely to lead to a  better architecture that identifies and acknowledges the role 

of social and cultural appreciation in improving the people’s way of life. Such an approach 

will be explored further through the fieldwork research in Chapters 6 and 7.  
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Chapter 6: Exploring Users’ Spatial Experience: Beyond the Material 

 

6.1 Overview 

This research focuses on immateriality in architecture, particularly on the subject of looking at 

spatial experience from the users’ point of view, and how the cultural and social norms could 

contribute to creating better architectural outcomes that are more responsive to users’ needs, 

aspirations and cultural values.  

Using both the place of dwelling, as a private space, and public spaces in the city, this thesis 

attempts to look at the spatial experience of city dwellers with a view to considering how that 

experience relates to the culture in which these spaces exist. This will elaborate on the immaterial 

aspects of the users’ spatial experience in particular, which is often either overlooked or naively 

assumed to be part of the design brief. This chapter presents the collected data and information 

from the fieldwork, using the methods explained earlier in Chapter 4. The chapter will start with 

a section that explains the process and outcomes of the pilot questionnaire. The second section 

will present the data collected from forty-four participants using semi-structured interviews, in 

which the participants contributed to informal conversations and freely explained their spatial 

experience, expressing their ideas and thoughts. The third section describes the observation study 

that acted as a preliminary stage before delving into the focus group discussion. This discussion 

came in a form of a workshop organised with a view to introducing participants to different ways 

of experiencing the city of Manama, through an organised walk and a facilitated group discussion. 

The workshop enabled the participants to be actively involved in the research through the 

expression of their thoughts, opinions and points of view regarding the city and its relationship 

with culture, heritage and architecture, as a way of reflecting on part of their daily life.  

It is worth mentioning here that the Research Ethics Committee at the University for the Creative 

Arts has granted its approval to conduct the research work including the questionnaire, interviews 

and focus group discussion. The committee has considered the researcher’s ethical self-evaluation 

for the proposed project and confirmed that the rationale and informed consent of participants is 

well detailed and meets the criteria for approval. The logistics of securely generating, storing and 

processing data both electronically and in hardcopy is ensured and follow the Data Protection 

Act, and all data used in this research were ethically obtained and legally permitted.  
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6.2 Pilot questionnaire 

The research refers to Bahrain as the context of study, in which the theoretical basis will be 

explored and examined. This required the fieldwork to establish specific information and gather 

data to inform the development of the main argument. Three fieldwork trips have been conducted 

during the research project period. These trips have helped in establishing the research 

framework, which eventually informed the research methodology, data collection and analysis as 

well as developing the arguments. The first part of the fieldwork consisted of conducting a pilot 

interview. 

A number of texts explain the importance of pilot work in undertaking qualitative and 

ethnographic approaches, prior to conducting the actual fieldwork. It offers a range of options 

regarding the design of research methods, uses and settings. The pilot is mainly used to refine the 

research instruments and methods, as well as highlighting gaps and avoiding unnecessary wastage 

in data collection.  

As a part of the methodological approach, a trial questionnaire had been conducted in the summer 

of 2013, targeting a group of Bahraini people in order to gauge their awareness of their domestic 

spatial experience. Moreover, it was a tool that would assist in seeking identification of the 

immaterial descriptors that configure this experience from the users’ point of view, since they are 

the ones who experience these descriptors. The intention also was to get some feedback, thoughts 

and opinions regarding the users’ participation in “architecture” as a way of creating and 

consuming space. Any additional information about the users’ needs, desires and aspirations was 

welcomed.  

Prior to filling in the questionnaire, the participants were asked for their consent by way of a 

consent form. They were also informed of their rights as participants in this research. 

The trial questionnaire is in four parts and each part consisted of a number of questions. Firstly, 

it started with asking the participant some general questions about their occupation, age group 

and type of dwelling. The second part asked about the meaning of home from the participant’s 

point of view, while the third part looked into the issue of user involvement in the design process 

and tried to gauge their awareness, desire and acceptability of this particular matter. The fourth 

and last part of the questionnaire invited the participant to provide a description of the ideal home. 

The questionnaire was formulated to test the users’ spatial experience, however, this was not 

exactly obtained. Some of the participants found the questions quite difficult, long and time 

consuming, while others did not understand the questions, as they were not clear and precise 

enough. As some of the questions needed detailed answers, some participants thought that these 

questions were too vague. 
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Examples: 

•   What does your home mean to you? 

•   Does your home reflect your identity? How? 

The pilot questionnaire process had some weaknesses, which is evident in the low level of 

engagement of the participants. Unfortunately, the participants found the questions quite difficult 

and ambiguous, and in order to answer them they required both time and detailed information. 

The participants preferred multiple choice questions rather than the open-ended qualitative 

questions. As a result, this suggests that the participants tended to talk about their spatial 

experience more than write about it. In fact, it is not easy to step back from such an experience 

and think about it, reflect on it, and write this whole process as a series of answers on a 

questionnaire. 

It is worth mentioning that nineteen participants, among three different age groups were 

approached with trial questionnaires. Nine participants were aged between eighteen to twenty-

five years, six were aged between twenty-six and forty years, and four were between forty-one 

and sixty-five years. These participants were living in either privately owned or rented dwellings.  

The description of the participants’ spatial experience and some material elements are likely to 

lead to some immaterial descriptors, for instance, when most of the participants, in describing 

their ideal home, said that they were seeking more spacious, well illuminated rooms and private 

swimming pools. This shows that behind these material descriptors, there are immaterial ones that 

can lead to describing the inhabitants’ certain experiences.  

On the level of participation and involvement in the design process and decision making, most of 

the people proved that they are fully aware of the importance of their involvement in creating 

their own spaces. Moreover, some of them called for participation and they wanted their voices 

to be heard. 

The information gathered from the questionnaire clearly indicated that people were keen to talk 

about the issues rather than write down answers to predetermined questions. This led to the 

conclusion that the use of semi-structured interviews would be more engaging and relevant to the 

interviewees taking part in the study.  

 

6.3 Users’ experience of the domestic space: interviews 

The second phase of fieldwork was divided into two parts: semi-structured interviews and 
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observations. During the trial questionnaire, a sense of the context of the work was obtained, 

which then led to some amendments and revision of the interview questions. This approach has 

broadened and deepened the scope of resources for this research. Consequently, the second 

fieldwork trip during the winter of 2014 included conducting semi-structured interviews with 

local Bahraini people, which acted as informal, free conversations taking narratives from the 

participants’ everyday lives.  

 

6.3.1 Overview 

Before moving into the investigation, one needs to recognise what is home, and to realise the 

distinction between house and home. According to Lawson (2001), the former is an architectural 

concept and the latter has some “overtones of humanity”.  

For Read (1996), home is a mental construct and a focus of memory for which the physical size, 

nature and extent can vary from a plant in the garden to a room in the house, to an area of the city. 

In his book Returning to Nothing: The Meaning of Lost Places (1996), Read introduces an 

interesting approach to define home, which he described as mentally constructed. He debates that 

home can be an area as big as half a city, it could be the inner city, a suburb, a house, a room in a 

house and even a single plant in a garden. 

“‘Home’ can be a focus of memory, a building, a way of mentally enclosing people of 

great importance, a reference point for widening circle of significant people and places 

and a means of protecting valued objects” (Read, 1996: 102)  

As explained earlier in Chapter 4, this research could be thought of as an ethnographical study, 

as it is engaged with cultural and human aspects of people’s lives. This study is interested in the 

spatial experience from the users’ point of view, which asserts phenomenological concepts on the 

investigation. According to Bachelard (1992), home is the best model of space to be examined in 

such a case. 

An artistic approach to explaining the notion of home was published as part of the exhibition at 

the Douglas Hyde Gallery, Dublin, in December 2001. The exhibition presented a particular sense 

of “home”, which is described as “an internal space defined by memories and the passing of time, 

by glimpsed intimacies and fugitive hopes of fulfilment and perfection. Home is also intended to 

recall the beauty of ordinary things, and to trace some of the connections between wholeness and 

fragmentation” (Hutchinson, 2002). 
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What is special about this approach is that it clearly addresses the spatial experience using total 

immaterial descriptors, like intimacy and security, memories and mind images, desires and fear. 

This will contribute to the understanding of experiencing spaces in general, and therefore, 

understanding architecture as the process of generating an outcome that will act as a container, 

catalyst and condenser for these descriptors.  

“Reflection on home removes us from the concrete characteristics of a house and  leads 

us towards an inner space that is fluid and luminal. We are faced with symbols and traces 

of intimate aspirations, subconscious desires, and culturally conditioned responses. A 

home, whether it is inhabited by one or many people, is fundamentally about 

interrelationships. It is continually shifting, either expanding into new forms of 

intelligence and generosity of collapsing into distance and fragmentation” (Hutchinson, 

2002: 8).  

The description of home given by Hutchinson (2002) is very important in addressing one of the 

research questions: “What are the immaterial and non-physical aspects that affect the users’ 

spatial experience?”  

He describes home as the manifestation of personal notions, especially the ones that address a 

sense of security and intimacy. So it is the place that protects its inhabitants against the outer 

world. It also consists of the users’ thoughts and feelings, both conscious and unconscious. The 

author also explains that a home is not necessarily a house. He describes home as a complex 

condition that integrates many immaterial descriptors including memories and images, desires 

and fears, the past and the present. He continues to include that home is also the private place 

where inhabitants share rituals, personal rhythms, and common routines. It is interesting that 

Hutchinson argues “a home cannot be produced all at once; it has time dimension, a continuum, 

that is the gradual manifestation of a personal or shared response of the world” (Hutchinson, 2002: 

8). 

Through investigating home as part of the fieldwork, the study will be able to identify the 

immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience and in doing so, acknowledging that the 

immaterial part of architecture is as important as the material one. Thus, this should contribute to 

creating space that will generate thoughts and feelings, interfere in reliving the past, shaping 

present and influencing the future. It will also trace the intimate aspirations, subconscious desires 

and culturally conditioned responses. 
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6.3.2 Process description 

The process involved thirty days of continuous work and meetings, in several locations around 

Bahrain. The interviews acted as an informal discussion, in Arabic, tackling various aspects of 

the interviewees’ daily lives. The actual process of interviewing people required a few months of 

preparation, starting with reading about the use of such a method and familiarising oneself with 

the skills needed. Subsequent to the reading period, preparatory work on the ground was needed, 

like contacting prospective participants and making arrangements to meet them. Each face-to-

face interview started with personal introductions, then the introduction of the research and 

getting the participant’s consent before starting the conversation. The average time for each 

interview is around one hour, however, some of them lasted for almost two hours, while some did 

not exceed thirty minutes. The meetings took place in the participants’ place of dwelling. All the 

interviews were audio recorded, after getting the participants’ consent. During some of the 

interviews, notes were taken and quick sketches of the dwelling layout were drawn.  

The use of semi-structured interviews allowed for flexibility in terms of formulating the questions 

and their sequence, for example, changing the sequence of the questions according to the flow of 

the conversation. This procedure is exactly the opposite of that using a questionnaire where all 

participants have to answer the exact same set of questions in the same sequence. The interviews 

also afforded the researcher the opportunity to explain the questions in a way that would suit the 

participant. This is something that made it easier for the interviewees to express themselves, 

reflect and engage more in the discussion around their home experience.  

Each interview acts as a source of different information and material unique to a particular 

participant. In order to carry out a thorough analysis, the interviews were first transcribed into 

Arabic and then translated into English. The next step was to compile all the information gathered, 

and to cross-reference it within the participants’ responses and the written literature. During the 

analysis, the main question to be answered was “What do the data and information tell us in 

response to the main research questions?” This will be explored further in the data analysis 

Chapter.    

A sample of the questions that formed the basis of the semi-structured interview is shown in 

Appendix A. 

It is worth mentioning that the people I was in contact with were very resourceful and helpful, to 

the extent that they were willing to extend my networks by introducing me to some of their friends 

and relatives. Although some had reacted to me with doubt as to how the notion of immateriality 

could possibly be acknowledged within architectural practice, this reinforced my research aims, 

and the specific value in doing the research. All information and recourses obtained through the 

semi-structured interviews will be discussed further in Chapter 7. Examples of interview 
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transcripts are shown in Appendix B. 

 

6.4 Users’ experience of the social/public space: observation 

Observation is a part of ethnographic fieldwork, which is mostly used to study native cultures and 

lifestyles. It is mainly used to study dynamic situations and to preserve the interrelationship of a 

person and a situation. In this project, two types of observation were used: the non-participant 

observation and the participant observation. In the former, the researcher (observer) is an 

eavesdropper who attempts to observe people without interacting with them, while in the latter 

the researcher is actively involved as a member of a focus group discussion.  

Firstly, this section will explain the non-participant observation. The process included taking 

notes and sketching anything interesting that happened, still photographs and videos were taken 

and recorded, including noting down any ideas or feelings about the situation. The researcher was 

open to all possibilities and was fairly aware of the observational and interpretive skills required, 

and this technique was really useful, particularly in the thesis context.  

According to Bryman (2012) “one of the most striking developments in qualitative research in 

recent years has been the growth of interest in the use of visual material” (2012: 455), which he 

refers to as visual ethnography. Within this subject, there is an explanation of the role of using 

photographs that are research driven and concerned with meanings and significance. Along with 

the use of sketching and note taking, the observation carried out as part of this research has been 

informed by the extensive process of taking photographs, which acted as one of the main 

components of the fieldwork and a source of data.  

This observation research is interested in the way people in Bahrain experience their public 

spaces. Two types of public spaces were observed, the Manama souq and the Bahrain City Centre 

shopping mall (BCC). This choice was made based on the interest in exploring the impact of 

cultural and social change on the way Bahrainis experience the changing urban spaces. The 

introduction of shopping malls as an alternative to the traditional street market is of particular 

interest.   

The observation carried out was unstructured, but it was informed by the research questions, aim 

and objectives. Notes were taken to record what describes the environment and the users, as it 

was considered as open-ended narrative data. This was done using either written notes or tape 

recording of comments. This processes also included describing the activities and interactions 

that occurred during the observation period.     

As social life is normally complex and in constant flux, with multiple dimensions, and its 
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activities are diffuse, non-coherent and excessive, photography acted as a good method to capture 

the scene and get a sense of the users’ spatial experience that could be described later within the 

analysis phase. An example of a collection of photographs transcript is shown in Appendix F. 

The first part of the non-participant observation took place in Manama market, souq, at a location 

close to Bab al Bahrain, between the old and the new parts of the city. The process took around 

one hour of being in the same place, followed by a walk around the city alleyways taking 

photographs. The people’s reactions to such behaviour varied, from those who were seemingly 

not distracted by the camera, to those who seemed uncomfortable with being photographed. The 

action of tape recording the description of the city while walking was also looked upon as being 

strange and curious.  

The second part of the observation that took place within the shopping mall was very different. 

The observation location was within a coffee shop seating area, where large of part of the mall 

was within view. People again found it strange to see a researcher tacking notes, sketching and 

taking photographs of the whole setting. As a cultural matter, people also did not like to be 

photographed. 

It is worth mentioning that street life is not definite and static, nor fixed and simply organised 

matter that is easily observed, but continuously changing. Therefore, it was not easy to 

understanding the immateriality of the users’ spatial experience within the settings observed.  

The second observation process undertaken with the participants, was conducted during the third 

and final fieldwork trip, along with the focus group workshop, which consisted of a walk through 

the old city of Manama, followed by a facilitated talk and round table discussion. The observation 

was unstructured and participants were asked to record anything specific that they noticed during 

the walk, by noting it down or taking photographs. This process was conducted live during the 

workshop and was followed up with a screening of the video recorded during the walk. This acted 

as a useful document to refer to for more detailed information. These notations served as a vital 

recording device, which helped in designing the coding system later on in the analysis phase, to 

be discussed further in Chapter 8. (See Figures 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3, and Appendix F) 
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Figure 6.1: Bab al Bahrain, point of observation (Source: Author) 
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Figure 6.2: Part of Manama souq where the observation took place (Source: Author) 

Figure 6.3: Sample of sketches during the observation of the Manama street life (Source: Author) 
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6.5 Social/public space: workshop 

In order to enable Manama dwellers to see Manama in a different way, a workshop consisting of 

an guided walk, followed by a talk was organised. The workshop enabled people to experience 

their city while trying to explore what Manama means to them. What do they find important about 

it? What ideas/thoughts/feelings come to their mind when walking in Manama? What would they 

miss about Manama if it did not exist anymore? What would they miss about it if they were away 

from Manama? What’s special about Manama? Is it just about buildings, roads and malls or is it 

about something else? If Manama is important to them, why is it so? 

Throughout the workshop there was an opportunity to reconsider, recognise and rethink the 

everyday experience of the city by making a link between the city, its architecture, its people and 

their culture. It’s a different way of experiencing the city and its heritage. It could be a means to 

reclaiming Manama for its citizens, dwellers and admirers.   

 

6.5.1 Aims of the workshop 

This workshop introduced participants to different ways of experiencing the city. It provides the 

opportunity for them to be actively involved in the research through the expression of their 

thoughts, opinions and points of view regarding the city as part of their daily life. Furthermore, it 

helps in establishing a new way of describing the city as a lived experience, which is full of life 

and energy and which engenders emotions. Hopefully, the workshop will help to generate greater 

awareness among people regarding the importance of appreciating the city, its culture and 

heritage.   

 

6.5.2 Structure of the workshop 

The workshop took place over two days: Manamawalk on 21st February 2015 and Manamatalk 

on 25th February 2015. Firstly, around 6th February a call through Instagram was opened up for 

participants to enrol (see Figure 6.4). The enrolled participants were sent brief information about 

the workshop and a short questionnaire asking non-specific personal information (gender/age 

group/town or city where they live/how often they visit Manama). After obtaining participants’ 

consent, the walk and the talk were audio and video recorded. 
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Figure 6.4: Snapshot of the research project 
Instagram page 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.5.2.1 Manamawalk 

The participants met the researcher at a prearranged meeting point to be briefed verbally and to 

get their consent for their collaboration before the start of the walk. Sketchbooks and pens were 

provided in case they were needed, and the participants were highly encouraged to bring their 

own cameras. The walk followed a predefined route around old Manama (see Figures 6.5 and 

6.6). The party stopped at the following points: 

1.   Khalaf House as the starting point 

2.   Sacred Heart Church and School 

3.   Mo’men Mosque 

4.   Synagogue, Jewish Temple 

5.   Commercial quarter/souq 

6.   Hindu Temple  

7.   Bab al Bahrain 
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Figure 6.6: The predefined route around the old city of Manama (Source: Author) 
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4 
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7 

Figure 6.5: Map of the city where Manamawalk took place (Source: Author) 
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The walk took around two hours, from about 10 am till 12 pm, and the weather was dry and sunny 

with air temperature recorded around 20o C. The group started from Khalaf House within the 

residential quarters and finished at Bab al Bahrain at the heart of the commercial quarters within 

the old city of Manama. The participants were taking photographs, sketching, taking notes, 

looking around and discussing various aspects relating to the city. Within the residential quarters 

the street life was quiet despite the density of the built-up area. The old quarters consist mainly 

of houses, which are normally of one or two storeys in height and attached to one another so that 

sometimes one cannot distinguish the boundaries between adjacent houses. Each neighbourhood 

has a small mosque, named after the head of the family, like Khalaf mosque and Dhaif mosque, 

which we passed by during the walk. The alleyways are very narrow within this old part of the 

city; in some cases, it is not even wide enough for a car to pass. While walking within these 

quarters there were smells of typical Bahraini food coming from some of the houses, while other 

houses looked abandoned with broken glass windows and generally dilapidated appearance. Most 

of the old buildings in the old city were built using stones and mud; the predominant colours being 

shades of beige and grey.  

Throughout the walk it was noticeable that in some parts of the old city there were wider 

alleyways and taller buildings reaching three or four storeys, where small retail outlets, tailors, 

laundry shops and the like can be found. These quarters seem to have had more additions that 

make them look newer compared to others. The participants enjoyed looking at the traditional 

architectural features of the city, including the ornamentations around the doors and windows, 

mashrabiyas, mosque façades and other decorative elements. They also enjoyed the special 

sounds of athan (call for prayer) and the reading of scripts from the holy Quran coming from 

different mosques and ma’tams. Such sounds are typical of the old city, and they are not always 

heard in other Bahraini cities, especially the contemporary ones.  

After walking through the narrow alleyways we reached the edge of the souq, the traditional 

market, where the participants immediately noticed the difference in terms of people’s 

movements and life activities. The souq was full of local people and foreigners, from visitors, 

workers, and the locals. The variety of goods displayed at the frontage of each store created a 

unique commercial integration, along with the attitude of the sellers who verbally motivated 

people to come in and have a closer look. The view of the textiles, spices, electronics, cosmetics 

and many other goods displayed along both sides of the passages created a special atmosphere in 

the space. Some of the participants stated that this had reminded them of their childhood, when 

they used to go there with their mothers to buy their school uniform. 

During the walk within the souq, we passed by the qahwa, which is the traditional version of what 

we nowadays call a coffee shop. The qahwa is still functioning well and serves a reasonable 

number of clients, although its traditional main role faded along with new technology and the new 
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lifestyle. The qahwa used to be the main place where people socialised and discussed business 

and politics and social news. It acted as the media medium, especially before the invention of the 

radio and the television later on. However, today, the qahwa is mainly a place to experience the 

traditional sense of gathering and traditional food, which still attracts local residents and tourists 

alike.  

Gradually we got closer to Bab al Bahrain, which was our last point of the walk, and one of the 

most important monuments within the old city of Manama. There is a long history behind this 

monument, it was the main gate of Manama, the capital city, at the edge of the sea, where Manama 

harbour existed. It was the place where people exchanged goods coming mainly from Persia and 

India; it welcomed travellers as well as pearl divers. Today, this point acts as the gateway between 

the old part and the new contemporary part of the city with its tall skyscrapers, built on reclaimed 

land around the area of the old harbour and beyond. The participants enjoyed discussing lots of 

aspects related to the old and new Manama especially around the renovated part of the souq just 

before Bab al Bahrain. This part has the sense of traditional architectural style with 

ornamentations and arches, and even the goods displayed were related to the old lifestyle. 

However, the existence of a shopping mall that housed some of the shops was questioned. 

Although the exterior design of the mall goes well with the traditional architectural style of the 

city and the renovated part, the atmosphere of the mall itself seemed alien to the whole scheme 

of the old city.  

In summary, during the walk, the participants experienced the city in a way that may be different 

to their everyday experience, as they were taking in every detail, including the sounds, patterns 

and even walked through rarely used, narrow alleyways. The main idea behind the walk was to 

try to get the participants to enjoy the walk and feel the spirit of the city without being disturbed 

by the activities in the street. The participants found that the experience of an organised walk was 

a special one. Even those who actually lived in Manama or were very familiar with the city, were 

surprised by what their senses had experienced during the walk, which normally goes un-noticed 

during their every day experience of the city. It was interesting that even members of the public 
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who were not taking part in the walk and the locals showed interest and curiosity towards the 

walk and made complimentary comments (see Figure 6.7). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 6.7: A local passer-by in conversation with the Manamawalk participants (Source: Author) 

Figure 6.8: A diagram showing the two-day workshop flow (Source: Author) 
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6.5.2.2 Manamatalk 

The talk took place on Wednesday 25 of February 2015. The participants were invited to take part 

in a round table discussion where they were encouraged to reflect on their experience of the walk 

and offer their views and opinions.  

Manamatalk started with welcoming the participants, offering refreshments and drinks and 

casually seeking feedback in regards to Manamawalk. As a way of refreshing their memory, the 

organiser asked the participants about what they thought about the walk they had had? Did it meet 

their expectations? Did they enjoy it or not? The responses were positive, with most of the 

participants feeling that the walk was interesting and enjoyable, in part because they had had the 

chance to visit and learn about places they had never been to before. 

During the day, the organiser facilitated three exercises, starting with a photograph exercise, 

where the participants were encouraged to bring a photograph (physical or mental image), which 

represented what Manama meant to them. Every participant contributed to the discussion and the 

session lasted for almost half an hour. The second exercise was the sticky notes exercise, where 

the organiser presented four terms on an A1 pad, and then the participants were asked to associate 

each term with three key words, and to justify their choices. The four terms used were: city, 

culture, heritage and architecture (see Figure 6.8). The last exercise was a short evaluation 

questionnaire administered at the end of the workshop. The workshop ended with the distribution 

of the certificates of attendance to the participants.  

Participants who could not attend the walk during Day 1, but were able to attend Day 2 were 

welcomed.  

The discussion attempted to explore the relationship between the city, its users, its architecture, 

culture and heritage as a way of understanding the users’ experience of the urban space, in the 

context of Bahrain.  

Given that Bahrain is part of the Islamic world, it is inevitable that the discussion was extended 

to the context of Islamic architecture and how it is informed by religious teachings as well as 

having an impact on people’s way of life. How the role of architecture in the traditional city 

extended beyond the material function to immaterial aspects of everyday life, which were highly 

appreciated, as the socio-cultural values of the people and the architecture, were interrelated.  

The discussion extended to consider the major economic and social transformation that cities in 

the Gulf region in general have been through during the last three decades, which impacted on 

their design and the way the urban space is experienced. 
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Sensory and memory based experiences of each participant were discussed. Everyone explained 

how they looked at Manama and what image of it they would store in their minds, and it was 

notable how the answers varied from one to another depending on their backgrounds, culture and 

social context.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 6.9: Part of the discussion during Manamatalk (Source: Author) 

 



	
   146 

 

Figure 6.10: A diagram showing the flow of discussion in Manamatalk (Source: Author) 

 
 
6.5.2.2.1 The first exercise: photographs 

During the Manamatalk round table discussion, on Wednesday 25 of February 2015, all 

participants were asked beforehand to bring a photograph that represented what Manama meant 

to them. It was preferred that the photograph be one that had been taken during the Manamawalk 

on Saturday 21st of February 2015. On the day, some of the participants brought a printed 

photograph, while others shared theirs from their phones or discussed their mental image of 

Manama.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.11: The organiser’s chosen photograph, answering the question: What does Manama mean to you? (Source: 
Author) 
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The organiser started by showing her chosen photograph and justifying her selection, arguing that 

where the photograph is taken represents a significant point in Manama (see Figures 6.11). That 

particular point, Bab al Bahrain, presents evidence of the past, the present and the future. The 

zone, which has been through major changes and transformation throughout history, now defines 

the point between the old city of Manama, with its dense urban fabric, vernacular architecture, 

and human-scale buildings and life, and the new part of Manama, which is built on reclaimed 

land, where towers and high rise buildings stand. In addition to that, what also makes this 

photograph represent what Manama means to the organiser is the presence of the participants who 

took part in Manamawalk, arguing that this became an important part of the organiser’s memory 

especially when she thinks about Manama. 

Participant 1 discussed the imagined picture of Manama she stored in her mind, which refers back 

to her childhood when she used to visit Manama textile market with her mother to buy her school 

uniform. Such a nostalgic experience explains the relationship between the participant’s 

childhood and the city of Manama, although she does not live in Manama and neither do any of 

her relatives. The participant declared that her visits to Manama are all about shopping, and when 

she says Manama, she primarily thinks of the souq (market), textiles and childhood memories 

(see Figure 6.11). 

 

 

Figure 6.12: Part of the textiles market that Participant 1 talked about (Source: Author 2015)  
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Participant 2 shared a phone photo of Halwachi Sweets store (see Figure 6.13), which sells 

traditional handmade local sweets, although there are numerous other stores that sell the same 

traditional sweets, this store is somehow different. It is the only branch that exists in Manama and 

it is now more than fifty years old. The specialist food that this store sells reminds the participant 

of Manama. Therefore, the memorial experience here merged with a sensational one, attaching 

the taste and smell of the food to configure the meaning of the place to this participant. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.13: The photograph that represents what Manama means to Participant 2 (Source: Participant 2) 

 

 

Figure 6.14: Photo showing the renovated part of the old market, which Participant 3 described (Source: Author) 
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Participant 3 explained an imagined image of the renovated part of the souq, located close to Bab 

al Bahrain, where our last point of Manamawalk was (see Figure 6.14). She argued that this zone 

of the city acts as a mixture of heritage and modernism at the same time. “You can see all types 

of people there, Bahrainis, Indians, tourists”. As it combines the old and the new parts of Manama, 

the diversity of retail shops adding richness to the place, one can experience many different types 

of shops – high and middle range. In this particular location the experience is really rich and 

varied and it’s what one can call “all in one”. 

Participant 4 talked about the historical houses as a representation of what Manama means to her. 

The participant thought that those houses take us back and encourage us to look at history and 

culture and think of a way of preserving it. Khalaf House (where Manamatalk was held) is an 

example of how to preserve culture. Despite the temptations of globalisation, the participant 

thinks that the new generation is interested in preserving history, heritage, culture and their 

identity, which she felt was a very important thing. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.15: Photographs that represent what Manama means to Participants 5 and 6 (Source: Participants 5 and 6)  

Participants 5 and 6 (brother and sister) wanted to join us on our walk, but as they arrived late, 

we had already left. However, they had done the walk on their own; in fact, they met the group 

on Manamawalk, but they did not interfere (the organiser did not recognise the participants while 

they were walking, as they had not met before). Both participants presented photos of Khalaf 

House (where the talk was held), and they started to explain how they were amazed by the value 

of architecture and detailing, as that was the first time they had seen such an architectural style, 

especially such an interior (see Figure 6.15). Both participants were from an Indian background, 
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both were born in Bahrain and had spent more than twenty years there, however, they had never 

been exposed to such a house. They felt that it was an amazing place, the basic colours of the 

surfaces, the wood details, the coloured glass and everything, including the renovation touches 

added to the house, such as the light fixtures.  

Participant 6 thanked the organiser for giving her the chance to be introduced to such a place, as 

she usually only ever visited the commercial part of Manama, Bab al Bahrain and the souq 

(market), so she thought it was a good opportunity to see the other side of Manama. The 

participant also thought that Bahrain looks after its heritage more than the other GCC8 countries, 

where they would demolish buildings with great heritage in order to build a shopping mall or a 

high-rise building instead. She thought that Bahrain has a part that moves with the world’s 

progress, for example, with its particular skyline and high-rise buildings, but at the same time it 

keeps its heritage and culture, allowing this architecture to tell us a lot about the type of people 

who lived here and their lifestyles.  

Participant 7 maintained that the first time she had been introduced properly to Manama was when 

she worked for the Ministry of Culture, and when she thinks of Manama she remembers the old 

houses, their layout and every single detail. The renovated and the non-renovated houses were 

amazing, but the participant thought that the non-renovated houses are more beautiful than the 

renovated ones, as they still have the same old spirit. The participant thought that with Khalaf 

House, for instance, one could see the fancy side of renovation and fancy furniture, which does 

not go well with the atmosphere, and which one might be afraid of touching or using as they 

looked like museum pieces.  

                        
8	
  Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), political and economic alliance of six Middle Eastern countries Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Bahrain, and Oman. The GCC was established in 
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, in May 1981. (Britannica.com)	
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Figure 6.16: Photo showing the narrow alleys in the old city of Manama (Source: Author) 

Participant 8 did not join our Manamawalk, however, she shared with us her the experience that 

she always remembers about Manama, which is about the alleyways and the awkward flow of 

pedestrians and cars. The participant said, “Manama was not designed for cars”. (See Figure 6.16) 

Participant 9 (who comes from a Sri Lankan background) thought that if he were to choose an 

image that represents what Manama means to him, he would not choose an image from the ones 

he took during Manamawalk. Manama is represented in the participant’s mind by the main 

highway, modern buildings and cars. The participant thought that Manama used to be represented 

by the alleyways and traditional buildings and houses, but not anymore, while asserting that he 

was trying to be objective. The participant said that he liked the traditional vernacular architecture, 

but that he would distance himself and look at the city and say, “I will go away from Bahrain and 

some day I might think about Manama, and what will come back into my mind is the main 

highway and the building with Bab al Bahrain around it probably, but these old buildings, 

alleyways and walkways are not the ones that represent it (the city)”. 

The nine participants introduced interesting and different dimensions into experiencing the city, 

drawing on their own backgrounds and interpretations, and the discussion facilitated an 

understanding of such experiences. However, these experiences were not limited to those 

dimensions only. For instance, the participants did not introduce a religious or spiritual dimension, 

which in fact, is a vital one when talking about Manama in particular.  
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 “The cities are also the spaces where religious belief is performed and where the 

 architecture of belief (particularly in the form of places of worship) frequently 

 dominates.” (Stevenson, 2012: 5) 

The participants were encouraged to reflect on the above quote, and describe how it could 

facilitate the discussion about Manama’s spaces, flow, patterns, circulation and rhythm. 

Participants described the identity of Manama through a religious dimension and the practices of 

the holy months of Ramadan and Ashura (Fuccaro, 2000).  

 

6.5.2.2.2 The second exercise: sticky notes  

As a way of an indirectly reflecting on Manamawalk, and in order to facilitate a discussion 

around the meaning of city, culture, heritage and architecture, this exercise asked the 

participants to define each one of the posted terms with three keywords. The participants related 

their ideas, opinions and thoughts in an engaging debate.  

How can you define “City” in three words, with brief justification? 

City 

Figure 6.17: Part of the discussion about the definition of the city in Manamatalk (Source: Author) 
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Organiser: 

1.   Life 

2.   Interaction 

3.   People 

 

Participant 9: 

1.   Built-up 

2.   Crowded 

3.   Noisy 

“Negative experience, lots of buildings, lots of cars, rural areas are more preferred. In my mind, 

the place we call city is always built up (a lot of buildings), secondly it is crowded as there are a 

lot of people together in this small area, and thirdly it is noisy, with the sound of cars and people 

and so on.” 

 

Participant 8: 

1.   Fancy 

2.   Modern 

3.   Big 

“Lots of people, and area-wise city is much bigger compared to villages. When I think about the 

city I always think about the modern type of architecture, nothing really giving the feeling of 

tradition or being old.”  

 

Participant 7: 

1.   People 

2.   Activities 

3.   Roads 

“Without people there will be no city, activities are what will define the city, city perceived as a 

social interaction and the success of the city mainly comes from the success of its social side, the 

city as a lived experience.” 
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Participant 6: 

1.   People 

2.   Development 

3.   Skyline spacing 

“In the rural areas, the buildings are lower, two or three stories, while in the city skyline there are 

lots of towers and skyscrapers that appears in the air photos. Cities are becoming bigger and 

bigger these days and lots of people are coming in.” 

 

Participant 5: 

1.   Crowded 

2.   Busy 

3.   Vibrant 

“City is compacted/packed and full of people, the bigger the city the busier it is. Really good 

cities never stop; they do not sleep at all, they run 24/7. The more people there are the more 

crowded it will be and the more vibrant it will get. The better the city, the more crowded and 

vibrant it is. The city has to be multicultural and multi-religious.”  

 

Participant 4: 

1.   Living 

2.   People 

3.   Building 

“Living means the activities, lifestyle, the spirit of the city, the people who conduct those 

activities, and mostly this interaction (people and activities) would take place in buildings (The 

action, who does it, and where it occurs). ” 
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Participant 3: 

1.   Road 

2.   People 

3.   Functional activities 

“Those define how important the city is.” 

 

Participant 2: 

1.   Road 

2.   Building 

3.   Crowded 

“Buildings define the city boundaries, while roads mainly go in the middle (connection/network); 

we have to have those two to create a city. Sounds play an important role in defining the city, 

especially the sound of people walking here and there.” 

 

Participant 1: 

1.   Movement 

2.   Living 

3.   Nights 

“Movement is not only in terms of the movement of people (walking, etc.), it also covers the 

meaning of seeing the city progressing. The city also means our living, where we do activities 

and operate. The distinction between day-life and night-life is an interesting point to think of, as 

the city at night is normally crowded and full of life, unlike the villages, which are quiet at night 

(What happened after the oil revolution, educating women, women’s involvement in the field of 

employment, did that change the day/night life of the city? When would the city be crowded 

now?).” 

 

How can you define “culture” in three words (or more)? With brief justification.  

Culture 
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Organiser: 

1.   Identity 

2.   Civilization 

3.   Religion  

4.   Lifestyle 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures 6.18 & 
6.19: Part of the 
discussions 
around defining 
culture and 
heritage in 
Manamatalk 
(Source: Author 
2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant 1: 

1.   Lifestyle 

2.   Religion 

3.   Beliefs 

“Religion creates the culture, and culture creates the lifestyle, and it creates the beliefs.” 



	
   157 

Participant 2: 

1.   People 

2.   Tradition 

3.   Doors 

“Culture, tradition and heritage are created by people, while the image that came to my mind 

when talking about culture and heritage is the image of doors, with all their details and 

ornamentations.” (see Figure 6.20). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          Figure 6.20: This is how Participant 2 perceives culture (Source: Participant 2) 
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Participant 3: 

1.   Religion 

2.   Tradition 

3.   Heritage 

“Religion and tradition are elements that we share and it defines our lives, while heritage is mostly 

associated with our history and things we have from the past. Culture is something shared between 

people.” 

 

Participant 4: 

1.   History 

2.   Tradition 

3.   People 

“History is where culture grew from, while tradition is more associated with the people’s 

behaviour, as the translation of culture into behaviour.” 

 

Participant 5: 

1.   Values of traditions 

2.   Change 

3.   Roots 

“Slow change in culture evolves along lifespan, it evolves into something else by the time we are 

young, it is not something that you can do alone but it happens in/as a society, then society moves 

forward with it and slowly sees the culture as new version of itself. It won’t be somebody else’s 

culture either, it would be the one you are born with.”  

 

Participant 6: 

1.   Roots 

2.   Identity 
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3.   India 

4.   Celebrations 

“The first thing that comes to my mind whenever talking about culture is India. Within India we 

have so many cultures that coexist. No matter how far or where we go, identity is the one thing 

that binds us together with our country. It is a quality in you. When people from the same culture 

come together you feel a lot more comfortable no matter which country you are in, and this is 

how I feel when we celebrate our Indian festivals here in Bahrain. So culture is the one thing that 

brings us together in respect to many differences we may have.”  

 

Participant 7: 

1.   Lifestyle 

2.   History 

3.   Background 

“Culture is not only about things happing today, it is about things that happened in the past and 

then continue to happen in the present and then the future, affecting our lifestyle.”  

 

Participant 8: 

1.   Lifestyle 

2.   Identity 

3.   History 

“I see culture as routes that remain with us but as we grow up we find our own paths, but it will 

still be within us. Culture starts from history then it evolves, reflects our lifestyle and how we act 

in our daily life. Everyone’s identity comes from his/her culture and how he/she saw the culture 

and then moves on with it.”  

 

Participant 9: 

1.   People 

2.   Change 

3.   Tradition 
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“It seems that culture is always connected with things to do with tradition, but culture is not 

something static, it is dynamic. Culture is something that deals with who we are, it is collective 

and individual.”  

 

Figure 6.21: One of the Manamatalk participants explaining her thoughts and ideas (Source: Author) 

Figure 6.22: Manamatalk participants’ interaction with the discussion 
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How can you define “Heritage” in three words (or more)? With brief justification.  

 

Heritage  

Organiser: 

1.   Roots 

2.   Originality 

3.   Pride  

 

Participant 9: 

1.   Greatness 

2.   Pride 

3.   Historic buildings 

“Heritage is what defines whatever our greatness is, heritage projects our individual personalities 

and it is connected with pride; we are proud of our heritage always, and our pride would disappear 

if heritage is lost, that is why it is important how we maintain our pride as a nation and as a people. 

Although heritage is connected to so many things, historical buildings seem to be the things that 

very clearly and visually express it. We celebrate our historical buildings as part of great a heritage 

more than anything else.” (see Figure 6.22) 

 

Participant 8: 

1.   Tradition 

2.   Culture 

3.   Country 

“Confused between heritage and culture.” 

 

Participant 7: 

1.   History 
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2.   Society 

3.   Reflection 

“Heritage is part of the history, and every society has its own heritage. Heritage reflects who we 

are, and its two-way reflection, rethinking and redefining.”  

 

Participant 6: 

1.   History 

2.   Communication 

3.   Museum  

“Heritage is a sort of communication between you and your past. The basic idea of having a 

museum is to show the history of a place. Because of the mixture of cultures and backgrounds 

people might need to refer to documentary places like museums to know best about a place. 

Things got lost between generations so museums help in documenting heritage. It could be sad to 

depend on museums to know about our own heritage while we should depend on our own, and 

our social interactions.”  

 

Participant 5: 

1.   Inheritance 

2.   Past 

“Heritage is always associated with what happened in the past, not the present not the future. 

What we got/received when we were born becomes part of who we are, and it also depends on 

who we born to (parents). I had been born to Indian parents but Bahrain’s heritage influences and 

affects me because here is where I was born and grew up, so my heritage will be a mixture of 

both, different than my parents and different than my children in the future.”  

 

Participant 4: 

1.   Background 

2.   Identity 

3.   Treasure 



	
   163 

“Heritage is where we come from, and it is crucial that we embrace it. Heritage plays a big role 

in shaping our identity, even if one chose to either embrace it or turn away from it, it is still part 

of one’s identity. Without past there will be no future. One’s heritage should be always treasured 

and valued. To end the existence of a nation is by destroying its heritage like what happened in 

Baghdad when Hulagu (Mongolian leader) destroyed the great library.” 

 

Participant 3: 

1.   Lifestyle 

2.   Wood 

3.   Time 

“The past has its own lifestyle. Wood is a strongly used element in the traditional houses. Heritage 

defines an era or period of time.” 

 

Figure 6.23: Photos describing what is heritage, 
according to one of the Manamatalk participants 
(Source: Participant)  
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Participant 2: 

1.   Architecture 

2.   Society 

3.   Culture 

“The heritage of any society is reflected in its architecture.”  

Participant 1: 

1.   Tradition 

2.   Old 

3.   Past 

“Heritage belongs to the roots, it creates the tradition, and it is something from the past and exists 

now and will continue to exist in the future as well.”  

 

 

Figure 6.24: Keywords defining “architecture” (Source: Author)  
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How can you define “architecture” in relation to the previous three terms (city, culture and 

heritage) using three words (or more)? With brief justification.  

 

Architecture 

 

Organiser: 

1.   Shaping 

2.   Translating 

3.   Embodiment 

 

Participant 9: 

1.   Process 

2.   Production 

3.   Container 

“Architecture is one of the processes of the production of the city, architecture has to be there to 

make the city, and it makes how the city becomes. Culture is also produced through the 

architecture. Architecture contains heritage in the building (food, clothes … etc. contained in the 

building) and by the building itself.” 

 

Participant 8: 

1.   Restrictions 

“The relationship between architecture and city, culture and heritage creates restrictions in terms 

of how spaces are planned. It determines how buildings are made and the amount of 

transparency.”  
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Participant 7: 

1.   Landmark 

2.   Focal point 

“Architecture is the landmark of the city and creates the significant of heritage.” 

 

Participant 6: 

1.   Communication 

2.   Buildings 

3.   Grow 

“Architecture tells you about the culture and heritage, building has a lot to say, it’s a two-way 

communication, and architecture defines city. The city expands and architecture is what makes 

the city bigger, through buildings and people.”  

 

Participant 5: 

1.   Identity 

2.   Development 

3.   Reflection 

“Kinds of buildings in the city form identity, and also linked to the development of the city. 

Architecture is also a reflection of the sort of people there are in the city, the time of building the 

building, and what the world was like at that point.”  

 

Participant 4: 

1.   Experience 

2.   Belonging 

“Experiencing the city and getting to know it is all about architecture, starting from the smallest 

shop to the tallest skyscraper and this is where sense of belonging comes, home, cosy, how it 

feels.”  
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Participant 3: 

1.   Concept 

2.   Building  

3.   Image 

“Concepts of building are always affected by heritage and culture. Buildings are the most 

important elements of architecture. Architecture creates the image of the city.” 

 

Participant 2: 

1.   Identity 

2.   Experience 

3.   Geometry 

“The heritage of any society is reflected through architecture, and there where one knows about 

the identity of each culture. Ones may know the city while experiencing every part of it. Geometry 

and architecture are always linked, at least in my mind.” 

 

Participant 1: 

1.   Image 

2.   Reflection 

3.   Belonging 

“Architecture creates the image of the city with its buildings, roads, landscapes and every 

architectural element, ant it reflects the culture and the heritage, and it belongs to a context.”  
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Figure 6.25: Collection of photos showing Manamatalk (Source: Author)  
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Figure 6.25: Collection of photos showing Manamatalk (Source: Author)  
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6.5.2.2.3 The third exercise: questionnaire 

Figure 6.26: Participants filling in the questionnaire sheet at the end of Manamatalk (Source: Author)  

The organiser wanted the participants to put down their thoughts in a short questionnaire, which 

asked mainly about things discussed in the talk (see Figures 6.25 and 6.27). 

As a way of saying thank you to all who attended, the organiser handed out Certificates of 

Attendance to the participants at the end of the talk (see Figure 6.26). 

The analysis of the workshop discussion is articulated further in Chapter 8.  

Figure 6.27: Distributing the Certification of Attendance (Source: Author) 
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6.6 Conclusion 

This chapter presents descriptions of all data collected through the fieldwork trips, conducted in 

the context of Bahrain throughout the period of this study, while the discussion and analysis of 

this data will be in Chapters 7 and 8. The Chapter starts with explaining the pilot research, then 

the investigation of spatial experience within both the private and public spaces using semi-

structured interviews, observations and focus group discussions. Getting in touch with users at 

the initial stages of the fieldwork was really informative, particularly during the pilot study and 

the early stages of the semi-structured interviews. These preliminary discussions around the 

spatial experience revealed the importance of the cultural impact on architecture, which appeared 

as one of the main recurring themes. Through these discussions it became evident that the research 

questions needed some refinements, replacing the argument of participation in design with the 

discussion around the cultural impact on architecture, as it appeared to be more important and 

relevant to the core of the study.  

This chapter also includes the data and resources collected from the study into everyday 

experience of the urban space. This study was conducted by means of observation and a walk 

through the old city of Manama followed by a discussion workshop with a group of participants 

through a fieldwork based study. Through this, there is an attempt to help uncover what may 

contribute to people’s understanding of space and their actual experience of it, beyond the 

commonly used descriptors of spatial materiality. Through the investigation of both private and 

public spaces, it was interesting to see how people tried to reflect on their daily spatial experience 

in a way that gives more attention to the immaterial side of architecture, which is normally either 

overlooked or neglected. One of the aims of this study is to consider how the immaterial aspects 

of architecture can impact on the users’ experience of the built environment beyond the given 

physical descriptors and boundaries of a space. 

The main finding of this study reveals the importance of cultural elements and its impact on the 

architectural spatial experience. It also shows the great loss of heritage and tradition, which 

obviously led to a loss of appreciation for architectural heritage, and social alienation of the 

citizens. The described situation is not just happening in Bahrain, but in cities throughout the Gulf 

region. These cities have been through major transformations over the last four decades and are 

experiencing a rapid urbanisation, taking the form of a checkerboard of architectural styles and 

global signature designs, dominated by tall skyscrapers and western style shopping malls. 

It is important then to any society in general, and the Bahraini, as well as that of the Gulf region 

in particular, to understand how architecture, as a creative industry and process, can be deployed 

to enhance the people’s way of life, and have positive impacts on individuals. In fact, it is the 

architects’ essential responsibility to negotiate among different perspectives and realities and to 

create an environment that is meaningful for those who live in it. However, it is also important to 
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bring to the attention of the general population the different approaches to architecture, including 

the ones that acknowledge the value of culture and heritage.   

 

 

Figure 6.28: Sample of the questionnaire  
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Chapter 7 
 

Immateriality and Spatial Experience 
Analysis of Semi-Structured Interviews  
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Chapter 7: Immateriality and Spatial Experience: Analysis of Semi-Structured Interviews  

 

7.1 Overview 

This research proposes to examine spatial experience through an exploration of the relationship 

between space as an output of a creative process based on an architect’s intentions and an 

experience that the user will have in the space. In order to answer the relevant research questions, 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with forty-four participants as has been discussed in 

the previous chapter. Through these interviews, there is an intention to identify the immaterial 

descriptors of users’ spatial experience, and to seek a better understanding of architecture, while 

enhancing the response to cultural and social conditions. It is also intended that such research 

would generate greater awareness among those people of how to describe their spatial experience.  

Through the interview discussion there is an attempt to reconsider space through the non-physical 

aspects that configure the narrative of the users’ everyday life, and therefore emphasising the 

importance of the users’ experience of a built environment.  

In this context, this chapter is proposing to address some of the issues, challenges and 

opportunities that surround the users’ experience within these specific social, cultural and 

economic settings. It is mainly looking at the findings of the semi-structured interviews, which 

were presented in Chapter 6, to explore the emerging ideas and information that underpin the 

experience of home space in Bahrain.  

This chapter also aims to represent the stories and everyday narratives that the participants shared 

in the discussion, as a way of exploring the importance of the immaterial aspects in formulating 

the participant spatial experience. The researcher focused on three main themes, which this 

analysis will be articulating: 

•   immateriality/immaterial descriptors 

•   cultural impact on architecture 

•   understanding the user’s spatial experience.  

 

 

 

 

 



	
   175 

7.2 Immateriality/immaterial descriptors 

7.2.1 Words for house/home/dwelling 

The spatial experiences discussed in the interviews are charged with multiple meanings and 

characterised with intangible aspects, either positive or negative, along with tangible ones. The 

interviews focus on home as the examined case.  

The individual carries the immaterial part of their home experience around, while the building 

called home remains in one place. This explains the sense of home for the nomadic tribes, although 

they frequently change locations, they still experience these immaterial aspects and feel at home 

in surroundings that they do not actually own. From this basis, the interviews started in a way that 

reveals the interviewee stories, memories, thoughts, opinions and ideas. 

One must admit that home is charged with meanings that go beyond the physicality of the 

building. Home also takes different definitions in Arabic depending on how the term is 

contextualised. For instance, it may refer to permanent home, and in this case it will be called 

manzel, or geographically it may refer to a certain location that identifies the individual’s place 

of birth or homeland, and in this case it may be called dar. Furthermore, if the term refers to the 

place the individual inhabits and pursues his/her everyday life it may be called bait.  

Maskan is one of the terms that refers to home/house, the original roots of the word come from 

sakeena, which means calmness and quietness. An interviewee stated that her father’s house to 

her acted as maskan, as she always felt that it contained the real sense of living, rest, residence 

and life.  

Some of the participants referred to verses from the holy Quran to express the meaning of different 

terms articulating the idea of home. Each term has its specificity, and differs depending on 

material and immaterial factors (see Figure 7.1).  
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Figure 7.1: Script from the holy Quran that the participants referred to to explain their sense of home (Source:  
http://www.oneummah.net/quran/book/23.html) 

Another interviewee who lives in a spacious house states that home to her is not the actual building 

at all, she would be happy even if she lived in a house half the size and be satisfied with it. Home 

is not with the building; home is with the meaning of it. It is worth mentioning that when I asked 

this participant to compare her sense of belonging between the houses she used to live in, 

including her childhood house and the houses she moved to and from until she settled in the last 

one, the interviewee was in tears and she cried as she remembered her late mother. The whole 

idea of home to this participant is about the meaning, feelings and emotions, so it is about the 

immaterial more than the material.   

 

7.2.2 Addressing terminologies 

A number of interviewees state that addressing the terminology that articulates the meaning of 

home (bait, maskan, dar and manzel), helps establish sensory differences, in which the 

relationship between individuals and his/her dwelling could be identified (see Figure 7.2). They 

also explain that it is not easy to distinguish which is which, and the question seemed difficult to 

them.  
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Figure 7.2: Arabic definitions for the four terms explaining sense of home: Bait, Maskan, Dar, Manzel (Source: 
https://ar.wiktionary.org/wiki/ رووقق:االبیيت_وواالداارر_وواالمسكن_وواالمنزللف ) 

 

7.2.3 The traditional house 

 

Figure 7.3: Example of an abandoned courtyard house in Manama (Source: Author) 
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A number of participants talk about traditional settings in Bahrain (see Figure 7.3), revealing 

stories and memories from the past as a way to describe what home means to them. One of the 

stories articulates the concept of the communal building process, which was a dominant form of 

housing in the region until the 1970s, when, unfortunately it tended to disappear as a result of the 

modern way of life, brought about by the oil boom and commercial progress. This concept reveals 

many immaterial considerations along with physical ones. This concept could be perceived as a 

social event, where the neighbourhood, mostly relatives, would collaborate in building a house, 

while the owner would offer three meals a day; breakfast, lunch and dinner. Celebrating the strong 

social bonds happened in many mays and this was only one of them. This collaboration created a 

special sense of intimacy and belonging to the land, neighbourhood and the house itself. As the 

individual income of the Bahrainis increased, along with the intensive import of foreign 

manpower, this social activity disappeared, and nowadays people perceive a man who builds his 

own house to be a low-class, low-income person.  

One of the interviewees gave a detailed description of the layout of a traditional house, which was 

massive, around 800 sq m, with only three big rooms, one on the ground floor and two on the 

upper floor, and a kitchen, while the rest of the area was made up by the courtyard. The ground 

floor rooms used to house the children, boys and girls, and the upper floor rooms for the parents. 

The “life” and activities took place in the big courtyard, playing with sand, planting vegetables 

and fruit, tending livestock, gathering, events, and all sorts of activities. The house witnessed an 

organic extension when some of the daughters and sons got married and lived in the same house 

(as couples and young families later on when they had children), so more rooms were created. 

The story of this house started in the 1940s. In the early 1980s the house was demolished to be 

replaced with a family-owned block of apartments, housing around five families in five separate 

apartments, and a big majlis (guest hall), with facilities and services.  

“When the traditional house was demolished, each one of us felt as if a part of his history 

had been destroyed.” (Participant 24).   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.4: The dense urban fabric within the historic settlement of Manama in 1977 (Source: 
http://culture.gov.bh/en/babcompetition/resources/historicalmaps/#d.en.5994) 
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In the traditional neighbourhood, the urban layout used to be very dense and the houses were 

attached to each other in a way that created a need for internal doors connecting the house, used 

mostly by women or young children (see Figures 7.4, 7.5 and 7.6). According to the cultural and 

religious principles, the men were not allowed to use those doors at any time, as there could be 

exposed women in the house (exposed means not covering their hair with hijab). Those internal 

doors were usually used by boys as shortcuts without having to use the main passages and 

alleyways. This internal movement and circulation created a special immaterial connection with 

people, especially females, who never had to make an appointment to visit each other, neither did 

the males, despite the fact they were using the main front door. According to the participants, life 

used to be less complicated and safer than it is now.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.5: Eastern side of the city of Manama in the late 1950s (Source: Bahrain National Museum)  

As evidence, they stated that the main door of the house used to always be open during the day, 

as there were always visitors coming and going, and the women were always at home. This 

attitude has changed now for many reasons. According to some participants, this change is due to 

the percentage of women who go out to work now, while others mentioned the changes in the 

demographic make up of the country, with the arrival of migrants who had introduced many 

changes into the society and lifestyle. All those aspects had led to changes in the level of trust. 

According to one of the participants, the level of trust between people used to be much higher, 

especially with the internal doors between the attached houses and having the house unlocked 
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during the day. Nowadays, people are always suspicious, which obviously affects the level of 

perceived safety and security.  

All those stories and memories are relevant to understanding the immaterial meaning of home, 

especially in the traditional setting, which most of the participants chose to describe when they 

were asked to explain what home means to them. One of the participants clarified that the 

traditional sense of home was created by activities that took place in it, like gatherings and 

entertaining. He also stated that elements of entertaining during old days were very limited, people 

mainly read books during their spare time as there were no TVs and smart phones as we have 

now. Most of the children’s play activities took place outdoors in the narrow alleyways and 

passages between the houses. The majority of the activities, for both children and adults, 

encouraged gathering and social life, which was then reflected in the design of the urban fabric, 

in particular, with the creation of narrow, shaded alleys within the very dense residential quarters 

(see Figure 7.7). Even after the invention of the radio, which had a huge impact on social life, 

however, the social attitude did not change as much as it did with the introduction of the TV. With 

the introduction of radio, which was obviously portable, people could take it with them 

everywhere, and they continued to use alqahwa (the coffee shop in our days), as the place for 

entertainment, gathering, exchanging social and political news and even making commercial 

deals. However, the TV played quite a different role in people’s entertainment, which led, in a 

way, to isolating some of them inside their houses. Peoples’ daily schedules became dictated by 

the TV schedule of daily news and other programmes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.6: Example of a courtyard house layout (Source: Waly, 1992)  

In the old days, many families lived in traditional houses, in some cases up to seven families per 

house. The concept of the traditional house, along with many other aspects and components of 



	
   181 

the Islamic city, are similar across the Islamic world in general (Hakim, 1994). This was also 

asserted by one interviewee, who is from Saudi Arabia, and who was married to a Bahraini cousin. 

The head of the family was usually married to several wives, sometimes up to four. Life within 

those houses depended on collaboration and distribution of tasks among all the women, including 

daughters-in-law. Such duties would include cleaning the massive house, cooking for the big 

family, washing and so on. Every little family would have their own place within the big house, 

which could expand organically upon needs and sometimes desires. Each little family would 

occupy two rooms and one little kitchen, apart from the large communal kitchen, which was used 

to serve the extended family and the large number of guests that the house received on a regular 

basis. Therefore, the kitchen used to be attached to a big storage area for the tools and equipment 

and a second one for foodstuffs. The principle of hospitality and banquets was common during 

the early days, reflecting strong social connections, generosity and a way of celebrating wealth 

and wellbeing.  

 

Figure 7.7: Narrow shaded alleys in the residential quarters within the old Islamic city (Source: Hakim, 1994) 

The change in the traditional house layout also brought changes into the immaterial descriptors 

of the spatial experience and organisation, and obviously the feeling of the space. Having the 

open courtyard at the heart of the traditional house, open to the sky and surrounded by rooms, 

laywan, arcade, animal quarters etc., which created a totally different spirit that connected the 

indoors with the outdoors. Hasan Fathy, the Egyptian architect, talks about the holiness of the 

courtyard in his book Architecture for the Poor (1973).  
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To the Arab especially, the courtyard is more than just an architectural device for obtaining 

privacy and protection. It is, like the dome, part of a microcosm that parallels the order of the 

universe itself. In this symbolic pattern, the four sides of the courtyard represent the four columns 

that carry the dome of the sky. The sky itself is the roof of the courtyard, and is reflected in the 

customary fountain in the middle. This fountain, or basin, is in fact an exact projection of a dome 

on squinches. In plan it is precisely the same, basically a square with, at a lower level, the corners 

cut off to form an octagon; from each of the new sides a semicircle is scooped out, so that the 

whole basin is an inverted model of a dome, just as if a real dome were mirrored in the water. 

This kind of feature disappeared with the modern changes that were introduced to the layout, 

along with the introduction of air conditioning, which required that spaces be closed. Accordingly, 

a western villa layout has been adopted as the modern and progressive style, which goes well with 

modern needs and technologies, and made the traditional layout unsuitable for modern living. 

If a person grew up in a traditional house layout, it creates a sense of belonging to this type of 

layout for them, and it sets in the unconscious, which can be recognised by some interviewees 

stating that their dreams are always associated with the old houses. Some participants strongly 

regretted the loss of traditional houses as they saw it as a loss of part of their personal history and 

heritage. Surprisingly, an old lady in her late 80s who lives in a family owned housing block that 

was built to replace the old family house, was actually happy with this replacement. According 

to her daughters, this could be due to three main reasons. Firstly, as the eldest female, she was the 

head of the house, responsible for all the duties within the house, which was around 800 sq m in 

area, and she now finds the small apartment more manageable. Secondly, the in-laws preferred 

not to live in the same house, with the extended family, as was traditional throughout the country, 

as it brought a number of inconveniences. Therefore, the sons preferred to rent their own places, 

which was the dominant practice during 1980s. In addition, the old lady was happy with the new 

building, as it brought the family together again but with a new layout – all living in the same 

block but each family had their own separate apartment. This way of living was due to the wave 

of modernity that was welcomed all over the country, so she was happy with the modern details 

of the new house, all the marble floorings and other finishes, the sanitary wares and the furniture.   

Another participant who spent her first four years in a traditional house asserted that the central 

courtyard was for playing, gathering, having meals, sleeping, especially during summer, or when 

hosting events like weddings. Her understanding of space and particularly home differs over time. 

Her childhood understanding was all about gathering and play, while home to her now as an adult 

is about privacy and independence, especially as she now lives with her in-laws. The participant 

regrets that the sense of gathering was lost along with the loss of the traditional layout house. 
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Another participant who lived the first eight years of her life in a traditional house confessed that 

the real meaning of home was in that old traditional house, with the extended family around and 

the gathering for events, where the sense of belonging reached its maximum.  

One more participant who spent his childhood in a traditional layout house argued that the notion 

of spaciousness and openness is reflected in his desires when he started planning his own house. 

However, he was looking into horizontal openness and spatiality rather than the vertical exposure 

to sky, as the house needed to be sealed.  

 

Figure 7.8: Plans of a terraced courtyard house showing the possible forms of growth around the courtyard (Source: 
Rivière, 1938)  

The organic expansion of the traditional house covered many aspects (see Figure 7.8), including 

the area, number of rooms and functions, thus the layout of the house was always changing.  

On a contemporary level, most of the interviewees argued that this layout (with the central 

exposed courtyard) is not applicable these days, although it suits the environmental conditions 

very well. They support their claim by saying that the current furniture style needs to be protected 

and not exposed to the dust, heat, rain … etc. The interior finishes of the house have also changed 



	
   184 

completely, and if they were exposed to the elements they could not be easily cleaned or repaired. 

Add to that, the use of air conditioning for more than eight months a year, which requires having 

sealed and enclosed indoor spaces to keep it cool. Although the participants who expressed this 

really liked the traditional layout and all life aspects that went along with it, they also thought that 

each era had its own specificities and that change should be accepted.  

Participant 26 said, “We lost many of the traditional house values. People used to be happy in 

their houses without A.C. and the other modern additions, unfortunately those houses disappeared 

and they took with them all their values”.  

An interviewee (twenty-five years old), who was born and spent the first eighteen years of his life 

in a traditional courtyard house was very attached to and valued the social life and qualities. Being 

raised in such a social environment established a level of appreciation to the originality of local 

social life, in which the interviewee is seeking to establish his dream house in the future. The 

interviewee shared many of his life stories regarding the traditional courtyard house, including 

the non-stop process of the organic extension and changes, which sometimes involved the 

structural elements. The interviewee argued that this situation reflected his grandfather’s 

personality (the head of family and house), as he never had long-term plans, and that puts him in 

a continuous process of change, where he finds his joy. The changes touched the location of the 

vertical axes (staircases), the location of bedrooms, and even introduced different commercial 

activities into the house, like establishing a flat with external access for letting, and turning one 

of the rooms into a small retail/cold store with an on street entrance. The retail area had a 

commercial and social dimension, as the head of family received neighbours and relatives on a 

regular basis, and they established a mini social hub. The retail space therefore, had to have an 

internal connection with the house to serve and supply tea, coffee and refreshments. So, to 

summarise, this example of a traditional house, which still exists today, serves as a shelter for an 

extended family, the head with his sons and their families, and as a source of income through the 

letting of the flat and the cold store retail. It used to have a garden and a cowshed as well as, and 

at some stage it also housed labourers who were sponsored by the owner of the house for his 

construction firm.  

Being raised in such a house and environment affected the interviewee and his family. Even after 

moving from the extended family house to one of the state housing units, the interviewee and his 

nuclear family were always seeking to establish strong relationships with the neighbours, who 

were from different backgrounds, as will be explained in the state housing section. Moreover, 

when the interviewee described his dream house, he asserted the idea of neighbourhood as an 

element that guarantees a good community to live in, and this meant a lot to him. He also sought 

to have a large open space and garden and enough space for the extended family in the future. He 
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also talked about cultural elements like the segregation between genders, while other interviewees 

around his age (twenty-five years) did not really care. 

The researcher had the chance to visit a courtyard house in a rural area of Bahrain, met the 

inhabitants and interviewed them. The house was owned by the head of the village, a well-known 

man who was married to four wives, three of them living in the same house. The area of the house 

was very large and contained three courtyards. Recently, some of his sons built their own houses, 

within the boundaries of the larger house, but adopting modern styles and spatial distribution. 

One of the housewives living in one of the new houses stated that life still followed the old model 

but with some changes. Old people within the neighbourhood still celebrated the strong 

connections with each other, however some of the traditional habits had gradually faded, like the 

neighbourhood women’s meeting each morning to have their brunch together. The courtyard 

house I visited achieved the highest level of privacy, to the extent that the inhabitants used to 

sleep in the courtyard on summer nights. The gender segregation in the house layout is evident. 

The divan (majlis) with all facilities (toilets and washbasins) is close to the main entrance. There 

was a small bedroom close to it used by the head of the family in his later years. The interviewee 

stated that the old man was sick and he used to receive a large number of visitors, but it was 

inappropriate to receive guests in his actual bedroom at the heart of the house, as this would 

impinge on privacy, and for this reason he was moved to that bedroom.  

It is evident that the concept of hospitality is still important in rural areas. In both cases of the two 

houses that were visited, the hosts insisted on offering meals for lunch. The idea of the extended 

family is dominant as well as the organic extension both vertically and horizontally, if and when 

possible. In addition, the social connections and bonds were very strong. Another aspect that came 

up was the establishment of small ma’tam9 within the house for religious ceremonies. In fact, 

people would dedicate a large room to be used as a ma’tam, whether it be before or after the 

construction of the house. 

                        
9 A Hussainia, also known as an Ashurkhana or Imambargah, and “Imambara” is a 
congregation hall for Shia commemoration ceremonies, especially those associated with the 
Remembrance of Muharram. The name comes from Husayn Ibn Ali, the grandson of 
Muhammad and the third Imam of the Shia Muslims. Imam Hussain was killed by the Umayyad 
Sunni caliph Yazid I at the Battle of Karbala in Iraq, on October 10, 680 AD. Shias 
commemorate the martyrdom of Imam Hussain every year on the day of Ashura in Hussainias 
all over the world. 
A Hussainiya is different from a mosque in that it is intended mainly for gatherings for 
Muharram in the mourning of Hussain Ibn Ali, and may not necessarily hold juma’at, or Friday 
prayer. 
In South Asia, a Hussainia can also be referred to as an imambara, imambargah, or ashurkhana. In 
Bahrain, and the United Arab Emirates, it is called a ma’tam (مأتمم). In Afghanistan and central Asia, the 
equivalent term for a Shia congregation hall is takyakhana. Examples of Hussainias include the Bara 
Imambara and Imambara Ghufran Ma’ab, both in Lucknow, India, as well as the Imambara Wazeer Un 
Nisa in Amroha, India and the Hosseiniye Ershad in Tehran, Iran. Source: 
http://www.worldheritage.org/articles/Hussainia 
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7.2.4 The female dimension 

A female element could add an interesting dimension to the analysis, especially since most of the 

interviewees were female. This dimension will be used to compare the female’s experience of her 

father’s house compared to that of her husband’s. It is common in Bahrain, especially in days 

gone by, that the house is usually owned by the man, the head male of the family, therefore, for 

the female, the house where she lives is either owned by her father when she is young, or the 

husband after she gets married. In the interviews, when trying to configure the immaterial 

meaning of home, the distinction between the before and after marriage, has always appeared. 

The house that was associated with childhood represented a sense of attachment, belonging, 

memories and sometimes relief. One of the participants said that even though she now lives in a 

different house in a different country, her father’s house remained the same to her, and she never 

felt like an outsider or a foreigner in it. She argued that the sense of attachment she always felt 

was not just to the family members, but also to the house itself.  

Another interviewee stated that she belonged to her father’s house, and that she always felt that 

her heart was still there, although she is happy and feels comfortable in her husband’s flat.  

One more interviewee explained that her father’s house for her was a refuge and source of 

happiness, memories and gathering, however, she does not mean the house itself, as she is not 

attached to the house but the people. Wherever people go those immaterial values go with them. 

When she was asked what if her father’s house was knocked down, she laughed and she said she 

would encourage that, and seek a new modern place. Another interviewee had been asked the 

same question and she strongly disagreed, as the house itself contained lots of memories and they 

all, her family and herself, loved the house very much. This shows the difference in spatial 

experience between cases, being attached to the home as building, and being attached to the home 

as people. 

Another aspect to the female dimension is the process of planning the house and the level of 

involvement of the female of the house. Some interviewees stated that the involvement of females 

in planning the house changed over time. In the past, the head of the family, the male, would be 

responsible for everything, and the women’s opinion would ever be sought. While now, the 

situation differs; the female has a strong input into the decisions regarding the design and planning 

of the house, either directly or indirectly.  
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7.2.5 The journey of creating home 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.9: Furniture pieces imported from outside Bahrain (Source: Participant)  

One of the participants had received some advice from a British architect during the 1980s, the 

advice says: “the house you build should reflect your identity” and here is where the participant’s 

journey with building his own house started, even before he got married. The participant believed 

that the identity he wanted to reflect was an Islamic identity, so he researched this identity, not 

only his own beliefs and thoughts, but also Islamic architecture. From books, and actual visits to 

places with rich Islamic architectural style, like Morocco, the participant formulated a vision of 

what he really wanted in his dream house, planned it in one year, and executed it in four years. 

The participant experimented throughout the process with some of his relatives. He was building 

by himself, with the help of some labourers and the supervision of an engineer. The participant 

had a direct input into designing and building his house, all the thoughts and ideas he tested, the 

ones that succeeded and the one that failed generated a special connection between him and the 

house. The journey of searching for the materials and the quality of manufacturing the doors and 

the plaster ornaments was unique by itself and created unique results. The participant did not 

depend on the local market in Bahrain, he thought that the choices there were limited, so he 

ordered, executed, made, or bought from abroad like Mumbai, Rome and Iran (see Figures 7.9 

and 7.10). The participant spent a considerable amount of money in order to create what he wanted 

and felt comfortable with, as he was a bank employee earning a good salary. This introduces the 

economic dimension, which plays a vital role when building the desired house and therefore the 

desired experience. 

“I know every single block in this house, and every single detail, this house is my life,” said the 

participant. 
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As this house was ready in 1989, before he even got married, the renovation process that followed 

in 2002 was led by his wife.  

Another interviewee shares his story of planning and building his own house. The interviewee 

explained that the spirit of the old traditional house where he grew up was reflected in his new 

house. The house contained a large front garden as a way of replacing the central courtyard. The 

internal layout of the house was spacious and wide and most of the spaces and facilities were 

open and connected, which are also features of the traditional house. The interviewee stated that 

he planned his house and then the architect/engineer only added the structural requirements to the 

plan. That was followed by the contractor who constructed the house. The interviewee explained 

that the ability to generate the idea came after an extensive study of books and journals, and being 

exposed to different cultures, as he studied and lived in different countries such as Iraq, Egypt 

and the USA. The participant also created the neighbourhood when he agreed with his other two 

brothers to establish a community of three attached houses, which are connected/interconnected 

with internal doors like the traditional idea. The participant argued that the whole process of living 

in and outside Bahrain and the self-initiated study of planning and design enabled him and his 

two brothers to create the desired spatial experience, which they were fully satisfied with.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Figure 7.10: Wood carving, made in India (Source: Participant) 

 

7.2.6 Privacy as an immaterial value 

Dealing with privacy in the garden is a big issue for many houses – some people would plant tall 

trees to prevent loss of privacy due to visual access and some would resort to high fences and 

walls.  
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A detailed discussion about privacy is given in section 7.3, however, it is worth mentioning that 

privacy has an immaterial dimension that is associated with creating independence and sense of 

settlement. To most participants, creating a private environment means creating a space for them 

to own and do whatever they would like to do without any external interference.   

 

7.2.7 Social bonds 

Social bonds are established in many ways, one of them is the weekly gathering of the extended 

family, especially during the weekends, which happens in most families in Bahrain. This has an 

impact on the spatial layout of the house and how it is experienced by the family members. Such 

gatherings have an immaterial dimension that explains the strong relationships between family 

members. These relationships reveal many feelings and emotions, which are reflected in the way 

people understand their spaces and experience them.  

 

7.2.8 Temporary living 

The temporary living issue was raised by number of interviewees who thought that it strongly 

affected their spatial experience of feeling settled and having a sense of belonging. This is 

common for newly married couples, if they are living in rented accommodation or staying with 

their parents on a temporary basis, which could last up to ten years, as one of the participants 

explained. Another participant stated that the temporary living period lasted for twenty-two years, 

until they were granted a house by the state social housing programme. 

 

7.2.9 Location 

The location of the house plays an important role in achieving certain immaterial values that most 

of the interviewees are after. In days gone by, with the dense urban fabric, most of the neighbours 

were related to each other, as an extended family would own a quarter large enough to make up 

a neighbourhood. Nowadays, along with the changes introduced in the society and lifestyle, the 

urban fabric has changed as will. Some people do not even know their neighbours. However, 

people still have strong social bonds with their families, even if they are not living in the extended 

family house, and most of them prefer to live nearby. A sense of gathering plays an important 

role in most people’s lives, as most of them believe that being surrounded by family creates 

emotional security. 
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Socialising, having a sense of community, safety, emotional security and identity are immaterial 

values that most of the interviewees thought could be achieved by choosing houses close to their 

parents and relatives.  

The religious dimension plays an important role in deciding on the house location, as a number 

of the participants stated. It was always preferred to have a short journey and easy access to the 

ma’tam and the mosque, and it was always pleasant to hear the sound of athan (call to prayer) 

from home.  

Part of choosing a location is related to choosing the neighbourhood, particularly if one desires 

to be surrounded by relatives, as is the case with houses in traditional settlements. However, 

according to one interviewee, this is not always a positive experience. She explained that her 

husband was convinced to buy some land and build their house within the same community as 

relatives, but the fact that their neighbour was not always respectful created an unpleasant 

atmosphere, affecting their ability to settle into the neighbourhood.  

 

7.2.10 Public housing 

The common problem in the public housing sector is the lack of space, so people attempt to alter 

the internal layout of the house to suit their needs and desires from the first day they move in. The 

main purpose of the public housing projects was based on the government intention to help and 

house low-income families, while in return the families would pay a long-term loan. Those 

housing units or blocks (see Figures 7.11 and 7.12) were planned and built according to standard 

layouts and specifications prepared for the housing authorities, creating hundreds of similar units. 

As a result, people who have different tastes and requirements were not satisfied with those units, 

but they did not have any other choice. They ended up accepting what was provided and they 

modified it to create their own spatial experience, which reflected their own identity, opinions 

and way of thinking. One of the participants who lived in a house provided under the public 

housing scheme stated her feeling that the authorities were not likely to take into account 

everyone’s needs and aspirations. However, compared to what she had before getting this house, 

she felt that although it was not ideal, having it was a blessing.  

“It’s the house of my husband and my children,” said a participant, in expressing her sense of 

belonging to her house, even it did not satisfy all her needs.  
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Another interviewee stated that there were a number of material and immaterial factors 

articulating the failure of the state housing projects, such the lack of space, lack of privacy, lack 

of security and lack of community spirit. In fact, people in Bahrain are not happy with the state 

housing units, but these act as a starting point solution for some families. 

  

 

Figure 7.12: Housing blocks, part of the Ministry of Housing residential projects (Source: 
http://www.alwasatnews.com/news/1062496.html)  

7.2.11 The multiple kitchens phenomenon  

Along with the introduction of housing units with contemporary sealed layouts came a problem 

of lack of adequate ventilation for kitchens. By its nature, the Bahraini cuisine makes use of spices 

Figure 7.11: Housing blocks, part of the Ministry of Housing residential projects (Source: Author) 
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and fish, which generates strong smells. In traditional houses, cooking takes place in the open, 

naturally ventilated courtyard and the smells are dealt with adequately. However, given that the 

kitchen in contemporary dwellings is inside, there is a need for an outdoor kitchen to supplement 

it. Thus, most of the houses in Bahrain now have an indoor kitchen, used for light cooking and 

sometimes as part of the dining room, and an outdoor, well ventilated one as part of the backyard. 

In one of the houses visited as part of the study, the interviewee requested three kitchens, although 

the family is only of a middle class.  

 

7.2.12 Lack of space 

The lack of space is not always a material factor that could be measured. It can be considered as 

an immaterial issue, for which the importance and perception differ from one person to another. 

Throughout the interviews, it seemed that people who spent part of their lives (mostly childhood) 

in courtyard houses were always aspiring to have spacious homes, and not satisfied with the 

compact apartments. One of the participants said, “I always complain about the lack of space and 

always feel as if I live in a cage”. 

 

7.2.13 The extended family nowadays 

Some people would prefer to be surrounded by the extended family, especially when they become 

grandparents. An interviewee stated that he could not imagine himself living in his big house only 

with his wife, and he is happy to have his married son and daughter with their respective little 

families in the same house, having their own sections of the house. The other daughters who live 

with their little families in their own houses, away from the family house, still have their own 

rooms to stay in whenever they want to come over to visit. It’s worth mentioning that the father 

of this interviewee used to house the whole family, with all the other brothers when their families 

were little, in one house, and when the participant decided to move, his father asked him in a very 

sad tone, “Are you really leaving us?”  

Some of the interviewees, especially the new generation of mothers, do not want to live in the 

extended family house, while some others would opt for it given their economic conditions. A 

twenty-eight-year-old interviewee had a different view; she stated that although living in the 

extended family house (in-laws’ house) may have disadvantages, it has many advantages too, as 

it is convenient, particularly in the early years of married life. The interviewee stated that being 

in the big house meant always being surrounded by family, people and community, which creates 

a sense of security and support, and always having activities taking place. However, living with 

the extended family nowadays is considered as a temporary-living condition, as each little family 
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will gradually grow and have more children, so obviously the house will eventually not be suitable 

any more. In addition, each little family will be seeking to establish their sense of privacy and 

independence, thus the family will be always looking for another housing alternative. This matter 

has immaterial values as well as cultural impacts. 

 

7.2.14 Identity 

How could your place reflect your identity? This question turned out to be one of the most difficult 

ones in the interview. People attempted to answer it by describing the style of furniture they would 

prefer or the paint colour they desire. Few interviewees articulated their answer by explaining 

their religious identity and how that was reflected in their homes, which was interesting.  

Torabi and Brahman in their article Effective Factors in Shaping the Identity of Architecture 

(2013) argue, “Identity is inherent, natural, gradual and inevitable and creates our yesterday, today 

and in the future will lead us as the most important challenges of our lives. Identified a space, the 

combination of signs and symptoms that distinguish a space and the land” (Torabi and Brahman, 

2013: 113).  

There are a number of factors in creating architectural identity, and the main one is the relationship 

between architecture and culture. Such a relationship could be reflected through the spatial 

organisation, the design principles, shapes, forms, building materials and many others. Thus, the 

users’ spatial experience will be integrated with cultural values and will convey different 

meanings in different uses. In this respect, the users’ and the spaces’ identity will be integrated. 

However, what seems to be happening in Bahrain nowadays, is that it is supporting architecture 

that is in line with contemporary and global trends, at the expense of the local culture and context. 

Therefore, there is a need for an architectural practice that is able to maintain its identity according 

to social and physical changes in its community.  

 

7.2.15 The meaning of home 

When the question “What does your home mean to you?” was asked, the answers given were 

varied and included some twenty-nine different descriptions relating to some material but mainly 

immaterial descriptors (see Table 7.1). What is even more interesting is the variety of answers 

reflecting the personal differences between the way people think of home. Only one answer was 

repeated four times among the interviewees, and that is the sense of belonging.  
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Table 7.1: The immaterial descriptors that participants used to describe their home spatial experience  

 

7.2.16 Sense of belonging 

To some of the interviewees, their sense of belonging relates to the length of time they lived in 

the house. Living more than twenty-five years in the same house increased the sense of belonging. 

To some others, their sense of belonging is related to the house itself and if it meets their tastes 

and desires. Sometimes the sense of belonging is not related to the period of time spent in the 

Belonging     

Rest    

Security   

Contentment   

Memories   

Attachment   

Nostalgia   

Refuge   

Relief  

Ownership  

Permanent  

My home  

Settled  

Freedom  

Independence  

Missing  

Yearning  

My life  

Pride  

Glory  

My kingdom  

Residence  

Living  

Reflecting 

Identity 

 

 

Achievement   

Feels good  

Perfection   

Relatives  

Spirituality  
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house at all. One of the participants lived in a house bought by her husband, despite having spent 

two years living in it, she did not feel any sense of belonging. When she started to explain the 

situation, she compared her house with other people’s, who buy land and build their own houses. 

She admitted that she (and her husband) could not stand the long process of buying the land, 

finding a suitable architect and contractor, or going through the design process. Therefore, they 

decided to buy a newly built house that fulfilled their needs. However, she felt that her sense of 

belonging and attachment to that house was not the same as that of other people who build their 

own houses. She felt that she could easily sell her house and buy another one. At the other end of 

the spectrum, another interviewee who spent more than seven years in the process of building her 

house would never think of moving out of it to another one, even if it were of better quality.  

It seems that for children, monitoring the progress of building a house acts as creating the process 

of a growing sense of attachment and belonging in parallel. One of the interviewees stated that 

she witnessed every stage of building of her father’s house, starting from digging, the foundations, 

building, furnishing and so on (the building process lasted around four years and she was seven 

years old at the time). The experience of going through the building process created a special 

connection between her and the house.  

A wealthy interviewee who grew up in a well-to-do family explained the sense of belonging in a 

different way. Her father owned a large number of houses in and outside Bahrain, he often 

changed his residence and even at the weekend he used to take the family to one of his cottages 

or holiday houses. The interviewee stated that she believes she developed a sense of belonging to 

all of the houses. Even now after she got married, had children and built her own house according 

to her needs, desires and aspirations, where she cared about every single detail, and she feels that 

she belongs to it, when she was asked if she would sell it, she laughed and easily agreed. This 

participant explained that she loved the continuous change of home. It seemed that because she 

had been through this experience, she possibly did not develop a sense of belonging to any 

particular one of the houses. 

Having so many material and immaterial resources invested in building a home over a long period 

of time seemed to have impacted on the way people feel about their homes. One of the 

interviewees spent a long time moving, with her husband, from one place to another, in rented 

accommodation, while observing the building process of their house, which lasted for more than 

seven years, during which time they faced many difficulties and challenges. She explained that 

her attachment to her own home was beyond description and she would not change it for anything 

else. She felt that she always wanted to protect it.  
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7.2.17 Dream home 

When the question “What is the dream/ideal home/house?” was asked, the participants’ answers 

varied between material and immaterial descriptors. It is also interesting to see answers reflecting 

personal differences between the way people think of their dream home.  

•   It could be a combination of the traditional and contemporary layouts, with a covered/glazed 

courtyard to prevent dust and protect the internal environment.  

•   The garden is an essential component. 

•   A garden that does not compromise privacy. 

•   A strong connection between the inside and outside of the house. 

•   It allows organic expansion to accommodate future family changes (sons and sometimes even 

daughters with their young families after getting married).  

•   Spaciousness is a desired factor in the ideal home. 

•   A number of people mentioned a swimming pool as a component of their dream home. One 

interviewee argued that due to a lack of entertainment places and the religious teachings that 

prevent females from using/swimming at beaches, people would prefer to have their own private 

swimming pools, so this desire is a result of a cultural and social impact.  

When asked about her dream/ideal home, one interviewee explained that her current home is not 

the ideal, but if she were to move to an ideal one, it would be under the following conditions: her 

husband’s blessing, all the family members would have to move with her, the new place would 

need to be wide and the location had to be close to where the extended family and relatives lived. 

There are many immaterial values within those conditions, which reveal that the ideal home, as 

far as this interviewee is concerned, is not the material side of the house, even if she specified 

some material values like the size. The ideal home would be created with the family and 

community, with the blessing and respect of the head of the family and with the creation of a 

space where “the soul could breathe”. The idea of the extended family is strongly referenced by 

this interviewee.  

 

7.2.18 What happened to Manama? 

Many of the participants, especially those who originated from Manama, the capital of Bahrain, 

referred a lot to the old city in their interviews. A number of them described how the city used to 

be beautiful, and regretted its current condition with derelict or abandoned houses and the 

dominance of migrants’ residences, which changed the identity of the city.   
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A number of interviewees, especially in the age group sixty to eighty years, claimed that the 

reason behind their attachment to Manama lies in the religious gatherings of ma’atams. These 

interviewees were born and raised in Manama. One of them got married and moved to another 

city close by, where she lived with her husband for a long time. When her sons and daughters got 

married she moved back to live in her old house in Manama. The house has internal circulation 

connections with all the facilities that this lady would need, which makes it easier for her, 

especially as she can hardly move now. These connections included one with the attached house 

of the neighbours, who were also relatives, and a second one, through a narrow passageway with 

the ma’tam, in which she spends most of her afternoons and sometimes mornings depending on 

the seasons. The interviewee regretted how most of the original residents of Manama had left 

their houses. These are now either rented to Asian labourers or abandoned to drug users.  

Some houses in Manama are left empty only to be used during the religious seasons of Ashura 

and Ramadhan, which are approximately three months a year. These are religious traditional 

celebrations and Manama is the best place to facilitate them. During Ashura in particular, the 

alleyways and passages are full of food stalls (madhaief), cooking and distributing all different 

kinds of fresh food for free. Some stalls give free booklets, leaflets and educational CDs. During 

these special seasons, lots of people use their abandoned traditional houses in Manama to use for 

activities like cooking, during the day and night. Some people are still maintaining these houses 

just so that they can be used during these seasons. One of the interviewees argued that maintaining 

the old houses was not easy. She stated that her family thought of demolishing the house and 

rebuilding it with a new layout that could house the extended family that gather during the 

religious festive seasons, and to be able to turn the house into a ma’tam on some occasions. The 

fact that the house is surrounded by attached houses and only very narrow alleyways for access, 

makes it impossible for construction, plant and material delivery vehicles to access the site. Given 

these logistical difficulties, the family decided to carry out minimal refurbishment to the building 

fabric. This interviewee talked a lot about her childhood memories in that house, which was 

surrounded by the two houses of other uncles. The three houses used to be the grandfather’s big 

house, which was then divided into three to house his sons with their families. The other uncles 

sold their houses, which are now inhabited by Indian families. The house and community 

represent a big part of the interviewee’s memories, who is in her fifties, especially since she 

participated in the process of building the house with her sisters, brothers and father. One of her 

great dreams is to buy the other two houses and reunite all three to claim back the land that was 

owned by her grandfather.  

Another interviewee in her seventies, who lived in Manama since she was born, strongly refused 

to move out. She preferred to stay in her very small house, with an area around 150 sq m only. 

She stated that she used to live in the big family courtyard house, with her in-laws during her 

early days of marriage. Around seven families lived in that house including the head’s wives and 
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the sons’ young families. A social organisation was established in the house with the distribution 

of duties among females, the neighbourhood brunch gathering and other activities. To avoid 

conflicts within the house, every family established their own house, small kitchen and small 

toilet with one or two bedrooms open to the main communal courtyard. The interviewee stated 

that she spent around fifteen years in the family courtyard house, where she had all her seven 

children, then her little family moved to a new house, where she currently lives. The old house is 

now left empty apart from when it is used during the festive season as explained earlier. For this 

interviewee, Manama is connected with her religious beliefs, as the accessibility to ma’tams was 

the main reason behind her attachment to the place. Although her current house is small, she 

always refused to leave it for even short visits to her parents or sons. Her house was always open 

to neighbours, relatives, visitors and even strangers. During the religious season, even people she 

did not know would normally knock on her door asking to use the toilet or “hubble bubble” 

(traditional way of smoking, normally for ladies) and she would offer some sweets and food. 

Expressing the traditional habits of hospitality and generosity does still exist, to a certain extent, 

in Manama, especially around the three festive months.  

The immateriality of the spatial experience within the city of Manama is not only attributed to the 

residential part of it, rather, it extends to reach the life within the commercial market or what is 

traditionally called souq. One interviewee stated that Manama souq had big immaterial values 

behind it. It is not only about commercial activities, but it extends to formulate a special social 

interaction where the whole atmosphere represents a special sense of traditional values that tend 

to disappear along with the emergence of shopping malls. The interviewee stated that one could 

not find the souq’s atmosphere anywhere else, and she also declared that she has a friend who 

always visits Manama souq whenever she feels down and needs some refreshing.  

 

7.2.19 Discussion  

The first question that this research sought to explore is to identify the immaterial and non-

physical aspects of architecture that can have an impact on the user’s spatial experience. This type 

of research is very significant for two reasons. Very little work on immateriality in architecture 

in the context of Arab/Islamic countries could be found in the literature. Furthermore, the term 

“spatial experience” is not a well known concept that people can easily understand, which makes 

some of the interview questions quite difficult to answer. However, in terms of willingness to 

engage in the research, the participants did not just explain what their homes mean to them, but 

they shared many of their everyday stories, which revealed how they tended to experience their 

own spaces and places. This is obviously hugely influenced by the specificities of their religious 

and social values. The interviews showed that people in Bahrain are aware of the immaterial 

values that shape their spatial experience and give rise to meanings and concepts associated with 



	
   199 

their homes, and they managed to specify a number of immaterial descriptors, listed in Table 7.1. 

The meaning of home seemed to relate to the type of house, whether it was the traditional type or 

the contemporary one. 

Most of the participants acknowledged that the traditional house with its vernacular architecture 

carried more meaning and related to who they are, materially and immaterially. In traditional 

settlements with courtyard houses, people celebrated the strong social bonds and sense of 

togetherness within their quarters and neighbourhoods. This obviously increased the sense of 

belonging and identity, which was reflected in their architecture and lifestyle. There is an 

acknowledgement that architecture that was created locally for the local people and local context 

seems to be more in tune with both material and immaterial needs of the people.  

Participants regretted the loss of many immaterial values that can be associated with the 

traditional settlements that were the norm up until some fifty years ago. They recognised that the 

contemporary way of life brought about many changes that did not relate to the local context, 

however, most of them stated that the wheel of change cannot be turned back and that the new 

lifestyle is here to stay. The researcher explained that there are ways to embrace some aspects of 

traditions without necessarily going back to the old lifestyle and that the new generation needs to 

be aware of the value of their tradition and to try to propose solutions that fit with contemporary 

life and progress. 

 

7.3 The cultural impact on architecture 

This section articulates the impact of the local culture on architecture, through the interviewees’ 

responses. Through the cultural changes over time, some of the social habits of the past are 

disappearing, such as gender segregation, taking-off shoes when entering the house and many 

more. All these cultural aspects contributed to creating the traditional vernacular architecture and 

its features, which has been through major transformation over the last four decades. As a result, 

the new lifestyle brought with it a new architecture, so it is worth questioning; does this 

architecture suit the local context with its specific social, cultural and religious settings?  

 

7.3.1 Privacy   

There is a difference between privacy as a socio-cultural aspect and privacy as a religious 

requirement, although they overlap. The former is associated with the desire for people to enjoy 

life away from outsiders, while the latter is in keeping with the teachings of the religion, with a 

view to keeping the female members of the family away from the eyes of male strangers. In Arabic 
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the two terms have different translations; privacy as cultural aspect is khososiya while religious 

privacy is sitr. 

One of the interviewees who lives in an extended family house with her in-laws living on one 

floor, while she and her family live on another, feels unhappy with her situation. The interviewee 

was of the opinion that she does not have enough privacy because everything she does can be 

noticed by her in-laws. Even small, mundane matters, like going out or coming in, can be the 

subject of scrutiny. In this case, privacy is of the social type “khososiya”. The need for religious 

privacy is noticed in the yard or garden of a contemporary house, for example, when it is 

overlooked by the neighbours. This means females cannot use it freely. The traditional layout of 

courtyard houses was fully protected and were never exposed to strangers’ eyes, to the extent that 

females used the internal courtyard to do all their household activities, and even sleeping during 

the summer nights, without worrying about being exposed.  

Another example of privacy as a social or cultural aspect appears through sharing a house with 

the in-laws. When the main entrance is shared, receiving guests becomes problematic. It is not 

easy for the individual families within the big house to receive guests at all times, especially male 

ones. Some people considered it as a social and cultural value to be respected; as home has its 

sacred and respected value. 

Achieving privacy in relation to the use of the house’s swimming pool is a dilemma in some 

cases, especially for religious people who do not accept the idea of females being exposed while 

swimming, as they see this as a forbidden act. Some of those people would prefer to have an 

interior swimming pool totally covered and enclosed, while others would have a high fence, walls 

or tall trees to block the line of vision from outsiders. One of the interviewees stated that the 

architect’s advice was to locate the swimming pool by the main entrance and to have it connected 

to the front garden both visually and spatially, as this would give the house an added aesthetic 

value. However, the interviewee (the client/owner) strongly disagreed and wanted to hide the 

swimming pool in the backyard to give it more privacy especially for the women when using it.  

 

 



	
   201 

Figure 7.13: Openings of houses to yard, traditional setting (left) that protect visual privacy and current setting (right) 
where the yard is exposed (Source: BEManian and SaREM, 2015) 

Another interviewee argued that the spatial layout of the modern houses lacks privacy, especially 

in the front yard and this has, sometimes, led to a change in people’s spatial behaviour (see Figure 

7.13). Traditionally, weddings took place in houses, which would be decorated to receive guests 

and celebrate the occasion. Nowadays most houses lack the space to host guests, and even in the 

case of spacious houses, people cannot use their yard to hold weddings, as they would be 

overlooked. The alternative is to hire a wedding hall for the occasion.  

“Built environment in old Muslim cities was an outcome of activities that were guided 

by principles of Islamic law, fiqh, which turned into endogenous mechanisms.” 

(Hamouche, 2003: 12)  

Fallah et al. (2015) explain the role of privacy in shaping the built environment in Iran, as an 

example of Islamic architecture (see Figure 7.14). the authors discussed the concept of privacy as 

one of the most vital values, especially that it is supported by religious beliefs. They consider it 

as “the most important feature of cultural values within architecture”.  

 

  

Figure 7.14: The position of privacy within cultural layers (Source: Fallah et al.,2015) 
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7.3.2 Modernity and the new lifestyle 

Many interviewees talk about the changes to lifestyle after the discovery of oil, and the changes 

in people’s income. Add to that, the high level of educational achievement for women, which 

enabled them to be fully active in society outside the house. Therefore, women are not just 

dedicating their lives to house work and raising children, they now study and work long hours 

outside their homes. This has resulted in reducing the time they once had for daily social and 

cultural gathering. This in turn led to a weakening of social bonds. Globalisation has a big impact 

on the current lifestyle. This impact can be felt in the architecture and life of the neighbourhood, 

where the neighbours do not necessarily know each other, and many of the spatial features like 

the internal doors linking adjacent houses have disappeared.   

 

7.3.3 Neighbourhoods 

One of the most important values in Muslim society is neighbourhood relationships, as the 

Prophet Mohammad (p.b.u.h) stated the importance of such connections in many of his speeches. 

Neighbourhoods used to have an important role in the social life of Bahrainis, and in building the 

society as a whole. Nowadays it tends to be less important as a result of a number of factors, 

mainly relating to the impact of globalisation. Some people still value their relationships with 

their neighbours, however it is on a different level than in the past. Visits that used to take place 

on a daily basis are now reduced to occasional visits or sending food gifts over the holiday periods, 

like during Ramadan. One interviewee who is twenty-six years old explained that when she was 

a child people were always visiting each other, especially when someone came back from 

travelling. Welcoming people back acted as a socio-cultural-religious activity where people who 

were about to leave or had just come back from their travels, would receive guests, males or 

females, who would congratulate or wish them a safe journey back. This social activity used to 

be a common event, which is now gradually disappearing.    

Another interviewee stated that there is a traditional Arabic proverb that means if people are to 

move house, they should choose the neighbour before choosing the house. 

 االجارر قبل االداارر

“The neighbour before the house.” 

Both the traditional courtyard house and the urban spatial grid layout supported the development 

of these social bonds. The internal doors provided a hidden network that connected the houses 

and connected people at the same time especially females. The central courtyard was used for the 

daily brunch gathering, where every neighbour would bring what was left over from the previous 
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day’s meal and they would gather, eat, chat and discuss. One interviewee noted that the strong 

social bonds celebrated between people in the old days was what made their life easier, while 

these days we tend to lack such an immaterial value in our life.  

 

7.3.4 Gender segregation  

The origin of the gender segregation principle comes from the religious teachings of Islam. 

Gender segregation still plays an important role in deciding on the internal layout of the house for 

some people, depending on the owners’ way of thinking and their age. In some cases, this 

requirement is achievable, especially if the people own the land and they supervise the planning 

of their house. In other cases, such as with the state housing units, where people are given a 

completely built house ready for them to furnish and move in, the owner might need to carry out 

some building alterations to achieve a layout that can enable gender segregation when needed. 

With the changes in lifestyle, people tend to overlook this principle when planning their houses. 

Some interviewees explained that they do not need this segregation nowadays because they do 

not receive many guests. This can be seen as an indication that the social bonds are not as strong 

as they used to be. Participants argue that most of the guests would be close family members 

anyway, in which case segregation is not needed.  

One interviewee argued, “When designing my house, I should think of my own needs, and I 

believe that it is a waste of space to dedicate a space for divan (majlis) for guests, whom I might 

receive only once or twice a year”. According to the gender segregation rules and the sense of 

generosity and hospitality in the Arabic and Muslim lifestyle, having majlis used to be a must. 

Now, along with the changes in the culture and lifestyle, majlis is not a must to everyone anymore, 

so it has been replaced with spacious living rooms, where people could receive guests from both 

genders at the same time, so this could be considered as a regression of the social and cultural 

impact on architecture. 

One of the cultural traditions that has marked people’s social behaviour for a long time is 

hospitality and the desire to gather and socialise. The impact of such a value in architecture has 

its roots in the traditional house layout, with a large, open central courtyard that could fit more 

than fifty people. The houses nowadays are very cramped with limited space, barely enough for 

the family members living there, never mind guests. People with a high income who still buy into 

this tradition can easily create their house layout to suits such events, but other people, like those 

from the public housing blocks, lack the resources to alter the layout of their homes. This was the 

case for one of the interviewees who had to introduce many changes like the position of the main 

door and the location of the kitchen, reducing the area of the garden and so on, in order to enlarge 

her living room to be able to receive more guests.  
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One of the interviewees suggested that she might introduce movable partitions in case she needed 

to divide the space to create segregations. 

The tradition of hospitality is not only reflected in the scale of a house but also in the larger scale 

of the city. Based on this value, the idea of madhayef (plural of madhef) is generated. Madhayef 

are small stands, which are located and distributed in the alleyways of the old city of Manama, 

offering meals for free during special occasions (discussed before in previous section).  

On another level, the impact of western culture has interfered and changed the local cultural 

pattern, especially around understanding the notion of modernity and progress. People nowadays 

would prefer to spend more time in enclosed, sealed and air-conditioned buildings like shopping 

malls, rather than having the simple experience of the local traditional market. Many of the 

interviewees argued that people in Bahrain these days perceive shopping malls and that type of 

architecture, and highly marketed brands to represent progress, which should be prioritised. The 

media play an important role in creating this image of the consumer society (as if all the people 

in the West and elsewhere would prefer shopping malls). One of the ideas that is gaining in 

popularity nowadays is that imported products tend to be better than the local ones. 

 

7.3.5 Direct interaction with the outdoors 

Why do people tend not to walk in the streets these days? This was one of the side questions 

articulated within the conversation with the interviewees. Many participants responded by 

referring to the climatic condition as the main reason. However, the climate of the region did not 

change much, and Bahrain has always had a long, hot summer, and people a hundred years ago 

were not stopped by this climate. Evidence shows that they were using the passages and walking 

in the streets at all times. Other participants argued that the idea is integrated with social, cultural 

and even economic changes. A number of female participants expressed that they would be happy 

to walk in the streets of foreign countries, when they travel abroad, but not in Bahrain.  

One interviewee argued that the reason people are not walking in the alleyways being due to 

cultural and religious values is not true at all. She suggested that women adhered more to wearing 

the hijab in the early days when they were using those alleyways constantly. Now the wearing of 

the veil is losing popularity but people still claim that they do not use the passages because of 

gender segregation. 

One of the interviewees explained that not walking outdoors in the alleys and passages has led to 

an increase in disease, as people are getting sick by being lazy. She also declared that some people 
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were being criticised for walking (for exercise) between alleyways, which then made them avoid 

doing it.  

A number of interviewees agreed that the loss of direct interaction between people with the city 

and the urban environment, through walking, was due to the improvement in economic 

conditions. This has in turn led to the widespread use of cars and people became lazier, preferring 

to use their air-conditioned car to go to a nearby shop, even if it is only a few meters away. The 

direct interaction with the city has been lost, in many instances, and has been replaced by an 

experience from inside a car. This phenomenon is contributing to the lack of social interaction 

between people on the one hand, and between people and their environment on the other. This is 

leading to the creation of a new type of experience that lacks many of the meanings referred to 

earlier. This might also explain the diminishing appreciation of tradition and heritage, as these 

are no longer being experienced nor understood.  

 

7.3.6 Toilet seats 

One of the religious teachings is that when a person is in the toilets they need to avoid being along 

the qibla axis (the direction of prayer towards Mecca). In practice, this has an implication on the 

layout of bathrooms and water closets, as it affects the orientation of the sanitary fittings (toilet 

seat, bidet). One of the interviewees who bought a house which had been built for and inhabited 

by foreign nationals, found all the toilet seats were facing the wrong direction, so they had to 

change them all. This type of alteration illustrates the need of users to live in a house that reflects 

their identity, beliefs and practices. 

 

7.3.7 Location 

When looking for a plot of land or a house to buy, people would set their criteria based on a 

number of factors like the location, the local neighbourhood’s activity and celebrations, and social 

and religious practices. Some people would prefer to live close to their community and relatives, 

while others would prefer to be close to the big cities and amenities. Some people would like to 

live near where activities are held during social and the religious events, and some would like to 

avoid that. Some people would see hearing the sound of athan (call to prayer) as an essential 

element so they would choose to live near a mosque. Some people do not want to live in an area 

that does not have a ma’tam nearby. Some would be proud of the number of ma’tams surrounding 

their home, like the people living in the old city of Manama.  
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7.3.8 Commercial versus family-owned apartment blocks 

Comparisons between the commercial apartment block and family-owned apartment block came 

up in a number of interviews. The family-owned block acted as the extended family house but in 

a modern layout. In this case, some of the immaterial values of the traditional house, like the sense 

of gathering and community, had been preserved. It also succeeded in giving its inhabitants a 

sense of commercial and emotional security, as they were living in their own property. On the 

other hand, the commercial block was not created for social bonds, and the inhabitants barely 

greet each other. Most of the interviewees who live in the commercial apartment blocks stated 

that there is no sense of community, no neighbourhood, no bonds, and most felt emotionally 

isolated and lonely, and they missed the communal life.   

Another interviewee stated that living in a family-owned apartment block had its advantages and 

disadvantages. The advantages were about being surrounded by your own family and the added 

sense of emotional security that comes with it. Having the grandparents living in the same place 

is an added advantage in creating an environment full of family and relatives where children could 

develop strong relationships and a sense of belonging. This is much better than living in a general 

housing block next to neighbours who you don’t know and with whom you have no interaction. 

The disadvantage would be around seeking social privacy where people would have their own 

space, especially when the family grows. The interviewee said, “Like any other woman I was 

looking forward to having my own independent house away from the extended family, which 

would act as my own kingdom”.  

 

7.3.9 Organic extension  

As explained earlier in the immateriality section, the traditional courtyard house was in a constant 

state of expansion with extensions being built to accommodate the needs of a growing extended 

family. Within the modern life setting, the same notion still exists, but it takes on a different form. 

In some families, the financial and commercial situation plays a vital role in deciding where to 

live. Add to that, the inherited cultural and the social settings also contribute. A sense of gathering, 

community and clan has always been encouraged and people mostly seem to be attached to their 

families, especially in the early years of married life. Therefore, the family house had to be 

expanded/extended, and according to most of the interviewees, their family house expanded 

vertically. This means that the house that used to have one or two storeys for the original family, 

had to have an additional storey or more added, depending on the number of new families to be 

housed. Those new storeys were usually for a newly married son and his wife, and in some cases 

it might house a daughter with her husband. It is still common nowadays for parents to help their 

son by offering accommodation when he gets married, and in some cases their daughter as well.  
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One of the families interviewed had three generations living in their house. The ground floor was 

for the grandmother and her unmarried daughters, the first floor was for the son, who looks after 

his mother, with his family (wife, four daughters and a son), and a newly built second floor was 

occupied by the newly married twenty-one-year-old grandson and his wife. In the case of this 

family, what drove them all to live in the same house was definitely not their financial situation, 

as their income was good compared to other families. If they wanted to they could have 

bought/built houses for each family to live in separately, however, they preferred to all live in one 

house, reflecting a special social and cultural value that still impacts upon some people today.  

 

7.3.10 Culturally alien designs 

Some interviewees stated that the dominant imported design styles nowadays are alien to the local 

culture and environment. There are many reasons behind this but two of them are worth 

elaborating on. Firstly, the architects and designers are mostly educated abroad, thus the ideas 

and designs they bring with them are shaped by their studies more than their background. It is a 

common belief nowadays, among users and practitioners, that the western designs are more 

progressive and improve people’s lives. According to Petruccioli and Pirani “The international 

style has devastated more the Islamic environments because of their eagerness for progress, 

identified tout court with the Western product.” (2002: xi).  

Secondly, the size of the building plots these days is much smaller compared to what they used 

to be. Under such circumstances, people are now more interested in having more rooms in the 

house than taking into consideration layouts that may foster good social bonds. However, in the 

process, they may use up a lot of space in an already diminished house size. The interviewees 

also argued that most of the architects nowadays do not make reference to the local cultural, 

religious or social needs of the people, and many culturally related aspects are being ignored, such 

as the orientation of the toilet seat.  

 

7.3.11 Gender issues in the designer–client relationship 

An interesting point was raised by one of the interviewees, which illustrates well the matter of 

client’s gender when dealing with architects and designers. According to the religious teachings 

and the cultural values, females should limit their direct interactions with males, except when it 

is necessary. During the planning phase of her house (hers and her husband’s), the interviewee 

could not have an input into the process to make a big enough impact, as she was not dealing 

directly with the architect who was a man. She stated that she wanted to convey what she wanted 

through her husband, but this process was not successful, as the message seems to have been lost 
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in translation and what she was hoping for from the designer did not materialise. On the other 

hand, when it came to interior design, the participant felt much relieved as she was dealing with 

the designer directly, who was a female, and everything was done according to her instructions.    

 

7.3.12 Discussion  

Architecture in traditional Islamic cities was an expression of and an outcome informed by 

people’s daily activities and practices, which are guided by the principles and teachings of Islam. 

Over time, the culture evolved and it became complicated to combine traditional activities within 

contemporary settings. This has led to the implementation of new approaches in architecture, and 

life in general, to cope with the new modern settings. Consequently, society has witnessed a 

diminishing influence of local culture on one hand, and the emergence of a new western-

orientated culture.  

The modern Muslim city seems to be lacking a sense of maturity, especially in expressing its 

identity and belonging. This results in these cities lacking originality, especially in terms of 

immaterial values over material ones.    

This section presented the cultural impact on architecture from the interviewees’ perspectives, 

whom mostly referred to examples from the traditional settlement to express the cultural impact 

on architecture.  

 

7.4 Understanding the users’ spatial experience 

The interview discussions reveal that there is a gap in understanding the users’ spatial experience 

at both levels: the users’ and the designer’s/architect’s. Design briefs tend to be influenced by a 

number of factors, such as the client’s wishes, the budget and the architect’s way of responding 

to the brief. Few architects, if any, are sensitive to the views of the users, and take risks, in order 

to obtain a conservative view of cultural change; and the same thing could be applied to design 

education, as one of the interviewees asserts. 

According to Bruce Allsopp (1974), architecture is for people, not for architects, therefore, it is 

important to consider the dimension of a user-oriented, culturally responsible practice. Involving 

people in the process of creating their space and special experience, which they will inhabit and 

pursue in their daily life is very important. Practice that appreciates user-involvement helps the 

individuals to identify and develop their own understanding of their environment. 
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7.4.1 Understanding the spatial experience 

Articulating the spatial experience is a reflective process that the society in Bahrain and the Gulf 

region in general are not used to. Therefore, this point was not easy to discuss in the interviews. 

People expressed their desires in regards to their dream homes or sometimes explained what they 

imagined before building their home. As there is no specific Arabic translation for the term 

“spatial experience”, the interviewer referred to a set of questions in order to convey the idea to 

the interviewees. Such questions articulated the mechanism for using house facilities, the 

circulation and the various daily or occasional activities. To give the discussion more depth, the 

participants were encouraged to talk about their feelings and emotions in regards to their private 

spaces, and to reflect on the social and cultural references. Some participants talked about the 

spatial experience that they imagined to have before starting the actual process of building their 

house, how that had gradually changed and how they ended up with something different to what 

they had originally planned. This particular participant had the chance to buy some land and to 

design and then build their own house, with the help of architects and contractors. At the design 

stage, the house contained two kitchens, indoor and outdoor, as is popular in Bahrain nowadays. 

Due to their financial situation, they were only able to construct an indoor kitchen and delayed 

building the outdoor one. After moving into the house and living and experiencing the real space, 

they thought that they did not actually need the outdoor kitchen. Even if most people in Bahrain 

think that having two kitchens is ideal and essential, it does not mean that it is a standard 

requirement. In fact, every spatial experience is personal and unique, just like fingerprints, so 

what suits one family does not necessary suit another. This cannot be realised unless they actually 

experience the space, not only imagine it, and it could change over time.  

The same thing happened with the majlis. The interviewee stated that the private space for 

receiving guests, especially males, was not created when they moved into the house, due to 

finances, so they decided to leave it for later. However, after living in the house for four years, 

they did not feel that there was a need for such a space, so they did not create it. 

Experiencing the space first-hand helps people to understand their needs and desires, and creates 

attachments with every corner. However, if one tries to define the experience of space, it is about 

the practice of living in it. It is not about the ideal home or what people need or want specifically, 

it is about what they actually experience, good or bad, nice or ugly, sad or joyous, and everything 

that sticks in people’s memories.  

“Space as experience has to derive from an Ur-feeling, an ability to imagine a dimension 

that projects above basic reality, an exposure to a reality greater than we are able to 

conceptualize. Sense of space is a mental construct, a projection of the outside world as 

we experience it according to the equipment at our disposal: an idea.” (Hertzberger, 2000: 

17) 
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One interviewee stated that there is a need for architects and designers to understand and imagine 

the clients’ spatial experience and to produce their design features accordingly.  

The human spatial experience is integrated with and shaped by spatial cognition and behaviour 

and how people interact with their physical built environment. Within the context of Bahrain, it 

seems that there is a lack of understanding of the spatial experience, and there is no published 

research that articulates this. People infer things about the use of their environments and spaces, 

however, their knowledge of the spatial experience and the way in which they visualise and 

symbolise their built environments is limited. Therefore, there is a gap in understanding and 

describing the spatial experience and its components of elements, patterns and sequences.  

 

7.4.2 Learning to cope 

Some of the interviewees were not happy with their living conditions, in terms of their space and 

spatial experience but had no other choice but to cope with it.  

Other interviewees stated that they needed some time to get used to a new atmosphere, even if 

they were happy with it. One participant explained that she used to live in a small flat with her 

family, and the atmosphere of the flat was completely different to the new big house. The flat was 

very small and intimate and she stated that she always felt that everything was close, whereas in 

the big house that she moved into, she felt that it had a sense of a vagueness, especially in the 

early days of their move. It took them a while to get used to the sounds and echoes in the bigger 

spaces. The interviewee gave an example: they used to spend a lot of time in the kitchen as their 

gathering/living area, because it was more intimate and smaller that the living hall, until they got 

used to the other parts of the house.  

 

7.4.3 Being used to something 

The relationship between people and space could be informed by what a person is used to or has 

been raised with. This could affect the way in which he/she may experience or live in another 

type of space. This element has appeared in interviews with people who had been raised in 

traditional courtyard houses, and how they conceive their new homes and villas, which are built 

according to the western layout. Furthermore, this theme also appeared in interviews with young 

people who live in modern houses. One of the participants stated that she grew up in her father’s 

house, a wide and spacious house with a big front garden and big swimming pool. Now, after 

getting married to a cousin, she could not move with him to his small flat, so she still lives with 

him at her father’s house. She states that she can’t even handle being invited to a small place, as 
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she always feels that she cannot breathe in those cramped spaces. It would seem that the spacious 

place this interviewee was raised in affected her experience of small, congested places, and 

obviously reflected on her daily spatial experience.  

 

7.4.4 The ability to read architectural drawings 

An interviewee argues that the typical user is not always able to read, understand and imagine the 

space through architectural drawings, which require approval before the building work on the 

house starts. This can lead to clients ending up with houses having the wrong layout, and can 

explain why many of them might end up being disappointed with the outcome and want to 

introduce many alterations and changes.  

 

7.4.5 Commercial considerations in architecture 

Some interviewees argued that domestic architecture in Bahrain today is all about profit, “Give 

me £800 and I will give you the plans for your dream house”. In the architecture practice domain, 

profit gained took precedence, at the expense of another important element – the users’ spatial 

experience. An interviewee stated that this should not be the attitude of architects and designers, 

as they are in charge of creating spaces for people to live in and be happy with. This “profit 

orientated” approach could make the user happy at the beginning, but once he/she moves into the 

house, they might gradually discover that this is not what they wanted, it is not practical for them 

or that they are not happy or comfortable living in it.  

 

7.4.6 Spatial experience and memories 

An interviewee who spent her childhood in an apartment in a family owned block, and then moved 

to her father’s new house when she was teenager, and spent ten years there, then came back to 

the original apartment after marrying. The interviewee stated that when she moved back into the 

apartment where she spent her childhood, she did not want to change anything in the layout, she 

wanted to experience the space as it used to be when she was a child. She wanted to keep the 

same identity of space while preserving her memories.  
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7.4.7 Discussion  

Both material and immaterial aspects of architecture can come together in generating a full and 

comprehensive spatial experience for people. One cannot deny that architecture contributes to its 

users’ lives, and it is associated with meanings and hidden narratives. Most of the participants 

were not able to define their spatial experience, however, it was set within their own 

understanding of their daily life activities, and this is what matters. Some of them were happy 

with where they live and some were trying to cope with what they had. Some of them had got 

used to certain criteria within their space, or they were used to a certain spatial experience, which 

created their sense of attachment to their spaces and built up their memories.  

While the ability to understand the spatial experience and its meaning is not easy, it is one the 

architect’s duties to try to understand what the client’s needs are in order to create an architecture 

that is specific to a certain context, culture, society and individuals. 

On another level, what is called profit-architecture is quite dominant nowadays, especially in 

Middle Eastern cities, where both local and foreign architects stand to gain large profits – this 

does not necessarily result in creating happy architecture or happy cities.  

Throughout the discussions with the participants, it was acknowledged that there is a need for 

architects who fully understand local traditions, culture and environment, and who are willing to 

allow for people’s involvement in their designs, in order to create new architecture that is 

respectful of the locality and specificity of the context, and which blends with the global 

contemporary needs at the same time.  

 

7.5 Conclusion 

This chapter articulates the process of analysing the data and information gathered from the semi-

structured interviews with a group of Bahraini people regarding their experience of their home. 

Many themes, concepts and general ideas were generated through the extensive discussions, 

which covered many aspects, such as the traditional vernacular architecture, the local culture, the 

impact of globalisation and many others.  

Through the analysis there has been an attempt to make the information intelligible and to clearly 

explain the context and background behind it. The perceptions and understandings of meanings 

and values discussed above have been through critical analysis to illustrate the importance of the 

immaterial aspect, as an element that helps in assuring the success of architecture.  
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Reflections from the analysis confirm that the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience 

are as important as the material ones. It shows that immateriality sits at the core of people’s 

perception and understanding of their spaces, and it defines the relationship between them. 

Although the term “spatial experience” is not that familiar, people managed to specify a set of 

immaterial descriptors that describes what their home means to them (Table 7.1).  

The research findings also show that there is a barrier between the culture and architecture within 

the context of Bahrain. Firstly, there is a lack of personal interest and will to implement traditional 

design solutions, as most of the participants believe that it is not suitable for their current life. 

Some participants are seeking to integrate design solutions, which combine an essence of heritage, 

but which also blends well with contemporary life. However, such a proposal has to be suggested 

by a professional, who could build and supervise such a project. 

It is also important to mention that the people’s understanding of culture and its implications for 

architecture has certain limitations. Most of the participants are after “trending architecture”, 

which is what they are exposed to through media nowadays. Few of them mentioned the role of 

vernacular architecture in sustaining the traditional local community and celebrating social 

practices. However, the younger generation, who probably had no idea about the essence of the 

traditional local architecture, or may have been exposed to some information through books and 

journals, does not appreciate the loss of immaterial values that disappeared along with the 

courtyard houses and the old connected urban fabric, for instance. Therefore, it is noticeable that 

the impact of local culture on architecture nowadays is very limited, especially when one 

compares it with the condition of the traditional settings.    

The culture-architecture debate could be a way to enhance the users’ understanding of their spatial 

experience. First of all, such a debate establishes a solid ground where people’s identity sits. It is 

what distinguishes people and their context, and it is what could drive them toward creating 

distinctive solutions for all aspects of life, including their built environments. Identity is also well 

connected with people’s roots, tradition and heritage, which, according to the interviewees’ 

discussions, lacks appreciation nowadays in Bahrain. Therefore, there is a need to enhance 

people’s awareness of their heritage, greatness and pride, especially within the context of Bahrain 

and the Islamic world in general.  

Ragette’s approach to explaining the relationship between architecture and culture supports the 

findings of the interviews. He articulates that in the traditional Arab Islamic region, the 

architecture blended with the context, and its connection with the local culture was assured. Most 

importantly, buildings were built in cooperation with the user, and the builder knew exactly what 

was required. The architectural approach was flexible, especially within the construction 

processes, and decisions could be made and changed on the spot. Builders and craftsmen could 
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use their individual judgement and apply their creative ideas. This resulted in a design that did 

not specifically express the decision of one individual, but rather, it reflected a general order of 

life, including religious and social concepts.    

This contrasts with the situation today, where the architect predetermines every detail, and the 

contract documents tie the contractor/builder to certain specifications. The users’ involvement 

varies depending on the type of building. For instance, a private home would be considered to be 

the type of building requiring the most personal input. However, clients’ preferences nowadays 

are often influenced by western models, especially the exterior appearance. Other types of 

buildings require the input of specialists and authorities, with little if no user input. They are 

designed for unknown or “average” users and an investor’s main concern is for what will most 

successfully sell.  

The effects of globalisation and westernisation upon Muslims are significant, and certainly this 

affects their architecture and built environment. The spread of secularisation, which creates an 

ambience in which God is forgotten, has a big impact on how spaces are created, as Nasr asserts 

in most of his writings (after Ragette, 2003). If Muslim architects and users no longer care about 

the religious teachings that once informed their architecture, they will be open to adopting alien 

concepts, as there will no longer be criteria and specific standards governing their choice. 

Throughout the engagement with the people during the interviews, the investigation gained a 

better understanding of the problems associated with the design process and gained an in-depth 

insight into how spaces are understood and used. This has provided a more detailed framework 

on which to place the objectives of this research.  

The interviews and information gained acted as a great experience in many ways. It enabled the 

study to obtain a reasonable amount of valuable data and resources, and provided the chance to 

capture the sentiment of Bahraini people regarding the main concerns of the research, which 

contributed to the development of the analysis and the articulation of arguments. 

It is hoped that this study will lead to a better understanding of the contemporary architectural 

discourse with a focus on the position of user-orientated practice. It is also anticipated that it will 

be responsible for creating architecture that is meaningful to its users, and at the same time 

responds to contemporary social, cultural and environmental conditions. In this respect, the design 

process will be informed by both material and immaterial considerations of the users and the 
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context. Such an exploration will benefit architecture both as a practice and as an academic 

discipline.10 

  

                        

10 More data came out of the interviews which could contribute to further research, shown in 

Appendix E, and sketches of houses shown are in Appendix D. 
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Chapter 8: Space, City and People 

 

8.1 Overview  

This chapter describes a framework for explaining and understanding the relationship between 

people, as users of the space, and the city, as space, acknowledging that the latter is more than a 

mere container for activities but a context for the everyday users’ experience. Given the focus of 

this research, the discussion will consider immateriality as part of the spatial experience that 

people have within their surroundings.  

The discussion starts with giving a theoretical overview of experiencing the city, referring to 

famous thinkers, like Lefebvre and his theory regarding the production of space. This overview 

acts as the background in which the analysis of the focus group discussion is articulated against.  

Consequently, the argument of architecture and the users’ spatial experience as a way of 

consuming space is undertaken within the context of Bahrain using the city of Manama as a case 

study, based on both; the historical overview of the city that was provided in Chapter 2, and the 

information gathered from focus group discussion.  

The chapter also includes explaining how the cities in the Gulf region in particular have been 

through a rapid change during the last four decades, since the rise in oil revenues, which impacted 

on their design and the way the urban space is experienced.  

At its conclusion, this chapter questions the relationship between the newly created urban centres 

and suburbs and their context, after presenting a comprehensive theoretical and historical 

framework for understanding the Arab Islamic city.  

8.2 Experiencing the city: A theoretical framework  

One way of approaching the issue of trying to understand the city is to use Lefebvre’s approach. 

Lefebvre (1901–1991) was a French neo-Marxist philosopher and sociologist of urban and rural 

life who is best known for his critique of the everyday life and the phenomenological concepts he 

introduced into understanding the city and the production of social space. Lefebvre’s critiques of 

the city were based on his investigation of the cultural construction, where he discussed notions 

such as modernity, alienation and globalisation. His interests in urban environments “as contexts 

for everyday life and the expression of social relations of production that extends from the 

household to the neighbourhood to the urban life. The definition that Lefebvre provided for the 

urban extends beyond individual elements such as population, geographical size, buildings and 

centres of production to include all of these together. Thus, “the urban is social centrality. […] 

‘City-ness’ is the simultaneous gathering and dispersing of goods, information and people. Some 
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cities achieve this more fully than others – hence our own perceptions of some as ‘great cities’ 

per se” (Shields, 2010: 280). 

Lefebvre maintains that every person has a right to the city as a site of social interaction and 

exchange, as he asserts that in his book The Production of Space (1991). In the book he deals with 

social space itself across cultural meanings, presenting three forays into the topic: Perceived 

Space, which is of everyday social life and common perception, Conceived Space, where the 

professional and theoretical practice deals with space, and the Lived Space, where the person 

dwells and his/her imagination is kept alive. 

“The perceived—conceived—lived triad (in spatial terms: spatial practice, 

representations of space, representational spaces) loses all force if it is treated as an 

abstract 'model'. If it cannot grasp the concrete (as distinct from the 'immediate'), then its 

import is severely limited, amounting to no more than that of one ideological mediation 

among others”. (Lefebvre, 1991:40) 

The city, as Lefebvre explains, is not an abstract, neither does it exist in an isolation; thus the 

concepts he proposes for understanding the city, the lived, conceived and perceived, are not 

separated. In order to understand the three concepts, one should look at them as interconnected. 

The spatial practice produces space in a society, in which society could be translated through 

these spaces, and this is how one may perceive a space. The daily routine has a close association 

with the perceived space, as it links spaces and places together.   

Moreover, the representation of space, referred to as conceiving a space, is actually 

conceptualising it, as it explains how professionals deal with the conception of space, in which 

most of their approaches are towards a system of verbal signs as Lefebvre maintains.     

“Conceptualized space, the space of scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic 

subdividers and social engineers, as of a certain type of artist with a scientific bent - all 

of whom identify what is lived and what is perceived with what is conceived.” (Lefebvre, 

1991:38-39) 

Lefebvre also presents the representational, lived, spaces as directly inhabited through their 

associated images and symbols. This action determines the passive experience. It covers the 

material space and makes a symbolic sense or use of it and its objects, as if it represents nonverbal 

symbols and signs.  

The relationship between the three moments of the perceived, the conceived and the lived “are 

never either simple or stable, nor are they ‘positive’ in the sense in which this term might be 

opposed to ‘negative’, to the indecipherable, the unsaid, the prohibited, or the unconscious. Are 
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these moments and their interconnections in fact conscious? Yes – but at the same time they are 

disregarded or misconstrued. Can they be described as ‘unconscious’? Yes again, because they 

are generally unknown, and because analysis is able - though not always without error – to rescue 

them from obscurity. The fact is, however, that these relationships have always had to be given 

utterance, which is not the same thing as being known – even ‘unconsciously’”. (Lefebvre, 

1991:46) 

Discussing the city and urban life through the eye of Lefebvre’s three concepts reveals how the 

city could be examined within the categories of materiality/immateriality, which lead to multiple 

underlying meanings in understanding the city. Experiencing the city responses to aspects related 

to the way people use, interact and imagine their surroundings. So the city as experience is set 

within the unconsciousness of everyday activities. This experience is informed by the city as an 

environment consisting of people, landscape, buildings, infrastructure and so on. The city and 

urban life engages lived, spiritual and organic elements, in which most of the great historical cities 

normally emerged and evolved throughout time and out of organic extension processes according 

to the needs and desires of people over time, and not necessary planned. In fact, this has led some 

critics to doubt the very existence of urban architecture, as discussed in Datutop 13: Urban 

reflections (1988). The reference indicates that one of the interesting things about urban 

architecture is that it could be doubted whether it exists or not. One can understand that every city 

is an architectural entity, however, most of the cities have not been built as a single action and 

projects. Real cities, like Sana’a and Aleppo, evolved over time, creating and reflecting their 

inhabitants’ interests and desires, ideas and thoughts, hopes and disappointments.   

“Thus it would be impossible for an architect – or for a domestic planning board – to 

express physically this stream of life. Cities must, to some extent, just emerge; they 

cannot be planned from the beginning to the end.” (Datutop 13, 1988: 3) 

While cities could be perceived according to two modes, the material mode and the immaterial 

one, unfortunately there is less attention directed towards the latter one as “the relationship 

between cities, built space and emotions is complex and little understood within urban studies” 

(Stevenson, 2013: 96). 

In her book The City (2013), Stevenson acknowledges that the full understanding of cities and 

urban life cannot be reached in the absence of the embedded emotions in the concept of place. 

The author admits that emotions, as part of the immateriality of architecture, is of a great influence 

in understanding and perceiving the spatial experience one may have when consuming the city. 

In addition, emotions as an immaterial aspect do not exist in isolation from the meanings and 

connects of religious, social and cultural values. People’s engagement with the city and urban 
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space is part of their sociological understanding and interaction, which could be slipped into either 

essence of psychology or constructivism.  

In his writings, Lynch, the American urban planner and author, made a connection between 

psychology and environment. In his book The Image of the City (1960), Lynch expresses the view 

that a city with a good performance is determined by its ability to express social, cultural and 

meaningful values to its observers.  

In order to evaluate the components of the city observer’s perception, Lynch carried out an 

analysis of three American cities. He interviewed small samples of participants for his study: 

thirty people in Boston and fifteen each in Jersey City and Los Angeles. Lynch’s main aim was 

to understand how the image of an environment could be generated as a result of an interaction 

between the observer and the environment in which s/he lives. In explaining the image of the city, 

the author approached the concept of legibility, which enhances the identity, structure and the 

meaning of the surrounding environment. However, the concept of legibility could be subjective 

and might differ from one person to another. As this study is mainly associated with the user’s 

spatial experience, the main focus here will be around the city observer, which Lynch describes 

as a citizen who “has had long associations with some part of his city, and his image is soaked in 

memories and meanings” (Lynch, 1960: 1)  

 

Figure 8.1: Lynch's approach into the good city form (Source: Lynch, 1960) 
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Apart from presenting a comprehensive methodology for urban planning and design, Lynch, in 

his discussion, mainly focuses on objective and physical aspects of urban environment and design, 

while giving less attention to the immaterial aspects including the social and cultural. Although 

the image we form of the city has immaterial considerations, and Lynch mentioned some in his 

configuration of a good city form (see Figure 8.1), however, there is still a gap to be highlighted 

in the urban planning context. There is a need to acknowledge that the immaterial aspects are as 

important as the material/physical ones, in which immateriality embodies what the place stands 

for and represents. Subsequently, the quality of experiencing the city is not only about factors 

related to the city itself as a physical space, such as its shape, form, colour, and arrangement, 

rather, it is also related to meanings and associations, economics, politics, sociology, religion, 

history and many others that contribute to the creation of an atmosphere of familiarity and affinity.  

It is obvious that the space may gain its lived dimension from people. A particular space would 

be provided with a sense of existence as it motivates and creates a sequence of meanings for the 

individuals who use it, and vice versa. Therefore, this interaction between the city and the 

individuals that shape both of them, creates a method of thinking about the city and experiencing 

it at different levels.  

Thinking about the real experience of the city, which is in fact, the ordinary process of everyday 

life, may be referred to as a way of reading the city, both direct and indirect, as Gartside explains 

in his book written for an exhibition titled Accumulation: Experiencing the City, held in 

Manchester in 2010. The author explains how the city could be read through images and objects, 

as both require a sense of place. 

In this book, the idea of accumulation has been used to immerse the reader into a range of 

perspectives on seeing and being in the city. It accompanied commissioned photographs as well 

as archive film stills from the last 100 years.  

Gartside supports Lynch’s idea that in the city, one cannot experience things in isolation as they 

will always be in relation to others and to the surroundings, which then creates a sequence of 

events and subsequently memories of past experiences. However, although the experience seems 

to emerge from ordinary everyday practice, in some cultures, there is a lack of such an 

understanding of the everyday city experience, as it is difficult to be gauged from a distance, 

especially if there is a lack of direct interaction with space.  

“The experience can be split between the casual view of the worker or shopper and the 

more constructed deliberation of the tourist” (Gartside, 2010: 22). 

What if the typical city workers are migrant labourers, and the majority of the actual citizens 

prefer to shop in sealed air- conditioned spaces like shopping malls? This may indicate that such 
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a nation has little direct interaction with the real city. In this case, one may wonder, where is the 

mental image of the city held by its citizen, if they perceive the rest of the city beyond the 

shopping mall only from behind the windows of their cars?  

Experiencing and presenting the city might be considered as a narrative of progress in which all 

people contribute to creating a better future for their cities. Such a narrative has to be culturally 

embedded, in order to create a strong image of the city to any given observer, which Lynch had 

named Imageability.  

“A high imageable (apparent, legible, or visible) city in this peculiar sense would seem 

well formed, distinct, remarkable; it would invite the eye and the ear to greater attention 

and participation.” (Lynch, 1966:10) 

Gartside also agrees that the imageability of the city is part of creating the city itself, especially 

if there is integration between the image and experience.   

“An image is unable to be limited solely by contents of what we can see. Both image and 

experience are catalysts in never-ending process of revisions and adjustments which 

make up our response to place and space […] Image is influenced or coloured by 

experience and experience is nuanced by a stock of mental images flowing unevenly 

through the mind, against which we compare and contrast.” (Gartside, 2010:14). 

 

8.3 Contemporary Arab cities: the case of Manama  

 

Figure 8.2: Manama today (Source: https://almanamah.wordpress.com) 

Recently, in order to transform Bahrain into a financial centre, the country seems to have been 

heavily influenced by globalisation, which has directed efforts toward the developments of 

communications, financial services, banking infrastructure, commerce and tourism. Just like its 
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neighbour, Dubai, towers of various forms and heights are standing to enhance the image of 

Bahrain as a way of marketing it to the world. Skyscrapers symbolise the favourite style in 

Bahrain nowadays, and are intended to be of multi-purpose use, serving both housing and 

commercial activities (see Figures 8.2 and 8.3).  

Like the other modern Islamic cities, Manama and cities in the Gulf region in general are 

progressively abstracted for the new housing and living schemes. Most of the urban aggregates 

lack any cultural references, and are inspired by the international design reviews. It is obvious 

that “the rise of the figure of the ‘designer’, leading to the self-referential statements of today’s 

architectural star system as products of a consumer society” (Petruccioli and Pirani, 2002: xi). 

Petruccioli and Pirani (2002) define ‘internationalism’ as “the illusion brought by the Modern 

Movement that different cultures could express themselves by using the same language” 

(Petruccioli and Pirani, 2002: xi). 

 

 

As a result of globalisation, most of the residential and commercial quarters around the world 

tend to look similar, and deprive the population of their identity. This has devastated the Islamic 

environments, especially as they are keen to imitate the western model. 

Accordingly, the Islamic nation is also going through its own cultural crises or the lack of culture. 

This matter is simultaneously mirrored, transposed and reflected in architecture, as the values and 

actions of its civilization and people changes. Religion and culture were once considered as one 

Figure 8.3: New part of Manama, built on reclaimed land (Source: Author)  
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in the Islamic world, hence acknowledging that there is a cultural crisis leads one to wonder if 

there is actually a religious crisis.  

“Progressively and continuously the cultural strength of Islam was firstly influenced then 

eroded by western capitalism, ultimately provoking a religious reaction that imposed a 

literal interpretation of the Koran in all aspects of political, economic and social life.” 

(Petruccioli and Pirani, 2002: xi). 

Furthermore, the coming section provides a discussion around Manama within the contemporary 

setting, based on the historical review provided in Chapter 2 about the city’s modern history. The 

overview established the starting point to understand the transformation of lifestyle, which has 

big impact on shaping and reshaping the immateriality of the user’s spatial experience. Based on 

that, the next sections articulate and analyse the information gathered during the fieldwork, which 

will help in highlighting issues related to immateriality and the cultural impact on architecture, 

and how it has changed over time to be what it is today.  

8.3.1 Manama through some observations (by the researcher February 2014) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.4: Location of the renovated part of Manama old market, where the observation took place (Source: 
www.ICON.bh) 
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As previously discussed, observation was used as a research method alongside interview work 

and focus group discussion. This section describes a series of observations carried out in the high 

street in Manama. Throughout the observation carried out during the fieldwork of February 2014, 

and the focus group workshop of experiencing Manama in February 2015, many aspects related 

to the way that the urban space is organised and used were observed.  

The location of the observation is at the “junction” between the old and the new Manama, at “Bab 

al Bahrain”, the building which was originally designed as government offices but is now used as 

a monument (see Figures 8.4 and 8.5). The main features of the city like the square and garden in 

front of the monument adjacent to the harbour are no longer the same, as more land was reclaimed 

and is now occupied by a number of towers including the Bahrain Financial Harbour.  

 

Figure 8.5: Map of the edge point between old and new Manama. Source: 
https://www.google.co.uk/maps/place/Bahrain+Financial+Harbour/@26.2358772,50.5731756,795m/data=!3m1!1e3!
4m5!3m4!1s0x3e49a58b0e7fcf9d:0x9f51bd01fae45bad!8m2!3d26.2376961!4d50.5734224 
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Figure 8.6: Manama today (Source: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-14540571) 

The city of Manama today consists mainly of two parts; the old urban quarters where the market 

and the low rise buildings are located, and the new part built, on the reclaimed land (see Figure 

8.7), called “diplomatic area” consisting of towers, hotels, embassies, ministry buildings, and so 

on. 

Figure 8.7: Expansion of Manama through urban growth and land reclamation (Source: Al Ansari, 2009) 

In Manama’s traditional market, the souq, as it is called locally, there are few Bahraini people 

walking in the narrow alleyways, but rather more foreign nationals (Asian labourers and tourists). 

In a way this snapshot is a good indicator of the current demographic make up of Bahrain. The 
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Bahraini people seem to be attracted by the offerings of the little shopping mall located at the 

newly renovated part of the souq. The mall was designed according to traditional local 

architectural style applied to a sealed and air-conditioned building. Despite the reasonable 

February weather, with its average temperature fluctuating between 15-25oC, Bahrainis preferred 

to head to the mall, while foreigners and tourists enjoyed the open-air market. Standing on the 

high street soaking in the market hustle and bustle of the market, it is obvious to the naked eye 

that the number of non-Bahrainis (Asian visitors, inhabitants, workers, business owners or 

customers) exceeds that of the Bahrainis. Is that contributing to making changes to the fabric of 

Bahraini society? Is the new Bahraini society make up affecting the way people use the urban 

space? These are questions that one cannot help but keep wondering about.   

The newly built mall adjoins the monument area in the vicinity of the old souq, with many 

traditional design features, including some shops selling traditional goods, and restaurants. There 

are sometimes events, sponsored by the Ministry of Culture, which take place within the shaded 

alley leading to the mall, such events would aim to inspire people to appreciate and experience 

the tradition and culture. 

The old market is divided into sections and quarters. One of the main sections is the gold market, 

where there are many retail spaces surrounding the main gold mall. In the other quarters where 

the textiles and spices are, sellers call customers: “Welcome, have a look” 

Some street traders would simply lay a mat on the ground and spread what little goods they have 

it, on it in the hope of attracting customers before they are spotted by the market inspectors (as 

the practice is illegal). 

As explained earlier, Bab al Bahrain serves as transformation point between the two parts of the 

city, the old and the contemporary. The new part of Manama, toward the north, is extremely 

different. Modern buildings and high towers are built on the reclaimed land. The people who are 

experience those buildings and and the urban area around them are normally busy with the 

business lifestyle. The highways are not pedestrian-friendly, so people do not directly experience 

the city, except from their cars.   

At the edge of the district there is a car park, right after “Bab al Bahrain”(see Figure 8.17), so the 

newly developed zone starts with a sea of cars, and juxtaposed over it is a grid of very busy 

vehicular access roads.. 

Near to the car park there were two adjacent mosques, only 200 m apart, which may suggest that 

one could be for Sunnis and the other for Shias. 
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The huge number of cars is clearly noticeable in this area, with an absence of public transport 

(buses), which is rarely used in Bahrain, as cars are readily available and fuel prices are low. 

On another level, if one compares the number of Bahrainis using the open spaces in the old city 

of Manama, especially around the old souq, to the number of Bahrainis who use the Bahrain city 

centre (BCC), the biggest shopping mall in Bahrain, there is a big difference between the two 

cases (see Figures 8.8 and 8.9). People in Bahrain nowadays are used to the enclosed air-

conditioned places, and they always claim that they cannot handle the harsh climate any more. 

Life in the shopping mall seems to be replacing the open outdoor city experience, as people, 

gather, shop and socialise in retail shops, coffee shops, restaurants and cinemas, all located under 

one roof. People are more attracted to the contemporary lifestyle, which is promoted well through 

the media nowadays. From a sociology and cultural studies point of view, such spaces are creating 

the base to establish a consumer culture, which affects and changes the spatial contexts of 

everyday public life.  

This study does not intend to resolve the dilemma of the current culture of the changing urban 

experience, and the immateriality related to it, so evident in the comparison between Manama 

souk and BCC; but rather it intends to shed light on the subject.  

  

Figure 8.8: Busy life at Bahrain City Centre shopping mall, where Bahrainis prefer to spend their free time (Source: 
https://badernoaimi.files.wordpress.com/2014/05/gergaoun-event-at-bahrain-city-centre.jpg) 
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Figure 8.9: Foreigners are the typical users of the City of Manama (Source: 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/culturepicturegalleries/9108702/Everyday-life-in-Bahrain.html?image=6)  

 

8.3.2 Experiencing Manama through walking and discussion: the focus group 

This section describes some research undertaken to look into the users’ spatial experience within 

their urban space. The investigation has led to conducting a workshop with a number of 

participants, consisted of two parts, a walk followed by a talk, as explained earlier in Chapter 6.  

The walk acted as a precursor to the talk, where participants had the chance to view the city and 

reflect on its architecture, lifestyle, sounds, smells, patterns and everything associated with it, 

materially and immaterially. They were trying to read the city and unfold its hidden meanings and 

values that people tend to forget about nowadays. This approach encouraged the participants to 

reflect on their own city, culture and heritage, in a way that helped generate some ideas and 

thoughts, which had been discussed and articulated in during the talk. The fact that the discussion 

took place two days after the walk, had enabled the participants to have a chance to reflect on 

what they experienced in the city. During the workshop discussion, they were encouraged to write 

down or sketch ideas they associated with the city. 

During Manamatalk, the discussion atmosphere was very friendly and every participant was 

encouraged and given the chance to express his/her ideas and opinions. The discussion around 

the term ‘city’ was quite divergent, where people found it interesting to try to identify what city 

meant to them. One way to approach the meaning of the city is to look at it from the 

materiality/immateriality point of view. On the one hand, city is the built environment, consisting 
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of buildings, roads, highways, infrastructure etc., which create a big place in terms of area, with 

a specific skyline. On the other hand, the immaterial side of the city is about the people, their 

involvements, interactions and input in all aspects of life. Through the focus group workshop, 

seven participants out of nine indicated that people is one way/word/term of defining a city. The 

participants also introduced many terms that would describe people’s engagement in the city life, 

like interaction, activities and movement. While other terms could suggest both material and 

immaterial characteristics associated with the city, such as crowded, noisy, fancy and vibrant. For 

instance, the city could be vibrant materially in terms of movements, buildings, vehicles people 

etc. and it could also be vibrant immaterially in the case of activity, life, experiences and facilities. 

In some cases, the immateriality for these terms could be expressed through conjunction with 

memories of the city (see table 8.1 at the end of this Chapter).  

This discussion around defining the “city” indicates that the proper city environment cannot be 

created without the balanced combination between both the material and the immaterial sides, the 

social and cultural interaction alongside with the engagement with the other physical aspects. A 

city cannot exist in isolation, neither do people, and this proves the importance of appreciating all 

of the factors involved in creating the city experience.  

Recently, cities in the Gulf region have been experiencing a massive and rapid urbanisation, 

which has transformed them into something completely different to the traditional settlements 

that existed before. The new cities that were generated, with new buildings, roads, highways etc. 

lack the basic sense of city life. In these new cities, pedestrians are not encouraged to walk around, 

but to use their vehicles instead, which means that people only see each other and the city through 

car windows. The lack of physical and social interaction with the outside world (outside the 

boundaries of the car), makes the city experience totally different now to how it used to be in the 

traditional settlement.  

Supporting the focus group discussion, and according to Montgomery (2013), a number of 

thinkers argue that the new urban planning of cities lacks the human dimension within it, in which 

the basic interactions, exchanges and communication between people and the city component is 

missing. Importing the western model of urban planning to the Middle East could be compared 

to planting seeds in the wrong soil. The model in the West has been governed by certain political, 

economic and most importantly, social and cultural systems, which might work there, but not 

necessarily in the Gulf region. The specificity of this context comes from the well-established 

urban planning that existed more than 1,000 years ago, and it worked well with the people. Islamic 

architecture and urban planning used to be dominant in the area, however, along with 

globalisation and modernity everything has changed, and the old ways and lifestyle have been 

replaced with new ones. The question here is: Is there a way of generating a new solution that 
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would respect the specificity of the context and at the same time go well with the needs of the 

contemporary way of life? 

In Manamatalk, the discussion of the city had led to a wider discussion around defining culture 

and heritage. Although the two terms overlap, each has its own distinctiveness. Culture is a 

vibrant system that changes quite often, which means that the culture of the past is not exactly the 

same as the present one, and for sure it will be different to the culture of the future. Culture is 

mainly created by the people and for the people, so it is shared between the people, and it has a 

strong connection with religion, beliefs, history and tradition, and here exists the overlapping with 

heritage.  

However, heritage is mainly concerned with inherited values from the past, so it is a setting of 

fixed values that cannot be changed. It also defines the individual’s and the nation’s greatness and 

pride, so people are always proud of their heritage.  

 “Our pride would disappear if heritage is lost.” (Participant 9) 

“It is important how we maintain our pride as a nation and as people.” (Participant 9) 

 “Heritage reflects who we are.” (Participant7) 

“Heritage is always associated with what happened in the past, not present, not the 

future.” (Participant 5) 

“Heritage is where we come from and it is crucial that we embrace it.” (Participant 4) 

The discussion around culture and heritage reveals the importance of both, along with their strong 

interrelations with people’s lives. The participants indicated that culture is strongly connected 

with religion and beliefs, which suggests that the Islamic culture is still dominant, as most of the 

people in Bahrain practise Islam. It is inevitable that the discussion around Manama extended to 

touch some factors related to the characteristics of the Islamic city. It included articulating how 

its raison d’être is informed by the religious teachings as well as having an impact on people’s 

way of life. In traditional settlements, the role of architecture extended beyond the material 

function to immaterial aspects of everyday life that were highly appreciated as the socio-cultural 

values of the people and the architecture were interrelated. Hakim (1994), in his paper The ‘Urf’ 

and its Role in Diversifying the Architecture of Traditional Islamic Cities, explains the urf from 

the perspective of Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) and articulates its implications on architecture. He 

argues “the ‘Urf’”, or customs, in various Muslim societies had a very important role in 

establishing a framework of accepted norms of behaviour operational in its own terms at the level 

of the community” (Hakim, 1994: 108). The author also states that the implications of urf and 
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Islamic teaching on architecture within the traditional Islamic city “was direct and its 

manifestation evident in any city, particularly if viewed comparatively to other Islamic cities 

across space and time” (Hakim, 1994: 112). 

Consequently, Islam as a set of religious teachings has not changed for 1,400 years, however, the 

Islamic culture is vibrant and has adapted to many situations and settings. The participants also 

indicated that culture represents the people’s identity and lifestyle, and it is linked in a way with 

heritage, tradition and civilization. On another level, heritage itself is more interconnected with 

history and the past, and it represents the society’s roots, origin, greatness and pride. It embodies 

the people’s inheritance from the past that should be valued, treasured and preserved.  

To wrap up the workshop discussion, the participants reflected on the meaning and definition of 

architecture in light of the city-culture-heritage discussion. Participants revealed that architecture 

is the container of all of what had been discussed, including identity, experience, reflection and 

belonging. It is the concept, process and production that exemplifies the embodiment of 

communications, growth and development, which could be considered as one of the processes of 

creating the city, as Participant 9 indicates. It contains the people’s culture and heritage when it 

creates the space and place for them to practice their daily lives with all its dimensions. 

Architecture then contains the city as well as the city containing the architecture.  

Against the theoretical background that this chapter starts with, it seems that Manama, as an 

example of the Gulf cities, lacks sense of ‘city-ness’ nowadays. The dispersing and interaction 

goods, information and people is at its minimal level. The city is longer a major site of social 

interaction and exchanges, which has its direct input on the way of thinking about the city and 

experiencing. 

One should think about the city as an environment consisting of people, landscape, buildings, 

infrastructure etc., which has an urban life engages the conceived, perceived and lived concepts 

with space, as Lefebvre describes. These interconnected concepts propose a better understanding 

of the city       

The city, as Lefebvre explains, is not an abstract, neither does it exist in an isolation; thus the 

concepts he proposes for understanding the city, the lived, conceived and perceived, are not 

separated. In order to understand the three concepts, one should look at them as interconnected. 

The spatial practice produces space in a society, in which society could be translated through 

these spaces, and this is how one may perceive a space. The daily routine has a close association 

with the perceived space, as it links spaces and places together.   
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8.4 Conclusion 

This chapter explores the concept or idea of the “city” on a number of levels. It starts with a 

theoretical framework based on the contemporary debate around the subject matter. The argument 

looks at the main thinkers’ and philosophers’ opinions and ideas in this domain in a way that 

establishes a theoretical background to understand the meaning of a city. 

The second section takes a closer look at the city of Manama as an example of an Arab Islamic 

city. With reference to the historical review provided in chapter 2, this section provides a 

comprehensive picture of how immateriality contributed in configuring the city in the past, and 

how its role is being reduced to a certain extent nowadays. The debate also touches on aspects 

related to the specificity of the local culture in shaping the city and how it evolves over time.  

The study of the city of Manama made use of two approaches, starting with looking at Manama 

from a passive point of view, giving an overview about the users’ spatial experience within the 

city public spaces without any interaction with its users. On another level, the second approach 

was more interactive as it involved a number of participants who took part in a workshop. As this 

approach articulated the relationship between city, culture, heritage and architecture from the 

user’s point of view, it gives a comprehensive overview of a user-oriented process, where the 

recourses and information were generated and gathered from people and about people.  

The discussion with the focus group participants revealed various descriptors of immateriality 

that relate to spatial experience and the city in relation to culture and heritage. A list of the 

descriptors indicated in the discussion around defining city and its experience are attached to the 

end of this chapter (see Table 8.1).    

In conclusion, the work in this chapter articulates a number of descriptors for the users’ spatial 

experience that go beyond the material aspects of the city as experienced by its inhabitants. This 

helps in developing a better understanding of architecture and its connection with people and their 

culture. It also contributes to informing the understanding of the users’ spatial experience within 

the context of Bahrain, as will be discussed further in Chapter 9, as well as generating greater 

awareness among people with regard to appreciating their cities, culture and heritage.  
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Table 8.1: The immaterial descriptors that participants of the focus group discussion used to describe their city 
spatial experience  

People               
Tradition               
Identity             
History           
Lifestyle            
Crowded           
Belonging         
Experience          
Change         
Roots          
Reflection         
Religion          
Living         
Image          
Inheritance        
Society       
Communication        
Concept       
Growth        
Reflection       
Heritage        
Development       
Treasure        
Past       
Movement        
Background       
Pride        
Greatness       
Noisy          
Past       
Society        
Fancy       
Modern        
Activities       
Busy        
Vibrant       
Process        
Production       
Heritage        
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Development       
Nights        
Skyline spacing       
Beliefs        
Background       
Country        
Time       
Old        
Restrictions       
Container        
Focal point       
Architecture        
Celebrations       
Landmark        
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Chapter 9: Discussion and Conclusion 

 

9.1 Overview  

This research was undertaken to help in establishing a better understanding of some of the issues 

around immateriality in architecture, which could inform architecture as a practice and a 

discipline within the context of Bahrain. In terms of practice, the findings of this research argue 

for the need of the practice to recognise and promote a user-centred approach, reflecting the social 

and cultural conditions of the context. With this in mind, it is argued that the design process should 

be informed by both the material and immaterial considerations of the users and their context.   

Beginning with the research questions in the introductory chapter, which addresses the aim, 

objectives and rationale of this study, a clear outline of the research context has been identified 

through establishing contextual boundaries. These research questions are as follows: 

1.   What are the immaterial and non-physical aspects of architecture that affect the users’ spatial 

experience? 

2.   To what extent does culture impact on architecture as a lived experience in the specific context 

of Bahrain? 

3.   Based on the findings of the above questions, how can the culture-architecture debate enhance 

the understanding of the users’ spatial experience in this context? 

Having established the context, this helped in identifying the various methodological approaches 

used to undertake this kind of research. This study can be generally described as qualitative 

research as discussed in earlier chapters, mainly because the research aims to explore people’s 

lives and everyday behaviour, and it seeks to identify and clarify underlying meanings regarding 

the users’ spatial experience within both private and public spaces. Therefore, the qualitative 

approaches used in this investigation for both primary and secondary research included the use of 

case studies, semi-structured interviews, observations and focus group discussions. Looking at all 

these various methods and findings has led to identifying the thesis framework, establishing a 

clear vision of how people tend to understand and interact with their spaces, and it explores 

features related to people’s everyday lives.  

Moreover, this methodological approach informed a sufficient understanding of architecture, 

culture, context, and its relationship with people. It explores real-life interventions in which 

different spatial experiences are generated, in order to understand immateriality in architecture 

within different settings. The selection of methods and contexts gave examples of how 

architecture and design principles respond to the cultural and social conditions of each context by 

relying on the knowledge of space, its people and their social habits. It also questions the 
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contemporary solutions and their relevance the context in which they exist. This includes 

examples from the American rural South and the semi-rural village from Egypt.  

Although the thesis is not about traditional versus contemporary settlements, it is interested in 

investigating good examples where the city, architecture and space were conceived in tune with 

the social, cultural, environmental and economic values of the local context. Therefore, traditional 

settlements could be looked at as examples to learn from, especially with regards to how to project 

and reflect those values in our contemporary architecture. One of the key aspects looked at is how 

the design in the traditional settlement used to be a process that took into account the people for 

whom buildings were built and the context in which those buildings and their people existed. The 

theme of traditional settlements, however, appeared regularly in the interviews and the focus 

group discussions. Participants drew attention to this matter when talking about both the place of 

dwelling, as a private space, and public spaces in the city, where the investigation looked at the 

spatial experience of city dwellers with a view to considering how that experience relates to the 

culture in which those spaces exist.  

 

Figure 9.1: A diagram showing how the research questions have been addressed by the research work (Source: author) 

9.2 Immateriality as part of the spatial experience 

As mentioned earlier, this thesis is particularly interested in the immaterial aspects of the users’ 

spatial experience, which is often either overlooked or naively assumed to be part of the design 

brief. According to the primary research, and by using Manama as a typical example of a city 

from the Gulf region, semi-structured interviews and an organised city walk with participants 

were undertaken to investigate users’ spatial experience, with a view to exploring the aspects and 

meanings of space both in the place of dwelling, as a private space, and public spaces in the city. 
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A discussion around the private dwelling and its impact on people’s everyday lives in the urban 

space, was also undertaken. 

The users’ spatial experience was not easy to discuss in the interviews, as the concept itself is 

hardly known in the Arabic language. In order to convey the main idea behind the spatial 

experience to the interviewees, especially as there is no specific Arabic translation for the term 

“spatial experience”, the researcher referred to a set of questions articulating the meaning of 

home. Such questions meant to encourage the participants to talk about how they use their homes 

and its facilities, the circulation and the various daily or occasional activities. The discussion also 

explored the participants’ feelings and emotions with regards to experiencing and interacting with 

their private spaces, and reflected the social and cultural references.  

The data from the interviews clearly shows that both the technology used in the dwelling (TV, 

internet, digital entertainment, etc.), as well as the changes to the family unit have left their marks 

on the way people experience the space. For instance, the introduction of single occupancy 

dwellings (apartments/flats), as opposed to large family houses, has impacted on the size and 

configuration of the home space and in turn on people’s ways of using the space and their 

experience of it as well as their sense of social and cultural belonging. People recognise that there 

are a lot of immaterial values lost with the new way of life. Such values include their sense of 

identity and the extent to which it reflects the users’ culture and religion.  

After the extensive interview discussions, most of the participants acknowledged that the spatial 

experience consisted of both material and immaterial aspects of architecture, as discussed in 

Chapter 7. Some of them had a better understanding of architecture and how it contributed to its 

users’ daily lives. For those people, it was interesting that architecture is not only about the shape, 

size, structure, material, etc. of a building, rather, it is also associated with meanings and hidden 

narratives for its users. This means that their spatial experience, which is set within their own 

understanding of their daily activities, is actually derived from the immaterial descriptors of their 

lives, which they managed to identify within the interview discussions (see Figure 9.1). 

Such an acknowledgment of the importance of immateriality in architecture is supported by some 

theorists’ arguments, as discussed earlier within the theoretical review in Chapter 3. A number of 

thinkers and authors, including Hertzberger (2000), Tuan (1977), Zumthor (2010), Tervo (2007) 

and more, recognise the importance of considering the immaterial meanings of space not only 

just the space as a physical output. They agree that architecture implies special values and 

meanings that are attached and derive from people and their spatial experience. According to 

Zumthor, “We all experience architecture before we have even heard the word. The roots of 

architectural understanding lie in our architectural experience: our room, our house, our street, 
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our village, our town, our landscape – we understand them all early on, unconsciously, and we 

experience later on” (Zumthor, 2010: 65). 

“Instead of describing built environment with measurable dimensions, we could start to 

intentionally enhance our vocabulary of emotions. In this context it is not enough that 

something “looks great” and “sounds fantastic”. Instead we want to approach the essence 

of a place with devotion by insisting on tangible sensation.” (Tervo, 2007: 226) 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.2: Series of immaterial descriptors that came out from the interview conversations describing the users’ 
spatial experience of home, classified under four main categories (Source: Author) 

With regard to the issue of immateriality in the public space (urban space), this issue was explored 

as part of the workshop (Manamawalk and Manamatalk). The participants found it interesting to 

try to approach the meaning of the city through looking at it from the materiality/immateriality 

perspective. The information and data gathered has clearly shown that participants acknowledge 

the important role that people/users play in creating the immaterial side of a city or urban space. 

They expressed that the immaterial side of the city is all about the people, their involvements, 

interactions and input in all aspects of life. The participants also introduced many immaterial 
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descriptors that would describe people’s engagement in the city life like interaction, activities and 

movement (see Figure 9.2).  

The discussion around culture and heritage revealed the importance of both, along with their 

strong interrelations with people’s lives, and as part of the immateriality of their spatial 

experience. The participants indicated that culture is strongly connected with the people’s religion 

and beliefs, heritage, identity and lifestyle. On another level, heritage itself is more interconnected 

with history and the past, and it represents the society’s roots, origin, greatness and pride. 

According to the participants, it embodies the people’s inheritance from the past that should be 

valued, treasured and preserved.  

The participants also commented on the effect of globalisation in creating rapid urbanisation and 

a checkerboard of architectural styles and global signature designs, dominated by tall skyscrapers 

and western style shopping malls. They indicated that this has led to a loss of some immaterial 

values including the appreciation for architectural heritage, and has led to social alienation of the 

citizens. 

During the discussion, the participants revealed that architecture is the container of all aspects of 

life, including both the material and the immaterial. 

“Architecture is one of the processes of the production of the city, architecture has to be 

there to make the city, and it makes how the city becomes. Culture is also produced 

through the architecture. Architecture contains heritage in the building (food, clothes … 

etc. contained in the building) and by the building itself” (Participant 9, Manamatalk 

2015) 

Architecture then contains the identity, experience, reflection and belonging, as well as the 

concept, process and production. Architecture exemplifies the embodiment of communications, 

growth and development, which could be considered as one of the processes of creating the city. 

It contains the people’s culture and heritage when it creates the space and place for them to 

practise their daily life with all its dimensions. “Architecture then contains the city as well as the 

city containing the architecture” (Participant 9, Manamatalk 2015).  

Through the secondary research, this study explores the immateriality of the users’ spatial 

experience based on two levels. Firstly, it delves into the literature in order to establish a 

theoretical background regarding the meaning of immateriality and the spatial experience, as 

discussed in Chapter 3. The literature explains that the notion of immateriality could be referred 

to on many levels. This study is interested in the level that defines immateriality by focusing on 

ideas and concepts that are related to the ways of experiencing space. This way does not depend 

just on the space itself, nonetheless, the image will not be completed unless it would automatically 
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be interpreted with other vital elements such as the user’s background, memories and feelings. 

These concepts of immateriality are shaped and influenced by the users’ cultural, social and 

ideological values. This uncovers underlying meanings that describe the relationship and 

interaction between people and their spaces, which are influenced by other aspects like function, 

needs, desires and aspiration. It is also concerned with the way the user interacts with their 

surroundings, and how people feel architecture through their senses (Allsopp, 1974). 

This investigation has led to identifying a gap in the relationship between architectural theory and 

practice regarding the acknowledgment and consideration of immateriality as part of the design 

brief and process.  

The secondary research was informed by an investigation that tackled three case studies from the 

literature. This established an understanding of the use of immateriality in architecture within 

different settings. Looking at the immateriality in architecture within western, eastern and 

traditional settings has led to gaining a deeper understanding of the research matter, and presented 

examples of how acknowledging immateriality in design could contribute to creating better lives. 

These case studies could be considered as models to learn from, while bearing in mind the 

specificity of each context.  

This research, by using a variety of methods for both primary and secondary research, has 

highlighted the importance of immateriality as part of the users’ spatial experience, in a way that 

responds to the cultural and social conditions of a context. The study has also helped in identifying 

a number of immaterial descriptors that could be used to set design intentions and eventually 

propose solutions (see Figures 9.1 and 9.2).  
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Figure 9.3: Series of immaterial descriptors that came out from the focus group discussion, describing the users’ 
spatial experience of the city, classified under three main categories and four subcategories (Source: Author) 

 

 

 

 

 

9.3 The impact of culture on architecture  

Through the primary research both the interviews and the focus group discussion, participants 

discussed the impact of culture on architecture by contrasting the traditional settlement and the 

contemporary city and explaining how people lived in both settings. According to the participants, 

in the traditional settlement, the social, cultural and economic conditions were different. People’s 

income was based on farming, fishing, pearl diving or trading. They were living with extended 

families in traditional courtyard houses, which were located within the narrow alleyways of the 

old cities. The dense urban fabric was created by the attached houses, which were connected by 

internal doors that helped facilitate many social and cultural settings. The neighbourhoods were 

mainly populated by extended family groups, which created small communities within the bigger 

society. This indicates that social bonds were very strong, which may explain why the way people 
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used the space was informed by cultural values and religious teachings. Examples of this include 

the spatial organisation within the traditional courtyard house. This reflected important values 

such as privacy, which can be recognised in the separation of public areas (at the family scale) 

where guests could be received, from private spaces and the courtyard that was mainly used by 

the females.  

On the other hand, the participants also discussed contemporary life and the experience of space. 

They acknowledged that lifestyle has seen a big change and transformation. Today, people’s 

income has increased due to oil revenues and the wealth of the country. On a social level, the 

extended family is no longer the norm, and even if it exists, then it is within totally different 

cultural and spatial settings. People no longer use the same space and share the same house 

facilities, and each family prefers its own privacy and independence. Furthermore, nowadays 

women are no longer staying at home to look after the children but instead going out to work. All 

these factors have affected the type of home people live in and the way they organise their spaces 

based on contemporary lifestyles, which are no longer the same as they used to be decades ago.  

This change has also touched the scale of the city, where the narrow alleyways have been replaced 

with wide roads and highways in response to the changing infrastructure, required by the current 

condition. The use of vehicles and construction of tall buildings have affected, not only the 

physical environment of the city but also its spirit. Such a change has implications on the way 

people perceive and experience spaces. It is noticeable now how people avoid direct interaction 

with urban spaces, instead going to shopping malls with their sealed, enclosed and air-conditioned 

spaces. This was evident in the old market of Manama, the souq, which is mainly used by foreign 

nationals and tourists nowadays. 

 

 

9.4 Enhancing the understanding of the users’ spatial experience 

This research has identified a gap between theory and practice with regard to immateriality being 

considered as part of architectural practice. Although the subject has started gaining in popularity 

among the theoretical disciplines, in the practice it rarely appears within the design brief or 

process. The research findings also showed that users acknowledge immateriality as an important 

part of their spatial experience, but designers still do not use it to set their design intentions.  

Therefore, there is a need to raise awareness among users, practitioners and decision makers 

regarding the importance of appreciating immateriality as part of the users’ spatial experience. 

One way of doing this could be through looking at the relationship between culture and 



	
   245 

architecture. Through this research, the culture-architecture debate could be considered on many 

levels. Firstly, this debate assists in identifying the gap between theory and practice, especially as 

architecture is contemplated and appreciated visually even before the users had experienced it 

fully. Traditionally, one of the main roles of architecture, especially within the Islamic world was 

to relate to local culture. However, within contemporary settings, the impact of imported 

architecture has transformed cities in the Gulf region into prototype cities, just like Shanghai or 

Las Vegas. Such a transformation has affected people’s spatial experience, especially as it 

sometimes conflicts with their social, cultural and behavioural norms. This has led to either 

dispensing with some values and trying to cope with the new situation, or editing the designs to 

make them more suitable to live with.   

Therefore, the culture-architecture relationship could be seen as a way to enhance users’ 

understanding of their spatial experience. Such a relationship establishes a solid ground for 

people’s identity, their roots, tradition and heritage. In fact, this is what distinguishes the people 

and their context. This approach could drive people towards creating distinctive solutions for their 

built environments. Unfortunately, however, as highlighted by data from the interview 

discussions, the culture-architecture relationship lacks appreciation nowadays in Bahrain. 

Therefore, there is a need to enhance people’s awareness of their heritage and pride.  

Within the context of the Middle East, where Bahrain is geographically located, there are various 

forces that influence architecture, such as economy and the impact of globalization.  

The Middle East could be defined as a subcontinent without clear boundaries, covering areas in 

western Asia and parts of North Africa. Nations in these regions share some similar values in 

terms of religion, culture and social behaviours, and they share a similar history and tradition of 

architecture.  

Contemporary life in the Middle East has gone through major transformation, which has its 

biggest influence on culture and people’s lifestyles. The cities became a representation of the new 

meaning and symbols of globalisation, in which the traditional vernacular architecture has 

gradually disappeared. The new trends brought by globalisation isolated the city entity and 

disconnected it from the daily social interaction with its users. Heritage, tradition and culture 

became terms that one tends to read about, but not necessary experience, live or feel, and the great 

loss exists in the gradual fading of Islamic representation of the city and its architecture.  

Observing the cities in the Gulf region, in particular, from a socio-political perspective reveals 

that the urban forms that have been more recently developed may be considered as a response to 

the contemporary conditions, however, they do not blend well with the regional context and its 

specificity, and this is what the focus group discussion indicated as well. This means moving 

away from the vernacular “Islamic” city approach and replacing it with a copy of the image of 
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western society. Some argue that this could be considered as maintaining the colonizing bonds 

between the colonizers and the colonized.  

One could question, what is globalisation? According to a number of authors, including Mahgoub 

(2011) and Za’za (2002), the term mainly refers to the spread of ideas, customs, institutions, and 

attitudes throughout the globe, however, these elements are originated in one part of the world. 

There are some regions around the world that are less open to globlisation, or westernisation as 

some intellectuals argue, where nationalism dominates the evolution of culture and society. 

However, in the context of the Middle East, the culture, behaviours, beliefs and traditional society 

is heavily challenged by the spread of westernisation, which poses a major threat to tradition. One 

of the main problems is in considering religion as tradition, which then means that the religion 

itself conflicts with globlisation, westernisation or modernisation.   

The ideal situation would be that society maintains its existing and traditional cultures, and finds 

a way to blend with the new and foreign ideas in order to establish a stronger mixture. According 

to the focus group discussion, as explained in Chapters 6 and 8, society should be selective in 

terms of what to choose, accept and reject, especially when dealing with values of tradition and 

religion. This would mean that globalisation is welcomed as long as it does not destroy the local 

society and tradition, rather, it should contribute in keeping it alive and encouraging it in a new 

form.  

Nontheless, cities around the world nowadays are becoming shapeless entities with a haunting 

sameness, trying to emerge as new centres of global economy and financial hubs. This assumes 

the need of powerful elements that would convert cities into “marked products”, to attract 

headquarters and international companies and events, which is actually what is happening in the 

Gulf cities (see Figures 9.3, 9.4 and 9.5). The new trend is to establish entertanment amenities 

and urban projects that will encourage global activites, investments and tourism. Therefore, 

architecture has been used as an instrument to generate “eye-catching” impressions, which do not 

always lead to “happiness of the cities”. This change on the cities’ spatial structure in the Middle 

East context, based on the new culture and lifestyle, has led to a new type of architecture and 

urbanism, which has changed the people’s sense of space. According to the participants of the 

interviews and focus group discussion, the existance of people’s Arabic-Islamic identity in this 

region is challenged by the current circumstances, especially since the Arabs are not effectively 

contributing to the progress of science, literature and arts activities, rather, they act as recipients, 

consumers and proponents of western ideologies.   
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Figure 9.4: New architecture of the Middle East in the most sacred place, holy Mecca (Source: 
https://issuu.com/ymahgoub/docs/architecture_in_the_middle_east_201)  

 

Figure 9.5: Artificial islands as one type of future architecture in the Middle East. (Source: 
https://issuu.com/ymahgoub/docs/architecture_in_the_middle_east_201)  
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9.5 Contribution to knowledge  

 

Figure 9.6: A chart showing the research outcomes (Source: Author) 

The conventional way of looking at architecture is to consider the space primarily through its 

physical and commercial values, often at the expense of users’ spatial experience. Many 

influential architectural theorists and practitioners promote a vision of architecture as an 

intellectualised, abstract form of exploration, claiming that it should be as free from any 

traditional constraints as possible. Others, like Koolhaas (in Sirowy, 2010), declare that 

architecture should follow the processes of globalisation and market forces rather than pay 

attention to the specificity of a given place and the needs of a local community, which in part 

explains how an architect can design and build in a context that he/she has never visited (Sirowy, 

2010).  

In recent years, architecture is being dealt with as a product of a creative process, artwork or even 

a sculpture with a scale that could house human beings, as if the experience of the user is 

incidental and takes a secondary role compared to the expressive forms of the architecture itself. 

This could be witnessed through the diversity of exterior forms and interior spaces that can be 

perceived in new, dramatic, never-before-experienced buildings, such as the works of Gehry or 

Hadid. These buildings are made possible only through digital design and production techniques, 

which are essential in the creation of a new kind of architecture that is fluid, elegant, complex and 

technologically innovative.  

It is important in a world that deals with architecture as something that is formally contemplated 

and appreciated visually, to try to direct the attention towards the immaterial aspects of 

architecture, which has already started to gain in popularity. This research focuses on the users’ 

experience of the built environment beyond the given physical descriptors and boundaries of a 

space.  
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On a more specific level, this study is situated in the particular context of Bahrain and the GCC 

countries, which adds a dimension of specificity to the argument. There is a lack of studies that 

are oriented towards the users and the immateriality of their spatial experience, specifically in the 

context of Bahrain. The literature review indicates that there exists no such study that articulates 

and identifies the immaterial descriptors of architecture in the Gulf region in general. This is the 

first study that addresses the issue of the users’ spatial experience in this context, with its 

particular socio-cultural conditions and linguistic specificities, and as mentioned before there is 

no specific linguistic recognition for the term “spatial experience” in Arabic. This thesis is also 

the first to consider immateriality as an idea to be used in the culture-architecture debate, with a 

view to enhancing the understanding of the users’ spatial experience within this context. Hence, 

this thesis would make a good starting point for further research in this field.  

The transformation of the Bahraini economy over the last four decades, due mainly to the increase 

in oil income and the accumulation of wealth, has led the state to adopt a distributive and 

comprehensive welfare policy, which then became a major and unique factor in shaping the 

country. At the same time, the architecture of modern Bahrain follows models of western styles 

and global signature designs, which, it can be argued, has led to a loss of appreciation for culture 

and heritage, and the alienation of people.  

Recently Bahrain seems to be directing its efforts towards the development of communications, 

financial services, banking, infrastructure, commerce and tourism, in order to transform itself into 

a financial centre. A large building programme is being undertaken with towers of various forms 

and heights appearing on the skyline to present the country to prospective investors. Skyscrapers 

shape the image of the country nowadays, and are intended to be of mixed use, serving both 

housing and commercial activities. However, one could question: How relevant are those 

skyscrapers to this particular context? Are they formulating and embodying a suitable spatial 

experience for people in this part of the world? Do architects responsible for designing those 

buildings consider immaterial aspects that relate to the specificity of this society and culture? 

Does the newly created urban fabric present an erosive danger to what’s left of the country’s 

cultural heritage?  

This thesis is using a novel approach by looking at the architectural discourse from ethnographical 

and cultural studies perspectives. Using interdisciplinary approaches and methods to identify the 

non-physical and immaterial aspects informing users’ experiences of buildings can be seen as 

contribution to knowledge. This allowed different ways of examining the built environment, 

based on the use of methodologies from other subject areas. Within this context, the research 

looked at architecture through the users’ perspective in Bahrain, which is hoped that this will lead 

to raising greater awareness of the importance of considering the immaterial aspects of their 

spatial experience as part of the design process, and helps in establishing a user-oriented practice. 
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This could be considered as a beneficial methodological approach for someone who would like 

to pursue more research within this area.   

The process of data and information gathering from different sources, like case studies, 

interviews, observation and focus group, helped in creating a knowledge based on narratives. 

While the theory and technical approaches are mainly recognised in architectural research, this is 

an attempt to direct the attention to the users’ experience as a model that operates in testing and 

analysing subjects within the architectural discipline. The individual and the social interpretation, 

rather than pure theoretical discourses and simulation modelling techniques, is what distinguishes 

this research, methodologically, from other architectural studies. The qualitative approach is an 

essential method that leads to understanding the other disciplinary research methods, which 

helped in formulating a framework to facilitate this discussion. It is expected that through this 

approach, an expanding of the borders of such disciplines will be achieved.  

Furthermore, the immaterial descriptors that came out of the fieldwork, the semi-structured 

interviews and the focus group discussion, has not appeared before in the literature reviewed. 

Therefore, this could be counted as a contribution to knowledge especially within this research 

context, where immateriality in architecture is barely acknowledged.   

Mallgrave (2011), Goldblatt and Paden (2011) and Ballantyne (2002), all agree that it is a great 

limitation if architecture is only appreciated visually, measured by “photogenic” qualities, limited 

to “the bold and the beautiful”, to projects with aspiring budgets, to buildings designed by 

professional architects, or “tasteful” buildings built for well-to-do patrons or prestigious 

corporations. They confess that it is time to reconsider architecture as a variegated experience, 

and to admit that buildings are involved with our sense of who we are.  

Therefore, there is a need to rethink the way in which we understand “architecture”, so as to 

reappraise its “humane” dimension in an economically driven design process. One way for doing 

this, is through reconfiguring and redefining the relationships between the design proposal and 

the users’ expected spatial experience. Better understanding of that relationship would help in 

rethinking the conventional design process with a view to creating space that reflects the social 

and cultural values of the society. Such an exploration will re-examine architecture both as a 

practice and as an academic discipline.  

 

9.6 Research limitations and challenges 

Although this research was carefully prepared, there are some challenges and limitation that 

affected the flow of the process.  First, a list of the difficulties that has been faced through the 

research journey are as follows: 
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•   The inexistence of research published in Arabic that discusses the issues relating to spatial 

experience together with the lack of literature that articulates the notion of immateriality in 

architectural practice within the Arab/Islamic world has made it difficult to approach the subject, 

particularly when it came to the field work.  

•   The difficulty of audio and video recording people during the interviews, especially with female 

participants. Although the audio recording was fairly well accepted, some participants felt anxious 

at the beginning of the conversation.  

•   There were some logistical challenges faced while conducting the workshop, such as acquiring 

participants, obtaining the authorities consent to walk within Manama, and organising a place to 

hold the talk. 

•   As the research was conducted using a qualitative research approach, the findings produced might 

not be generalised to a large number of people, as the sample explored is not large. 

•   Limited access to members of the academia or decision makers, who could have provided a better 

view regarding addressing immateriality in architecture within the contemporary setting in 

Bahrain. 

•   Lack of previous research of this kind and within this field, particularly in the context of the 

Middle East. If such studies were available, it would make the design of this study easier and less 

time consuming. 

While the researcher has sought to be systematic in conducting the research, the approach adopted 

may be seen as having some limitations as shown below:  

•   Using observation as a research method was not very effective as the context and the people were 

not open to such an approach. It is also a time consuming form of investigation and sometimes it 

is difficult to check its validity. 

•   The extensive time that the qualitative approach needed for gathering and analysing data and 

information, limited the number of research areas covered. Related areas, which were not covered, 

include gauging the architects’ use of immaterial descriptors to set the design brief.  It is the 

intention that this will be dealt with as part of the postdoctoral research. 

 

 

 

9.7 Further research work 

This thesis addresses the question of the immaterial aspects of the users’ spatial experience, and 

considers the cultural impact on architecture, and how it could influence a real-world architectural 
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practice. In this context, the possible links between the people, their spaces, culture and heritage 

has been widely discussed.  

A further contextualisation of the findings of this thesis may include addressing the major 

problems, challenges and opportunities related to users’ spatial experience on another level. This 

may involve extending the fieldwork research to touch on different types of spaces, in a way that 

can contribute to the testing and improving of the findings of this thesis.  

Problems connected with understanding the users’ spatial experience within the context of 

Bahrain mainly required generating greater awareness among people, using different methods 

like the focus group discussion. In this regard, more walks and talks are intended to be conducted 

in order to extend the research findings.  

In architectural discourse, the ethnographical approach is often time and resource consuming; 

therefore, one needs to allocate a sufficient timeframe in order to continue conducting such 

research and analysis. This contains further investigation with regards to the many side themes 

that are generated out of the semi-structured interview (see Appendix E).  

A possible way of expanding the current project would be through focusing on the contemporary 

urban condition within the context of Bahrain. Cities are places where people experience diverse 

cultural, social and traditional settings. This approach would be one of the obvious directions for 

further research, especially since the current experience of space seems to have taken another 

direction that lacks a sense of direct interaction with the city.   

This lack of direct interaction between people and the city could be considered to alienate 

individuals from their cities, which shows that the design of global and multicultural urban 

environments creates meaningless environments for its users. It will be really interesting to 

conduct further research on how to create a meaningful atmosphere in contemporary, 

multicultural cities.  

On another level, examples of future settlements within the Gulf region, such as the example of 

Masdar City in Abu Dhabi, UAE, which I have already started, may help in examining the users’ 

spatial experience. This may act as a case study to be investigated through an exploration of the 

relationship between space as an output of a creative process, based on an architect’s intentions, 

and as an experience that the user will have. This case has been chosen for further research 

because there are existing arguments that suggest that the city is not fulfilling the planned function 

regarding sustaining economy, ecology and society, for which it gained its popularity. Therefore, 

it is an interesting opportunity to examine the immaterial dimension in such a future settlement.  
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Finally, there is an intention to reflect on the concepts of immateriality and the users’ experience 

within architectural design teaching, as my practice. It is hoped that through this approach future 

generations of architects will be more mindful of aspects related to the specificity of the context 

in which they design, its people, tradition and social and cultural settings. Such an approach will 

be useful especially in challenging the role of researchers, architects, educators and practitioners, 

in regards with impacting on social change and sustaining culture.  

 

9.8 Final reflections and recommendations  

This thesis proposes that we look at architecture as both practice and discipline with a view to 

considering some issues, which are drawn out from the study’s descriptions and analysis. First of 

all, there is a need to understand the contextual framework in which architectural practice exists. 

This could be achieved through having a comprehensive background about the context, its culture, 

heritage, history and religious settings. Therefore, the role of culture in shaping architecture and 

the users’ spatial experience has to be acknowledged. This would contribute well in proposing 

architectural designs that blend well within the context. Moreover, viewing architecture as a 

socially responsible practice may also lead to better design proposals where the users’ input is 

credited. Involving people and considering both their material and immaterial needs will help in 

identifying and acknowledging the role of social and cultural appreciation in architecture that may 

lead to improving people’s lives. 

It is also important to bring to the attention of the general public different approaches to 

architecture, including the ones that acknowledge the value of heritage. This approach needs to 

generate greater awareness among people with regards to appreciating their cities, culture and 

heritage. This will help in educating future generations, especially in an age where the influence 

of globalisation and westernisation on local culture is so evident, and this would affect their 

architecture and built environment. Therefore, there is a need to create new architecture that is 

meaningful for its users, and at the same time responds to contemporary social, cultural and 

environmental conditions. While the ability to understand the spatial experience and its meaning 

is not easy, the architect’s duty is to try to understand what the clients’ needs are in order to create 

an architecture that is specific to a certain context, culture, society and individuals. One can argue 

that it is the architects’ responsibility to negotiate among different perspectives and realities and 

to help create an environment that is meaningful and purposeful for those who live in it. 

People in the Gulf region are in need of architects who fully understand the local traditions, culture 

and environment, and who are willing to have people’s concerns reflected in their designs, in 

order to create new architecture that respects the locality and the specificity of the context, and 

blends with the global contemporary needs at the same time. The design process needs to be 
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informed by both material and immaterial consideration of the users and their context, which 

could be achieved through understanding some of the issues around immateriality in architecture.  

On the research level, an ethnographic approach to architectural research that is associated with 

the socio-cultural dimensions of the context is very effective when dealing with issues related to 

people’s everyday lives. The qualitative approach could lead to gaining more information related 

to the way that people understand, experience and interact with their spaces. Furthermore, 

studying models of architectural practices and experiences from other settings helps in reflecting 

on the context of the investigation, with a view to considering differences and challenges. In this 

respect, architectural practice and theory need to be integrated in order to come up with design 

solutions that serve the society and individuals. 

Moreover, fieldwork research could be considered as a means to generating awareness among 

people and their understanding of their environment and how architecture, as a creative industry 

and process, can impact positively on individuals. 

The discussion findings of this study, as summarised above have led to the following 

recommendations: 

1.   It is necessary for decision makers including government and local authorities (Ministry of 

Culture, Ministry of Housing, Ministry of Works, Municipalities Affairs and Urban 

Planning) to: 

a) implement strategies that encourage practitioners and stakeholders to consider 

immaterial and cultural issues to set their design intentions. 

b) facilitate policies that actively involve people in taking decisions, especially when 

designing state housing schemes and community projects. 

2.   Architects and design professionals ought to: 

a)   consider the immaterial descriptors to be as important as the material ones from the early 

stages of design; this could also lead to reflecting on the immaterial aspects of the design 

when measuring the progress of buildings, and evaluate it after being inhabited as a way of 

assessing architecture, materially and immaterially, and proposing future solutions  

b)   think about architecture as a device in sustaining the local culture and social setting, in a 

way that could lead to a socially responsible practice; within this approach there is an 

intention to acknowledge that architecture is not just an art, but it also has to serve a purpose 

and has a big impact on people’s lives.  

c)   encourage the integration between the contemporary design solutions and the local context 

specificities, in order to come up with architecture that does not alienate the people and 

their context.   
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d)   be willing to test and examine the global impact on the local context and its architecture, 

and be able to take what is convenient and leave what is not.   

3.   Educators have a role to play in this and in order to discharge it they need to: 

a)   design and deliver curricula that teach future generations how to appreciate the specificity 

of their context, including culture, heritage and architecture  

b)   show commitment to preserving Islamic identity in architecture through the educational 

system, in schools, universities and from books and media 

c)   encourage researchers to disseminate and publish research in Arabic, which explains the 

meaning and essence of the users’ spatial experience. 

4.   The media can play a vital role in order to: 

a)   raise awareness and knowledge of the importance of appreciating culture, heritage and 

identity.  

b)   enhance people’s knowledge of well-known architects, like Fathy, and their achievements 

in producing architecture that is user and culture centred. 

Ending a research in human sciences is often an impossible task. The argument in the field of 

immateriality and spatial experience could never be complete anyway, however, the main 

objective of this thesis is to raise the right questions rather than give complete answers.  
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Appendix A: A sample of the questions that formed the basis of the semi-structured 
interview 

 

Part 1: General information 

1.   Age group: 

18-25 

26-40 

41-65 

Over 65 

2.   Gender  

Male  Female 

3.   Occupation 

4.   Where were you born? And where do you live now? 

5.   What type of dwelling do you live in? 

House 

Flat 

Other 

6.   Do you own this property? 

7.   Please state the number of family members according to age group: 

Less than 18 

18-25 

26-40 

41-65 

Over 65 
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8.   How many rooms are there in the dwelling? 

Bedrooms: 

Living rooms: 

Bathrooms: 

Kitchens: 

 

Part 2: Meaning of home 

9.   What does your home mean to you? 

10.  To what extent does your home give you a sense of belonging? 

1 2 3 4 5 

Low    High 

11. What makes you belong or feel attached to this home? 

12. Does your home reflect your identity? If so, how? 

13. Based on the assumption that a house refers to the material side of a dwelling, while a home 

refers to both material and immaterial aspects, in your opinion, when would a house become a 

home? 

14. Do you have any intention to move from this home? Why? What would make you stay and 

what would make you leave? 

 

Part 3: User participation 

15. Did you contribute your opinions and ideas to the process of planning/ designing your 

house? 

16. Did your opinions get considered? 

17. Could you provide a self-evaluation of that contribution, if any? 
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18. Did you take part in the construction of the building? 

19.  

a) Did you negotiate with the designer/builder?  

b) If yes, did you convince them/get convinced by them? 

20. In your opinion, how should the designer-user relationship be and why? 

No relationship 

Two-way relationship 

Others/ (Please state) 

 

Part 4: The ideal home 

21. How do you describe your dream home? And do you live in it now? 

22. What are the best and worse characteristics in your home? 

23. What is/are the most unique feature/s of your home? 

24. If you got the chance to redesign your home, what would you add, remove, keep or alter? 
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Appendix B: Examples of semi-structured interview transcripts (summarised and after 
translation from Arabic) 

 

Example (1): 

Participant 7 

Male 

Age: 25 

•   Attached to social life and qualities 

•   Attached to previous house where he was born and raised: 

The extended family house, grandparents’ house 

Still visits it weekly 

The house has been through organic extension, never ending process, continuous, upon need 

and desire = needed some structural changes, add and remove vertical access (staircases) 

Change the location of the bedrooms 

House having different functions: 

Inhabiting (extended family)/gathering/events, big kitchen to serve big family 

Housing labour 

Trading/social practice 

Letting 

Gardening 

Cowshed/stockyard 

The house reflects the grandfather’s personality; never having a long-term plan, which puts him 

in a continuous process of change, where he finds his joy 

House as refuge, weekly visit/gathering of all aunties, uncles and cousins 
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•   Living in temporality, waiting for state housing for more than twenty years 

•   When moved to the state housing the same analogy used, change in space, in case they might 

need it in the future, it becomes a lifestyle 

•   In the state housing, no user input, Ministry of Housing design and build 

•   Lack of space is the major problem, three bedroom house for a family consists of parents, 

twenty-five  years old about to get married son, twenty-four years old, second son, two more 

teenagers (boys), and two young girls living in the master bedroom 

•   The location of the state housing within the built community (housing project) comes with 

toss/lot 

•   The condition of the state housing is not ideal but better than what we had before 

•   Thinking of extending vertically to build an apartment (about to get married) 

•   Good relationship with community members and neighbours, apart from the difference in 

backgrounds, (some Sunnis, some Shias, some Bahrainis and others naturalised 

•   Neighbourhood has great importance in my considerations, guaranteeing good neighbourhood 

means a lot 

•   Dream/ideal home 

Large ground 

Open space 

Garden 

Extended family 

Segregation between genders 

Privacy 

•   Experiencing urban spaces 

People don’t walk, because they are lazy, and the affordability of the car 
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Example (2): 

Participant(s)14 

Family interview 

Father: 50s 

Mother: 40s 

Two girls: 20s 

Young boy: teens 

•   Used to have community bases building/construction 

Strong social bonds 

Neighbourhoods mostly relatives 

Collaborating to build a house while the owner will offer them meals; breakfast, lunch and 

dinner 

Not anymore 

Weaker social bonds 

More money available 

People will see those who build their own houses as low-class  

•   Dense urban layout in the traditional settlement, houses were attached to each other with 

internal doors between, used as shortcut by boys 

Doors always opened 

Hospitality 

Never make an appointment, women always at home 

•   Changes in the demographic fabric of the country with the migrants and naturalised people 

introduced changes society and lifestyle 
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•   Sense of trust has been changed, before, level of trust between people is high, which positively 

affected sense of security, so doors are always unlocked during day times especially 

•   Traditional meaning of home and kind of activities it inhabits, like gathering, friend visits, 

entertainment, reading  

No TV, no smart phones, no games 

Games used to take place in alleyways between houses 

More social life before the availability of TVs, even radio encouraged gathering and social life, 

but the TV isolated people inside their houses as it fixes them in one space 

Before, one had more free time without restrictions, now everyone plans their time schedules 

according to appointments, TV news time or a certain programme 

•   Climate is not the reason behind the limited used of roads by pedestrians, but the social, cultural 

and economic changes 

•   Description of the old traditional house with courtyard, cowshed, laywan, well  

•   Getting used to A.C. and enclosed spaces 

•   Walking and using roads in foreign countries but not locally 

•   Some great advice by a British architect: the house you will build should reflect your identity 

•   Identity reflects who I am, Islamic identity 

•   Description of the process of planning the house, last for a year 

•   Describing the journey of building the house, by the participant himself during 1980s, with the 

help of relatives and some labourers 

Searching, traveling, shopping abroad, making abroad, shipping… 

Lasted for four years 

•   User having direct input in designing and building his home 

•   No basement, if only 

•   Connectivity of space 

Unity 

Freedom 

Openness 

Open vision 
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•   Solving the privacy issue in the garden 

•   Achieving uniqueness in design/finishes/furniture, the father didn’t depend on what’s available 

in the Bahraini market, he ordered/executed/made/bought items from abroad, and he didn’t 

depend on the contractor to build the house, he used labourers, his relatives and himself  

•   “I know every single block in this house, and every single detail, this house is my life,” the 

father 

•   The father spent lots of money to create what he actually wants/loves/feels comfortable with, 

money at that time was not a big issue to him, he used to be employed by a bank with good 

salary 

•   For the mother this house means: rest, security and contentment 

Twenty-five years of living, time line increases sense of belonging 

•   The mother lived in the house directly after marriage until now 

•   When she got married she found the house ready, didn’t add anything, that was in 1989 

•   In 2002, renovation/refurbishment process took place, and the mother was leading 

•   As the father was the one who created/chose everything when building the house, he gave the 

chance for the mother and the kids to lead the renovation/refurbishment process 

•   The mother grew up in the traditional layout house, feels she belongs to both, father’s house and 

husband’s house to the same extent 

•   Night dreams always in the old traditional layout house 

•   The mother regrets demolishing the old traditional house, while her mother (the grandmother) 

feels happy with the new building replacing the traditional house, this could be due two reasons 

according to the participant: 

-­‐‑   The grandmother was looking forward to reunion, as her sons with their little families 

distributed around in rented properties, so she wanted to gather the extended family under one 

roof 

-­‐‑   The traditional house was massive (area wise), and the grandmother was the head/the one who 

is responsible for everything, cleaning… even if she got collaborators, but its not easy anymore 

specially she is getting progressed in age 

-­‐‑   They were happy/welcoming modernity, modern house with modern material/finishes: marble, 

new sanitary wares, new furniture/ carpet rugs… 

•   Social gathering/bonds/weekly gathering  

 

•   Ideal/dream house: 
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Could be with traditional layout but not open/courtyard covered 

New lifestyle/furniture… Doesn’t match with exposed spaces, exposed to dust and outside 

environment  

Courtyard could be covered with glazed dome (little teen son reply) 

Garden as important/essential house component 

•   Copy and paste in house designs in Bahrain today 

•   Standard design that suits everyone doesn’t exist 

•   Some of the cultural/social habits tend to disappear, like the gender segregation, and taking off 

shoes when entering the house as the finishing material changed habits/lifestyle changed as well 

 

Example (3): 

Participant 19 

Female 

Age: 50s 

•   Terminology, understands from holy Quran 

•   Home as refuge, life, pride, glory, my kingdom 

What I always protected and will always do 

Never exchange with anything, any other house, even with greater and better settings 

•   Grew up in old traditional layout house/father’s house 

Central courtyard: sleeping, events, weddings, meals, feasts, cowshed/stockade, car park, 

children’s playground  

Memories 

Love 

Events 

Gathering 
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Extended family = extended problems 

Attachment/connection to place more than now 

Organic extension 

Strong relations with neighbours / internal doors between houses (doesn’t exist anymore) 

Organisation in traditional house 

§   In extension 

§   In use (rooms) 

§   In distribution of functions 

§   Layout 

But, not applicable anymore because of the climate (heat, dust, rain, etc.) 

New furniture style (western) need to be protected from the outside environment 

Plus, the traditional layout doesn’t go well with the current lifestyle and progress; each era has 

its own specificity 

•   The unpleasant experience of moving house, flats until she got to this house, which her husband 

owns 

Before suffered from: 

Temporary living 

Lack of space 

Lack of ownership (letting) 

Lack of the ideal home! 

•   How does this house reflect the participant’s identity? 

Privacy (as religious issue)  

Gender segregation 

Toilet seats never face qibla direction 
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Hate the smell of cooking, created three kitchens organically, just to isolate the smell, away 

from the rest of the house 

 

Example (4): 

Participant 24 

Male 

Age: 60s 

•   Grew up in the traditional layout house, a massive big house with only three rooms, one big 

room in the ground floor and two upper rooms 

The ground floor room used to be for the kids, boys and girls, there were eleven of them 

The upper rooms for the parents 

Big courtyard where the life used to be based with all kinds of activities: playing in sand, 

planting vegetables and fruits, cowshed/stockyard 

It used to be like a countryside house 

Organic extension, creating library, rooms for the married son and his wife, and the married 

daughter and her husband. Extended family 

•   After marriage moved to USA for higher studies, then came back to settle in Bahrain, with his 

family wife and two little kids, rented several places (apartment and house…) around the same 

area of the parents’ house, temporary living, until the traditional house had been demolished and 

replaced with family-owned apartment block, where the participant and his married brothers had 

an apartment each. Add to that there was an apartment for the parents, apartment for the 

unmarried daughters, and huge majlis (guests hall) with services 

•   “When the traditional layout house was demolished, each one of us felt as if part of his history 

destroyed”  

•   After living in that apartment for almost thirteen years, two of his brothers and himself bought 

three  adjacent plots of land, and built their own houses 

•   In the new house the spirit of the old traditional house was reflected: 
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Garden and open front yard exposed to the sky 

The internal layout of the house is spacious and wide 

Most of the facilities are open and connected 

The main idea and the base was the participant’s, then the architect/engineer added the 

structural requirements/plan 

The idea came after an extensive study, being exposed to many western and eastern references, 

books and magazines, and being exposed to different cultures as had been studying abroad 

(Iraq, Egypt, USA) 

The whole process of studying the design made him, and his two brothers aware of the desired 

spatial experience which they happily created, and they are fully satisfied until now 

Privacy 

Privacy for females, although spaces are open to each other  

Privacy for the swimming pool which is located at the backyard and hidden/covered by the 

actual building of the house, although the designer suggested that it should be located in the 

front to give a nice view, but the participant disagreed strongly, as he wanted it to be private and 

protected from viewers, to be used freely by the females  

Flexibility in the spatial experience upon need, in the case of daily experience and the case of 

events/weddings  

Gender segregation upon request 

•   Privacy as a religious and cultural issue as the outdoor spaces/front yard exposed to views. 

Need to consider future development/adding to increase privacy  

•   Privacy: traditional vs. modern houses 

•   The dominant design nowadays is imported and imperious on the local culture and environment, 

reasons are: 

-­‐‑   Architects and designers are mostly educated abroad, thus they brought with them the 

western/global design as an outcome of their studies 
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-­‐‑   The size of the plots of land are limited compared to what it used to be in the case of the 

traditional layout, so people left with few choices and preferred to have more space for rooms 

than for courtyard  

-­‐‑   Many culturally specific issues left out/ignored, i.e. the toilet seat direction 

•   Architects make no reference to cultural/religious/social needs of people 

•   Meaning of home expressed through terminology, Quran scripts 

•   Ideal/dream home: 

The same idea will remain, spaciousness and wideness 

Bigger facilities to house the extended family 

•   Progress and developments by time affects home components and functions, i.e. he created a 

big library where he housed his books, and the number of physical books is increasing, but he 

thought that with the technology and the availability of paperback for most of his books, he 

don’t need such a large library 

•   Multiple kitchens, dirty kitchen and light duty kitchen 

•   The idea of extended family: 

Adds more life to the house 

Can’t imagine that I live in this large house only with my wife 

My son with his little family have their part in the house 

My daughter and her husband have their part in the house 

My other two daughters who are living in their husbands’ houses still have their rooms ready to 

house them anytime they want 

•   When the participant and his two brothers where looking for lands to buy and build, their late 

father heard about their plan, so he talked to them with a sad tone, “Are you really leaving us?” 

The participant replied saying, “We are not leaving you, we are just seeking more spacious 

places,” and that’s affected the decision of the house location, not far away from the parents’, 

and the lifestyle after moving, almost visiting parents’ daily. 

•   Timeline and sense of belonging, the longer you live in a space the more your sense of 

belonging to it increases. 

•   What this home means to the participant: 
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Rest 

Contentment 

Reflecting identity and personality 

Feeling that he produced the main ideas and design (his achievement) 

Nostalgia when being abroad 

Defects of modern design is being standard, and everyone copies the other 
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Appendix C: Example of semi-structured interview transcripts (in Arabic) 

 
 حح. عع. حح.

یيصف نفسھه بالاجتماعي٬،٬، بالنسبة )  خاطب(سنة٬،٬،  25شابب في مقتبل االعمر 
لھه االحیياةة االاجتماعیية مھهمة٬،٬، منذ نعومة ااظفاررهه كانن یيعیيش في بیيت 

عاما لیيكمل ددررااستھه االجامعیية في  18جدهه٬،٬، االذيي تركھه وو ھھھهو بعمر 
نموذذجج (االسعوددیية٬،٬، تزاامناً مع تخرجھه اانتقل وواالدااهه االى بیيت االاسكانن 

٬،٬، حالیياً ھھھهو )عاما ً  18على تأخر ااستلامم االطلباتت االاسكانیية لاكثر من 
 لیيسكنھها بعد ززووااجھه )  بیيت االاسكانن(یيخطط لبناء شقة في بیيت وواالدهه 

 
 :حح سس

٬،٬، یيعني ااننا عشنا في بیيت االمعامیير 2009اانتقلنا االى بیيت االاسكانن 
 سنة٬،٬،  21ما یيقارربب ) االمعامیير نسبة االى االمنطقة(
 :حح

 نسبة اانتمائك االى كل من االبیيتیين؟
 :حح سس

طبعا نسبة اانتمائي االى بیيتي االحالي تزیيد باززددیيادد االمدةة ٬،٬، كلما عشت 
فیيھه فترةة ااطولل ززاادد عنديي االاحساسس بالانتماء٬،٬، وولكن ااشعر ااني اانتمي لھه 

 %80بیينما ااحساسي بالانتماء لبیيت االمعامیير یيشكل  %20بنسبة 
٬،٬، %10في بداایية اانتقالنا٬،٬، كنت ااشعر بالانتماء لبیيتنا االحالي بنسبة 

 %90ا بیينم
 
 :حح

 صف لي بیيت االمعامیير
 

 :حح سس
ثم طلب مني ( االبیيت ملك جديي٬،٬، بیيت كبیير وو نحن نسكن في شقة فیيھه٬،٬، 

 )االمشتركك ووررقة ووقلم لرسم مخطط االبیيت
االبیيت مر بمرااحل كثیيرةة٬،٬، كل مرحلة فیيھها ااضافاتت مختلفة٬،٬، بیيت بطابع 

 تقلیيديي على ااررضض كبیيرةة٬،٬، مساحة بیيت االاسكانن تساوويي رربع مساحة بیيت
 االمعامیير٬،٬، 

( للتأجیير ) retails(االطابق االاررضي٬،٬، ووااجھهة االبیيت عباررةة عن متاجر 
بعض االناسس قدیيما كانواا یيستثمروونن االبیيت في مشارریيع تجارریية بغرضض ززیياددةة 

٬،٬، االبیيت لیيس متصل بأيي بیيت آآخر٬،٬، أأرربع االجھهاتت مفتوحة٬،٬، )االدخل
اابب٬،٬، شاررعیين ااساسیيیين وو شاررعیين فرعیيیين٬،٬، ووبذلك االبیيت لھه أأرربع أأبو

 االجیيراانن معظمھهم من االاھھھهل٬،٬، 
االبیيت لم یيكتمل االى یيومنا ھھھهذاا٬،٬، عمرهه ااكثر من خمسیين سنة٬،٬، وولكن 

تعودد صاحب االبیيت على ااضافة ااوو ااززاالة االغرفف وواالمراافق حسب االحاجة وو 
 تغیيرااتت االزمن٬،٬،

ررسم االبیيت لیيس بالسھهل٬،٬، االكثیير من االتعقیيدااتت٬،٬، قد یيوصف بالمتاھھھهة٬،٬، 
ء االمفتوحح٬،٬، ززررعتھها االعمة االكبیيرةة عندما كانن بھه شجرةة كانت في االفنا

عمرھھھها سبع سنوااتت٬،٬، ووبعد االتغیيرااتت االتي حصلت في االبیيت ووتغطیية سقف 
فكأنما االبیيت بھه غرفف وو في ووسط االغرفة (االبیيت لم تزاالل االشجرةة 

 !!!) شجرةة
االطابق االأوولل ٬،٬، على االیيمیين االسلم للطابق االاوولل٬،٬، ھھھهناكك مجلس ررجالل بھه 

وو غیيرھھھها٬،٬، االمجلس لھه بابب من االدااخل وو بابب  االمراافق من حماماتت
خاررجي٬،٬، االكثیير من االابواابب وو االنواافذ االتابعة للمجلس٬،٬، االنواافذ تطل 

 على ززررااعة اامامم االبیيت وو تابعة لیيھه٬،٬، 
ددااخل االبیيت ھھھهناكك مجلس للنساء٬،٬، بالقربب منھه مطبخ وو مخزنن٬،٬، وو تابع 

 للمطبخ ھھھهناكك اامتداادد لھه یيؤدديي االى مطبخ خاررجي٬،٬، 
 اماتت وو غرفة االغسیيل االمفتوحة على االفناء٬،٬، ثم االحم

االمشارركك لم یيعرفف سبب تسمیية ھھھهذهه االمساحة باللیيواانن (كانن ھھھهناكك لیيواانن 
خصوصا اانن معالم االلیيواانن منھها مختفیية٬،٬، یيبدوو اانھها كانت لیيواانن في 
االسابق وو حتى بعد االتغیيرااتت لم تفقد االتسمیية٬،٬، االجدیير بالذكر اانن 

االتي تفصل االغرفف عن االحوشش٬،٬، تكونن االلیيواانن ھھھهو االمساحة االمستطیيلة 
عاددةة مغطاةة االسقف وو جھهة بھها اابواابب االغرفف وو االجھهة االثانیية ااعمدةة تطل 

 ) على االحوشش
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أأحد االابواابب االرئیيسیية للبیيت لم یيكن موجودداا منذ االبداایية٬،٬، بل تمت 
االى االذھھھهابب االى بیيت ) رربة االبیيت(لاحقا وو ذذلك بسبب حاجة االجدةة  ھهااضافت

االجھهة بشكل ددوورريي ووبذلك فتح لھها باباً وو بعد فترةة االجارر االمقابل لتلك 
 )أأغلق(االبابب  ففبعد االانتھهاء من االحاجة االیيھه حذ

ة نوعاً ما ٬،٬، حسب االاحتیياجاتت االمتغیيرةة للاسرةة وو حسب یياالمسألة تجریيب(
تغیير االزمن یيتم تغیيیير االبیيت تبعا لذلك٬،٬، كما اانن ھھھهذهه االتغیيرااتت 

 )اانن لم تنفع كما یيجب ااززیيلتة٬،٬، اانن نفعت ظلت على ما ھھھهي علیيھه وو یيتجریيب
یيغیيروونن غرفة نومھهم بیين فترةة وو ااخرىى٬،٬، ) أأصحابب االبیيت(االجد وو االجدةة 

 حسب االاحتیياجج
في االبداایية كانن االسكانن االجد وو االجدةة٬،٬، أأمم االجد االتي توفت بعد فترةة٬، 

من ااوولاددھھھهم بأسرھھھهم ززووجاتھهم وو ااوولاددھھھهم ٬،٬، وواالعماتت وو االلاتي تزووجن  3
 تباعاً 

ة االسعاددةة وو ھھھهو یيصف االبیيت وو االحیياةة فیيھه٬،٬، وو االمشارركك كانن في قم(
 )عندما قلت لھه ااررااكك فرحا مسروورراا وو اانت تتكلم قالل نعم لانن االبیيت جمیيل

 
من بیيت  يبالنسبة لواالديي وووواالدتي فقد سكنا في غرفة في االطابق االاررض

جديي في بداایية ززووااجھهما٬،٬، وولكن بعد ذذلك اانتقلا للطابق االاوولل ووذذلك بعد 
 ما لیيكونا بشكل شقة٬،٬، اانن تتخذاا غرفتیين لھه
ضي للاستثمارر٬،٬، بھه متجریين ااحدھھھهما لبیيع االمواادد  جزء من االطابق االارر

االغذاائیية وو آآخر لبیيع مواادد بناء٬،٬، ااحد االمتجریين لھه نافذةة ددااخلیية 
مشتركة مع االبیيت بغرضض االتوااصل مع ااھھھهل االبیيت في حالل ااحتیياجج اامر معیين 

تجر كانن مقصد لبعض خصوصا االامورر االمتعلقة بالضیيافة حیيث اانن ھھھهذاا االم
كانن للمكانن بعد ااجتماعي (ررجالاتت االقریية یيتجاذذبونن فیيھه ااطرفف االحدیيث 

 )ااضافة االى االبعد االتجارريي
االجدیير بالذكر اانن صاحب االبیيت لدیيھه سجلاتت قانونیية تسمح بالبیيع 

ااستخرجھها منذ بداایية بناء االبیيت٬،٬، وولكن لو اارردد تجدیيد ھھھهذهه االسجلاتت قد 
اا االمنطقة سكنیية حالیيا وو لا تعطى فیيھها لا یيتمكن من ذذلك بسبب اانن ھھھهذ

 سجلاتت تجارریية
 

ھھھهذاا االبیيت یيعكس االكثیير من ملامح شخصیية جديي٬،٬، مثل اانھه لا یيخطط على 
االمدىى االبعیيد ٬،٬، یيبني ما یيحتاجھه حالیيا وو بعد شھهر مثلاً یيكتشف اانھه 

بحاجة االى شيء ثاني ااوو شيء ااضافي فیيضیيف وو یيزیيد٬،٬، یيعني اانن االخطة غیير 
 اایية بحیيث اانن االتنفیيذ یيستوفي جمیيع االاحتیياجاتت مدررووسة من االبد

من جانب قد أأررىى ھھھهذاا االشيء سلبي ٬،٬، وولكن من جانب آآخر قد یيكونن ممتعاً 
ووھھھهذاا ما ااررااهه على جديي٬،٬، یيفرحح كثیيراًا وومستمتع بعملیية االاضافاتت وو 

االتعدیيلاتت االلامتناھھھهیية ووكأنھها تضیيف جواًا جدیيداًا على حیياتھه٬،٬، بیين فترةة وو 
لنبني غرفة ھھھهنا أأوو سنضیيف باباً ھھھهنا ٬،٬، ھھھهذهه االعملیية ااخرىى بفكر وو یيقولل 

 بحد ذذااتھها ممتعة بالنسبة لجديي
ھھھهذهه االقرااررااتت ھھھهو االذيي یيتخذھھھها بنفسھه٬،٬، وولكن في االنھهایية یيستشیير ززووجتھه 

 في بعض االامورر
 

خلیين من سلمیين بالطابق االاررضي٬،٬، في االماضي كانت داالطابق االثاني لھه م
بق االثاني٬،٬، كانن جديي شدیيد في االطا) غنم ووددجاجج(حظیيرةة االموااشي 

 االاھھھهتمامم وو االرعایية بالموااشي
في االبداایية كانن االطابق االاوولل یيطل على االطابق االاررضي٬،٬، وو ھھھهذاا االطابق 
مكونن من غرفف للأعمامم وواالتي تحولت االى شقق لھهم فیيما بعد٬،٬، كما ھھھهناكك 

مكتبة لجديي ٬،٬، ووغرفة لھها بابب وو سلم خاررجي لعامل ااسیيويي كانن یيعمل 
كفردد من اافراادد ) ھھھهنديي(جديي٬،٬، كانن ھھھهذاا االعامل االآسیيويي ككھهربائي لدىى 

االعائلة٬،٬، كانن ااعمامي وووواالديي یيسھهروونن معھه٬،٬، ووكانن ااذذاا سافر االى االھهند 
لا یيرجع االا محملا بالھهداایيا٬،٬، ووكانن دداائما من االمدعویين في االمناسباتت 

 االخاصة
 كانت ھھھهناكك غرفة مخصصة فقط للتلفازز ووموجوددةة في االطابق االاوولل

ديي ووجدتي قبل اانن یينتقلونن للطابق االاررضي٬،٬، معھها حمامم ٬،٬، ووغرفة لنومم ج
االغرفة مكونة من قسمیين٬،٬، قسم قد یيطلق علیيھه عامم وو یيمكن اانن یيدخلوهه 

وولكنني "اافراادد االاسرةة وو قسم خاصص جداا لا یيدخلھه ااحد سوىى االجد وو االجدةة 
 !" ددخلتھه

 ووكأنما االغرفة لھها حدوودد معیينة لا یيمكن تجاووززھھھها
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ي االطابق االاوولل عباررةة عن غرفة كبیيرةة بھها غرفة االشقة االتي كانت لنا ف
ااصغر٬،٬، وولھها حمامم وولكن لم یيكن بھها مطبخ في بداایية االامر٬،٬، عندما 
ااحتاجج وواالديي لمساحة ززیياددةة في شقتنا فغطیينا جزء من سقف االفناء 

االدااخلي االاررضي وو لكن مع االمحافظة على ووجودد االشجرةة االتي ززررعتھها 
صغیيرةة ووغرفتیين ووحمامیين٬،٬، وواالمساحة عمتي٬،٬، فأصبح عندنا مطبخ وو صالة 

خصوصا اانن االاسرةة ززااددتت ) صالة(في االطابق االاررضي ااستغلت كغرفة معیيشة 
 ا مع تزووجج االاوودداادد ووقدوومم االاحفاددھھھهاافراادد

كل تغیيیير یيتم تتم وورراائھه وو تبعا لھه تغیيرااتت ااخرىى ٬،٬، تغیيیيرااتت في 
االطابق االاررضي مثلا٬،٬، ااضیيفت بعض االمخاززنن ٬،٬، تغیيرتت موااقع بعض االابواابب 
مثل االبابب بیين مجلس االرجالل وو االجزء االدااخلي للبیيت لزیياددةة خصوصیية 
االجزء االدااخلي وو حجب االرؤؤیية٬،٬، تغیيیير موقع بابب االمطبخ لیيكونن ااقربب 

 لنساء ٬،٬، لمجلس اا
بعض االموااشي تمت تصفیيتھهم ووذذبحھهم وو ااكلھهم٬،٬، عدتت وو ااددووااتت االذبح 

 موجوددةة في االفناء االدااخلي٬،٬، كما ااززیيلت بعض االاشجارر
االكثیير من االولائم تعد في االبیيت فنحتاجج االى االكثیير من ااددووااتت االطبخ 

 االتي تخزنن في االمخاززنن االتابعة للمطبخ
 

ابعیين لشركتھه وو عملھه ففتح لھه جديي ااستغل غرفة خاررجیية لعمالل ااسیيویيیين ت
االبیيت لیيس للسكن فقط٬،٬، بل یيستغل لجمیيع اانوااعع االحاجیياتت (باباً خاررجیيا 

 )االاستثمارریية
 

من كثر عددد االغرفف بالبیيت كانت كل غرفة كانن لھها ااسم معیين حسب صاحبھها 
مثل غرفة محمد علي ااوو حسب ووظیيفتھها مثل غرفة االتلفازز ااوو غرفة 

 االقرااءةة
ااصبحواا لاستقبالل االبناتت االمتزووجاتت عند ززیياررتھهم  غرفف االطابق االأررضي

 للبیيت ٬،٬، 
كما ااستحدثواا شقة كاملة بھها غرفة وو حمامم وومطبخ لھها بابب خاررجي وو 

ااغلقت جمیيع االابواابب االدااخلیية االتي تربطھها بالبیيت ووااصبحت شقة مستقلة 
بذااتھها وو أأجرتت على شخص خاررجي لیيس لھه علاقة بالاسرةة ٬،٬، بعد فترةة ااحتاجج 

 االمستأجر االى مساحة ااكبر فوسعت شقتھه وو ززااددتت قیيمة االاجارر
بعض االاضافاتت وواالتعدیيلاتت قد تحتاجج االى ااضافة ااعمدةة فأصبح بذلھه تغیير 
في ھھھهیيكل االبیيت ككل٬،٬، خصوصا مع ترمیيم االطابق االاررضي مع ووجودد االطابق 

 االاوولل فاحتاجج االموضوعع ااضافة االاعمدةة
تكرررةة اانھه ااصبح یيحمل طابع ما یيمیيز االبیيت مع االتعدیيلاتت االجزئیية االم

قدیيم جداا وو طابع متوسط االقدمم ووطابع حدیيث٬،٬، مزیيجا من ااكثر من ھھھهیيئة 
 ووااحدةة

 
نواافذ من جمیيع  4االسقف ااصبح بھه قبة مربعة ااوو مكعبة االشكل٬،٬، بھها 

 االجھهاتت٬،٬، لتدخیيل االضوء االى االبیيت عوضا عن االفتحة االكبیيرةة 
طوررتت باضافة وو تركیيب ظلت االشجرةة موجوددةة االى ھھھهذاا االیيومم وومرتت علیيھها ت

 ثمر مختلف علیيھها٬،٬، كانن بھها خلیية نحل 
 
 
 
 

بعد اانتقالنا االى بیيت االاسكانن جديي ااستغل شقتنا االقدیيمة االتي في بیيتھه 
للتأجیير أأیيضا ووذذلك بغلق جمیيع مدااخلھها ووفتحاتھها االدااخلیية ووااضافف لھها 

أأجرتت ھھھهذهه االشقة على عمالل آآسویية تابعیين لعمالل ااحد (سلم خاررجي 
  ) أأعمامي

 
 
 
 :حح

أأوو (بما اانن وواالدكم نشأ في بیيئة بھها االكثیير من عواامل االتجریيب 
خصوصا في توززیيع االمساحاتت وو ااستغلالھها٬،٬، ھھھهل ترىى اانن ھھھهذاا ) االاختباطط

 ؟)بیيت االاسكانن(یينعكس على سلوككم االحالي من منزلكم االحالي 
 

 :حح سس
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نعم كثیيراا٬،٬، لاززلنا نضیيف وو نغیير بمنزلنا االحالي وولكن بخبرةة ااكثر ٬،٬، 
ما اانن وواالديي یيستشیيرني كثیيراا ٬،٬، وو بعملیية بحیيث اانن االحلولل االتي نقومم ك

بتنفیيذھھھها دداائمة وولا نودد تغیيرھھھها بعد فترةة بسیيطة بعكس بیيت جديي حیيث اانن 
كل تغیيیيرااتھهم تقومم مبنیية على نظریية ووجودد ااحتیياطط ااوو مجالل للتغیير في 

 االمستقبل سوااء االقریيب ااوو االبعیيد
 
 
 
 
 :حح

 ؟)یيت االمعامیيرب(ماذذاا یيعني لك ھھھهذاا االبیيت 
 :حح سس

ھھھهذاا االبیيت تارریيخ ٬،٬، ااعتبرهه ملجأ لي حتى بعد اانتقالنا لبیيت االاسكانن٬،٬، 
حتى االآنن ااملك مفتاحح االبیيت٬،٬، فھهو ملجأ تارریيخ حیياةة تعلمت منھه ااشیياء 

كثیيرةة٬،٬، وو لأنن شقتنا ضیيقة ااصبحت ااعرفف كیيف ااخطط وو ااررتب االبیيت ااوو 
 االمكانن االضیيق ووااجعلھه یيبدوو ووااسعا

عتبر ھھھهذاا االبیيت ملجأ٬،٬، عماتي یيزوورروونھه بشكل یيومي وو حتى االآنن االكل یي
اانا لا ااتخلف عن االزیياررةة االاسبوعیية ٬،٬، عنصر االتجمع االاسبوعي مھهم جداا 

 عند عائلتنا
 
 :حح

 االبیيت وو االمسكن وو االداارر وو االمنزلل
 :حح سس

االمسكن ھھھهو اايي مكانن ممكن یيسكنھه االفردد أأوو االمنزلل ھھھهو اايي مكانن یينزلھه 
حتى وواانن كانن مؤقتا٬،٬ً، عندما كنت مسافراا  االفردد حتى وواانن كانن مسافراًا٬،٬،

للدررااسة في االسعوددیية سكنت في شقة قریيبة من االجامعة٬،٬، نزلت فیيھها فھهي 
مسكن ااوو منزلل وولكنھها لیيست بیيتي٬،٬، قد تكونن ااسترااحة ااسكن فیيھها وو قد لا 

 اابیيت فیيھها
االداارر وواالبیيت لھها معاني متفقة مع بعض٬،٬، االداارر ھھھهو مكانن االذيي تدوورر 

االبیيت مكانن االمبیيت٬،٬، ووقد نقولل بیيت فلانن فھهو لیيس مجردد فیيھه االحیياةة٬،٬، وو
 بناء ھھھهو بالناسس االذیين فیيھه وویيشمل االاشیياء االمعنویية وو االماددیية

 االداارر أأعم وو ااكثر ااتساعا ووبعد ززمني معیين٬،٬، 
 دداارر علي ووفاطمة في بعض االاحاددیيث ووررددتت ھھھهذهه االمفرددةة

 
 :حح

تم ااخذ بیيتك االحالي٬،٬، ووبداایية بناءهه من قبل ووززااررةة االاسكانن٬،٬، ھھھهل 
 ررأأیيكم؟

 
 :حح سس

لقد ااستلمنا االبیيت من االوززااررةة ووھھھهو كامل االبنیيانن٬،٬، كانن ھھھهناكك ااكثر من 
خیيارر٬،٬، بیيت بخمس غرفف ووبیيت بثلاثث غرفف٬،٬، مساحة االاررضض ووااحدةة وولكن مساحة 

االبناء االدااخلي مختلف٬،٬، وواالوززااررةة توززعع االبیيوتت على حسب عددد اافراادد 
بخمس غرفف ووذذلك تبعا االعائلة٬،٬، ووكانن من االمفرووضض اانن نحصل على بیيت 

لعددد اافراادد عائلتنا٬،٬، وولكن مع االاسف ووززعت جمیيع االوحدااتت ذذااتت االخمس 
غرفف وو لم یيتبقى لدیينا سوىى خیيارر االبیيت ذذوو االثلاثث غرفف ااوو ننتظر ددفعة 
جدیيدةة من االبیيوتت٬،٬، ووبسبب االانتظارر االطویيل االذيي یيتعدىى االعشروونن عاما 

االبیيت االذيي ھھھهو في  ووبسبب االضیيق االذيي كنا نعیيش فیيھه قرررنا ااستلامم ھھھهذاا
 االاصل بثلاثث غرفف فقط

 ااختیيارر موقع االبیيت بالقرعة
فأبداا لیيس لنا اايي خیيارر في االتصمیيم٬،٬، عندما ااستلمنا االبیيت كانن 

بالطبع اافضل من االشقة٬،٬، وولكن لم یيكن االبیيت االذيي كانت االعائلة تطمح 
لھه٬،٬، سكنا بھه فترةة معیينة ثم بدأأنا بتغیيرااتت في االمساحاتت٬،٬، ااضفنا جزء 

لفناء االخاررجي للصالة ااوو غرفة االمعیيشة وو تبعا لذلك توسعت من اا
 )في االطابق االاوولل(االغرفة فوقق االصالة 

 غیيرنا بابب موقع بابب االمجلس
قد نغیير اایيضا في االمستقبل في االطابق االاررضي وو ذذلك باضافة االفناء 

االخلفي للبیيت وو نقل االمطبخ للخلف ووااضافة مساحة االمطبخ االحالي 
 للصالة 
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 :حح

اانتم مقبلیين على ااحتیياجانن جدیيدةة خصوصا اانك مقبل على ززووااجج وو حالیيا 
 تحتاجج االى شقة؟

 
 :حح سس

االاتساعع سیيكونن باتجاهه عمودديي٬،٬، اافكر في بناء شقة في طابق ثاني٬،٬، 
 االمخطط سیيكونن محكومم بما ھھھهو موجودد في االطابق االاوولل

 
 :حح

لو كنت ووززیير االاسكانن٬،٬، ماذذاا تستحدثث من قواانیين لاررتقاء بمستوىى ھھھهذهه 
 بیيوتت لصالح االمستخدمم؟اال
 

 :حح سس 
أأوولا أأووسع مساحة االاررضض لانھها صغیيرةة٬،٬، ثانیيا أأووززعع االاررااضي قبل بنائھها وو 

ااتیيح االفرضة للمستخدمم بانن یيضیيف ااحتیياجاتھه وو یيضیيف للمیيزاانیية ااذذاا 
 اارراادد حتى وو اانن كانن ھھھهناكك ضواابط ووحدوودد من قبل االوززااررةة

 
 :حح

 ھھھهل لكم علاقة بجیيراانكم؟
 

 :حح سس
 

٬،٬، لذلك ااتوقع )االمجنسیين(نعم بالطبع٬،٬، أأحد االجیيراانن یيعمل في االجیيش 
 اانن مسألة توفیير خیيارر ااختیيارر االجارر شيء مھهم

اانا من االاشخاصص االمھهتمیين بمسألة االجیيرةة كثیيراا٬،٬، لدررجة ااني كنت اافكر 
في ااقترااحح من ااحد االشبابب ھھھهو االاشترااكك في شرااء ااررضض كبیيرةة وو بعد ذذلك 

 الي نضمن جیيرااننا٬،٬، لكن االاقترااحح كانن مكلفاً نقسمھها فیيما بیيننا ووبالت
 : حح

 االبیيت االمثالي؟
 :حح سس

أأررضض كبیيرةة٬،٬، بھها قسم مبني٬،٬، ووقسم منھها حدیيقة بحیيث اانن تكونن بھها قسم 
للاشجارر وو االثمارر وو جسم للجلسة٬،٬، ووبھها مسبح٬،٬، ووااذذاا بھها مجالل سیيكونن 

  multipurposeبھها ملعب لأكثر من ااستخداامم 
 )للخصوصیية(االثاني لغرفف االنومم ملحق للمجلس٬،٬، االطابق 

یيكونن للبیيت ااكثر من مدخل وو مفتوحح من ااكثر من مدخل٬،٬، مدخل مجلس 
 وومدخل للبیيت وومطبخ خاررجي ووددااخلي 

 مجلس ررجالل وو مجل نساء
 مكانن لعب االاطفالل 

ھھھهناكك مبدأأ مھهم ااوودد تحقیيقھه في بیيت ااحلامي٬،٬، من یيدخل االبیيت لیيس 
االبیيت٬،٬، طبعا ھھھهذاا یيعززز عنصر بالضرووررةة یيمر ااوو یيرىى اايي كل ااجزااء 

 االخصوصیية
 

أأررددتت توضیيح شيء تابع للتغیيرااتت في ثقافتنا٬،٬، في االقدیيم كانت االقرفف 
حولل حدوودد االبیيت وو االفناء في االنصف ااما االآنن بالعكس االبناء في االنصف 

وو االفناء حولل االبیيت مما جعلھه مكشوفا وو ھھھهذاا االشيء یينتھهك خصوصیية وو 
 حرمة االبیيوتت

 
 
 :حح

 ي في االبحریين؟لماذذاا لا نمش
 

 :حح سس 
ثقافتنا تحتم علیينا حالیيا عدمم االمشي٬،٬، توفر ووسائل االرفاھھھهیية وو ااصبح 
االناسس بھهم من االكسل ما یيكفي لیيجعلھهم یيستخدمونن االسیياررةة لما یيمكنھهم 

 ددقائق مشي 10اانن یيذھھھهبواا لھه بب 
 االسیياررةة غیير غالیية وومتوفرةة وو االوقودد غیير غالي

 بالسیياررةة وولیيس على االقدمیين) یيتمشى (یيقصد اانھه ) بطلع ااتمشى(من یيقولل 
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 :حح

 ھھھهل لدیيكم اايي تعلیيق ااوو ااقترااحح؟
 

 :حح سس
 

االبیيت االاوولل كانن یيعكس ھھھهویيتنا لانھه على االنظامم االتقلیيديي ووكانت االحیياةة 
فیيھه وو في االفناء بكل حریية وو ررااحة وو لا یيجودد ما یينتھهك االخصوصیية٬،٬، 

االشيء االذيي محافظ على االترااثث وو االحیياةة االاحتماعیية٬،٬، اانا ااحب ھھھهذاا 
 ااعدهه من االعواامل االمھهمة

لو كنت سأبني عماررةة للأسرةة االمركبة سوفف ااووفر حوشش في االنصف وو اابني 
حولھه االغرفف٬،٬، ووجودد االشمس وو ددخولل ضوؤؤھھھها مھهم جداا عنديي٬،٬، االحدیيقة ااوو 

عنصر االماء یيضیيفونن حیياةة للمكانن٬،٬، االطابق االاررضي لكبارر االسن وو 
شقق وو االاسر ٬،٬، یيعني ااني االمجالس وو االمطبخ٬،٬، وواالطواابق االعلیيا لل
 سأددمج االطراازز االتقلیيديي بالطراازز االحدیيث 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 :االملاحظاتت
 قراابة االساعتیين وو االنصف

ااشعر اانھه من االبدیيھهي اانن تزیيد نسبة اانتماء االشخص لبیيتھه كلما ززااددتت 
االمدةة٬،٬، ووبذلك ااشعر اانن االبعض یيستغربب سؤاالي ووكأنني ااستفسر عن شيء من 

 !!االمسلماتت
 

اطط٬،٬، االكثیير من یيتحامیير االقدیيم قد یيدلل على قلیيل من االاتصمیيم بیيت االمع
االغرفف االتي لا تربطھها ممرااتت بل اانن بابب االغرفة یيكونن بدااخل غرفة 

 أأخرىى٬،٬، كما اانن مسألة ااضافة ااوو حذفف بعض االابواابب حسب االاحتیياجج
اجاتت كثیيرةة ٬،٬، للسكن٬،٬، للزررعع٬،٬، یيبیيت االمعامیير كانن كبیيراا یيوفي ااحت

كانن ھھھهذاا شیيئا ممیيزاا في ھھھهذاا االبیيت خصوصا اانن للتجاررةة وو للاستثمارر٬،٬، وو 
مساحة االبیيت تستحمل ھھھهذاا االاستغلالل حتى وواانن كانن ھھھهذاا االاستغلالل غیير مدررووسس 

 بحیيث اانن االبیيت ااصبح شبیيھه بالمتاھھھهاتت ااوو تصمیيمھه عشواائي
 

ااھھھهم میيزااتت بیيت االمعامیير اانن االبنّاء لا یيخرجج من االبیيت طواالل االسنة٬،٬، 
 االتعدیيلاتت لا تنتھهي

سكانن بیيت االمعامیير ووبالاخص االجد وو االجدةة ھھھهو االتغیيیير في  جزء من متعة
االبیيت وو في مساحاتھه وو فتحاتت اابواابھه٬،٬، ااوو قد یيتعدىى ذذلك االى تغیيیير 

االغرفف٬،٬، االجد وو االجدةة یيغیيروونن غرفة نومھهم من فترةة لأخرىى ااوو حسب 
االاحتیياجج٬،٬، كانت في االطابق االاوولل وو لكن بعد تقدمم االسن وو لعواامل صحیية 

 ق االاررضينقلت االى االطاب
 
 

كانت من ااطولل االمقابلاتت وو قد ااصفھها بالانجح٬،٬، االعدیيد من االمعلوماتت 
االخاصة باسلوبب حیياةة ااسرةة معیينة٬،٬، قد تتكررر مع عائلاتت ااخرىى خصوصا 

مسألة تأجیير جزء من االبیيت٬،٬، قد تلجئ لھهذاا االحل بعض االعائلاتت للحصولل 
 على مورردد مالي

 
ما یيجريي بالبیيت فقط٬،٬، لكن االتغیيرااتت االتي تطرأأ على االبیيت لیيست حسب 

حتى حسب مجریياتت االامورر االخاررجیية٬،٬، ااحد االجیيراانن كانن لھهم تجمع ااسبوعي 
معیين وو االجدةة ااحبت حضورر ھھھهذاا االتجمع ففتح بابب في جھهة مقابلة لبیيت 

 !!!ھھھهؤلاء االجیيراانن
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قة تفكیيرهه تحكمھها یيعاما االا اانن طر 25مع اانھه شابب ووعمرهه لا یيتجاووزز االل
قافیية٬،٬، یيقدسس االخصوصیية وو االاستقلالیية وو یيحب االكثیير من االموررووثاتت االث

 ااستقبالل االضیيوفف في مكانن منعزلل وو منفصل.
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Appendix D: Semi-structured interviews’ sketches and floor plans  
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Appendix E: Other themes drawn out of the interviews which could be used in further 
research 

 

   

•   The housing designs nowadays in Bahrain are copy-and-paste. 

•   The idea of a “standard design” that suits everyone does not exist. 

•   The commercial housing projects are purely for the purposes of marketing and profit; the users’ 

spatial experience is taken into consideration last.  

•   Comparison of the social bonds between the East and the West. 

•   Comparison between the traditional and modern layout of houses. 

•   To some interviewees, their feeling toward their space is not clear; one participant could explain 

her feelings and the immaterial aspect of her spatial experience very well regarding two houses 

she moved from but could not do so regarding one of the houses she lived in temporarily. 

•   What is modernity and progress? And why do people always relate progress to copying the West? 

•   Lack of outdoor entertaining places in Bahrain created a need of garden/yard in houses. 

•   Shopping malls vs. Manama traditional market; fresh-air outdoors entertaining places vs. 

enclosed air-conditioned places. 

•   Reference to user, social and cultural aspect in design/architectural education. 

•   The difference between theory at the university and practice in real life: the client is the governor 

of the design process, as s/he owns the money. 

•   Religious architecture/component within the city impacts on the immaterial aspects of the users’ 

spatial experience: increasing a sense of belonging, ownership, love.  

•   Manama during the three holy months. 

•   Out of the values of hospitality, new phenomena emerged: madhayef, small booths distributed in 

the alleyways of the old city of Manama offer meals for free during special occasions. 

•   The organic extension of houses nowadays and the need of providing flats/apartment for the sons 

when they got married. 

•   One of the interviewees does not like living on the upper floor, she feels that she is suspended, 

but she had to because the ground floor of her house is occupied by her in-laws.  

•   Sense of gathering around meal time, especially lunch, gives a special kind of bond between the 

family members and adds another level of the immaterial values to the idea of home. This idea 

used to be dominant in the traditional setting, it tends to diminish with time, but there are many 

families who still celebrate it.   

•   As a child, to monitor the progress of building the house acts as building a sense of attachment 

and belonging.  

•   In Bahrain nowadays, everyone is coping, in terms of designs. 
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•   The component of the traditional vernacular architecture in Bahrain contains: mushrabiya, orsi, 

and badgir (wind tower), well-ornamented windows and doors, courtyard, ornamented roof and 

different building materials. All those aspects disappeared with the modern houses and lifestyle.  

•   One of the interviewees compared the life in the city and village in the 1980s. She stated that she 

used to live in Manama, where her father lived, and then after her marriage she moved to live in 

a village with her husband. First of all, she noticed that the level of education of people in the city 

is higher and people are more open-minded, and the economic status for people is much better 

and local markets are available. However, the level of religious awareness was stronger in the 

village; a sense of hospitality and generosity was higher, even though their economic status is 

lower. In the village the buildings are more or less residential, and sometimes they would have a 

small market.  

•   Contradicting the traditional social and cultural conditions, some people today prefer to be 

isolated from the community, hide themselves inside their homes, and escape from the outside 

world. They argue that they need to have rest and be away from people for a while and in this 

case home would act as a refuge for them (only a small number of people had this attitude and 

mentality). 

•   The use of housemaids is changing many of the social and cultural settings and creating a big 

impact on people’s lifestyle and therefore on architecture.  

•   Housemaids and location of laundry room: religious issue, supervising/achieving Tahara. 

•   Some interviewees were not that into understanding their identity, and how it could be reflected 

in their spaces/places. Most of the responses to such questions would be about taste, paint, colours 

and furniture style. 

•   Some female interviewees said that heir husband did not take into consideration their opinions, 

thoughts and suggestions during the planning phase of the house. This might reveal a traditional 

cultural issue that was dominant before, which states that planning/building the house is the 

responsibility of males and they take every decision in this regard, and the female voice is not 

heard.  

•   In some houses, the level of privacy increases vertically. The ground floor contains the living 

room, majlis, or a room to receive guests, kitchen and bathroom, meaning that this floor can be 

used by all family members and guests. The first floor contains the family bedrooms, which mean 

that it could be used by all family members. The second floor in some case contains a flat/s for 

the married sons, which means that this level is not used by all the family members, only the ones 

who inhabit it. In this case, when the young family/ies living in the upper floors receive guests, 

they would have to go through the middle private floor, which is not preferred.  

•   Privacy in using home garden and swimming pool. 

•   Fashion in architecture creates a lot of chaos, as everyone wants to use different shapes, looks and 

appearances in his/her house, as people are getting obsessed with being unique, and the end result 
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is a chaotic urban fabric. On the other hand, houses used to be similar before and offered a 

harmonious appearance to the streetscape in a very dense urban fabric.  

•   In Bahrain nowadays, people want to be unique. Everyone is trying to express his/her own taste 

in their home design and the exterior. This has resulted in a chaotic urban look, as every house 

elevation looks different.  

•   The old villages and towns have a very dense urban fabric, with houses in close proximity to each 

other. This causes many problems for a modern lifestyle, affecting privacy as the house layouts 

are of modern configurations.  
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Appendix F: Observation sketches and a selection of photographs  

 
•   Manama Souq 
•   Bahrain City Centre shopping mall 
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Bahrain City Centre shopping mall 
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Appendix G: Research Paper 

 

The International Journal of Arts and Sciences’ (IJAS) academic conference in Paris (11-14 April 

2016) 

Abstract: 

Experiencing the domestic space: Through the eyes of the users 

Dr. Hocine Bougdah 

Hawra Salman 

Cities in the Gulf region in general have been through major transformations throughout the last 

four decades. As a result, the urban space, which was mainly shaped by the tribal structure and 

the economy that is based on fishing, pearl trading and/or farming; has been modified beyond 

recognition. This rapid urbanisation is in the form of a checkerboard of architectural styles and 

global signature designs dominated by tall skyscrapers and western style shopping malls. Some 

argue that this has led to a loss of appreciation for architectural heritage, and social alienation of 

the citizens. 

The work described in this paper is part of a research project that looks at the spatial experience 

of city dwellers with a view to considering how that experience relates to the culture in which 

those spaces exist. Using Manama as a typical city from the Gulf region, semi-structured 

interviews and organised city walks with participants were undertaken to investigate users’ 

spatial experience with a view to exploring the aspects and meanings of space both in the place 

of dwelling, as a private space, and public spaces in the city. For the purpose of this paper, only 

the work relating to the domestic space is being investigated. However, a discussion of the 

impact of the urban transformation on people’s everyday life in the urban space is undertaken 

by way of contextualising the study. 

In the first instance, a pilot study was undertaken using a trial questionnaire with nineteen 

participants of different age groups. The pilot study was used to gauge people’s awareness of 

their domestic spatial experience with a view to fully developing the research questionnaire and 

iron out any logistical issues that may be present. The questions were refined further and used in 

the second part of the study, which made use of semi-structured interviews with forty-four 

participants. Each interview consisted of twenty-three questions organised in four parts, dealing 

with various aspects of users’ experience of the domestic space.  
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The interviews were recorded and transcribed and the data from the interviews was analysed. 

The analysis clearly shows that both the technology used in the dwelling (TV, internet, digital 

entertainment, etc.) as well as the introduction of the single occupancy dwellings 

(apartments/flats) as opposed to the big family house have impacted on people’s experience of 

the space and their sense of social and cultural belonging.  

Finally, the paper argues for a reconsideration of some aspects relating to the design of the built 

environment that up to now have been ignored. Such aspects include an understanding of the 

socio-cultural values of the people who inhabit the cities that are being built. 
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