
 
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Influence of the Good Oil on the Contemporary Saudi House 

in Riyadh, From the Late 1930s to the Present 

 

by 

Waseem Qrayeiah 

ORCID identifier: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2176-4352 

 

 

Submitted in total fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of Doctor of 

Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

 

 
September 2020 

Faculty of Architecture, Building and Planning 

The University of Melbourne 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



i 

 

Abstract 

The transition from traditional to modern housing has passed through multiple stages 

from the late 1930s to the present in Saudi Arabia. One of the most important is the discovery 

of oil, which has impacted the built environment and modernized Riyadh City in particular and 

the country in general. Furthermore, the subsequent socioeconomic changes have influenced 

some of the social aspects of residential housing and house forms themselves. Also, historical 

events like the transfer of the government headquarters from Makkah to Riyadh in 1953 and 

the master plan of Riyadh in 1972 by the Greek architect Doxiadis influenced the regional 

identity and cultural continuity of society in Saudi Arabia. Further, the emergence of socio-

religious movements in the late 1970s greatly influenced the Saudi house form. This thesis is 

an investigation of the development of Saudi middle-class housing in Riyadh from a historical 

viewpoint, using a sociocultural focus.  

In this research the significant forces will be determined that have shaped the 

architecture of the modern Saudi house and the leading changes in the traditional built 

environment after the discovery of oil in Riyadh in 1938. Additionally, the researcher will 

identify the architectural characteristics of post-1938 houses which enforced people to adjust 

their homes to meet their sociocultural values. A comprehensive study will be conducted to 

analyze the details of these houses in Riyadh, which will include various aspects of cultural, 

economic and policymaking forces that impacted both the people and the urban fabric. 

Although this research is based on a case study of Riyadh, its findings can be applied to other 

cities. This research is also not intended to take sides, nor to judge traditionalism or modernism 

in Saudi residential units. Instead, the significance of the state’s growth in wealth will be 

examined and how this is manifested in architecture and built forms. The researcher will try to 

find out how people have adjusted to their new city, and how their traditional and cultural 

values have adapted to the modern urban and architectural patterns. 
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Why did I become interested in this topic? In 2008, I worked in a well-established 

architectural firm in Riyadh as an intern. During this period, I was involved in many projects, 

but one significant project was related to heritage conservation at Dirriyah, a small-town 

northwest of Riyadh, specifically in the At-Turaif district, which was listed as a World Heritage 

Site in 2010. The site includes many historic palaces and buildings, dating back to the First 

Saudi State in the 15th century, such as Salwa Palace and Fahd bin Saud Palace. Moreover, this 

project aims to restore and redesign multiple palaces that embody cultural and architectural 
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I worked as an architectural surveyor and a designer, as well as meeting with the client. The 

skills I learned from this project were essential for understanding the value of cultural heritage 
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Chapter 1 Outline of the Thesis 

1.1 Introduction 

In the last century, the Arab world has faced multiple challenges that have affected it 

socially and economically. The challenges include imperialism following liberation, new 

technology, and most importantly, the discovery of oil. The discovery of oil has had the most 

vigorous impact on society and the built environment in the Arab world in recent times, 

especially in oil-exporting countries. This discovery can be considered the second most 

significant incident in the history of the Arabian Peninsula after the impact of the spread of 

Islam in the 7th century (Ibrahim, 1982; Simmons, 2005).  

Saudi Arabia, as one of the biggest exporters of oil according to the Organization of the 

Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), was never colonized officially, nor did it suffer the 

burden of liberation from a foreign power, but the discovery of oil was a turning point in its 

contemporary history that has shifted the country from the old to the modern, particularly from 

the mid-twentieth century (Ibrahim, 1982; Simmons, 2005). When a highly demanded 

resource, such as oil, appears in a certain society, this will indisputably dominate the scene to 

redefine this society accordingly. The impact of oil was an outstanding factor in motivating 

and accelerating the development of the built environment, which resulted in massive physical 

changes to that environment. While we cannot ignore that architecture is naturally subject to 

change over time, in Saudi Arabia’s case, the change in the urban environment and in 

architecture was very rapid in a short time due to the transformational effects of high oil sales.  

In the Middle East, oil has been a main asset that can ensure growth and continuous 

development. As Peter Maass (2009) once said, “oil will make you rich, oil will make you 

poor, oil will bring war, oil will deliver peace, oil will define our world as much as the glaciers 
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did in the Ice Age” (p. 2). The concept of energy is closely connected with life. The benefits of 

energy are vast in number, being mainly linked with life’s necessities, such as using everyday 

objects, housing, transportation, and general living, particularly in urban areas. Oil is a 

dominant energy source because it has the power to motivate economic, social and geopolitical 

forces, and strongly influence and transform nations. It has had the ability to shape politics, 

geography and social structure as well (Huber, 2013; Pyagbara, 2007).  

When oil was discovered for the first time in Saudi Arabia in 1938, ambitious motives 

emerged to modernize the country, with socioeconomic repercussions and consequences for 

the built environment. What makes this transition interesting is that Saudi's modern cities, and 

its capital Riyadh in particular, have developed in only a few decades, while other countries 

spent centuries building and developing their cities. This speedy development has 

tremendously changed and modernized Riyadh and the country in general. Simultaneously, it 

has impacted people’s lifestyles and social organization, as well as Saudi cities’ patterns and 

built environments in the following years. The country’s economic growth was backed up by 

significant revenues generated from oil sales. As a developing country, this involved greater 

contact with the West to provide the required technical advice and equipment (Fadan, 1983; 

Saleh, 1998; Viviano, 2003; Ibn Sunaitan, 2008).  

The transition of any built environment can take different shapes and relies on the 

context of emerging forces at particular times. Prior to the discovery of oil, Riyadh was 

characterized by a traditional urban fabric, known as the ‘Najdi style’, which has gradually 

disappeared since. Economic growth allowed for cities to be modernized, introducing new 

concepts, such as the grid system, modern housing blocks, and Western influenced forms. 

Therefore, the former Najdi style of Riyadh became marginalized in the quest for modern 

architecture. Also, the people’s social organization gradually adapted to these new changes, in 

part, through making adjustments to their houses. 
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During the 1960s and 70s, Saudi Arabia became a massive testing ground for new 

architectural concepts, such as the Greek architect Doxiadis’s master plan for Riyadh, 

commissioned by the Saudi Arabian Council of Ministers in 1972. The importance of 

Doxiadis’s scheme is that it was considered to mark the real birth of modern Riyadh, 

accompanied by national urban policies and legislation for cities in Saudi Arabia. At the same 

time, Riyadh’s rapid modernization produced several challenges that were dealt with to protect 

the social and cultural values of Saudi society from: (1) the influences of the West, which 

people thought may damage Saudi cultural and social values; and (2) the effects of extracting 

people from their rural society and moving them to an urban context. Many feared that the 

shock of such sudden modernization would ruin the coherence of the community and the moral 

values of Saudi society as a whole (Al-Hathloul, 2010; Middleton, 2009).   

While the massive construction led by the Ministry of Housing according to Doxiadis’s 

scheme has played a major role in introducing a new housing identity in Riyadh, these 

developments have partially separated the middle-class family house from both the local 

identity and prevailing culture. Today, the typical Saudi family house is isolated from its 

cultural roots and traditional environment. These modern dwellings are only partially adapted 

to meet the real needs of local families, because they are built in an alien way which ignores 

local culture and does not integrate with it.  

 The modernization of Saudi Arabia’s contemporary urban pattern presented three 

prototypes of residential units: (1) detached houses (i.e. villas); (2) semi-detached houses (i.e. 

duplexes); and (3) apartment units. The detached house and semi-detached house are the 

dominant prototypes, accounting for 55% of total residential units although detached houses 

are preferred by a majority of Saudi families due to cultural and social considerations. In 

addition, the average lot of land in Riyadh for middle-class housing ranges between 500 and 

750 square meters (Bahammam, 2011). Describing contemporary residential units, Viviano 
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(2003, p. 3) said “a modest house in the Riyadh scheme of things… measures 5,000 square feet 

[460 square meters], roughly five times the size of a middle-class home in Western Europe and 

palatial even by Texas standards.”  

Overall, the cities of Saudi Arabia were rapidly developing infrastructures, industries, 

civil services and city urbanization from the mid-twentieth century until today. Despite the 

precautions taken into consideration prior to approving Riyadh’s master plan to preserve the 

Saudi community’s cultural and social values, the new plan cast a shadow over the community 

and the built environment.  Contact with the West was hence reflected in the built environment 

and the lifestyle of people in Riyadh. On one hand, people were fascinated with the new and 

modern architecture, technologies, and building materials of the West, which helped to spread 

modern architecture in the city. On the other hand, the changes involved in the city’s 

urbanization adversely affected the Najd style in many ways and eventually led to the 

disappearance of most Najd architecture. The traditional crafts involved with mudbrick housing 

subsided. Also, many aspects of everyday life, such as sociocultural values in a land wherever 

growing material wealth became apparent, faced the challenge to adapt. Therefore, the rapid 

development of Saudi Arabia has drastically altered the built environment and urban patterns 

of Saudi cites ever since.  

As described above, the discovery of oil in the late 1930’s had the most significant 

impact on the built environment, modernization projects and socioeconomic changes in Saudi 

Arabia in the subsequent years. Generally, the country’s economy supported the development 

of infrastructure and different aspects of public services. However, these changes in the urban 

fabric did not happen suddenly, but were accumulations of legislative, economic and political 

changes that have clearly affected the built environment and house form. In addition, these 

changes are connected with each other as a series of successive incidents that led to the 

contemporary Saudi house.  
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It is worth mentioning that, after the discovery of oil, the situation remained stable with 

minor changes in terms of the urban fabric and the built form for around a decade and a half. 

The first significant change appeared in the 1950s, when oil began to be sold in commercial 

quantities. King Saud (reign 1953 – 1964) ordered the construction of the Nasiriyyah complex 

which used new building materials, such as concrete, that were uncommon in Riyadh at the 

time. This complex comprised multiple royal palaces, guest halls, residential buildings, and 

various amenities (see Section 2.5.4). This was followed by the transfer of government 

administrative headquarters from Makkah to Riyadh in 1953. This required building 

government ministries and housing for employees and their families who moved out from 

Makkah, which was known as the Al-Malaz project (see Section 5.4). New techniques of 

construction were introduced to the country at that time. This project paved the way for modern 

housing units in Saudi Arabia, especially in Riyadh.  

Another significant change was in the 1970s when King Faisal (reign 1964 – 1975), the 

son of the late King Abdulaziz (1875 – 1953), authorized the first Five Year Development Plan 

of the country, known as the ‘boom’, due to the positive economic conditions in Saudi Arabia 

at the time (see Section 2.3).  The Five Year Development Plan was meant to improve the 

country’s economy and to establish policies for modernization and reform regarding many 

aspects, like infrastructure, healthcare and education. It was backed by the increase of oil 

revenues due to the oil ban in 1973. King Faisal believed in social changes and modernization 

in the country, where he initiated many social reforms, such as the establishment of Saudi 

television. However, the King faced many protests from religious clerics who opposed these 

social changes. 

In the late 1970s, many socio-religious movements, such as the Sahwa movement, 

which did not like these social changes, managed to effectively express their radical ideologies 

within the society (see Section 5.5). They believed changes to Saudi Arabia sociocultural 
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values, influenced by outside music, theater, television, etc., were eroding the country’s morals. 

In addition, religious clerics believed that these social changes were supported by Western 

ideology. The influence of these movements on Saudi society and its ideas was directly 

reflected in the Saudi house form, for example, through the spatial organization of the house 

and gender segregation to a more complex and greater extent than before. 

The next phase of house evolution was the establishment of the Real Estate 

Development Fund (REDF) in 1975 by the government (see Section 2.2.3). This played an 

instrumental role in encouraging the construction of modern houses in Saudi Arabia by 

providing interest-free loans. In addition, other events followed which continued to influence 

both the sociocultural aspects of Saudi life and the built environment, like giving land grants 

to citizens for building houses.  Males and females in the general population had access to 

housing loans and the land to build them on, a considerable boost to families’ material wealth.  

Now, what concerns many people is the influence of both interest-free loans and land 

grants on the social and intellectual life of Saudi society and, later, their reflections in the 

contemporary Saudi house. After the discovery of oil, what became the contemporary Saudi 

house managed to maintain several characteristics of the earlier Najdi style house, including 

privacy and segregation between males and females. These characteristics however were 

influenced by the emergence of the Sahwa religious movement, where the buildings’ 

components have been modified, like the height of the walls and strict segregation of entrances 

and living spaces. The evolution of this movement is described in detail in Chapter 6. 

Recently, the Saudi leadership has promised drastic reforms in terms of sociocultural 

and socioeconomic matters. For this purpose, it has initiated Saudi Vision 2030 to set up 

policies and reforms for the economic and cultural aspects of everyday Saudi life. It also 

promised to restore sociocultural life to what it was before 1975 (before the rise of the Sahwa 
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movement). Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman vowed to return “to what we were, 

moderate, moderate Islam open to the world” (Bartiromo, 2017). The plan focuses on social 

and economic reforms, as well as other programs like the Quality of Life Program, and on 

activating the role of women in the economy. In 2018, Saudi Arabia, for example, decided to 

allow women to drive, and it also approved a plan to re-open cinemas. Concerts and music 

festivals have also come back to different Saudi cities.  All these events, from 1938 onwards,  

have had a substantial impact on urban patterns and house forms, as will be discussed in detail 

in the following chapters. I am fortunate to write this thesis while major changes are taking 

place in Saudi Arabia. These changes are similar to the ones that happened in the previous 

years when oil was discovered and might have parallels to these previous events. An essential 

point of this thesis is to discuss possible future parameters to create a general view regarding 

the built forms, especially house forms (see Chapter 8).  

In the last five decades, many researchers have studied the evolution of the Saudi house 

in Riyadh. However, the majority of this research has exclusively focused on the traditional 

house and its attributes, while the physical characteristics of the contemporary house have not 

been fully examined. The correlation between sociocultural factors and the physical form of 

contemporary houses is not fully understood in respect to the socioeconomic changes that have 

occurred in Saudi Arabia. Therefore, there is a lack of studies that concern the influences of 

socioeconomic and sociocultural factors on contemporary Saudi residences and society, and 

how people’s sociocultural practices have adapted to physical changes. Finally, although 

dwelling units as a substantial component of any built environment and the core of any urban 

fabric, the changes in their form have hardly been given any attention. Sometimes, it is true 

that these phenomena are better observed by outsiders rather than insiders, as outsiders can 

examine them from different angles. I have been fortunate enough to study this subject abroad 
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in Australia, a country with a Western culture deeply related to the cultural influence on the 

house forms in my home country, Saudi Arabia.  

In fact, extensive research on traditional architecture has been done in Saudi Arabia, 

studying its traditional built form, its regional attributes and its construction techniques (Glasze 

& Alkhayyal, 2002). However, detailed studies are lacking for the period after the discovery 

of oil on how wealth was manifested in architecture and built form, especially in terms of the 

social and behavioral aspects of Saudi society. The history of modern architecture has barely 

been investigated and documented in Saudi Arabia, especially the relationship between modern 

architecture and sociocultural factors (Al-Qahtani, 2000). There has been little attention to 

social, economic and cultural influences and how they have impacted the built form of 

contemporary Saudi residences and society.  

Socioeconomic developments have influenced the design of houses in many ways. 

These multiple changes include the aesthetic and architectural vocabulary, spatial organization, 

building materials, and construction techniques. Exploring the social and physical changes of 

contemporary housing units in Riyadh will provide a better understanding of how people have 

adapted and improved the built environment to meet their lifestyle and social needs. It is 

believed that this study can serve as a foundation for further research which refines and 

develops this theme by architects in Riyadh, in particular, and in Saudi Arabia in general. 

Consequently, the results will have implications for how to deal with the country’s architectural 

and cultural heritage in a contemporary context, and this is likely to be evaluated and built 

upon. 

Furthermore, I will investigate the development of post-oil Saudi middle-class housing 

from an historical viewpoint, using a sociocultural focus. I will seek to understand the physical 

changes of house forms after the discovery of oil in respect to social, cultural and economic 
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factors. I chose Riyadh as a case study for this research for three reasons. First, the Doxiadis 

Associates’ scheme in Riyadh was the cornerstone of urban modernization in Riyadh and other 

Saudi cities. Second, Riyadh is one of the most rapidly developing cities in the Middle East, as 

well as within Saudi Arabia. Since the 1950s the city has been transformed from a small town 

of a few thousand people to a mega city with around five million residents. Finally, Riyadh is 

the capital of Saudi Arabia, and the discovery of oil played a major role in the city’s huge 

expansion and modernization, drastically metamorphosing it in many ways, such as its 

residents’ lifestyle, its construction methods and the city’s layout.  

The research will target those houses that were built after the discovery of oil in 1938 

and follow their physical changes and their main influences. The expected result of this study 

will be the identification of the influential forces of these changes and their effect on 

contemporary Saudi houses. For a better understanding, it is important to know that the 

development passed through critical periods in the evolution of Saudi houses. These stages are 

recognized as (1) the discovery of oil (1938 – 1950s); (2) the urban modernization projects in 

Riyadh (1960s – 1970s); and (3) the revival of local heritage principles in architecture and 

modernism (1980s –  current period).  

These periods of housing evolution comprise different forms of data to be collected. 

The data sources for early period of house development after the oil exploration are limited, 

and the researcher has primarily depended on people’s memories and documents in official 

archives such as photographs and drawings. In comparison, the more recent periods have 

multiple and more flexible data sources, for instance, it has been possible to conduct an 

architectural survey of contemporary houses since they are part of the current built 

environment, and people have an experience living in them.   
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1.2 Aims and Objectives  

The main aim of this research is to understand the influence of social, economic and 

cultural forces on contemporary residences for middle-class families after the discovery of oil. 

It will investigate the physical and social changes, and how living in a state of wealth has 

shaped Saudi dwellings. The main objectives of this research are: 

1. To highlight the overall impact of modern architecture on house design, in terms 

of aesthetic and architectural vocabulary, spatial order, building materials, and 

construction techniques.  

2. To identify the ongoing sociocultural constraints of Saudi society and their 

influences on contemporary houses.  

3. To determine the architectural vocabulary and spatial order of contemporary 

houses, and how they have responded to social and cultural needs. 

4. To examine the possibility of implementing architectural elements in the current 

context that have the same social and cultural values as traditional architecture.  

1.3 Research Questions 

This study will address the following four research questions: 

RQ1: To what extent has wealth from the discovery of oil in 1938 and the 

socioeconomic and sociocultural changes which followed influenced the built form of 

contemporary dwellings in Riyadh, both socially and physically? 

RQ2: How can spiritual and physical characteristics of traditional architecture be 

implemented into the current residences, and can this implementation be successful to 

stand against rapid changes?  

RQ3: To what extent have people reconciled the changes in their built environment, 

and what have been the pros and cons as a result?   
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RQ4: Should we go back, or accept the current situation and try to understand it?  

1.4 In the Context of Saudi Arabia: The Early Signs of Change 

The first Saudi state, known as the Emirate of Dirriyah, was formed in 1744 through a 

coalition between Imam Muhammad bin Saud (1697 – 1765) and cleric Muhammad ibn Abd 

al-Wahhab (1703 – 1793). It lasted until 1818, when the Ottoman governor Muhammad Ali 

Pasha sent his forces from Egypt to take over Saudi cities. In 1824, Prince Turki bin Abdullah 

bin Muhammad recaptured Dirriyah from the Egyptian troops, and the second Saudi state, the 

Emirate of Najd, was officially founded, existing until 1891. The second Saudi state had more 

limited expansion than the first state. Also, it moved its capital from Dirriyah to Riyadh. The 

fall of the second state was due to several wars and internal conflicts (Al-Othaimeen, 2014). 

The third Saudi state was established in 1902 and has continued until the present in Riyadh. In 

1932, King Abdulaziz united Saudi Arabia under his rule, followed soon after by the discovery 

of oil in 1938 in commercial quantities. The history of architecture in Saudi Arabia is thus 

divided into two periods—namely, the period before oil was discovered and the period after its 

discovery. Traditional habitats generally remained the same during the reign of King Abdulaziz 

(reign 1932 – 1953). 

Habitats were found in small settlements or towns across the Arabian Peninsula for 

thousands of years, located there because of natural resources like fresh water, fertile soil, and 

seaports for trading and fishing. These habitats were generally primitive in construction 

(traditional architecture was found in limited places like the Southern Arabian Peninsula), 

because the majority of the population were then nomads and known for using tents in the 

desert as residences. After the Arabian Peninsula became the cradle of Islamic civilization in 

608, most groups of people settled in distinctive traditional communities, and their building 

forms were derived from the values of Islam and its traditions. The architecture expressed the 
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actual social life and cultural values of that time in these communities, which were located in 

limited areas, scattered along the coastal strip and on some mountains and plateaus (Talib, 

1984; Saleh, 1998).  

Even though the inhabitants of the Arabian Peninsula lived in small settlements or 

towns until a few decades ago, unlike large and historic cities like Cairo, Rabat and Damascus, 

these settlements inherited the same Islamic principles. In fact, there were three types of living 

styles known to Arabs, prior to the discovery of oil: desert, countryside and town. It is worth 

mentioning that the traditional architecture of the Arabian Peninsula, before the discovery of 

oil, is the result of the accumulation of experiences, customs, and traditions of Islamic values. 

Consistently, Saudi Arabia’s traditional architecture is literally derived from the same values, 

but it slightly modified its architectural vocabulary and characteristics, based on certain 

Riyadh 

Makkah 

Figure 1.1 A map of Saudi Arabia illustrates Riyadh’s location within Saudi 

Arabia. (Source: The General Commission for Survey, Saudi Arabia)  
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conditions at that time (Al-Hathloul, 1981; Talib, 1984; Saleh, 1998). These conditions formed 

the general shape of houses, including the terrain, geography and natural materials found in the 

local environment. The economic situation cannot be ignored as well, since these societies were 

small and depended on agriculture and trade in their simplified form. At that point, the 

traditional houses ultimately exhibited homogeneity through many factors such as culture, 

climate, and religion. In other words, houses were suitable in their built environment in terms 

of climate, economy and cultural needs. 

1.4.1 Conflict between Traditionalists and Modernists 

From the1960s onwards, the swift transformation resulted in creating bewilderment in 

the face of utilizing alien architecture for most residential units in Riyadh, which mainly 

stemmed from the modernization project. From the point of view of many Saudi critics, this 

adversely impacted the social and cultural continuity of Saudi society. Al-Hathloul, (1981), 

Fadan (1983), Al-Ibrahim (1995) and other scholars believe that the new modern urbanization 

and architecture have damaged the traditional built environment and social values of the Saudi 

community. After this urban modernization, the built environment in Saudi Arabia lost its 

harmony and coherent social structure. Saudi family structure was also affected, for instance 

extended families have decreased in numbers, while nuclear families have grown. The modern 

city now reflects Western values of the built environment, whereby the international 

architectural firms have somewhat ignored Saudi cultural values. The modern urbanization 

plans by international architects and planners were not well thought out, because they ignored 

some important aspects of Saudi cultural values.  Fadan (1977) stated that “[t]oday many 

people are confused and lack a feeling of belonging… [p]eople need a sense of place—

connections to a place they know and where they sense they belong” (p. 345). Therefore, 

regarding these major changes, the conflict between traditionalists and modernists began in 

Saudi Arabia.   
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The new wealth, along with socioeconomic and policy making factors, have largely 

affected the built environment and social organization of Saudi Arabia. The built environment 

has drastically altered, showing extensive modern urbanization and architecture. The current 

residences are a mix of different architectural styles and cultural backgrounds, due to contact 

with the West after the discovery of oil. Saleh (1998) believed that “… [the contact with] 

Europe and North America influenced the physical growth and development of the urban fabric 

of the villages, towns and cities in Saudi Arabia” (581). Another reason is that foreign architects 

came from different cultural backgrounds. Expatriate labor accounted for 80 percent of the 

construction sector, and over 55 percent of the total workforce in Saudi Arabia. This percentage 

has decreased slightly, according to recent statistics, to 53.8 (Ibrahim, 1982; “Labor Market 

Statistics,” 2020).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.2 Ruins of traditional houses near Al-Khalidiah Towers, a 

contemporary apartment building, in Ad Dirah, Riyadh. (Photograph by 

Waseem Qrayeiah, 2019) 
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Research by Al-Ibrahim (1995) explained this conflict between traditionalists and 

modernists as mainly about how to define the ideal Saudi city. In recent years, after the impact 

of modernism, many Saudi architects have attempted to awaken local heritage principles in 

architecture. Their reaction has been to preserve what is left of traditional architecture by 

encouraging others to build contemporary architecture that respects traditional and cultural 

values. Some architects argue that modern architecture is inappropriate in such a country as 

Saudi Arabia for several reasons: for example, (1) modern architecture does not protect 

residents as well as traditional houses do from the harsh desert climate; (2) it has different 

values from local and Islamic values; and (3) it has imposed its principles which has led to the 

disappearance of traditional architecture. Conversely, other Saudi architects have resisted 

reviving the traditional architectural forms of the past (Al-Ibrahim, 1995; Al-Salafi & Albis, 

2003). 

Furthermore, there was a trend to revive the principles of traditional architecture by 

imitating the appearance of traditional architecture in the Najd region. For instance, there was 

an attempt to apply clay, imitating the style of traditional architecture, onto modern building 

façades so that they would appear like a traditional building. This imitation has been considered 

superficial because it neglects the essence and function of traditional architecture. The 

economic and social developments, especially after the discovery of oil, offered advanced 

building materials and new construction methods, which could provide a better way of 

representing traditional architecture in a contemporary context. One way was to replicate the 

appearance of traditional architecture, but use modern building materials, such as concrete and 

steel. Another way was to reinterpret the principles of traditional architecture in a contemporary 

context, which often altered the appearance of traditional architecture. I discuss both ways in 

more detail in Chapter 7.  
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In addition, many people build their residences by utilizing architectural elements from 

other countries, like sloped roofs, which are mainly practical in rainy and snowy climates. This 

action is climatically unjustifiable as flat roofs are popular at night and in the cooler parts of 

the evening. Thus, this might create distorted and less serviceable housing in the built 

environment.  

Nowadays, many local architects believe that contemporary and original architecture is 

the most suitable approach to produce an appropriate dwelling. In other words, houses should 

be built with modern materials and techniques, but inspired by local heritage and culture. Al-

Salafi and Albis (2003) pointed out that preserving the values of traditional architecture does 

not mean imitating or reusing its exact architectural shape in the present time, but the 

expression of architectural tradition can be implemented by enforcing its principles and values. 

On the other hand, some scholars claim that the use of traditional elements in the present 

is superficial and inappropriate, the main reason being that these kinds of elements had an 

earlier purpose, which has since disappeared. In the past, builders and the local society had 

insufficient resources, with limited materials and techniques. Adding to this, they were unable 

to control the cruel climate, and, as a result, were forced to use particular techniques to protect 

them against this climate (Al-Ibrahim, 1995; Al-Salafi & Albis, 2003).  For instance, they used 

narrow openings for windows, which was essential to avoid direct sunlight in interior spaces. 

In comparison, nowadays air conditioning systems allow people to have large windows without 

thinking about the consequences of the sun’s heat.  

Generally, Saudi houses today mostly follow different popular styles, some of which 

may contradict the sociocultural values of many Saudi families, primarily in terms of 

architectural treatments to provide privacy in a conservative society. One point to be mentioned 

here is that the differences between traditional and contemporary residences can be seen 
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through the changes of the physical form of residences; however, in general, the contemporary 

Saudi residence still somewhat reflects social and cultural values. For instance, the 

contemporary Saudi house has a similar hierarchal order of spaces found in the traditional 

house to define private and public zones inside the house.  
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Chapter 2 Powerful Forces in Dominating the 

House Form in Saudi Arabia 

2.1 Introduction 

Habitations are one of the oldest building types that humankind has constructed; 

therefore, there is an excessively large number of studies concerning their evolution and the 

various forces shaping them. These studies have tackled broad topics of theoretical approaches, 

such as from historical, cultural, climatic, or religious points of view. Further, understanding 

the evolution of houses is more complicated than adopting a single approach or two, but rather 

the entire picture can be appreciated by using a set of overlapping perspectives that collides 

together as a whole. Before discussing the evolution of the Saudi house in its various stages, it 

is necessary to discuss the main determinants that have contributed to its formation. It is critical 

to examine the evolution of Saudi houses through different lenses so as to provide a more 

complete understanding.  

One of the most prominent determinants was the socioeconomic reforms that have 

taken place since the discovery of oil. The sociocultural values of Saudi society have also 

significantly influenced the house form. In this chapter, I have chosen to draw from specific 

directly relevant disciplines to examine the evolution of houses in Riyadh in certain periods. 

The research focuses on three approaches that tackle the development of houses in Riyadh for 

the middle-class family. These are: 

1. Economic changes (the discovery of oil) 

2. The foundation of modern Saudi Arabia 

3. Islamic and sociocultural influences on the house form 

4. The influence of elites over the built environment 
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These three realms have been selected based on their pivotal role in shaping the 

contemporary house. Each aspect will be explored individually to highlight its impact on both 

traditional and contemporary modern houses in Riyadh. In summary, the integration of 

information from these disciplines will have considerable leverage for the understanding of the 

topic. The transformation of the built environment has affected the social lifestyle of Saudis, 

and it has changed the physical form of houses. These implicit and explicit changes were in 

response to changes in Saudi society. The impact of culture on architecture is discussed, 

followed by an outline of the role of Islamic culture in shaping the built environment in Saudi 

Arabia.  

2.2 Economic Changes: The Discovery of Oil 

Perhaps when Middle Eastern countries like Saudi Arabia are mentioned, one of the 

first thing that comes to mind is oil. The major producers and suppliers of oil in the world are 

located in this region. Saudi Arabia is by far the largest exporter of oil (18 percent of proven 

oil reserves), with oil income accounting for more than 70 percent of Saudi Arabia’s national 

GDP (Simmons, 2005). This income has become an essential element for the country’s 

development. Simmons (2005) described the influence of oil on the development of Saudi 

Arabia as follows: “of many nations that emerged into the harsh light of history and modernity 

during the twentieth century, none moved so rapidly from obscurity to glaring prominence as 

Saudi Arabia” (p. 1). 

However, these rapid changes were not entirely positive; on the contrary, the total 

dependence on oil has left profound complications in terms of both the society and the house 

form. For example, although oil’s discovery has accelerated the transition from rural and 

nomadic life to the city, reliance on oil has made Saudi Arabia a consumer society and thus 

affected the way houses are built. In the era of the oil boom, the country has seen several 
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socioeconomic changes which, in one way or another, are associated with economic 

development and modernization. 

It is crucial to understand the role of oil and its effects on society to draw connections 

between its influence and the built environment, especially houses. Therefore, I shall review 

the history of oil in the Middle East, specifically in Saudi Arabia, and how this source of energy, 

extracted from the ground, led to socioeconomic changes. Then I will discuss the effects of oil, 

which are numerous and extend to different spheres, such as the economy and politics, focusing 

on aspects related to society and its behavior concerning the built environments. Besides, the 

impact of oil has developed what is called a ‘rentier economy’, an economic model that relies 

on the ‘rent’ of natural resources to external buyers by managing and selling these natural 

resources. According to Beblawi (1987), “the term ‘rent’ is reserved for the income derived 

from the gift of nature” (p. 383). I emphasize the role of the rentier economy on the social more 

than the economic aspects of Saudi society. 

2.2.1 The Early Stages of a Partnership with the West 

Oil was sought in the Middle East since the 1880s, but it did not become a vital 

commodity and the primary source of energy until after World War II in the 1950s. The earliest 

important detection of oilfields in the Middle East was in Iran in 1908. Other discoveries in the 

same region followed, with Bahrain being the next in 1920. Then oil was found in Iraq in 1927 

in reasonable quantities (Simmons, 2005). These discoveries encouraged research in different 

places in the region, especially by Western companies and explorers, such as the Standard Oil 

Company of California (SOCAL). Representatives from these companies’ primary purpose 

was to convince officials in these countries to sign over oil concessions. It should be noted that 

this period marked the first stage of consolidating relations between the West and Arab 

countries in the Middle East, especially the Gulf states.  
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The first attempt to find oil in Saudi Arabia was in 1923 by Frank Holmes (1874 – 

1947), known as Abu Naft, which means ‘the father of oil’. Holmes was an engineer and 

geologist from New Zealand, interested in obtaining oil concessions. During World War I, he 

had served in the British army in Iraq (as quartermaster), which had allowed him to hear stories 

about oil in the region. As a result, he was able to organize several meetings with King 

Abdulaziz (1875 – 1953) of Saudi Arabia to convince him that oil did exist on the Arabian 

Peninsula (Simmons, 2005).  

Holmes formed a group of explorers to tour various places in the Eastern region of 

Saudi Arabia, and afterwards, he and his group won concessions in the country, later, he 

secured others in Kuwait and Bahrain. However, with little money or luck, Holmes could not 

find any significant reserves of oil in Saudi Arabia. Nowadays he is not well known in the oil 

sector due to his lack of success, and most historians barely mention his efforts. One interesting 

story concerns how Holmes lied to his military superiors when leaving his base in Iraq on his 

quest for oil in the Eastern Province. He claimed that he was looking for a rare type of butterfly 

in the city of Qatif called the Black Admiral of Qatif, which actually did not exist (Dickson, 

1956; Simmons, 2005). Holmes eventually gave up his search and left, he opened the way for 

others, such as SOCAL, which later took the opportunity to sign several oil concessions in the 

region. 

In 1933, one concession was allocated to SOCAL by King Abdulaziz, after he had 

consolidated the country under his rule in 1932. According Simmons (2005), “after [the king] 

read the final draft agreement, he turned to his finance minister, Abdullah [Al-Sulayman] and 

said, ‘Put your trust in God and sign’” (p. 27). After this agreement, a subsidiary was formed 

named the California Arabian Standard Oil Company (CASOC) which, in 1944, was renamed 

Aramco (the Arabia American Oil Company) (see Figure 2.1).  
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This period was a critical time because the government substantially relied on the 

income from pilgrims who visited the Holy City of Makkah. However, this limited income was 

not enough to cover government expenses and pay off growing debts to foreign creditors. By 

giving this concession, it was hoped that oil would be found, which would be a new source of 

income. The concession guaranteed substantial royalties to the Saudi government for years to 

come, overcoming its financial issues. In return, SOCAL, which later became Chevron, had 

the right to drill in the Eastern Province for sixty years. 

Promptly, the company started surveying various places in the desert. SOCAL assigned 

this job to Max Steineke, its chief geologist in the region, who headed a team of 12 other 

geologists. In 1935, digging works commenced in some promising places where traces of oil 

had been found. After two years of hard work, the reserves found were deemed not to be 

commercially viable, which disappointed the company. This led to a company meeting in San 

Francisco with Steineke in 1937 to discuss the suspension of oil exploration in Saudi Arabia. 

Steineke insisted on completing the excavation and exploring other areas in the Eastern 

Province, despite SOCAL executives’ concerns about the ongoing expense. In early 1938, the 

Figure 2.1 Abdullah Al-Sulayman, the Kingdom’s finance minister, 

and Lloyd N. Hamilton, SOCAL lawyer, signing the historic oil 

concession agreement on May 29, 1933. (Photograph by Karl S. 

Twitchell/AramcoWorld) 
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company held another meeting, and this time the executives were very close to halting drilling. 

Its share price was falling, influenced by the uncertainty of oil discovery on the Arabian 

Peninsula. However, good news reached the company before it decided to stop drilling that oil 

in large quantities had been discovered. 

It was well worth the wait because, in 1938, SOCAL discovered oil in commercial 

amounts at Dammam No. 7 (known as the ‘Prosperity Well’), which ended Saudi Arabia’s 

financial crisis. This marked the beginning of the oil era in Saudi Arabia, and other discoveries 

followed to ensure a steady income for the country. While the production of oil from these 

wells was modest in terms of its initial price and volume, this discovery opened the door to a 

tremendous treasure that the country has exploited for development and prosperity ever since 

(Simmons, 2005; “Our History Saudi Aramco,” n.d.).  

As mentioned earlier, the discovery of oil was a fundamental tool for Saudi Arabia to 

break its financial stalemate, but the oil itself did not gain importance until the 1950s. During 

World War II, drilling was partially halted, but after the war, it resumed. This stage witnessed 

the alliances of large oil companies under Aramco, such as Texaco and others, to expand 

exploration work. Although the oil revenue brought significant revenues for the country, its 

impact on society and the built environment was even greater, as it has funded modernization 

projects. This modernization is strongly associated with the price of oil (i.e. the pricing policy). 

In other words, higher prices meant more money, which led to more projects and 

improvements. Some crises, such as wars, have also contributed to this pricing policy.  

2.2.2 The Arab-Israeli War in 1973 and the Ban of Oil 

The Arab-Israeli or October War that occurred in the Middle East in 1973 threatened 

oil supplies to the world. The intent was to send a protest sign to the West because it supported 

Israel. Although the embargo was limited in terms of its duration and the number of oil cuts, 
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this event created an economic disaster in the world oil markets, with the most significant 

damage suffered by oil-consuming countries (see Figure 2.2). 

 

The Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), represented by its Arab 

members, held a meeting in Kuwait to discuss the conflict in the Middle East in late October 

1973. King Faisal (1906 – 1975), who succeeded his brother, King Saud, in 1964, and other 

Arab members decided to ban oil exports to some countries supporting Israel, including the 

United States, Portugal, Australia, South Africa, and the Netherlands. In addition, OPEC’s 

Arab members agreed to decrease oil production by 5 to 10 percent every month to push the 

Middle East peace process. As a result of this destabilized market, the oil price doubled and 

then quadrupled in a short time. The embargo lasted for several months until March 1974, the 

United States pledged to seek peace in the contested region (Simmons, 2005; “United States, 

Office of the Historian,” 2016).   

Figure 2.2 A closed petrol station in the State of Oregon ca. 1973 due to 

petrol shortage. (Photograph by David Falconer/The National Archives 

Catalog) 
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The 1973-74 global oil crisis affected oil-consuming countries economically by 

increasing inflation and triggering a recession; however, it also animated the economy of the 

oil exporters. What is important here is the impact of this historic event on the price of oil, 

being the most significant single event that has done so to date. Before in October 1973, a 

barrel of oil was generally sold around U.S.$1 dollar, but it immediately jumped to around 

U.S.$12 dollars in January 1974 (Simmons, 2005; “United States, Office of the Historian,” 

2016).  

Oil prices kept increasing even after the end of the embargo, to reach U.S.$16 dollars 

at the end of the 1970s. The demand for oil had continued to increase after the oil crisis, whereas 

Saudi Arabia could manage to produce about 7 million barrels daily. Saudi Arabia also became 

more important and received more attention in the media worldwide due to the influence of its 

oil. Ibn Sunaitan (2008) and others believe that this historical event was the actual beginning 

of the Middle East’s oil era as it achieved unprecedented financial returns that have been used 

in subsequent modernization projects for decades, among Arab oil producing countries. 

Aside from the Arab-Israeli War, Saudi Arabia maintained a strong relationship with 

the West, especially the United States, even after the oil crisis in the 1970s. Despite all drastic 

differences between both nations, the relationship had evolved since the 1930s.  Relations were 

strengthened in 1945 when the leaders of both nations, the late King Abdulaziz and President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, held a meeting on the U.S.S. Quincy, a U.S. Navy destroyer. “…[I]t 

was the first time a U.S. president had ever met with a Saudi Arabian king, and the encounter 

laid a foundation for U.S.-Saudi relations that would continue for generations—and ensure 

U.S. access to Saudi oil reserves,” Kennedy (2018, para. 1) said. The influences of this 

relationship can be seen in many different sectors. 
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2.2.3 Government Loans and Lands Grants for Building Houses 

As a result of the discovery of oil, other outcomes started to become visible. As 

mentioned earlier, the 1973-1974 global oil crisis affected the oil importers economically by 

increasing inflation and triggering a recession; however, it also animated the economies of oil 

exporters. In 1974, one effect of the rising price of oil was the Saudi government announcing 

a large housing project with the establishment of the Real Estate Development Fund (REDF). 

This was a significant turning point in the housing industry’s development in Saudi Arabia.  

The REDF supported Saudi citizens by providing interest-free loans to build thousands 

of modern residential units. Any Saudi family who met certain criteria could receive a loan to 

construct their house. To be eligible, an applicant had to have a plot of land intended for 

residential uses, be a Saudi citizen, have a regular income, and have never owned a residence 

before. Then he or she could apply for a loan. The loan was divided into four payments which 

were each paid on completion of a stage of construction. Homeowners were responsible for 

hiring people to build their houses, such as engineers, architects and contractors. As a result, 

they were in contact with professionals and workers from neighboring countries (Ibrahim, 

1982; Mubarak, 1999; “Saudi Arabia, Real Estate Development Fund,” n.d.). 

The REDF supported building various types of dwelling units and residential 

complexes, particularly modern housing, which contributed to Saudi housing growth. REDF 

headquarters are located in Riyadh, with 40 branch offices in other Saudi cities, reaching more 

than 4,279 cities, districts, and villages in total. At the REDF’s commencement, the capital 

fund was around 67 million U.S. dollars, which increased dramatically over time. In 2012, it 

had nearly reached 49 billion U.S. dollars, which made it one of the largest real estate finance 

institutions in the world (“Saudi Arabia, Real Estate Development Fund,” n.d.). 
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2.2.4 The Other Side of Oil Impact  

Oil had a profound impact on society and its behavior in the built environment. Oil 

revenues have contributed to the welfare of citizens and the modernization of various sectors, 

such as infrastructure, in Saudi Arabia. On the other hand, this has produced many negative 

effects, which can be explained as a natural reaction to the state of wealth. Ibn Sonaitan (2008) 

and others argue that the phenomenon of oil has affected society in a deep and critical way. 

The total dependence on oil’s high revenues as the main source of national income led to the 

formation of an unprecedented phenomenon: the rentier state. It is one among other factors that 

influenced the nature of Saudi society over the past fifty or so years.  

This phenomenon is also known as the resource curse or the paradox of plenty. This 

term applies to countries with an abundance of natural resource whose economies often suffer 

slow growth. Similarly, the Netherlands’ economy in 1977 was described as having ‘the Dutch 

disease’, a term originated by The Economist. When a large amount of natural gas was 

discovered in 1959 in the North Sea, Dutch gas exports rose rapidly. High gas sales led to the 

rise of the Dutch currency against other currencies, which was not as good as it may appear as 

complications led to inflation in the local economy. This was quickly reflected in the internal 

situation, causing a social and economic disaster. During the 1970s, the unemployment rate 

increased significantly because the gas industry and its derivatives do not require a large 

number of people. At the same time, inflation contributed to the deterioration of the private 

sector and investments, as the government lowered the interest rates to stop the currency from 

rising (Corden, 1984; Ravago & Roumasset, 2015; “What Dutch Disease,” 2014). 

The effects of oil on society are numerous, and in this thesis, there is limited scope, 

despite their importance, to elaborate on all political and economic implications. In this 

research, the focus of interest is the effects of oil on the social behavior and culture of Saudi 

society, and how this is reflected in the Saudi house form, and to a lesser extent, the built 
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environment. As the most significant output of the oil phenomenon, the rentier economy’s 

effect is discussed next in terms of Saudi social behavior and housing style. One of the most 

notable effects of oil on Saudi society is the rise of a consumerist culture, which certainly casts 

its shadow over the house form.  

2.2.5 The Rentier State and the Built Form 

The concept of a rentier economy is rooted in classical economics. Many examples in 

history illustrate complete or partial rentier states which relied on natural resources for their 

major income. The term was revived in the early 1970s by Hussein Mahdavy to describe the 

effects of the oil phenomenon on certain Middle Eastern economies and societies. A rentier 

economy is, in fact, a term that has many implications in economics, and the social and political 

sciences. The rentier state is often characterized by a lack of consistency and problematic issues 

in the economy and society, which has become a feature of oil-exporting countries, such as 

Saudi Arabia.  

What is a rentier state? According to Oxford Dictionaries, the word ‘rentier’ means: “a 

person living on income from property or investments.” Mahdavy (1970) defined a rentier state 

as “… those countries that receive on a regular basis substantial amounts of external rent. 

External rents are in turn defined as rentals paid by foreign individuals, concerns or 

governments to individuals, concerns or governments of a given country” (p. 428). Hazim 

Beblawi (1987) mentioned that the word rent, here, is not considered as an income, rather it is 

a reward for ownership of natural resources. Therefore, a rentier state is a state that effortlessly 

derives all or a substantial portion of its national revenues from the rent of natural resources, 

such as mines and land, to external clients. It basically lives from the gift of nature. Put simply, 

the idea of rent is the individual’s share of the national product without a clear contribution and 

thus represents a pattern of social behavior. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/State_(polity)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economic_rent
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There are four characteristics that distinguish a rentier economy from other economies. 

These attributes define the dependence of these economies on revenues from natural resources. 

According to Beblawi (1987), these characteristics are the following: (1) The economy often 

depends totally or partially on the external rent, (2) most of the national income is usually 

generated from this external rent, (3) wealth in rentier economies is distributed hierarchically; 

and (4) the government plays a key role in receiving and distributing money to the people. 

In fact, a rentier economy has deeper implications for the society than the economy 

because the individual usually does not work and eventually gets a share of the income. Rental 

communities are characterized by specific behaviors, such as low production. In addition, the 

oil sector itself does not require more than 3 percent of the labor force to produce oil. 

Since the government is responsible for collecting the rent and redistributing it among 

its people, citizenship becomes key to taking advantage of this privilege. In this case, the 

government becomes a donor to the public services and goods, while avoiding the imposition 

of income tax (currently the Saudi tax system has been applied to goods only). The government 

therefore allocates part of the wealth gained from the sale of oil to development projects and 

the distribution of benefits to the people with the promise of continuous development. The most 

important of these benefits are free education and free health. In addition, the government 

subsidizes basic goods such as services, electricity, water and fuel. 

In addition, the government exercises other forms of support and distribution of wealth 

to the people. For several decades Saudi Arabia has distributed land for free to citizens to build 

their homes. The government has enacted a land grant program under specific terms and 

conditions, under the umbrella of the Ministry of Housing. Recipients of this grant have the 

option to build on or sell the land. According to Bahammam (2011), the average area of a land 
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grant was 700 square meters which is enormous compared to the area occupied by  traditional 

houses (100 square meters on average).1 

Generally, the entry of the Arabian Peninsula into the oil age led to the decline of some 

economic other activities and professions such as agriculture, grazing, crafts, and manual labor. 

The new wealth, in fact, caused a deterioration in the work ethic, accompanied by contempt for 

these professions, which people considered a waste of time. Alongside this trend, they 

developed interests in business, especially partnerships with foreign companies which wanted 

to work in the region. In addition, people showed tendencies to work in government jobs, which 

grew with the country’s economic growth and development. As a result, the local production 

from these earlier activities lost their importance in the face of huge cash inflows and abundant 

imported goods.  

The revenue from oil sales is disbursed by the state to various development projects. In 

such rentier economies, the state plays a central role in the economic and social life of the 

people, as it is solely responsible for resources income distribution.  

Saudi Arabia provides utilities such as electricity and water free of charge or at nominal 

prices to its citizens while semi-private companies, such as aviation, are dependent on 

government support. This has been described as a great state welfare program. 

The oil income contributed to the creation of huge liquidity that was not used in 

activities in productive sectors as a strategic objective. This income was channeled into binge 

consumption. According to Ibn Sonaitan, this type of prosperity is superficial and does not 

indicate the real development of the economy, society and industry. It is indeed a temporary 

situation because it hinders development and manufacturing by relying on the importation of 

 
1 The average lot size of traditional houses was determined based on interviews with people who lived in them.  
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goods while neglecting domestic production sectors. Ibn Sonaitan has summed up the situation: 

“the pumping of these large sums of capital into the national economy gave an impression of 

prosperity without any effects of the productive base through industrialization and 

diversification of resources of income. This is the general characteristics of the economy for 

the rentier countries, particularly Saudi Arabia,” (2008, p. 58). 

Many countries rely on industrialization and seek to develop this sector because of their 

lack of natural resources. For these countries, the ongoing development of industrialization is 

imperative to maintain their economy’s growth. One example is the Japanese model, which has 

developed numerous industries to overcome its scarcity of natural resources. Japan even 

worked on developing the trade paradigm to achieve a very advanced trading system for 

exporting goods (Mahdavy, 1970).  With this industrial development comes the development 

of infrastructure, manpower and technical skills. 

Compared to Japan, the rentier state faces an adverse situation. The rentier economy is 

characterized by a growing culture of consumption and dependence on imports from abroad. 

The availability of large supplies of money leads to neglect in developing domestic industries. 

Mahdavy (1970) explains the relationship between producing countries and consuming 

countries in rentier economies: 

For if most of the external rent is used to import for consumption purposes, all the 

productive sectors of the economy will remain relatively untouched by these 

‘extraordinary’ expenditures. The consuming sectors of the oil producing countries may 

consequently develop more meaningful relations with the productive sectors of the 

countries they import from than with their own local productive sectors. (p. 436) 

2.2.6 The importation of Manpower and the Built Environment 

This section begins with a clarification of some points regarding the onset of manpower 

migration to Saudi Arabia, and how this contributed to the local built environment, which has 

rarely been discussed in relation to Saudi Arabia. Corden (1984) pointed out that economic 
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booms usually attract a high flow of immigration because these events are associated with two 

aspects: high wages and spending (p. 365).  Before the discovery of oil, the country did not 

experience a prominent migration movement from abroad, except in the western region (Hejaz) 

to perform the Hajj. Until that time, Saudi Arabia had a weak economy and a lack of real job 

opportunities. However, skilled manpower and contractors from abroad started to be required, 

especially with the large-scale Al-Malaz project in the 1950s. This project witnessed the advent 

of companies which specialized in building modern constructions, while the local master 

builders were marginalized because of their lack of expertise in modern materials, such as 

concrete.  

After the discovery of oil in 1938, the government felt the need to rapidly progress a 

scheme of development to build a modern country that met its citizens’ aspirations. The 

importation of manpower was a key factor to embark on this modernization project. Because 

at that time the country was underpopulated, it needed both experts and workers (Ibrahim, 

1982) as most of the population were involved with agriculture or grazing. Manpower came 

from all around the world, and especially the neighboring Arab countries.  

The salient changes started during the reign of King Saud (1902 – 1969), who ordered 

the transfer of government headquarters from Makkah to Riyadh. For this, the government 

needed to build modern housing units for its employees and to construct government buildings. 

The importation of labor was a key factor to initiate these urbanization projects in Riyadh (see 

Section 5.4).  

 As well infrastructure projects such as airport and roads, together with the refusal of 

some citizens to work in certain occupations, prompted the need for imported workers. During 

the 1950s, the Saudi government tried to involve Saudis in the labor market, but it was only 

successful in government, the oil industry and military positions (Ibrahim, 1982). A 
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considerable number of Saudis chose not to join the construction workforce, because the jobs 

were low status from a cultural point of view.  

Two waves of manpower importation occurred in Saudi Arabia. The first was in the 

1950s, when the country demanded experts in construction, infrastructure and oil refining. 

These comprised mainly professionals, such as engineers, teachers, and doctors. The latter 

wave followed the Arab-Israeli War and the oil embargo in the early 1970s. The subsequent 

oil price jumps allowed Saudi Arabia to fund vital projects to modernize the country, 

witnessing the largest movement of migrant labor, mainly skilled and semiskilled workers. 

According to Ibrahim (1982), “with this kind of money, the oil-rich or ‘capital-rich’ countries 

launched very ambitious socioeconomic development plans” (p. 87). These plans were to 

continue improving and expanding the economy via developing its infrastructure and social 

institutions, including schools, hospitals, housing, and community centers, as well as the 

military (Ibrahim, 1982). The influence of migration on housing is outlined in the following 

paragraphs. 

2.3 King Faisal: The Foundation of Modern Saudi Arabia 

King Faisal once said, “It is important to benefit from institutions, not only build them.” 

Following its foundation, Saudi Arabia drew up a far-reaching plan to build the state and 

develop its economic and social aspects even before the discovery of oil. Faisal’s reign 

constituted a milestone in this process of country construction, as he is considered the architect 

of modern Saudi Arabia as it is today by adopting the institutional work for its development 

and modernization. For example, Faisal, as Crown Prince, established the Saudi Arabian 

Monetary Agency in 1958 due to issues emerging from the fact that the financial system in 

Saudi Arabia had not previous been subject to a regulatory framework. 
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Faisal bin Abdulaziz (1906 – 1975), who was the third son of King Abdulaziz (the 

founder of Saudi Arabia), was born in Riyadh. From a young age, he was assigned by his father 

to participate in international conferences and events on behalf of his nation. He was the first 

Saudi royal to visit England and France. These journeys and his early exposure to different 

cultures contributed to the King’s unbridled desire for change and modernization, especially 

socially and economically. Faisal’s early experiences played a vital role in Saudi Arabia’s 

transformations: he had the vision to modernize the country since he was appointed Crown 

Prince and then Prime Minister in 1953 by his elder brother, King Saud, when he ascended to 

the throne (“King Faisal,” n.d.).  

As Prime Minister, Faisal also inaugurated a program known as the Ten Points of 

Reform in 1962 which aimed to tackle issues related to the administration, the economy, the 

judicial system and the educational system (“King Faisal,” n.d.; Nehme, 1994). Some of these 

points are: 

1. The government has to reflect the true image of the community. 

2. The judicial system must be protected. 

3. Islam and its authoritative sources, such as the Quran and Hadith (Hadith comprises 

descriptive reports of the actions and habits the prophet Muhammed), are the country’s 

constitution. 

4. The government should work to assure financial stability and economic growth. 

5. The economic, commercial and social aspects should be organized and developed. 

Implementing this program created many challenges. One of the most critical 

challenges that Faisal faced was reconciling modernists and traditionalists, where he managed 

to strike a balance by proposing a modernization project with an Islamic identity. The 

modernists were a new group interested in development and progressive reforms. They 



 
 

35 

 

appeared in Saudi society with the discovery of oil. The traditionalists advocated for the 

preservation of religious and traditional values. The contradictions between these two groups 

required a balanced reform plan that satisfied both parties. According to Michel Nehme (1994): 

Faisal felt obliged to announce the ten-point programme. This programme provided the 

first elements of infrastructure, expanded communications which helped to create a 

sense of national identity and reduced regionalism and consequently made the people 

more demanding of the benefits accruing from the oil revenues. It also provided for the 

development of education, created some social services, and enlarged the government 

administration, thereby creating more employment. To please the conservatives, Faisal 

ensured the continuing activity of the Public Morality Committees, which he considered 

to be a stabilizing force asserting the dominance of traditional values. (p. 633) 

 

The emergence of antagonism between these two groups was the first sign of serious 

repercussions, which would surface later in many aspects of society, including house form. 

These effects will be discussed in Chapter 5. In 1964, Faisal, however, ascended to the throne 

as the King of Saudi Arabia and continued to exploit a massive amount of money from oil to 

modernize the country. In 1969, the first Five Year Development Plan was put in place. It 

aimed to increase national production, develop the workforce, and diversify the national 

economy to reduce the country’s dependence on oil. This scheme was drawn up by the Central 

Planning Organization (CPO), and had been preceded by a plan called ‘Planning for Growth’, 

which was the result of cooperation between the CPO and the Ford Foundation of the United 

States. This first Five Year Development Plan was a joint effort between the CPO and several 

advisory groups, such as the Stanford Research Institute (SRI) and SCET International (a 

French firm). After the budget deficit of 1967-68, the plan took effect and years of surplus 

followed, proving its efficacy (Nehme, 1994).  

Al-Ateeq (as cited in Shaya, 2018) described the King’s position in this way: “King 

Faisal was progressive among a conservative people… he began to implement his plans to open 

the door of scholarship to create a new generation of Saudis more understanding of reform,” 

(para. 3). Muhammad Al-Shuwaider, a professor of history at the Imam Muhammad bin Saud 
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Islamic University in Riyadh, characterized the King as the first to realize the importance of 

change in society by taking the initiative and succeeding in overcoming a great deal of 

resistance. From that point onwards, the motivation was strong for modernization, especially 

with the available means: oil revenues (Al-Shaya, 2018). 

King Faisal initiated an ambitious program for social, political and economic reforms. 

The social reforms were intended to improve the status of women in Saudi society. For 

example, he changed the law that women were not allowed to have their photographs on 

passports. The biggest obstacle he confronted was the hard-liner religious figures, and it is 

claimed that he was assassinated in 1975 because of these changes. During his reign, the King 

faced various challenges in a very conservative society, but he was able to achieve great 

progress by convincing the religious establishment of the need for these reforms. 

Certain events in Saudi Arabia’s recent history are worth special emphasis: the 

development of girls’ education and the beginning of television. While at first glance these may 

not seem to have any connection to the evolution of Saudi houses, they embed distinct 

experiences that can be linked to two essential attributes of Saudi society. The first is oil, with 

its revenues and the allocation of huge funds to develop different sectors, such as education, 

television and infrastructure. Building something from scratch is a daunting task and takes a 

lot of time, effort and money. Fortunately, the abundant money from oil sales has been a major 

factor in the rapid development of education in Saudi Arabia, saving decades of time. Oil 

money was crucial to accelerating the country’s development and modernization. 

The second essential feature is the Islamic religion, with its influence on people and 

their ideology, especially in a conservative society like Saudi Arabia. Islam is a major 

component of the society’s identity, as the legal system is based on Islamic law in Saudi Arabia. 

During the Saudi experience of rapid change, there were many occasions when religious clerics 
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challenged the state authority in protest against modernization, claiming it was contrary to 

religious beliefs and Quranic texts. In fact, sociocultural changes in the society have always 

created controversial debates, specifically from the side of the conservatives, who have 

consistently opposed any drastic changes. This led to the sociocultural reforms currently under 

way in Saudi Arabia led by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman which have also sparked 

some controversy. Part of Saudi society still holds the idea that development and modernization 

are contrary to religion and fears that change in society opposes the values of the Islamic 

religion. 

2.3.1 Education for Girls 

In 1926, Saudi Arabia established the Council of Knowledge as the first education 

system, opening 12 public schools for students in several regions. The council managed and 

oversaw the education sector. Before that, public education did not exist, as public schooling 

and learning was essentially through the kuttab, a place of primary education for teaching the 

Quran, religion, principles of reading and writing, and simple arithmetic. This instruction was 

held in independent spaces or mosques. There were some private schools, but they were limited 

in number and existed only in certain places—built and funded by individuals. The number of 

government schools continued to grow in all regions of the country and reached 300 in 1952, 

which required the establishment of the Ministry of Knowledge in 1953. Despite this growth, 

none of these schools were dedicated to girls’ education, but were exclusively for boys. Girls 

continued to be educated in the kuttab, and in some private schools. 

For decades, education in Saudi Arabia was exclusively for men, because some clerics 

thought that women would not benefit from learning. There was strong religious opposition to 

women’s education, as well as a public belief that educating girls was taboo, because it would 

lead to disintegration and immorality. These beliefs limited the enrollment of girls in public 
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education; only some private schools accommodated them. However, Effat Althunayan, wife 

of King Faisal, founded Dar Al Hanan School in Jeddah in the western region of Saudi Arabia 

at her own expense in 1955, as the first government school for girls. It included five educational 

stages: (1) kindergarten, (2) preschool, (3) primary, (4) intermediate, and (5) high school. 

Following the growing calls for girls’ education and the success of the Dar Al Hanan school 

experience, approval for the general education of girls came in 1959, during the reign of King 

Saud. In 1960, the establishment of the General Presidency for Girls’ Education, which 

oversaw all girls’ schools, followed. In order to contain the anger of fundamentalists, this 

separate administration and separate schools were established for girls, i.e. there were no co-

ed schools. 

When King Faisal came to the throne, he sought to develop public education for both 

genders, opening more schools, colleges, and universities in different regions. In addition, he 

set up a scholarship program to send students abroad. He believed in the importance of 

education as a way to approach modernity, but fierce opposition from conservative clerics came 

quickly. However, King Faisal’s position was firm, and he rejected all objections. “The state 

will open schools to educate the girls, but it will not force anyone to go,” King Faisal told a 

delegation of religious leaders. While education was optional at the beginning for girls, he 

insisted on moving forward. As a result, people slowly accepted this change and started to 

enroll their daughters. “The issue of educating girls was sensitive, but King Faisal was leaning 

on a very popular base except in Najd,” said Al Zulfa (Al-Shaya, 2018, para. 6), a Saudi 

academic and historian (referring to resistance in Saudi Arabia’s central region).  

Najd, which includes major cities like Riyadh and al-Qassim, aggressively rejected the 

changes. This was due a number of Islamic leaders who belonged to this region. In 1963, the 

government opened a school for girls in Buraydah, al-Qassim, which led to a demonstration by 

clerics denouncing its opening. King Faisal sent soldiers to contain the matter. 
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2.3.2 The Establishment of Saudi Television  

In 1965, Saudi television was broadcast for the first time, from two stations, one in 

Riyadh and another in Jeddah, in the western region. There was one channel in black and white. 

Three years earlier, Prince Faisal, who was both Crown Prince and Prime Minister at the time, 

issued a ministerial statement, announcing his intention to introduce television to the country. 

Subsequently, construction work of television headquarters commenced in 1963. This period 

was historically important and a unique experience for people, as many rumors and 

expectations were established between the time of the announcement and the official opening.  

However, another TV station preceded Saudi TV. The oil company Aramco had its own 

local television station in the Eastern Province from 1957. Its importance was as a prelude to 

the introduction of Saudi TV in the region. 

2.3.3 Aramco’s TV Station (1957) 

One of the earliest television stations in the Middle East was run by Aramco for its 

employees in Dharan. It is worth noting that a Baghdad TV station had aired a few months 

earlier than Aramco’s establishment. The U.S. Training Mission at Dhahran International 

Airport also had a TV station in English for its personnel at the base from 1955. An audience 

of around 1000 watched the opening, gathered around 200 TV sets (“Aramco TV on the Air,” 

1963; Da Cruz, 1967).  

The setting up of Aramco’s local TV station was a very significant moment for both 

Aramco and the Saudis. Aramco’s station had a single channel and it was in English, which 

was  very exciting for expatriate employees and their families, something that reminded them 

of their home country (the United States). On the other hand, Saudis experienced television for 

the first time, it was a new technology for the country. Subsequently, Aramco introduced a TV 
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station in Arabic for its 9,000 Saudi employees and their families (Aramco TV on the Air,” 

1963).  

The transmission from both stations was geographically limited to parts of the East 

Province (including the cities of Dharan and Hofuf). However, sometimes the reception was 

available in other areas close by around the Arabian Gulf. Because the TV was broadcast 

through an antenna system, its frequency was fairly wide. Generally, the stations targeted 

people who worked in the oil sector and their families, as well as the residents of the province.  

The TV schedule consisted of various programs, such as newscasts, documentaries and 

films. Aramco TV also included other categories; a great deal of broadcast time was dedicated 

to educational shows. “Mostly on film, programs in this category range from the highbrow to 

the popular, including a long-running series of instruction in the English language,” Da Cruz 

(1967, para. 26) reported. Although, the Aramco TV station produced and telecast programs in 

English, these programs were translated into Arabic using different techniques, like subtitles 

and dubbing. “Ironically, for a station with strong American associations, Aramco Television 

enjoys the distinction of being the only outlet in the Middle East to broadcast every one of its 

programs in the Arabic language,” Da Cruz (1967, para. 23) noted.  

All programs presented were subject to the customs and traditions of Saudi Arabia, 

especially Islamic values. The TV broadcast started every morning with some readings from 

the Quran, and during prayer times, the broadcast went off air until the end of the prayer. 

According to Da Cruz (1967), “… all material to be telecast is selected to avoid any conflicts 

with the standards of Islamic morality. Films depicting drunkenness or extra-marital love, for 

example, are carefully edited.”  

In fact, the Aramco television station paved the way for upcoming TV stations by 

introducing this new technology to Saudi Arabia. The company also provided training 
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opportunities for Saudis, where they learned the basics of TV production. This later contributed 

to the easing the founding of Saudi TV. Da Cruz (1967) explained how Aramco TV helped to 

set up television in the region through its American staff: 

Aramco TV's initial telecast was produced entirely by foreign staff. In the 10 years 

since, on-the-job training, supplemented in several instances by special schooling and 

practical TV work experience in the United States, has brought Saudi Arabs to the point 

where they fill 39 out of 45 positions on the station staff. Station Manager Saleh 

Mozaini, a Saudi Arab from Buraydah, supervises fellow countrymen who have learned 

to direct productions, write scripts, edit film, produce special sound and visual effects, 

and operate TV cameras in the studio and motion picture equipment on location. (para. 

22) 

2.3.4 Saudi Television 

Similar to the introduction of education for girls, the establishment of television in the 

country faced a similar controversy. The influence of the conservative society and religious 

clerics overshadowed television broadcasting. Some believed that television was contrary to 

Islamic values and a means of spreading vice. Protesters went out to the television building to 

complain in groups, but the government sent security to deal with them. 

As a result of these pressures, for the first few months, Saudi television did not show 

women so as not to incite the religious clerics. In addition, TV production was innocuous 

during its first two years, for two reasons. The first is that because television was in its early 

stages, this contributed to a lack of local production. The second is that most of the programs 

produced abroad contained some violations of the values of society, especially Islamic 

principles. In addition, television broadcasts were limited to one hour which later increased to 

four hours. According to Abdulrahman Al Shubaily (2014), at the beginning the television 

headquarters had four administrative divisions, which were similar to those found in U.S. 

stations (a program section, a management department, an engineering department, and a 

production department). In the first two years, there were around 60 employees in each station 

(Da Cruz, 1967; Al Shubaily, 2014).  
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However, TV then started to take off, which helped to lower some restrictions 

concerning importing programs from abroad. The social reforms that King Faisal was working 

on were finally becoming tangible. People seemed to adapt to modernization plans, showing a 

desire for further social improvement. The programs included entertainment shows, sports 

shows, theatrical programs, and films. Nevertheless, they were carefully vetted by the TV 

workers in accordance with certain social and religious standards. The materials brought from 

abroad were suitable for Saudi families and did not violate Islamic morality, culture and 

traditions. A rating system did not really exist at the time (the current content rating system 

was adopted in Saudi Arabia in 2018 when movie theaters were opened as part of recent social 

changes), but scenes that included any sexual implications or types of obscenity were strictly 

censored (Da Cruz, 1967; Al Shubaily, 2014).  

Programs shown during the late 1960s were mostly imported from Egypt, Lebanon and 

Syria, especially television series. In fact, the convergence of cultures and common languages 

contributed to the importation of television programs from these countries, which occupied a 

great deal of broadcasting time (Da Cruz, 1967). In addition, western series and films were 

screened on TV; these were very popular with Saudis. For example, Saudis enjoyed watching 

Bonanza (1959 – 73), the long-running American western television series. The show evolved 

around the Cartwright family’s adventures on their ranch called the Ponderosa in Lake Tahoe, 

Nevada. Other popular TV series were the Forest Rangers (1963 – 1965), which was Canadian, 

and Perry Mason (1957). Saudi TV also showed movies like Oliver Twist (1948). These were 

either dubbed or had subtitles in Arabic.  

Families who owned a TV set in the 1960s were known to other families in the 

neighborhood and maintaining a good relationship with them was a priority for those without 

TV sets so as to also enjoy viewing. Before the official opening of the TV stations, few people 
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bought a TV set, either because of their high prices or they did not know about television. Ali 

Salim (personal communication, February 12, 2018) said that when television was announced 

as a plan in 1962, a small number of television sets entered Riyadh. One electronic and home 

appliances dealer in Riyadh imported only five (these were National, a Japanese brand), one of 

which Ali’s father bought. But when television broadcasting began in 1965, the number of TV 

sets began to rise gradually. Da Cruz (1967) asserted that “with television in Riyadh and 

[Jeddah] now well established (one Saudi newspaper recently estimated that there are now over 

100,000 television sets in the kingdom), the Saudi Arabian Government plans to include the 

kingdom’s other main population centers in its future TV development…” (para. 20). 

At the same time, the TV broadcasting also emphasized the role of Islam, which was 

an essential part of the programming. The television schedule included religious passages every 

day to emphasize the importance of Islam as a major component of social identity. Television 

was usually broadcast from sunrise to midnight and at the very beginning of each day readings 

from the Koran were shown. In addition, during prayer times (five times a day), broadcasting 

was stopped until the prayer time was over. Later on, during prayer time, they would broadcast 

prayers directly from Makkah. 

Eventually, television turned into an important piece of furniture in the house, where 

the family gathered to watch its favorite shows. Because people in Riyadh used to sit in 

different parts of the house during the day, depending on the weather, they moved the TV set 

around. For example, when the temperature was mild, they preferred to sit in the courtyard or 

on the roof at night, and when there were high temperatures they stayed indoors. They solved 

this issue by installing castors on the TV sets’ legs (S. Hamad, personal communication, 

February 12, 2018). 
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2.4 Sociocultural Forces and the Built Environment  

Culture can be thought of as the accumulated overlapping of many elements that have 

been layered over hundreds of years. This composition of layers encompasses language, 

religion, arts, traditions, and beliefs. It basically works as a mirror which reflects societies’ 

values and norms. The manifestation of culture can also be seen physically in many ways, 

including the built environment and constructed forms. When architecture is injected with 

culture (i.e. which sometimes seems inevitable), it gives the built environment a unique 

identity. This architectural identity has a close relationship with spaces, and thus can define a 

nation’s identity and characteristics. According to Edensor (2002), the connection between 

national identity and space is a sophisticated relationship that is presented in multiple places, 

like geographical boundaries, symbolic areas and sites, pathways, dwelling places, and 

everyday fixtures. Popular culture’s influence can be seen in everyday fixtures, and this 

connection to architecture will be discussed in detail in Chapter 4. 

Throughout the history of mankind, culture has played a key role in forming nations’ 

settlements and identities. This is because culture has been always considered as a powerful 

tool to govern the design and building process, especially the built environment of conventional 

societies. Rapoport (1967) believed that culture, mainly represented in religions, is reflected in 

building forms by inherited sacred symbols. Apart from religious beliefs, what really defines 

the influence of culture in a particular society is its predominant social and economic practices. 

These practices were developed based on a set of experiences and beliefs. As architecture and 

culture are blended together and complement each other, architecture starts to gain its value by 

creating well-defined perceptions of nations.  

Additionally, such cultural influence has been carried by the power of religion, as well 

as other secular elements, including popular culture or everyday life. Economic, social and 

political changes can affect culture. The case of housing evolution in Riyadh in the late 1950s 
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was inextricably related to the discovery of oil and subsequent improvements in the economy; 

nevertheless, the force of local culture, represented in traditions and customs, ruled all levels 

of changes.  

During this period, the force of culture was, to some extent, resisting and refusing 

‘Westernization’ of the city. At some point, there was a general consensus to accept certain 

aspects from the West such as technologies and equipment, however, the Western form of 

housing collided with the local culture. In the Saudi society, cultural (and to some extent 

religious) influences have taken control of the housing style.  

2.4.1 Islamic Culture and Architecture 

Muslim culture is greatly inspired by Islamic teachings, and most cultural aspects must 

be compatible with Islam, not opposed to it. In this sense, the cultural influences of Islam can 

be seen through (1) the arts; (2) literature; (3) traditions; (4) customs; (5) clothing; and (6) 

architecture. Islamic culture started forming in the seventh century, when Islam was proclaimed 

by the prophet Muhammed. There are two main sources of this culture. The first relies on the 

principles of the Holy Quran and Hadith. The second consists of creative interpretations by 

Muslims in various fields. The first source is constant and cannot be changed over time while 

the other can.  

In addition, the outcomes of the second source have to be conceptually aligned with the 

principles of the first. As the Quran and Hadith are the main references of Arabian culture, its 

lifestyle is inspired by them, including moral, societal and religious precepts. According to the 

former Director General of the Islamic Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(ISESCO) Abdulaziz Al-Tuwaijri, the main difference between Arabian culture and Western 

culture is that the Western culture drew its notions from other ancient cultures, i.e. from Greece, 

Rome, etc. while Arabian culture is committed to the Islamic religion (Al-Tuwaijri, 2015).  
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Religion is a powerful force in constructing conventional societies, and affects many 

aspects of societies, including the social structure, lifestyle and built environment. In addition, 

societies represent buildings in a symbolic figure. Rapoport offers many examples related to 

the influence of religion on the built form in traditional environments where we find house 

shapes, such as square, circular, and rectangular, and its direction is related to the cosmic factor 

(p. 41). It can be said that traditions and beliefs are prioritized in life (Rapoport, 1969). In this 

regard, the Islamic religion as a dominant force in the Arab world has been reflected in Arabs’ 

lifestyle and contributions in the visual arts and literature, including poetry, and architecture. 

According to Saleh (1998), “… the religious, cultural, and organizational values of the Islamic 

society have impacts on the principles of planning and design of space and buildings. There is 

no doubt that Islam played a key role in shaping the urban fabric…” (p. 580).  

In the eighth century, Islamic architecture started to gain its unique characteristics when 

the Arab population spread out of the Middle East and their civilization produced intellectual, 

artistic, scientific and cultural achievements that lasted for nearly five hundred years. The new 

Arab religion had a significant impact on society from the perspectives of both tradition and 

culture. The cultural life of Muslims was affected by religious beliefs and practices that shaped 

their population and their cities’ identities. In addition, it gave some buildings, like mosques 

and markets, priority in the planning of Islamic cities, and all buildings at that time radiated 

from this central focus. Throughout history, religious buildings were given the most attention, 

and other types of buildings were not given much thought in terms of their design. Muslims’ 

religious beliefs culturally divided the community into public and private spaces for buildings 

and civic areas. Most Islamic cites were planned based on this conception of public and private 

spaces, and this extended also to the streets (Szyliowicz, 1973). 

Islamic architecture consisted of three fundamental components: materialistic, sensory 

and spiritual. The materialistic component was presented in the use of affordable building 
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materials. It relied on creative techniques in crafting building materials to give them a rich and 

marvelous appearance while the sensory component was more about dealing with feelings. In 

this case, the aim was to create architecture that could bring a delightful sensation to building 

users, achieved by using many features, such as colorful elements, ornaments and the use of 

sunlight, water and shade in the internal and external spaces. The third component responded 

to spiritual satisfaction, and how architecture could deliver emotions by relating artistic and 

architectural details (Hasan, 2010; Shafaie, 1982). For example, Muslims presumably will have 

a nostalgic feeling when they see patterns or features of Islamic architecture, because this 

architecture will remind them of something spiritually valuable. 

Islamic architecture introduced many styles and patterns, which varied according to 

their geographical locations, climate and availability of building materials. According to 

Rapoport (1969) the “…constraints in the past were climate, limited technology and materials, 

the forces of tradition, and lack of economic surplus…” (p. 59). In the Islamic world, these 

constraints gave each region unique architectural characteristics and different physical forms. 

At the same time, all these patterns and styles shared the same values and principles derived 

from Islam. As Hasan (2010) stated, Islamic precepts were remarkable in shaping the identity 

of Islamic architecture. Furthermore, climatic constraints cannot be ignored as they influenced 

the individual characteristics of each region.   

Along with regional differences in Islamic architecture, certain architectural elements 

were shared. Distinct elements were utilized in all types of buildings (like mosques, houses, 

schools, etc.), including internal courtyards, wind catchers (malqaf), entrances, openings, and 

rawashin (a type of window that is enclosed with carved wooden screens to provide privacy). 

Moreover, Islamic architecture was known for its excessive use of ornamentation. Three 

different types of ornamental styles were used on the architectural elements of buildings, 

categorized as penmanship, arabesques and geometric shapes. According to Islamic law, the 
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depiction of people and animals in engravings, drawings and carvings is forbidden, because 

from an Islamic point of view, God is the only one able to create these spirits, not humans. 

Muslim artists responded to this by developing artistic patterns according to Islamic teachings. 

This explains why Muslims avoided portraying creatures in the arts and architecture, right from 

the beginning. Instead, they employed geometric forms and foliage to decorate their buildings. 

They also used texts from the Quran on the architectural elements of buildings. In recent times, 

most Muslims still follow this principle in modern architecture. 

In this context, as a part of the Islamic world, the traditional built environment of 

Riyadh before the discovery of oil was architecturally influenced by Islamic teachings and 

culture. In the 1930s, the city was a small town with well-defined elements and axes. It had a 

city center, mainly comprised of the mosque and market, and everything in the city radiated 

from this center.  Streets had an order that was categorized as public, semi-public and private. 

The public streets usually started from the city center and branched until the residential cluster. 

Each cluster of houses led to a dead-end street, which was a private zone (Saleh, 1998). 

Nowadays, the physical features of Islamic and traditional architecture have partially 

disappeared from the built environment of Riyadh, due to many reasons, including the use of 

modern building materials and technologies. However, we cannot extract the existing modern 

city from the conceptual Islamic framework of culture. Islamic culture still plays a major role 

at the current time, and it is inherent in the modern built environment.  

2.4.2 Cultural Influences and the House Form 

As mentioned earlier, culture in itself is a very broad topic, which can be related to 

many different disciplines. There are, however, particular aspects that can be directly linked to 

house form and architecture which may vary with each particular society. In most societies, 

culture dictates the lifestyle of human beings, and it plays a major role in the design process of 
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buildings. It also impacts their form and spatial order. When it comes to building a house, 

culture is a powerful tool of design. This is because culture guides traditional societies, as it is 

a mixture of beliefs, traditions and customs. Moreover, it can overcome other important factors 

in terms of house design, like climate and geographical location. Rapoport (1969) explained 

the relationship between house form and culture as “…[the] house form is not simply the result 

of physical forces or any single causal factor, but is the consequence of a whole range of socio-

cultural factors seen in their broadest terms” (p. 47). In order to understand the role of culture 

on house form, it is helpful to consider culture in a wider context.  

In the past, habitations have not been fully studied by architectural historians and 

theorists who have been more interested in documenting and studying monumental architecture 

(Rapoport, 1969). Habitations were first built by human beings to protect themselves from 

harsh climates, initially of primitive materials like wood and animal skins. These primitive 

houses usually comprised one space. However, over time, they developed with the use of local 

materials that related to regional traditions and cultures to form what has now been described 

as traditional houses. Indeed, the house became a space that includes and involves multiple 

functions, allowing a full range of activities. That space is also an accumulation of experiences, 

traditions and the local culture (Youssef, 1981). In addition, architecture is a result of many 

aspects combined, like the geographical location, climate, religious rituals, and culture—all of 

which can influence human behavior and emotions toward preferring certain shapes and spaces. 

Other elements are also taken into consideration, such as colors and textures (Mustafa, 1992).  

Especially in conventional societies, social and cultural factors play a significant role 

in shaping house form and these factors do not tend to change much over time. For example, 

materials might be affordable in the local area, but they might be limited to a certain purpose 

in order to achieve a social or cultural order. Similarly, while the climate can range from mild 

to severe, it can be mitigated by the use of culture (Rapoport, 1969). For example, the 
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persistence of cultural preferences can be seen in the spatial organization of both the traditional 

and modern house in Saudi Arabia, which is divided into two sections—one for family and the 

other to share with guests.  

The Egyptian architect Hassan Fathy claimed that the culture of human beings is 

unchangeable, therefore, authentic architecture has to be interactive with people’s cultural and 

psychological needs. In response, he created a paradigm to introduce suitable architecture for 

the prevailing culture, which, at the same time, can fit a modern context. This paradigm had 

three themes (Serageldin, 2007).  

One was what he called ‘cultural authenticity’; he rejected embedding any imported 

culture or architecture that does not harmonize with the local society (Pyla, 2007; Serageldin, 

2007).  Fathy opposed modern architecture or what he called the ‘Westernization’ of the built 

environment because he believed that architecture must represent people’s cultural needs and 

their environment and psychology. Also, he took a stand against implementing alien or 

inappropriate architectural components from other cultures or environments because this would 

affect the local architectural patterns and tear down traditional culture.  

Secondly, although he was cautious about borrowing components in his architecture 

from other cultures, he did accept the use of suitable technologies and modern building 

materials from the West. The last theme of Fathy’s paradigm is to involve people during the 

design process. From his point of view, allowing people to express their wishes promoted 

individualism in the built environment, as he rejected mass production of houses (Serageldin, 

2007).  

In general, society generates its built environment from several fundamental elements, 

such as traditions, climate, geographical locations, and local materials. These elements together 

become what is called ‘cultural identity’, which over time may become better suited to the 



 
 

51 

 

surrounding, changing environment. Cultural identity can refer to sub-categories, such as 

domestic, regional or national, while the style of this identity is manipulated by the elite ruling 

class of the society (which includes officials and architects). The societal elite identify the 

general shape and dominant patterns of the built environment, urban spaces and buildings. This 

elite also creates within a society what is called ‘high culture’, which is usually promoted 

through cultural institutions, such as theaters, galleries, museums, and opera houses, and also 

through political decisions. The promotion of high culture mainly reflects the elite’s desires 

and works as a guide to define the city and building patterns (Edensor, 2002; Serageldin, 1986).   

In the context of Saudi Arabia, the local identity has faded due to the rush of 

development. According to Mustafa (1992), the Arabian city has lost its identity due to a lack 

of controls and rules in the design process. Nowadays, dwelling units seem to have various 

architectural characteristics from other countries, which do not belong to the prevailing culture 

and architectural identity. Additionally, in the city, the essence of traditional architecture that 

is derived from local culture has become weak because previous determinants, such as climate, 

have become overridden. The change is noticeable also in social and cultural aspects. Hence, a 

conflict arises between the past and present, and how people have reconciled their culture with 

the contemporary built environment. This problem continues to exist at the present time, with 

no clear or convincing solution (Talib, 1984; Mustafa, 1992).  

2.4.3 Privacy and Social Interactions in Islamic Culture 

Privacy is a broad domain, which has many forms based on different cultures 

(Rapoport, 1969). Privacy is a complex topic which can be defined from different viewpoints, 

depending on the cultural domain. Therefore, the topic of privacy might be better analyzed 

from a cultural viewpoint. However, I have chosen to discuss privacy along with the social 

structure of Saudi society, since this has been extensively studied by sociologists and in the 
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context of social issues and behavioral concepts. Irwin Altman (1975), a well-known 

sociologist who has studied the relationships and social interactions in the physical 

environment, provided a definition of privacy as “a selective control of access to the self or to 

one’s group” (p. 18). Roger Clarke (1999) also defined privacy as “the interest individuals have 

in sustaining a personal space, free from interference by other people and organizations” (p. 

60). These definitions signify that privacy involves as the exclusion of interactions, be they 

visual, communicative or physical.  

There are many theories to examine privacy which can be broadly sorted into two types: 

behavioral and environmental. Behavioral privacy is viewed through both verbal and non-

verbal activities. These activities are influenced by sociocultural factors where people in 

different cultures behaviorally interact in accordance with the physical and psychological 

settings of their cultures. This can also include personal privacy and the need to protect human 

rights (i.e. personal information). Environmental privacy puts emphasis on the physical 

environment, such as personal space and clothing. In this type of privacy, the individual 

requires enclosure to visually protect his/her behavior (Altman, 1977; Shraim, 2000; Tavani, 

2007; Hashim & Rahim, 2010).  

Privacy has always been associated with houses, as a home offers psychological privacy 

(as a refuge or retreat from the world). There are two types of privacy in the house: public and 

private privacy. Public privacy involves protecting who is inside the home from the outside, 

such as strangers. In this case, the home should be visually shielded to prevent neighbors from 

looking into the interior spaces. On the other hand, private privacy is related to privacy inside 

the spaces of the home and among the members of the family. In this case, private privacy 

regulates the interpersonal interactions and behavior between the family members. Moreover, 

these interactions are constituted through segregation between the genders and the design of 
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the spaces, thus there are physical requirements to achieve that level of privacy (Després, 1991; 

Hashim & Rahim, 2010).  

Amos Rapoport pointed out another determining factor related to privacy that 

influences the house form: the position of women in the society. He found two types of 

Mediterranean house in areas like Syria, Catalonia, Greece, and the Balkans: the courtyard 

house and the house with outside stairs. The courtyard house indicates a cultural prerequisite 

for a high level of privacy for women. Further, customs and traditions dictate how men can 

interact with women in internal spaces. In Islamic culture, women are separated from men by 

occupying a different space if the family is rich, and by being in a corner if they are poor. 

“Islamic culture generally affects the form of houses and settlement through the demands of 

purdah, the harem, and so on, but in each case the specifics of the solution need to be 

considered,” Rapoport stated (pp. 65-66). However, Rapoport did not explain the exact 

mechanism of gender segregation in the domestic space of Muslim communities.    

Privacy is a human necessity. Although the evaluation of what privacy actually is or 

means differs from one culture to another, the impact of privacy on the house form is stronger 

and more complex in the Islamic culture. The subject of privacy is supported by Quranic texts 

which encourage Muslims to respect their neighbors and the privacy rights of families. Also, 

the prophetic texts of Muhammad provide detailed instruction on how social interactions and 

gender relations should be carried out.  On top of that, interpersonal interactions and social 

behavior are mostly governed by the customs and traditions of Muslim society. It is also 

important to note that the subject of privacy is treated differently when it comes to its 

application between men and women, or as Rapoport puts it, attitudes to sex and shame. 

Hashim and Rahim (2010), who studied the influence of privacy among Malay urban dwellers, 

describe privacy in accordance to gender in this way:   
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In Islam, the need for modesty is the same in both men and women, but based on the 

differentiation of the sexes in nature, temperament, and social life, a greater amount of 

privacy is required for women than for men, especially in the matter of dressing. The 

subject of sex ethics and manners is the determining factor in the segregation of males 

and females in the Islamic society. (p. 261) 

 

In fact, a few studies have examined the impact of privacy on the built environment and 

physical form in Muslim communities, especially the social interactions in gender segregating 

societies. The framework of gender interaction in Muslim societies is governed by the rules of 

Islam regarding how men and women communicate. This relationship is also influenced by 

traditions, beliefs and norms. Hashim and Rahim (2010) found that behavioral norms regulate 

the mechanism of interactions between genders in the Malay society which shares many values 

with Saudi society, both being Muslim.  

In Muslim society, women are advised to limit interactions around men when they share 

the same space, which includes communicative and visual interactions. They also limit their 

interactions with immediate male relatives, such as their father, brother, son, and husband, once 

the space is shared with male strangers. This behavior is supported by Quranic texts that ask 

women to avoid eye contact and not show their adornment to unknown men. In addition, 

women are required to wear the hijab and cover their bodies in front of non-immediate relatives. 

The hijab itself is debated among religious scholars, regarding which parts of the face should 

be covered. However, the important issue here is how these Islamic teachings in respect to 

women are reflected in the spatial organization of house spaces and the social interactions 

occurring within them.  

Shraim (2000) has discussed privacy and its impact on gender interactions in the 

domestic space of contemporary Saudi houses, revealing that social interactions in Saudi 

houses encompass a sophisticated social organization, especially gender-based interactions. 

There are two factors that govern gender segregation in respect to the spatial organization: 

family kinship and hospitality. Family kinship coordinates the relationship between males and 
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females, and this is also defined by the cultural context. For example, in many modest Muslim 

nations there is less complexity in terms of cross-gender interactions. The kinship structure 

also organizes the visual interactions between men and women in the house spaces.   

In fact, this relationship determines the presence of women in front of men. In indoor 

spaces, men and women should not stay in one space, unless they are immediate relatives or 

from the same family. Women in Islamic society seek visual privacy from men who are 

strangers to them. Islam offers emotional and psychological privacy through its teachings, 

which instruct Muslims how to wear their clothes and how to respect their neighbors. In houses, 

these physical elements organize the social interactions between genders through space 

arrangements. The Saudi house, for example, is divided into two main sections: the guest 

section (public) and family section (private). The guest section (majlis) in the Saudi house is 

usually only used by men who are received by their male host. Also, this section has a separate 

entrance and toilet. In this case, the family section assures visual privacy and here the family 

(and the women as well as female visitors) can practice their daily activities (see Figure 2.3).  
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2.4.3.1 The Sociocultural Influences on the Saudi House  

The majority of the Saudi population are Muslims; thus socio-religious aspects are 

reflected in the Saudi house form. As has been illustrated above, these houses primarily evolved 

within cultural boundaries, especially their spatial organization. What really defines spaces is 

the activities that are practiced inside them, and these activities stem from the society’s 

sociocultural values, hence determining the house form as well. Such values are related to the 

Figure 2.3 A ground floor plan of a typical 

contemporary house in Riyadh highlighting 

the two different section of the house. 

(Drawing by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2017) 
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social structure, which is also responsible for the form which houses take. In this respect, Saudi 

society is not far from other societies in which the social structure has been a keystone in 

shaping both traditional and modern houses. Further, the social structure is influenced by 

Islamic teachings, which also means each individual has a specific position within this 

structure.  

The sociocultural values of Saudi society remain a strong force, dominating both the 

traditional and contemporary built environment. This is because, as Middletone explained, 

“Saudi Arabia’s social and cultural character reflects a strong family-oriented society, [that 

can] shape public and private architectural and urban space” (2009, p. 83). However, the social 

organization after the discovery of oil in 1938 has gradually shifted from a largely rural society 

with some smaller towns and a proportion of nomadic Bedouins to a more urban base, due to 

job opportunities in large cities attracting the people from the countryside.  

Significantly, after establishing government institutions that started to help reform the 

state, the tribal system was replaced with an institutional one. As a matter of fact, family and 

tribal relationships weakened, while professional connections strengthened. The structure of 

Saudi families has been impacted as well. The typical family size has decreased, and newly 

married couples prefer to live separately from their extended families (Babsail, & Al-Qawasmi, 

2015; Ibrahim, 1982; Fadan, 1983).  

As mentioned above, family structure and the position of women have influenced the 

form of Saudi dwellings. The basic requirements for a home include a suitable place to conduct 

everyday activities, such as eating, drinking, socializing, and sleeping. In the traditional houses 

of extended families in Saudi Arabia, the layout of the home is quite distinct to that of the of 

the more nucleated families of recent times. Also, the social position of women relies on 

traditional and religious factors. For example, the necessity for privacy can be seen in 
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traditional (Najdi) houses that include a courtyard to provide a private zone for family activities 

(see Figure 10). While the privacy feature is still preserved in contemporary dwellings, it is 

accomplished in different settings. All these points have played a vital role in defining the 

house form of Saudi dwellings.  

When examining the spatial organization of traditional and contemporary houses in 

Riyadh (see Chapters 4 and 5 for further details), it can be noted that the socio-religious factors 

influencing the space are similar, such as the regulation interpersonal interactions between men 

and women.  In both kinds of houses, privacy concerns are managed spatially in the same 

manner and a hierarchy of power relations can be seen between the genders. Both house types 

feature two major sections, the guest section (public) and the family section (private). The guest 

section, which is mainly for men, is an essential space in the Saudi house in both houses. This 

space is physically separated by walls and doors from the family section, which comprises a 

living room and kitchen, to provide visual privacy for the family. This indicates that this space 

in both types of houses is influenced by the same sociocultural determinants.  

However, the major difference between these two types of houses is the house design 

and the building materials used, as each house represents the era in which it was constructed. 

The traditional house was an attached housing unit distinguished by one or more courtyards. 

This house was usually built with unfired mud-bricks for the construct walls, while wooden 

rafters were used for roofs. The spaces of this house open to an internal courtyard for ventilation 

and receiving daylight, which also formed a physical element to provide privacy as the family 

could practice daily activities in this courtyard without visual contact from the outside. In 

addition, the traditional house did not have large windows on the outside, instead, it had small 

openings, particularly on the first floor. In other words, the traditional house in Najd was 

enclosed from the outside, with two-story walls on each side.  Another feature of the traditional 

house that emphasized privacy was that it had two staircases: one for the guests and another 
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for the family. Guests needed a separate staircase because the traditional house featured a 

terrace on the rooftop for them. In this situation, they could move into the different spaces 

without interfering with the family section.  

In contrast, the contemporary house is a detached housing unit built with modern 

materials such as concrete, steel and glass. It usually consists of two stories of which the ground 

floor includes the guest section, a living room, a kitchen, and toilets while the first floor is 

mostly comprised of bedrooms and toilets.  Like the traditional house, the spatial organization 

of the contemporary house is based on socio-religious aspects as the guest section is situated 

at the front of the house. This helps to maintain privacy inside the house, separating the guest 

section from the family section. Further, the spaces are well defined by walls and doors. 

Because the contemporary house is detached, a large gate and high front walls well define the 

transition between the street and the house to provide privacy. In this case, the house is visually 

protected from bystanders and strangers (see Figure 2.4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4 A typical contemporary house in Riyadh. (Drawing by Waseem 

Qrayeiah, 2017) 
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Accordingly, it can be said that both the priority of privacy and economic changes have 

had a vital role in influencing the Saudi home, whether traditional or contemporary. The 

traditional dwelling was influenced by climatic and sociocultural factors that formed its shape. 

In the contemporary house, economic and cultural changes, especially during King Faisal’s 

era, were the main factors to influence the form of the house. However, the sociocultural 

determinants remain stable and essential in both types of houses, especially in terms of the 

spatial organization. Therefore, it can be said that sociocultural determinants of Saudi society 

constitute the main element forming Saudi housing in the past, present, or future. 

2.5 The Influence of Elites on the Built Environment in Riyadh 

Architectural identity is a condition in which its motives cannot be linked in 

aggregate. Still, it is an individual case whose reasons, purposes, and origins differ from one 

society to another. In any society, this identity is often rooted in the geographical location, 

culture and climate. It also stems from people’s ambitions and the population’s social and 

economic composition. The variable aspect here is the cultural values, which consider that 

the national elite is the regulator and guardian of these values. Moreover, the taste of elites 

plays a pivotal role in shaping this identity (Serageldin, 1986; Edensor, 2002). Ismail 

Serageldin (1986) pointed out that “[i]t is undeniable that the taste of the governing elite is 

likely to dominate the pattern of buildings that give an area its easily identifiable character 

and that serve as landmarks and as exemplars of what the state’s dominant elite promotes” 

(p. 255).  

Serageldin observed that the pattern of the old Islamic city was influenced by two 

critical factors: the middle class, because they constitute the majority in society, and the 

influence of elites on landmarks. Here it should be noted that elites, such as architects, artists, 

intellectuals, and politicians, play a vital part in determining and promoting the concept of 
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architecture and aesthetics among members of society (Serageldin, 1986). The influence of 

elites on the design of important buildings and landmarks in an urban setting is reflected in 

people’s taste and the extent of their understanding of architecture and its aesthetics because 

these buildings and landmarks have become an ‘artistic reference’ for people who draw ideas 

and inspiration from them. At the same time, the extent to which the artistic sense of a society 

develops or diminishes depends on the elites’ artistic sense. Hence, the role of elites is vital 

in advancing societies, artistically and aesthetically. 

In this chapter, I explore the influence of elites and economic changes over the urban 

environment in Riyadh during the last century. The development of urbanization went 

through significant stages over the past several decades. These changes were primarily 

associated with specific political and economic events, e.g., the discovery of oil in 1938. 

Further, major buildings, like the administrative and royal residences, that embedded 

political and powerful symbolism, also had an impact on the urban fabric. In this case, elites, 

especially economic and political, played a major role as decision makers who legislated 

different urbanization projects. One of these projects was Riyadh’s master plan, by the Greek 

architect Constantinos Doxiadis (1913 – 1975) which was approved in 1972. 

I shall discuss the role of these influences (of the economy and the elite) in the 

formation of the current urban characteristics in Riyadh. I have selected four case studies 

based on their involvement in and impact on the city’s development. These study cases 

include the administrative and royal residences, such as Al-Hukm Palace, Al-Murabba 

Palace and Nasiriyyah Palace. Furthermore, the fourth case study will be Doxiadis’s Master 

Plan for Riyadh as an essential urban planning project. It is important to understand the 

changes exemplified in these case studies and their associations because they have influenced 

the evolution of the Saudi house. 
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2.5.1 The Social Influence of Elites  

In political and sociological sciences, “[a]n élite is a selected and small group of citizens 

and/or organizations that controls a large amount of power” (Vergara, 2013, p. 32). The term 

‘elite’ refers to a wide range of people, not necessarily just to rulers. Although an elite is 

necessarily a smaller group than the majority, it may include various elements such as the 

richest people, the most influential religious clerics and the most well-connected activists. The 

main difference that sets elites apart from the rest of the society is their seeking of a distinction 

from most other members of society. This distinction is translated into either those who control 

or those who appear to sit at the top of a societal hierarchy. In ancient times, social distinctions 

arose from the status of being free or enslaved, and of owning property and wealth. In modern 

times, the concept of elites has slightly changed because of the modern social structure of 

societies. Elites, particularly political, usually function in a power structure, hence, they show 

an extended power to influence social changes (Iron, 2009; Vergara, 2013). 

But how can elites influence people? Recent studies by Jenny Irons (2009) and Luis 

Vergara (2013) examined the relationship between elites and individuals and how this 

relationship influences social movements—a social movement being defined as any group of 

people who share the same values, norms and beliefs, which, together, influence a culture. 

These researchers assert that the elites in societies can influence people’s preferences and 

ideological views, because people depend on the elites’ decisions to form public opinions. The 

basis for this lies in the fact that the elites, which constitute the minority, have the political or 

economic clout to change the society, supposedly for the better. In fact, political elites work to 

form the opinions of individuals because individuals do not have the energy or the desire to 

know everything around them. Therefore, they depend on the elite’s interpretation of issues to 

form their opinions about the world that surrounds them. Most individuals tend to follow the 

elite’s ideological views (Paul & Brown, 2001). 
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What makes this influence greater on people is that it is a reciprocal relationship 

between the elite and the rest of the population in a society as this majority of people also seek 

to gain access to the circle of decision makers. The political and economic elite sets the rules 

on how societies should operate by exercising power over policies or the people who write 

those policies. The power of elites extends to influencing other aspects, like culture, within a 

framework of social movements. As Irons (2009) said, “Political elites can create the grounds 

for this cognitive and cultural process through their own division or by engaging in actions that 

at least symbolically open the door for change (i.e. through policies or court rulings),” (p. 463 

- 464).  

2.5.2 Elites and the Urban Environment in Saudi Arabia 

Asserting the relationship between individuals and elites is important to establish how 

this relationship can influence other aspects of a society or culture, in this case, the built 

environment. Since the elites have authority over urban policies, then this influence is 

obvious. In Saudi Arabia, the elite has had an impact on the urban environment through two 

aspects: (1) urban legislation; and (2) buildings associated with the elite (e.g. the location of 

the government’s palace). These two aspects have had a great impact on the development of 

the built environment in Riyadh. Before the discovery of oil, the elite already influenced 

buildings associated with them and administrative buildings. Whereas, after the discovery of 

oil, urban legislation emerged as a progressive step to modernize and develop the traditional 

urban environment of Riyadh. In both cases, the elite was greatly involved in influencing the 

changes of the built environment. 

The impact of urban legislation was evident after the discovery of oil. Modernizing 

the infrastructure and building an urban center required many decisions related to the built 

environment. Decision makers in government institutions, along with specialized urban 
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consultants, developed policies related to the urban environment in Riyadh. Hiring 

international experts and prestigious design houses has been important in building an 

advanced urban center since the mid-twentieth century. 

The government of Saudi Arabia is a tribal and royal system where loyalty to the ruler 

stems from a religious and tribal standpoint. This is essential in forming a strong relationship 

between the ruler and the individual. In Islam, the ruler is considered a legal person that must 

be respected and whose decisions must not be deviated from. Hence, the residence of the ruler 

is considered to influence the urban environment. In the following section, the most important 

buildings that were linked to the headquarters of the government and the residence of the ruler 

will be mentioned. These affected the urban development of the city of Riyadh. In other 

words, some buildings in Riyadh linked to the political and economic elite influenced the 

development of the city, such as Al-Hukum Palace, Al- Murabba Palace and Nasiriyyah 

Palace. This was done not only because of the style used, but also because some of these 

buildings affected future planning and urban expansion, by repositioning such development 

elsewhere in the city. 

Among these buildings are the palaces of the governor and defensive forts. Some of 

these palaces put forward a new building style that was unknown before in the city, which 

enriched the architectural taste of the people and affected building design. These 

constructions have national and cultural connotations, they are incubators of history and 

witness to the development of local architecture in the Najd region. Therefore, the decisions 

made by elites towards changes in the built environment undoubtedly had an impact over 

people’s architectural choices. The history of administrative buildings before the discovery 

of oil reflected the political environment and charted the political and urban future. These 

buildings represented authority. 
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 The buildings associated with the elite, especially the administrative palaces, played 

a pivotal role in the development of Riyadh in two important ways. The first is the location 

of these palaces. The palaces strengthened the stability of the surrounding area, encouraging 

people to build their homes around them and revitalize the area. Many of the administrative 

palaces were built in uninhabited areas, but after a short period of time the area surrounding 

the palace flourished and transformed into an integrated residential neighborhood that 

contained all the basic services. Second, some administrative palaces showcased the newest 

construction methods available at the time, which contributed to influencing people to also 

adopt these construction techniques in that period. 

2.5.3 Historical Background of Riyadh 

In order to understand the role of buildings in influencing the urban environment, it 

is necessary to mention the historical context and its main events. Modern Saudi Arabia is 

known as the Third Saudi State. 

The First Saudi State dates back to 1744, when the ruler of Dirriyah conquered the 

city of Riyadh, thus controlling the Najd region. The Second Saudi State was established in 

1824 by Imam Turki bin Abdullah, after the defeat of the rulers of the First Saudi State. The 

political events associated with the establishment of these three states have had a most 

significant impact on Saudis through the extension of political and security stability, 

especially during the Third Saudi State and the unification of the country in 1932. The 

discovery of oil in 1936 generally reflected on the country’s economy. As socioeconomic 

conditions improved, the country witnessed a remarkable evolution in the built environment. 

A significant aspect of this was the ruling palaces, which played a role in the legislation and 

supervision of regulations related to most aspects of Saudi life. 
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It is worth noting that before the establishment of the government institutions in Saudi 

Arabia in the 1930s, royal palaces were the focus of power, control and stability. Since the 

establishment of the First Saudi State, these royal palaces played a distinctive role in hosting 

the formation of the political, commercial, and administrative arrangements for the society 

of Saudi Arabia. The local traditional architecture, particularly in Riyadh, was affected by 

these political and economic developments, rapidly adapting to these transformations. For 

example, the construction of Nasiriyyah Palace, as explained in Section 5.4.3, introduced 

new construction methods that were not well-known at the time, such as the use of reinforced 

concrete. 

The main purpose of this chapter is to discuss how given factors at critical periods 

shaped Saudi society, as well as influencing architectural and urban patterns. This is because 

the social and religious organization of Saudi society was an instrumental determinant in its 

architecture and urbanization. This research focuses specifically on the capital city of Riyadh. 

 But before this, it is important to note that the religious and social structure of Arab 

societies in general guarantees the elites, and in particular the rulers, a privileged position in 

society. Two main factors combine to form this phenomenon. The first deals with the leverage 

of Islamic laws over individuals, which requires obedience to the ruler—unconditional 

obedience. Islam’s view of the ruler is as the representative of God on Earth, who ensures and 

implements God’s laws, hence it is obligatory to obey them. The other is associated with the 

nature of tribal customs and traditions, where the obedience of tribes to their sheikhs (tribal 

chiefs) emphasizes the chain of command. The leader of the country, who usually belongs to 

the largest tribe in the State, is appointed based on a system where loyalties are paid by other 

tribal sheikhs. On the other hand, the sheikhs of tribes manage and supervise the internal 

affairs of their tribes. Perhaps this system has decreased in strength with the existence of the 

modern state, but it is still practiced in some aspects of life. 
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With respect to religion, the majority of the Saudi population are Muslims, which is 

reflected in the social and political system of the country. This system remained stable until 

the discovery of oil in the 1930s. The discovery of oil transformed the economy, through oil 

revenues, and established the country as one of the biggest exporters of oil in the world. 

Thus, the Saudi economy became attached to industrialized countries like the United States. 

In addition, the socioeconomic values of the West affected the societal patterns of the Saudis 

(Saleh, 1998; El Mallakh, 1982). As Saudi society is tribal, its people follow their sheikh, 

and they aspire to the qualities that this leader espouses. The sheikh of the tribe is an 

influential social and political figure. Together these elements of Islam and tribalism shape 

Saudi society. 

The tribal social organization of Saudi society is derived from the legislative 

provisions of Islamic laws, customs and traditions. In fact, after the discovery of oil the 

society shifted from rural and nomadic (the Bedouins, for example, were found on the 

outskirts of towns and deserts) to urban, due to the job opportunities in large cities attracting 

people from the countryside. After the country’s unification in 1932, government institutions 

were established to help reform the State. As a result, family and tribal relationships 

weakened, while professional connections strengthened due to job opportunities in major 

cities (Fadan, 1982; Ibrahim, 1982). 

 The structure of Saudi families was impacted as well. The typical family size has 

decreased, and newly married couples now prefer to live separately from their expanded 

families (Babsail, & Al-Qawasmi, 2015; Ibrahim, 1982). This has had a lasting impact on 

urbanization and the design and development of residences. 

 On the other hand, the social and cultural values of Saudi society remain a strong 

force, dominating both the traditional and contemporary built environment. This is because, 
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as one researcher put it, “Saudi Arabia’s social and cultural character reflects a strong family-

oriented society, [that can] shape public and private architectural and urban space” 

(Middletone, 2009, p. 83). This suggests the tribal structure is still underlying the modern 

institutional state. 

2.5.4 Administrative and Royal Residences 

Urban development in Riyadh in the last one hundred years or so shows two 

distinctive phases. The first phase (1902 – 1953) was dedicated to establishing the country 

and was followed by the discovery of oil. This stage paved the way for the upcoming changes 

when the discovery of oil identified the course of subsequent events. It also witnessed the 

start of the entry of major services, such as electricity and road paving for cars. The second 

phase (1953 – 1970) is characterized by the transformation of the traditional built 

environment, influenced by social, economic and political changes. This was a period of 

drastic change in the traditional built environment through many modernization projects to 

develop the urban environment. These projects included modern airports, hospitals and 

infrastructure. During the first and second periods, royal residences also played a pivotal role 

in the material change of the urban fabric in Riyadh. These royal residences grew ever more 

spectacular and included social and political symbolism for the Saudi people, affecting the 

urban environment even more. In the first place, the effect of these royal residences was on 

the urban fabric, then on the method of construction and building materials. These royal 

residences were also able to bring about changes in people’s impressions of tradition by 

physically representing new and modern ideas. 

We cannot deny that the socioeconomic changes of that period were great. However, 

the role of the royal residences was embedded in both the architectural and legislative forces 

shaping the built environment. Their role also extended beyond political impact; rather, the 
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palaces set a pioneering example of architectural adaptation in Riyadh. They showed resilience 

in how the Najdi style was adapted to modern building materials and modern technologies. For 

instance, fluorescent lamps were installed for the first time during 1940s in the Nasiriyyah 

Palace. As examples, I will discuss in detail the royal residences of the Al-Hukm, Al-Murabba 

and Nasiriyyah Palaces. 

2.5.4.1 Al-Hukm Palace 

Riyadh has been the capital of Saudi Arabia since the establishment of the Second 

Saudi State (the Emirate of Najd). The word ‘Riyadh’ means ‘meadows’; there were a large 

number of meadows in different places in the area where grazing was frequent during spring. 

In the past, Riyadh was surrounded by mud-brick walls, with all buildings enclosed inside 

them. Construction outside the walls only occurred during the Third Saudi State, when Al-

Murabba Palace was built. This followed the discovery of oil in 1938 by an American 

expedition, which was the main reason for the growth of Saudi Arabia and the development 

of its role in the region at all levels, including its political and economic influence. 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, each region in Saudi Arabia was characterized by its own 

traditional architectural style (with four regional styles), but after the discovery of oil, these 

styles were replaced by modern architecture. Essentially, Riyadh led the architectural 

changes in Saudi Arabia, influencing other cities to copy its experiment. Riyadh’s role was 

pivotal in conveying its modern architectural experience to other regions, as it had then and 

still has authoritative and legislative leverage. On the other hand, these changes created 

controversy in the architecture field in Saudi Arabia, with some people in favor of them and 

others against.  The Al-Hukm Palace was an example of the traditional architecture of the 

region and was constructed during the First Saudi State.  
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In the past, the central region of the Arabian Peninsula was neglected by external 

powers due to its lack of natural resources. The colonial powers, like the Ottoman Empire 

and Great Britain, were more interested in the coastal cities of the Arabian Peninsula, which 

had an abundance of natural resources. In contrast tribes of the central region relied on scarce 

resources, mostly from agriculture and livestock. The center of the Arabian Peninsula had 

scattered settlements, which tended to fight among themselves to settle conflicts. However, 

the geopolitics of the region changed in 1744, when the First Saudi State, the Emirate of 

Dirriyah, was founded by Mohammed bin Saud (1697 – 1765). Al-Hukm Palace, which 

literally means ‘the ruling palace’, was a building designed to represent the authority of the 

rulers of Riyadh. The palace was originally constructed during the reign of Daham bin Dawas 

in 1747. Bin Dawas built this palace when he managed to annex some districts and built a 

wall around them, which he later named Riyadh. He then ruled Riyadh as governor. At this 

time Riyadh was only a small city. The capital of the First Saudi State was Dirriyah.  Bin 

Dawas’s palace was modest in terms of design and architectural spaces. 

Historically, the importance of Al-Hukm Palace goes back to the first encounter 

between Mohammed bin Saud and bin Dawas, when the latter raided bin Saud’s territories. 

Nevertheless, the actions of bin Dawas initiated a continuous war between the two sides that 

lasted for 27 years. The fighting stopped when both sides signed a pact. In 1765, bin Saud 

died after conquering most of the Arabian Peninsula, leaving the throne to his son, Abdulaziz 

bin Mohammed (reign 1765 – 1803). Bin Dawas then ignored the pact, and started raiding 

again. But the new Emir of Dirriyah prepared a military campaign to stop him permanently. 

In 1773, the Emir of Dirriyah conquered Riyadh, after bin Dawas managed to escape the 

city. Wars and fierce conflicts over power inevitably resulted in the end of the Emirate of 

Najd in 1818. 
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The importance of the palace grew over the years, especially during the Second Saudi 

State, when Imam Turki bin Abdullah (1755 – 1835) restored Riyadh, expelled all of the 

Egyptian troops from the Najd region and founded the Second Saudi State in 1824 (the 

Emirate of Najd) (Philby, 1923). Then he named Riyadh the capital of the Emirate of Najd, 

which it has remained ever since. The palace became a starting point for geographical 

expansion and political influence. The reason why Imam Turki abandoned Dirriyah, the 

capital of the previous Saudi State, is that Egyptian troops destroyed most of Dirriyah’s 

buildings and farms, so Riyadh became the capital city and the Imam appointed the Al-Hukm 

Palace to be the government headquarters. This decision guaranteed the palace an important 

role in the following years, which resulted in improving the exterior walls of the palace. This 

was one of the most important improvements that the Al-Hukm Palace received. During this 

period, the whole of the city of Riyadh saw several improvements too, including the 

reconstruction of the city walls after being destroyed during the previous battles. 

Imam Turki initiated a project to renovate the palace to accommodate its new 

emerging duties. Besides being an administrative office of the state, it was also the residence 

of the Imam and his family. Therefore, developments took into account aspects of protection 

and fortification, including a major architectural revamp by increasing the number of 

compartments and spaces. Subsequently, the Second Saudi State ended in 1891 due to 

internal conflicts and wars. 

Then the late King Abdulaziz Al Saud (1875 – 1953) founded the Third Saudi State, 

after he recaptured Riyadh in 1902. Controlling Riyadh, especially the Al-Hukm Palace, 

meant obtaining sovereignty over the central region. It was also a starting point for influential 

expansion in the Arabian Peninsula, because its central location facilitated this mission. He 

then went on to conquer other regions in the Arabian Peninsula until he eventually could 

consolidate the country in 1932. The palace regained its political importance and played an 
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important role in the formation of the state. In 1909, a scheme was initiated by the King to 

restore the palace and rebuild some of its demolished parts, like guest halls and courtyards. 

The palace was built on the ruins of the former palace, and construction was completed in 

1912. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the past, like many other old cities, Riyadh was surrounded by high walls, as a 

defensive construction against potential invaders and raiders. These walls had nine gates (also 

called darwaza which translate to a ‘gate’), distributed around the city. In 1902, the walls 

were rebuilt after King Abdulaziz conquered Riyadh, making it the capital of the country. But 

this time date farms were left outside the walls, which had not been the case previously. Harry 

St John Bridger Philby (1923), who went on a voyage in the early twentieth century to the 

Arabian Peninsula, described the walls of old Riyadh as:  

Figure 2.5 King Abdulaziz. (Photograph by George 

and Geraldine Rendel/© RGS-IBG) 
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The city is completely encircled by a thick wall of coarse sun-baked mud-bricks, about 

twenty-five feet in height and surmounted by a fringe of plain shark's-tooth design; at 

frequent intervals [twenty-two in all]  its continuity is interrupted by imposing bastions 

and less pretentious guard-turrets, circular for the most part and slightly tapering 

towards the top but some few square or rectangular, varying from thirty to forty feet 

in height and generally projecting slightly outwards from the wall-line for greater 

facility of defence. (p. 70) 

Inside the walls, the traditional urban fabric remained intact, with people building 

their houses in the traditional Najdi style.  This style used uncomplicated methods in terms 

of construction and building materials which were sourced from the surrounding 

environment. For example, houses were built using unfired mud-bricks, and ceilings were 

made with timber rafters. Outside the walls, vast farms of date palm trees surrounded the old 

city, as dates were the main source of food for the area at the time. 

The palace remained a site of political and historical importance. One example is 

where the oil concession agreement between Saudi Arabia and the Standard Oil Company 

of California (SOCAL) was signed in 1932. As well, it had an architectural and urban impact 

on the city’s pattern. This stems from the fact that the palace was centrally located within 

Riyadh, acted as the city’s major landmark, and was connected to the city’s main gates. In 

addition, the palace site embraced several buildings that were attached to it, creating a large 

complex to serve the people of Riyadh. The palace was the largest building in Riyadh, with 

a total area of over 15,000 m². It included a guest hall, a grand mosque, a prison, spacious 

courtyards, different gates, and the main market. The palace itself had three stories, making 

it 15-18 meters high. Three bridges were added (primarily used by the King and the 

inhabitants of the palace). These bridges connected the Al-Hukm Palace with: 1) the grand 

mosque of Riyadh (Imam Turki Mosque); 2) the guest hall; and 3) the King’s family palaces 

(see Figure 2.6). 
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Structurally, the palace was made with a traditional method, which utilized local 

building materials and techniques at the time, mainly unfired mud-bricks, stones and timber. 

Building using unfired mud-bricks dictated massively thick walls (sometimes over one meter 

at ground level) on rock foundations, while timber was used only for the ceilings, doors and 

window frames. The use of timber was very limited in Najd architecture, due to a lack of this 

natural resource. This also explains why they used unfired mud-bricks, regardless of the scale 

of the project, as burning wood for fuel to fire the bricks was highly expensive. Timber was 

not used very much in building until the unification of Saudi Arabia in 1932, when it was 

imported from nearby countries, such as the State of Kuwait. This indicates the stability and 

economic improvements of the state as reflected in its architecture. 

In the early 1950s, the walls were demolished, and urbanization extended outside this 

area (Al-Jassir, 2002). As there was a shortage of land, farm owners began selling their farms, 

which proved to be a lucrative investment. The construction and sale of houses resulted in 

Figure 2.6 A view from Al-Safat Square ca. 1937, shows one of the bridges 

that connected other buildings on the site. (Photograph by George and 

Geraldine Rendel/© RGS-IBG) 
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extending the traditional residential areas of old Riyadh. These areas lacked modern 

planning, infrastructure and services. The delineation of these areas was mainly based on the 

physical boundaries of the farms, resulting in narrow alleys and irregular urban layouts with 

differently shaped blocks. Furthermore, these areas were concentrated in the south-southwest 

part of the old city of Riyadh. The methods of construction were those for the traditional 

buildings in the region. 

In recent years, the area of Al-Hukm Palace has lost its former luster as the 

administrative, commercial and political center of Riyadh, due to the vast expansion of the city 

and the introduction of modern materials. In addition, the growing number of modern 

commercial centers in Riyadh have played a major role in the decline of the Al-Hukm Palace’s 

importance. Besides, the traditional method of construction, with unfired mud-bricks, 

accelerated the process of structural deterioration. While the palace and the surrounding urban 

area fell into disrepair, the locality has retained some of its characteristics, such as craft stores, 

rug shops and other traditional old market activities, mainly because they could not fit within 

modern shopping centers. That being said, in 1979 the Royal Commission for Riyadh (RCR), 

formerly the High Commission for the Development of Arriyadh, launched a program to 

develop and restore the Al-Hukm Palace area in order to showcase its historical and cultural 

significance. 

The main aim of this scheme was to transform the Al-Hukm Palace area into a 

cultural hub, and to reflect and to some extent restore its previous role in the region as an 

administrative, cultural and commercial center for the city of Riyadh. King Salman (b. 1935), 

then Prince of Riyadh and the Chairman of the RCR, was keen that the project and its urban 

elements should be inspired by the spirit and identity of local architecture. Furthermore, it 

was intended to promote a restored concept of urban space that the city had lost during its 

expansion after the discovery of oil. Important to this process was the preservation of heritage 
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qualities and historical sites in old Riyadh. The RCR embarked on this massive project after 

overcoming a number of hurdles, including the ruin and demolition of traditional buildings 

built in the Najd style owned by individuals. A body to administer the project administration 

was established to tackle these issues. 

The proposed project established the importance of the Al-Hukm Palace, and its 

vitality to the people of Riyadh. The RCR adopted an interim development program for the 

palace and surrounds. To reach the ultimate objectives of the project it was divided into three 

stages. The total area of the development covered 54 hectares. The first and second stages 

comprised 22 hectares in total area, while the third stage was 32 hectares (60% of the total 

area). The project was devoid of residential use, and focused on government, commercial, 

heritage, and mixed-use. The Najd style was selected as its architectural theme. Despite 

choosing a traditional style, the building techniques and materials were modern, such as 

reinforced concrete. During construction of the third phase, a total area of 7,000 m² of the 

existing fabric was restored and preserved using traditional building materials and methods. 

The three stages were as follows: 

The first phase, beginning in 1979, focused on the establishment of the main 

administrative headquarters in the city, which is closely related to public and government 

services. This included the headquarters of the Emirate of Riyadh, the Riyadh Municipality 

and the Riyadh City Police. 

The second phase began in 1988 and focused on the redevelopment of the historical 

and heritage facilities and the preparation of the public spaces and facilities, including the 

Imam Turki bin Abdullah Grand Mosque, Al-Safat Square, the Courtyard of Justice, and 

Imam Muhammad Square. In addition, some historic streets and gates were restored, leading 

to the Al-Hukm Palace area (see Figure 2.7). 
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The third phase was intended to develop the commercial and investment aspects of 

the buildings after the completion of the first and second phases. This was done by focusing 

on the redevelopment of the private sector, such as the construction of multiple shopping 

centers and markets. It also included the headquarters of the General Court in Riyadh, the 

Civil Defense, Sheikh Mohammed bin Ibrahim Al-Sheikh and Dukhneh Squares, and the 

development of the Zell Market, in addition to seven modern commercial complexes. 

 

The significance of this palace in the past and present is evident through its cultural, 

commercial and political influence on the residents of Riyadh and the surrounding built 

environment. Since the founding of the First Saudi State, it has been tremendously important, 

influencing the surrounding urban fabric. Today, the Al-Hukm Palace area is situated in the 

center of old Riyadh, which is known as Ad Dirah. The palace is witness to the development 

of Najd architecture, adapted to modern building materials. The project set an excellent 

example of how the Najdi style could be executed in a modern way, which has influenced 

many people to adopt and mimic a similar construction approach for those interested in the 

Figure 2.7 A recent image of Al-Safat Square after being developed. 

(Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2019) 
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traditional style. To a certain extent, this project shows a clear conception and refinement of 

Najd architecture, and the possibilities of its adaptation to modern materials. The harmonious 

configuration between architecture and urban spaces in this project has made it vital to the 

city’s residents. 

 

2.5.4.2 Al-Murabba Palace 

The first remarkable event in regard to the built environment was when the late King 

Abdulaziz ordered the building of a new royal complex, named Al-Murabba (literally 

meaning the square), outside the city walls in 1936. This was needed due to Riyadh’s 

growing population and ongoing development, replacing the old royal complex inside the 

walls. Al-Murabba Palace was built by traditional methods on a square of land 400m x 400m. 

The complex was built two kilometers north of the old city of Riyadh. The complex 

contained many buildings extending from one floor to two floors. It was also built in the 

Najd style, conserving the architectural characteristics of the traditional built environment in 

Riyadh. This Najd architecture was evident in the complex’s narrow laneways, its courtyards, 

and the use of mud-brick. The only difference in relation to the traditional urban fabric was 

that the architectural elements of Al-Murabba were complicated. As the buildings were built 

in large masses, the spatial organization was more developed (Philby, 1959; Al-Hathloul, 

2017). 

Further, the complex was characterized by the craftsmanship of that time. Al-Murabba 

comprised many residential palaces for the King and his young sons, along with other utility 

buildings. The complex was also fortified by many defensive towers for security purposes. 

Inside the complex, many administrative functions were practiced as it was the headquarters of 

the government administration—but Al-Hukm Palace continued to be an administrative 
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building as well. Despite moving out to Al-Murabba, King Abdulaziz continued to move 

between both palaces until his last days. Al-Murabba comprised 32 rooms, opening on a 

courtyard in the center (see Figure 2.8). As with Al-Hukm, unfired mud-bricks were set on 

rock foundations while the ceilings were made of wooden rafters. The palace columns were 

constructed of multiple pieces of circular stone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The improvement of the economic situation after the discovery of oil, together with the 

political stability this brought, had an impact on the constructional pattern of the complex in 

Figure 2.8 A view shows the courtyard of Al-Murabba 

Palace (accession number: 2004.130.22934.1) ca. 1949. 

(Photograph by Wilfred Thesiger/Courtesy and 

Copyright Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford) 
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terms of its area and the size of its constituent sections. This leads me to the next point in which 

the importance of Al-Murabba lies: it was built outside the protective walls of the old city. 

 In the past, these walls restricted any constructions inside them due to a lack of space. 

But this obstacle disappeared with economic and security stability. When the complex was 

completed in 1938, it signified two principal points. Al-Hathloul described the considerable 

effect of Al-Murabba building on the urban fabric of Riyadh in these terms: 

First, it stretched the size of the town and set up the direction of its physical growth; it 

showed that the walls could no longer be a barrier for growth and that north was the 

preferred direction for development. Secondly, it introduced a new means of 

transportation, the motor vehicle, which subsequently became the only significant 

transportation system used in Riyadh. This had a major impact on the old town which 

had to accommodate the demolition and widening of streets in the 1950’s; and, of 

course, all new developments now had to provide for the automobile, a factor which 

was not at work during the building of the traditional environment. (2017, p. 100) 

Philby (1959) and Al-Hathloul (2017) emphasized that Al-Murabba was one of the 

distinctive examples of traditional Najd architecture that had adopted modern techniques. It 

was compatible with modern transportation through spacious streets which allowed vehicle 

movement. Electrical and mechanical systems were also integrated, reconciling the old and 

the new. For instance, Al-Murabba received a makeover after its construction to facilitate 

the daily tasks of the King. The revamp included elements such as an elevator and modern 

plumbing. These improvements were significant because they marked the integration of 

modern means into a traditional building for the first time. Hence Al-Murabba was a 

prominent example of this compatibility, which preserved the charter of traditional 

architecture while including modern facilities. This makes it a workable example today, 

especially for those who see traditional architecture as not belonging to the modern context. 

Over the years, Al-Murabba was the venue of many historic meetings with prominent 

political figures and delegations. These events were closely associated with the formation of 

modern Saudi Arabia. For example, the palace witnessed the establishment of most 
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government institutions, like the Ministry of Defense and Aviation, the Saudi Broadcasting 

Network and the Saudi Arabian Monetary Authority. Additionally, much legislation and 

many policies regarding work and the public services were introduced for the first time in 

the complex, making it an important part of Saudi Arabia’s modern history. It had a vital role 

as a beacon for the urban development of Riyadh. 

Nowadays, the square is part of the King Abdulaziz Historical Centre, a huge project 

aimed at highlighting the history and heritage of Saudi Arabia. Besides the Al-Murabba Palace, 

this center is a cultural and historical landmark that houses a national museum, parks, a library 

and squares. This project was implemented by the Royal Commission for Riyadh (RCR) in 

2019, and it was opened in 1999. The total area of the project is about 440,000 square meters. 

This project is an extended and prominent example of the blending of the old with the new: a 

traditional style of Najd architecture, using modern methods of building and construction, such 

as reinforced concrete. On the other hand, Al-Murabba was restored to its original condition, 

using the same traditional materials. 

2.5.4.3 Nasiriyyah Palace 

In 1938, when the discovery of oil was announced, this was immediately reflected on 

the economy, and other historic events followed. One of these was the transfer of the national 

government’s administrative headquarters from Makkah to Riyadh in 1953, boosting 

Riyadh’s urban expansion. In addition, the improved economy and stability attracted a large 

number of people from small towns to settle down in the city, which encouraged further 

expansion. Eventually, the increasing number of migrants led to more construction activity 

outside the walls. 

Another significant event that influenced the urban pattern of Riyadh was when King 

Saud (1902 – 1969) became the ruler of Saudi Arabia, succeeding his father King Abdulaziz, 
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in 1953. King Saud initiated a scheme to modernize the country which affected Riyadh’s 

urban fabric through multiple decisions. He ordered to move the government from Makkah 

to Riyadh, which required building new ministries in Riyadh. He also reconstructed 

Nasiriyyah, a royal residential complex (Al-Naim, 2008; Al-Hathloul, 2017). In 1956, 

Nasiriyyah was completed and was officially opened by the King. 

The site of the complex is located in the northwest of old Riyadh and outside the 

walls. It was originally a farm which King Abdulaziz bought for his son Prince Saud, the 

Crown Prince at the time. The story of Nasiriyyah dates back to when King Saud’s old palace 

was burned down in 1944. Therefore, he stayed in a smaller temporary residence for five 

years with his family, although it did not meet the family’s requirements. In fact, Nasiriyyah 

had gone through two salient phases in terms of construction and development. The first was 

during the late 1940s, when Abdulaziz decided to build a new palace as the permanent place 

of residence for the Crown Prince instead of the old palace. 

This first phase of construction, over 40,000 square meters, included several 

residences, mosques and schools. The architectural style was characterized by mixed 

methods of construction by using both traditional and modern materials. Unfired mud-bricks 

and wood were combined with cement and plywood panels. Most buildings were two stories 

built by five groups of traditional builders, to ensure fast and efficient construction. The 

complex featured multiple water fountains and green surfaces. 

The second phase, however, had a greater impact on the urban fabric of Riyadh, as 

new concepts were introduced. A grid system was used to facilitate the movement of 

vehicles. Moreover, at this time, Nasiriyyah was one of the earliest buildings in Riyadh to 

use reinforced concrete (Abercrombie, 1966; Al-Naim, 2008; Al-Hathloul, 2017). In order 

to build the new complex, the entire demolition of the older complex was required.  
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In fact, quite a few reasons led to the redevelopment of Nasiriyyah. The prompt 

development of Riyadh and the importation of modern building materials contributed. 

Besides, King Saud was influenced by the royal and presidential palaces he saw during his 

international visits (Al-Khorayef, 2008). The second phase was completed in 1956, and 

involved several contractors. At that time, there was no local contracting company that could 

handle a project of this magnitude; therefore, contractors were hired from abroad, mainly 

from Egypt. 

The complex was surrounded by a twelve-kilometer-long wall and had three 

gateways located at the north, west and east (the main gate), leading inside the complex. 

Inside this wall, Nasiriyyah consisted of many buildings, for instance: (1) King Saud’s 

Palace; (2) the Guest Palace; (3) thirty-five palaces for the King’s family; (4) a mosque; and 

(5) a hospital. It also had gardens, artificial lakes, fountains and other leisure features. The 

buildings of the complex were distinguished by their bright color, a pink-rose render (see 

Figure 2.9). Over time, the surrounding area of the complex was developed to become a 

residential neighborhood, known as Nasiriyyah neighborhood. This neighborhood was 

planned to accommodate vehicle and other services, unlike most of Riyadh’s traditional 

neighborhoods. 

What really makes Nasiriyyah a turning point in the urban development of Riyadh is 

that the complex was one of the earliest to exist outside the walls of Riyadh, a kilometer and 

a half from Al-Murabba. This reflected the new urban expansion of Riyadh. Nasiriyah was 

both the administrative and residential palace, which together made this complex an 

influential landmark for Riyadh’s residents. The architectural style in the Nasiriyyah Palace 

was influenced by Islamic architecture, and it is considered a different style from the 

traditional architecture in Najd. Saleh Al-Hathloul (2020) mentioned in a recent webinar 

entitled “Towards a definition of Muslim architecture,” that the Najd region did not contain 
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Islamic architecture throughout its history, but rather its architecture was mostly native. Al-

Hathlalou wonders: Was the weakness of the Islamic faith in one period the reason behind 

the failure of Islamic architecture to reach the region? This is not the exact reason. I believe 

that the reason for the lack of Islamic architecture in the Najd region is due to its geographical 

location far from natural resources, such as beaches and food sources, as its harsh climate 

and scarcity of building materials in nature had an important role in making the region 

ineligible for settlement, except traditional architecture built by the local communities. This 

also made it a region without a colonial history, unlike some other areas of the Arabian 

Peninsula, such as the eastern and western regions, especially before the unification of Saudi 

Arabia and oil discovery. Hence the Nasiriyah Palace stands out, not just as the first building 

to be built with modern materials, but also for the use of the Islamic style for the first time 

in the region, indicating the new era of oil and a stable economy. 

 

Figure 2.9 Nasiriyyah Palace ca. 1960, the second phase of redevelopment. 

(Photograph by Keith Wheeler/The National Archives for Historical 

Photographs at King Fahad National Library) 
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The architectural elements of this style were a mixture of different Islamic 

civilizations, as well as many geographical regions. On the façade of the palace, the 

architectural vocabulary, such as the Andalusian roof tiles, was borrowed from the Moorish 

architecture, which prevailed in North Africa and some areas of Spain during the period of 

Islamic rule in the eighth century AD. Further, the pointed arches at the entrance are 

characterized by Islamic architecture that was found in the Middle East, such as the Fatimid 

and Umayyad. Besides, the palace featured architectural ornaments and geometrical patterns, 

which were mainly used in many countries in the architecture of Islamic civilization. 

However, this type of internationalized Islamic architecture was built by using modern 

techniques and building materials. It can be said that Nasiriyyah performed as a bridge to 

transfer Riyadh from traditional to modern architecture. It was an inspirational example at 

the time which influenced people to admire these new ideas. 

2.5.5 Doxiadis’s Master Plan for Riyadh  

The government had noted the rapid growth of Riyadh, the capital and the most 

important city in Saudi Arabia, and saw the need to control this growth. In 1968, the Town 

Planning Office of the Ministry of the Interior for Municipalities contracted the Greek 

architectural firm, Doxiadis Associates, to draw up a future master plan for Riyadh and create 

a large scheme to develop it. This master plan was a major shift in the urban development in 

Riyadh where the intention was to accommodate Riyadh’s rapid growth to the year 2000. By 

1972, Doxiadis’s scheme was finalized and approved after successive studies of Saudi 

cultural, social and geographical aspects (Al-Hathloul, 1981; Middleton, 2009). According 

to Middleton (2009), the significance of Doxiadis’s project was two-fold: 

(1) The new master plan for Riyadh is considered to be the official ‘birth’ of modern 

Riyadh. 
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(2) The project is one of the most important mega-planning projects after the Second 

World War although it did not receive much attention. 

Doxiadis envisioned Riyadh as the main administrative, cultural and educational 

center by the year 2000 with an expected population of 1,400,000—in fact Riyadh’s 

population in 2000 was more than twice this at around 3,800,000 (“Population Studies in the 

City of Riyadh,” 2015). The master plan covered several aspects that concerned the urban 

growth of Riyadh, like land use policies, the form of expansion, community organization, 

open spaces, and public services. The commercial, administrative and business zones were 

clearly identified in the plan as a spine that stretches from the north to the south while 

residential areas expand from both sides of this spine. Cars were also planned to be the main 

mode of transportation in the city. This master plan was criticized because it did not properly 

predict Riyadh’s considerable urban growth, especially after the oil boom in the mid 1970s 

(Middleton, 2009; Al-Hathloul, 2017). 

However, Doxiadis’s master plan overlapped with the existing urban fabric, creating 

connections between the old and the new urban patterns. The master plan set up a grid system 

that divided the city into large blocks of 2 x 2 km, dictating a specific direction of future 

expansion, which was northwest. Each block represented an urban area that had its main 

services in its center (Middleton, 2009; Al-Hathloul, 2017). Middleton described these large 

blocks of urban areas as: 

The 2 km x 2 km grid-iron framework of blocks (the modulus) is orientated to align 

with the main axis of the master plan N – NW to W – SW, it spatially organizes the 

urban territory. The grid-iron framework is inscribed by a hierarchical transportation 

network which divides the city into five major districts or integral townships allowing 

for the decentralization of functions. The concept of a highly concentrated urban 

center was replaced by the spatial zone of the activity spine… (p. 101) 

The master plan emphasized some building regulations and policies that had existed 

beforehand in the Al-Malaz project (see Section 5.4), such as setbacks from the street. It also 
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confirmed the size of the land lots to be consistent with the grid system as 20 x 20 m each 

(Al-Hathloul, 1981; Middleton, 2009). The Doxiadis plan did not last long, as after a few 

years, it faced severe challenges due to the massive population growth in Riyadh after the oil 

boom. 

In 1976, the government, represented by the Deputy Ministry for Town Planning, 

Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs, appointed the French SCET International to review 

Doxiadis’s master plan after this boost to urban growth. The planned for population growth 

to 2000 exceeded the limits set by Doxiadis within a few years (Al-Hathloul, 2017). 

However, the Doxiadis plan is still considered the cornerstone of urban development 

in Riyadh. In fact, the building regulations and policies approved by the master plan radically 

influenced the physical form of the urban environment, in particular the house form. For 

example, the setback requirements forced a new type of house that did not exist in the 

traditional urban fabric: detached houses. Traditional houses were mostly attached, or in 

some cases semi-detached. It can be said that the Doxiadis master plan for Riyadh was the 

turning point between the old and the new, as it established an irreversible stage and a break 

with the past. Doxiadis’s master plan established a new stage for modern planning in Saudi 

Arabia, where the grid system was adopted for most Saudi cities. 
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Chapter 3 Research Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

As discussed previously, the main aim of this research is to understand the impact of 

socio-cultural and socioeconomic changes on the physical form and spatial organization of 

Saudi housing, and how the state of wealth, especially after the discovery of oil, has shaped 

those dwellings. It also tracks changes in houses from the traditional house to the contemporary 

modern residence governed by these forces. This chapter outlines the research methodology 

and techniques that are employed in this study. In this regard, mainly a qualitative approach 

has been used to answer the three research questions, as well as using a case study, Riyadh. In 

addition, I tried not to take sides regarding traditional versus modern, nor to let my background 

and training in aesthetics affect the outcomes of the research. 

3.2 The Qualitative Research Approach 

The qualitative research encompasses many investigative tools that suit this study, 

providing an in-depth explanation of the phenomena. It is a way of meaningfully describing 

the problem by means of interpreting the data collection using many tools. Creswell (2007) 

described the richness of this process as: “This fabric is not explained easily or simply. Like 

the loom on which fabric is woven, general worldviews and perspectives hold qualitative 

research together” (p. 35). While all forms of qualitative research share similar 

characteristics, each one receives a different affirmation depending on the research 

objectives and questions. There are several reasons why researchers adopt a qualitative 

approach, like identifying variables to be measured and allowing participants to share their 

stories (Creswell, 2007). Sharing stories between participants is critical to this study, as they 



 
 

89 

 

had the same experience, which is living in more than one type of house. These different 

experiences involve many stories and have close associations with home design.  

As a matter of fact, qualitative research has several definitions that have developed over 

time as the research field evolves. One of these definitions is given by Creswell. 

“[Q]ualitative research [varies], but I see it as an approach to inquiry that begins with 

assumptions, worldviews, possibly a theoretical lens, and the study of research problems 

exploring the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem,” he said 

(2007, pp. 50-51). Over time, qualitative research has evolved to become more complex, 

which means the definition keeps changing along with its techniques. Moreover, qualitative 

research relies on critical factors, including the context of the study involving people and 

places. This type of research is characterized by its interpretive nature, adding other 

dimensions to the study for a holistic view. This study is concerned with several determinants 

that have influenced house form during a given period, such as the development of economic 

and political aspects at the time, which make this approach a well-rounded study. 

It is believed that the qualitative approach is the most appropriate for conducting this 

research, because it provides sufficient, reliable and comparable data, especially in terms of 

exploring a complex context that involves many disciplines. The historical approach also 

will be used at specific points as the context of the study involves many historical events. 

The data related to historical matters will be derived from archives to be analyzed 

consistently with other information, which will be explained later in this chapter. The 

complexity of this study associated with the investigation of socioeconomic changes and 

house form requires using both methods to examine the situation. According to many 

scholars, such as Groat and Wang: “The mixed‐methodology design represents a complete 

level of integration among two or more research designs” (Groat & Wang, 2013, p. 446). 
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Combining strategies, two or more, is preferable when the study involves a sophisticated 

context. 

The structure of writing-up qualitative research is very flexible, which can be scientific 

or narrative-based. There is no one accepted structure, which researchers have to use for the 

research (Creswell, 2007). This flexibility dramatically serves the intent of this research, 

especially when dealing with people’s stories. Generally, this research is qualitatively 

examined and analyzed by adopting a phenomenological approach, which has several 

definitions. One says “…a phenomenological study describes the meaning for several 

individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon,” (Creswell, 2007, p. 57). 

The use of the phenomenological strategy is known to explain problems that have not been 

previously studied in the literature. To a certain extent, this study, in its entirety covers a period 

that has not been thoroughly investigated before. This is because there are gaps; such as linking 

socioeconomic changes to the house form and spatial organization. It is not clear how economic 

prosperity contributed to the development of the contemporary modern house.  

The spatial organization, for example, was greatly affected by the socioeconomic 

improvement; as a result, the number of rooms in the house increased and became more 

spacious than before. These details need to be looked at to know their implications on human 

behavior in the post-oil period. Recently, Saudi Arabia has announced economic and social 

reforms, which is expected to affect houses. It is providing an excellent opportunity to examine 

the impact of these reforms on houses as well. 

Therefore, the phenomenological approach is suitable because it helps identify the 

essence of the overall changes, rather than focusing on the personal experience of individuals. 

While socioeconomic changes after the discovery of oil were the main factor to affect the built 

environment, this study is interested in studying these changes as the primary motivations for 
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change, following their influence on people’s experiences living in different types of houses. 

People’s experiences are an essential thread of the study to understand these phenomena and 

events. The stories of individuals are complementary to the study, and this narrative approach 

is employed to emphasize different details of the participants’ stories. It also makes the overall 

study coherent and more thorough. 

The selected participants in this study, who experienced the same events, share the 

same cultural background as (social and religious values), which is instrumental in 

understanding these changes concerning the house transformation. It is crucial to develop 

critical thinking for understanding how the participants, who share the same cultural 

background, experienced these changes from different points of view. The task is to compile 

these experiences in one whole piece, which will assist in building the whole story.  

That being said, the research embraces a multi-tactic approach for data collection. Groat 

and Wang (2013) have described this strategy as a bricolage, which means “a pieced‐together, 

close‐knit set of practices that provide solutions to a problem in a concrete situation” (p. 219). 

This is because the strategy uses various tactics of data collection, such as photographs, 

sketches, examining documents, and interviews. It can also contain other tactics, like 

observations, behavioral mapping, geographical mapping, and audio-visual materials. Multiple 

sources of data are a vital element in qualitative research, as it involves several forms of data. 

The outputs of data collection necessarily do not rely on quantities, measurements, or 

known facts; instead, they go further, to examine variable, conceptual, and sensory experiences. 

Notably, qualitative and architectural historical approaches have many shared attributes in 

terms of explaining social and physical events. These attributes include, but are not limited to: 

(1) prolonged contact; (2) open-endedness; (3) a personal or informal writing style; and (4) 

analysis through words or visual material. While historical research mainly focuses on events 
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that happened in the past, the qualitative research concentrates on contemporary events (Groat 

& Wang, 2013). 

Besides, a Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) is also used to investigate 

relationships between significant themed variables in the development of Saudi houses 

which include sociocultural aspects. This type of qualitative technique is used in different 

fields and disciplines, such as political and social sciences. The core of this research tool is 

studying underlying social phenomena and linking given events to find relevance. The 

research method was first time introduced by the American social scientist Charles Ragin 

and presented at several publications (Schneidera & Wagemannb, 2010; Rihoux 2013). 

There are many approaches under the QCA, which include complex causality. Using 

this approach gives the researcher many benefits, which Nicolas Legewie (2013) describes 

as follows: 

If researchers are interested in what produces a certain event or phenomenon 

(causality), or want to know what different variants of a given phenomenon 

exist (typology), QCA provides the unique possibility to combine classic in-depth 

qualitative analysis with systematic cross-case comparisons. It identifies patterns as 

well as cases deviating from these patterns using clear logical operations. (para. 14) 

The comparison between traditional and contemporary modern houses in Riyadh will 

undoubtedly illustrate the changes that have occurred in residential buildings and their 

evolution over time. This comparative analysis examines fundamental aspects, such as 

changes in social practices in Saudi society, as well as the spatial organization and physical 

form of both types of houses. Part of this analysis is purposely meant to be general, especially 

when describing architectural elements (such as windows, doors and ornaments).  This 

comparison will be descriptive and based on describing the differences in building materials 

and finishing. 
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Achieving the ultimate comprehension of this situation demands the use of various 

techniques of data collection. The data will be collected from several sources. Different ways 

are used to collect data, such as interviews, observation, documents, books, and biographies. 

The study will use both types of data sources: (1) primary data; and (2) secondary data. The 

data sources are important to shed light on variant aspects of houses before and after the 

discovery of oil in Riyadh. The general approach to the data collection is enumerated below: 

3.2.1 Literature Review 

This study employs a literature review as a research method—the literature review 

aids to cover topics that can be interdisciplinary. For example, this study uses political, 

economic and cultural studies to understand the phenomenon of Saudi housing development 

better. As the discovery of oil in 1938 marked the beginning of changes and economic growth 

in the country, it played a pivotal role as reflected in the built environment. This overlap 

between the different disciplines are important to provide a broader vision to build the body 

of evidence. Hannah Snyder (2019) asserts that the inclusion of a literature review as a 

research methodology is critical in the accelerating academic field. She said, “This makes it 

hard to keep up with state-of-the-art research and to be at the forefront, as well as to assess 

the collective evidence in a particular research area. This is why the literature review as a 

research method is more relevant than ever” (p. 333). 

 Several types of literature reviews can be used in academic fields, including: (1) a 

narrative (semi-systematic) literature review; (2) a systematic literature review; and (3) an 

argumentative literature review. These types of literature reviews can be selected based on 

the research settings and research questions. Choosing the appropriate type helps to answer 

the research questions and to build the body of evidence, providing an overview of the 

research problem. These types of literature reviews are used in qualitative, quantitative and 
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mixed methods. However, this study uses the narrative literature review, which serves the 

aim of the study (qualitative approach). According to Snyder (2019, p. 335), “[this] approach 

is designed for topics that have been conceptualized differently and studied by various groups 

of researchers within diverse disciplines and that hinder a full systematic review process.” 

Indeed, the development of Saudi houses involves multiple domains of disciplines which can 

be examined from different research areas, including economic, political and cultural studies. 

The main objective of the literature review is to offer an overview of existing and 

related studies on the topic. In this study, the literature review will cover a variety of subjects, 

such as (1) the influence of culture on house form; (2) the influence of Islamic principles on 

the spatial organization; and (3) the influence of elites on the built environment. Also, studies 

specifically related to the development of the Saudi economy and the discovery of oil and 

how this phenomenon reflected on the development of the Saudi built environment. These 

subjects will be discussed from a comparative and historical point of view, in which they 

will serve as a base in order to establish key features of the research. Different references are 

used to enrich the study and to explore the topic from various angles. These references are 

in both Arabic and English. The inclusion of different references will reinforce the 

understanding of the research problem. 

The work of Amos Rapoport (1969) in House Form and Culture is, for instance, one 

of the tributaries in the study of the literature, and the relationship between house form and 

culture. Although more than 50 years have passed since the first publication of Rapoport’s 

work, it is still relevant today when discussing the built environment in traditional settings. 

In his book, he explains the role of cultural determinants that can dictate the house form, and 

how the culture of societies generates a unique identity of buildings. He described five 

essential aspects that influence the house form, such as religion, customs, sociocultural, and 

geographical forces (Rapoport, 1969). Using the same determinants provided by Rapoport 
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on the traditional houses in Riyadh will help to understand how cultural and climatic forces 

influenced these houses. In addition, after the discovery of oil and the emergence of 

contemporary modern houses, it is good to know how the cultural values of Saudi society 

have adapted to the modern urban pattern. In the coming chapters, the influence of these 

forces on the Saudi house will be discussed and its identity from a cultural point of view, 

using an in-depth analysis of the literary works. 

Other literature reviews will help to examine different case studies that were affected 

by the same phenomenon, the discovery of oil. Saudi Arabia had four different types of 

traditional architecture, situated in four different regions. In the next chapter, I discuss 

traditional architecture in Saudi Arabia, especially the architecture of Najd, but what is 

important now is that all types of traditional architecture faced the same challenges and 

changes after the discovery of oil. Al-Salafi and Albis (2003) discussed the rapid 

development in Makkah, Saudi Arabia, and the subsequent impact on the architectural 

identity and traditional architecture of that city. Makkah is located in the Hejaz region (west) 

of Saudi Arabia. It is the holiest city and carries a religious and sacred value for all Muslims 

because prophet Mohammed was born in Makkah. Many Muslims from all around the world 

visit Makkah each year for the pilgrimage (hajj), which is obligatory only once (Abdo & 

Glubb, 2019). The city also has the Great Mosque of Makkah which is the largest mosque in 

the world. Every Muslim turns their face towards the Kaaba (the building in the center of 

the mosque) when they pray five times daily. 

3.2.2 Documents 

Another form of qualitative methods and a substantial source of data is analyzing 

documents. Bowen (2009) defines document analysis as “…a systematic procedure for 

reviewing or evaluating documents—both printed and electronic (computer-based and 
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Internet-transmitted) material” (p. 27). However, using this method may incorporate many 

challenges because it requires profound investigations and interpretations on the researcher’s 

side. Further, these challenges become more critical when documents are inaccurate, missing 

information or not accessible. At this point, evaluative skills from the researcher are required 

to revise these documents and compare them with other evidence and facts available on the 

topic.  

Bowen (2009) asserts that using document analysis holds several benefits. It can offer 

a context on how interviewees cooperate, such as the historical background of certain events. 

Documents also induce questions that need to be investigated by the researcher. Another 

important aspect of document analysis is following up changes to compare different 

situations (p. 29). There are plenty of benefits for employing document analysis in qualitative 

research. However, document analysis, particularly in this study, is essential, because many 

of the houses included in this study have been demolished, especially the traditional houses. 

Hence, reliance on document analysis, such as text and images, is essential to understand 

changes and compare them with the current situation. 

Document analysis incorporates diverse sources of public and personal documents, 

such as films, images, sketches, drawings, and emails, which collectively lead to a 

comprehensive understanding. This research includes both primary and secondary sources. 

The sources are derived from official records, historical archives and some organizations that 

are concerned with heritage architecture in Saudi Arabia. The documents were effectively 

utilized to compare and analyze changes in the physical form and spatial organization of 

houses in Riyadh. Further, the analysis of documents will assist in following other 

developments, including the sociocultural changes. The sociocultural changes can be traced 

through analyzing two aspects, floor plans and exteriors of houses. Factors, such as wealth, 

will reflect on these two aspects, and that will allow determining the sociocultural changes.  
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Many studies and theories were mainly based on the use of documents, in particular 

images. Image analysis was the base core of these studies, through which changes in the built 

environment can be tracked. Images contain many attributes that make them essential to 

study certain phenomena, such as shapes, context and texture, which also help to evaluate 

spatial and scale characteristics. It is important to include two aspects when analyzing 

images: visual attributes and written information. Also, images help the reader to understand 

the topic better when linking the analysis and the image. 

This approach was utilized by Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and Steven Izenour 

(1972) in their book Learning from Las Vegas. The authors’ considered this kind of analysis 

as a transparent and straightforward way of understanding the situation directly and to the point. 

Some may argue that comparing images, like the exteriors of buildings, is not a top priority. 

However, the appearance of buildings is a critical point that can reveal insights on how changes 

happened. According to Venturi et al., “we shall emphasize image—image over process or 

form—in asserting that architecture depends in its perception and creation on experience and 

emotional association and that these symbolic and representational elements may often be 

contradictory to the form, structure, and program with which they combine in the same 

building” (p. 87).  

Besides, images are responsible for giving the perception of any architectural 

manifestation. Understandably, the form of the house comprises less than ten percent of the 

total design process compared to other aspects like context, spatial organization and 

structure. Nevertheless, it is vital to understand these changes between past and present by 

tracking the changes in dwelling units, which is a crucial factor of the research methodology. 

Images have the power to be used as a tool during interviewing, especially when it comes to 

studying something that does not exist anymore. Also, they can be used to elicit an 

understanding between the researcher and the interviewees. Edwards and Holland (2013) 



 
 

98 

 

describe the usefulness of images when combining them with interviews to elicit data as: 

Photo elicitation is often thought of as a novel research tool, but in fact has a history 

stretching back into the mid-twentieth century as a technique used in anthropological 

studies. The use of photographs, or indeed other visual images (such as paintings, 

graffiti, advertisements, film clips), as a stimulus during qualitative interviews can draw 

on materials that are in existence prior to the research process and are brought to the 

interview either by interviewer or interviewee, or they can be generated specifically as 

part of the research process by the interviewee solely or in collaboration with the 

researcher. (p. 60) 

Denise Scott Brown and Robert Venturi also ran a studio project at the Yale School of 

Architecture in 1970 called ‘Learning from Levittown,’ which looked into changes that owners 

made to their houses in Levittown. These changes only affected the external appearance of 

houses, such as adding decorations, which made each house distinct from the others. In this 

studio, students conducted extensive analysis on these houses to document these changes that 

were made by the owners of houses over time. To a certain extent, the case of Levittown can 

be applied to house evolution in Riyadh, especially to the Al-Malaz project which will be 

discussed at length in Chapter 6, a massive housing project built by the government in the 

1950s. After the government moved its headquarters from Makkah to Riyadh, they built this 

project to house its employees. The phenomenon of Levittown shares many connections with 

Al-Malaz, as both were built around the same time and mass-produced to house a large number 

of people. Like any mass-produced houses, the houses of Al-Malaz were similar in terms of 

form and spatial organization, and these houses adopted the modern style, unlike the traditional 

patterns in Riyadh at the time. As a result, the owners started to change their houses by adding 

high front walls or adding spaces to suit their social needs. Examining these changes in Al-

Malaz is essential because the houses of Al-Malaz became the primary house model in most 

Saudi cities. Hence the importance of choosing the Al-Malaz project to understand the 

contemporary Saudi housing and determine the factors that influenced it. 
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3.2.3 Interviewing 

Interviews are one of the most popular tools for data collection. The use of interviews 

developed throughout the 20th century, particularly in the anthropological and sociological 

fields. Moreover, interviews are widely prevalent in data collection, especially when qualitative 

methods have been adopted (Cassell & Symon, 2004). Kvale (as cited in Cassell & Symon, 

2004) described the qualitative research interview as, “an interview, whose purpose is to gather 

descriptions of the life-world of the interviewee concerning the interpretation of the meaning 

of the described phenomena” (p. 11). Edwards and Holland (2013) point out that there are many 

philosophical approaches and qualitative interviews, such as emancipatory, positivism, 

postmodernism, and interpretivism. Each one of these approaches requires its own theoretical 

and philosophical grounding. As discussed earlier, this research adopts a phenomenological 

approach to study the development of Saudi houses from late 1938 to the present. Therefore, 

the interpretative approach was chosen for the interviews, because it is designed to examine 

phenomenological aspects from the interviewees’ point of view, such as social phenomena. 

The study employed semi-structured interviews to collect data. Generally, there are 

two types of interviews when adopting a qualitative approach, which is semi-structured and 

unstructured interviews. Unlike unstructured interviews, semi-structured interviews provide 

more control concerning the context and the content of the study, monitoring the interview 

frame and themes. While these begin formally, they also allow for some flexibility in order 

to serve the topic. It allows the interviewer to answer and sometimes to open up a further 

discussion with interviewees. In this sense, the set of questions can produce valuable, in-

depth and reliable data. Moreover, the semi-structured method concerns asking the 

questions, and the interviewer and respondent can enter into an exchange quickly (Edwards 

& Holland, 2013). 
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Adopting these approaches (sequentially phenomenological and interpretative 

approaches) ultimately serves the intent of the study by providing room for both the 

interviewer and interviewees to reflect various views. Also, the interview questions keep 

developing throughout the fieldwork because our understanding of the problem becomes 

more explicit than before. Sophisticated topics that involve cultural, racial and social aspects 

require open-ended questions (Creswell, 2007).   Therefore, the design of the interview 

comprises open-ended questions designed to tackle both social and physical changes of the 

Saudi residence during a given time. I shall discuss the type that tackles the research context, 

known as the ‘narrative interview’. Edwards and Holland (2013) define this type as:  

[T]he narrative interview is based on the idea that people produce narratives about 

the self and identity through time that draw not only on their own experiences and 

understanding, but on culturally circulating stories that help them interpret and make 

sense of the world and themselves in it… (p. 35) 

Face-to-face interviewing was selected as the primary tool for data collection. 

Although there are several techniques for conducting interviews, face-to-face interviews 

remain the most popular in order to obtain data. This technique provides more accurate and 

reliable information than just conducting interviews by telephone or by any other means. 

Observing the non-verbal expressions of the interviewee is key to the researcher, which will 

help later in the interpretation and analysis. This, also, includes feelings and behavior, where 

the researcher can raise topics related to the study through the interaction of the interviewee. 

The control and management of dialogue are crucial as well to obtain the ultimate amount of 

information that only face-to-face encounters can provide. 

The questions of the interview are intended to seek true stories that reflect the 

participants’ views about changes in their houses. Therefore, specific strategies are applied to 

validate the data collected from these interviews. Creswell (2007) provides several steps to 

validate the data collected, which include: 1) engaging several sources for confirmation; 2) 
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reviewing stories by the participants for corrections; and 3) including other researchers to 

review the procedures. Another technique is described by Patton (1999) to verify and validate 

data sources known as triangulation. This technique is used when we want to compare different 

sources of data, like interviews and observations. We can also explore people’s perspectives 

about a topic from different points of view. It is possible to have differences in data when we 

use the triangulation technique, such as differences between observed and interview-based 

data. This does not mean invalid data, but it denotes possessing different things (Patton, 1999). 

3.2.3.1 Sampling Plan 

Having a sampling plan is crucial when preparing the interview, and will also lead to 

successful fieldwork. Since this study focuses on specific events and the previous experience 

of people, the judgement sampling approach was adopted. Burgess (2006) mentions multiple 

strategies to choose the research sample. He indicates that the field research is constrained 

by time, money and restrictions. Therefore, researchers have to narrow their scope because 

they cannot interview everyone and investigate all events. These limitations make sampling 

fundamental and a well-thought-out process. Sampling strategies can be categorized into two 

main types: (1) judgement and opportunistic sampling; and (2) snowball sampling. The first 

relies on the individuals’ conditions, like age, sex and occupation, or their past experiences. 

The researcher seeks qualified participants who are knowledgeable about the subject and 

willing to participate. At the same time, the second type is more about building a network of 

participants in which the researcher interviews a small group of participants who will also 

introduce their friends for interviewing (p. 44). 

After gaining ethical approval, the study collected and analyzed twelve interviews 

involving both genders in two categories of people. The first was experts who were interested 

in and knowledgeable about the topic. It involved many academics specializing in the history 
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of Saudi architecture. I asked them various questions about the development of the Saudi 

residence in order to clarify some stories and historical events. I also interviewed architects 

and contractors, who design and build mostly contemporary modern houses in Riyadh. These 

interviews concerned the social, spatial and physical aspects of Saudi houses. Generally, I 

managed to approach this category based on their involvement and expertise in this area. 

The second involved ordinary people who have experienced different types of houses, 

these people have lived in both traditional and contemporary modern houses in Riyadh. These 

interviewees were explicitly selected because of their accumulative experiences, and they could 

serve the purpose of the study. This category was interviewed to seek different insights and 

opinions. These interviews were carried out in public domains, like cafes and libraries. Further, 

I encountered some people who did not experience living in traditional houses, but they had a 

background and exciting stories that were passed on to them by their elders (parents and 

grandparents). The overall stories and memories covered a wide range of topics regarding the 

Saudi house and will be presented in the thesis chapters.  

Allowing the interviewees in the second category to draw sketches (mainly floor 

plans) of their previous houses was useful because this helped refresh their memories to 

remember old stories. Additionally, I helped some of the participants who could not draw 

sketches of their previous houses due to their minimum skills of drawing. One of the 

techniques that I used is asking them to describe their houses, which allowed me to sketch 

these houses instead of them. I also tried to encourage them to remember how they practiced 

activities in these houses, as some of these memories date back fifty years ago. The results 

were fruitful, which stimulated more stories and details about things that had been forgotten. 

I redraw these sketches since they needed further artistic improvements. The prime aim of 

these questions and sketches was to capture a detailed picture of how these people lived in 

different types of houses. The background stories are a vital part of these experiences.  
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There is much research in history, sociology and fictional works that mentioned many 

anecdotes about the way people lived in traditional houses, but none of these tried to make a 

connection with sketches, mainly practiced activities in house spaces. Therefore, this research 

will combine stories mentioned by the participants with the drawings and pictures that were 

collected during the research period. Also, pseudonyms were used in the study to refer to all 

interviewees. 

Each category of the participants was asked the same questions. Moreover, additional 

questions were asked for further detail during the interview. Both categories were analyzed 

distinctly based on their experiences and opinions. A significant part of the data analysis took 

a narrative form. The interview was designed to explore the development of Saudi houses from 

different points of view, such as exploring the layouts of the rooms and furnishings of 

traditional houses. A sound recorder was used for the interviews, and critical notes were taken 

as well. 

3.2.4 Fieldwork 

Fieldwork is the process that comes after a well-planned research methodology. 

Researchers usually tend to select their fieldwork based on the nature of the study to be 

implemented. The execution of the fieldwork differs from the research approach to the 

research tools of data collection. According to the Oxford Dictionary, fieldwork is 

“[p]ractical work conducted by a researcher in the natural environment, rather than in a 

laboratory or office.” While the National Geographic Society provides a more practical 

definition as “[f]ieldwork is the process of observing and collecting data about people, 

cultures, and natural environments.” (“Fieldwork,” n.d.). In social science, Shaffir and 

Stebbins (2003) define ‘fieldwork’ as: 
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Most fieldwork projects are exploratory, this means that the researcher approaches 

the field with certain special orientations, among them flexibility in looking for data 

and openmindedness about where to find them. These are needed to explore the 

phenomenon under study when relatively little is known about it. (p. 4) 

Over the years, fieldwork as a qualitative method has changed from studying cultures 

to more complex issues, like social phenomena, which increases the challenges for this 

method. Field research can be affected by several factors because this technique is contingent 

on the researcher’s experiences in collecting data, including valid and reliable data. The 

accuracy of data collected during the fieldwork depends on skills and familiarity of the 

researcher with the subject (Shaffir & Stebbins, 2003). The researcher should also be able to 

interact with the participants in the practical field. Creswell (2007) explains how researchers 

should act during the fieldwork, as follows: 

Giving back to participants for their time and efforts in our projects-reciprocity-

is important, and we need to review how participants will gain from our studies. How 

to leave the scene of a research study through slow withdrawal and conveying 

information about our departure so that the participants do not feel abandoned is also 

important. (p. 44) 

Despite the issues surrounding field research, this does not preclude flexible and 

reliable fieldwork, Burgess (2006) points out that the process of conducting a field study should 

not be governed by strict rules, which means the study keeps refining itself by the researcher, 

participants and field settings. He said, “Here, there are no set rules, rigid procedures and fixed 

roles. For field research predominantly involves the use of observation, participant observation, 

unstructured interviews and documentary evidence, all of which have to be applied to a specific 

social setting” (p. 25). 

One of the fieldwork’s objectives is to compare architectural components between the 

traditional houses and contemporary modern ones. The use of images only to examine the 

physical changes is not enough, because these forms of data sometimes lack precise 

measurements and do not provide a real sense of scale, especially when measuring architectural 
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elements of houses like doors, windows and the layout of spaces. Further, site visits are vital 

for a better assessment, and they will strengthen my knowledge about this comparison. 

Therefore, fieldwork is significant for initiating this study. 

While there are many ways to study architectural elements, the use of drawings and 

descriptions applied in the work of Christopher Alexander, Sarah Ishikawa, and Murray 

Silverstein (1977), titled A pattern language: Towns, buildings, construction is an excellent 

technique. The authors created a pattern language by documenting 253 patterns through 

observation and analysis. The scale of their study was extensive, arranging the studied patterns 

from the largest to the smallest detail. It outlined various patterns of towns, buildings and 

construction by using a particular format. In the case of buildings, the authors discussed some 

architectural and construction elements, which provided a set of patterns to build a successful 

house. For instance, the book featured different patterns of entrance transition, roof layout and 

staircase volume. These patterns are illustrated by photographs and sketches, followed by a 

detailed description of these elements. 

This study will employ a similar technique to compare and analyze physical differences 

between traditional and contemporary modern houses. However, this study will be on a smaller 

scale than the work described above, meaning only the architectural elements of the house 

domain are included. This method is useful in creating an explicit framework for studying 

different stages of house development in Riyadh, which at the same time, will serve as a 

documenting tool. Therefore, I visited Riyadh in late 2017 to collect data, where I spent more 

than two months interviewing people and visiting different houses to study and document their 

architectural elements. 
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Finally, I had the chance to visit the Janadriyah festival for culture and heritage in 2018 

in Riyadh. It is an annual festival to celebrate Saudi national culture and heritage, which is 

organized by the Ministry of National Guard in Janadriyah Village (near Riyadh). It is also a 

social occasion to exhibit various activities that feature the Saudi lifestyle in the past from 

different parts of the country.  The festival emphasizes the national identity of Saudi Arabia by 

promoting culture and heritage, such as folk music, dances, plays, authentic food, and 

traditions. Traditional architecture is also celebrated with each section (mainly four sections) 

emulating its regional architecture by building many fixtures as a small village. Most of these 

fixtures are built with building materials that are similar to the traditional ones, such as stones, 

unfired mud-bricks and wood. The prominent goal is to educate the younger generation of their 

past. The festival shows the enormous effort invested by Saudi Arabia to build a modern 

country. The festival offered a realistic picture of the past, which helps to understand these 

changes. 

Figure 3.1 A craftsman makes furnishings from palm fronds. (Photograph 

by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2018)
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Chapter 4 The Najd House: Traditional 

Architecture inspired by Culture and 

Environment 

4.1 Introduction  

Traditional architecture in Saudi Arabia is considered to have four regional styles 

known as: (1) the Central Region (Najd), (2) the Eastern Region (the Arabian Gulf), (3) 

the Southern Region (Asir), and (4) the Western Region (Hejaz). These styles are greatly 

influenced by several forces, such as sociocultural aspects, climate, geographical location, 

and the use of local natural building materials (Ishteeaque & Al Said, 2008). Overall, these 

forces all together created distinctive characteristics of each regional style, especially 

regarding house form. The traditional houses can be characterized by their locally sourced 

building materials and construction methods, which usually reflected the local traditions 

of society. They have simple structural systems, often load-bearing walls and natural 

building materials obtained from nearby sites, such as mud, stone and wood. People relied 

on local builders, who were culturally bounded to society and aware of the social needs of 

people, to build their houses (Fadan, 1983). The traditional houses maintained their 

characteristics for a long time as the local builder handed knowledge from one generation to 

another. The fact that these houses were suitable for the social needs of the people meant 

that they did not change very much over time. 

Generally speaking, the sociocultural values of Saudi Arabian cities are barely 

different, resulting in only insignificant changes to the spatial organization of traditional 

houses, because these values are mainly influenced by the Islamic religion, such as having a 

strict hierarchical system for space division. An excellent example of this was the guest 

section, which was found in different types of traditional houses, but this section was 
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physically and visually separated from other parts of the house. On the other hand, climate 

and natural building materials have a significant role in shaping traditional houses in 

Saudi regions. Moreover, each region is distinguished for its climatic parameters because 

of the diversity of geographical zones in Saudi Arabia. For example, because the Najd region 

is known for its hot desert climate, especially during summer, unfired mud-bricks were 

the primary affordable building material used to construct houses. Similarly, because the 

Asir region is mountainous with a mild summer, stones were available in abundance to build 

traditional houses. Although Saudi Arabia has four distinctive regional styles of traditional 

houses, this study focuses on the evolution of the house in one region, the Najd region 

for the following two reasons: 

1. The region gained its importance since 1932 as the capital of political governance 

for all Saudi cities. 

2. It provided a place for experiments in urbanization and modernization, which 

subsequently influenced the majority of other cities in Saudi Arabia. 

Further, a hybrid version of houses arose in the Najd region attributable to physical 

changes in the urban fabric and the flow of modern building materials into the country, such 

as steel, concrete and glass. In the 1950s, many large-scale projects were initiated by the 

government to expand the urban fabric of Riyadh. These modernization projects were 

substantially associated with political decisions, like transferring the government 

headquarters from Makkah to Riyadh, and any improved economy. As a result, the traditional 

built environment was radically affected, and modern planning was rapidly expanded. 

Modern houses started to spread in the city at the same time, using modern building materials 

to build them. However, many people could not afford them due to the high cost associated 

with them. Also, the traditional builders were unable to keep pace with these new changes. 

Alternatively, people used these new materials to their advantage by developing 
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a hybrid version that combined both traditional and modern characteristics. A potentially 

improved version of the traditional house appeared in the traditional urban fabric but 

was ultimately built with modern building materials. The cost was way lower than building 

modern houses because it did not use reinforced concrete which was quite expensive. 

Instead, cement blocks and plywood ceilings were used as the primary materials to build this 

version of houses. It is worth mentioning that people continued to build traditional houses 

(mud houses) during that time, but sometimes they swapped traditional building materials 

with modern ones. For example, cement mortar was used to replace mud mortar for rendering 

walls. 

This hybrid version appeared during a transitional period between the old and the 

new in Riyadh, as modern reinforced concrete buildings began to spread throughout the city. 

After transferring the government from Makkah to Riyadh, many ministries were built 

in Riyadh, as one of the most significant projects in the country in  the mid-twentieth 

century. These ministries were modern and were built using modern building materials, such 

as reinforced concrete. These massive projects influenced people’s perceptions about 

modern architecture, which encouraged them to develop this type of house. In general, 

people called these houses ‘manzil sha’abi musalah’, which translates as ‘a traditional 

reinforced house’, to distinguish the house from the traditional house. 

I will use the term ‘transitional house’ to refer to this type of house, which developed 

during this transitional period. The transitional house was moderately comparable to the 

traditional house in terms of form and spatial organization with the main difference being the 

use of modern standardized building materials. Discussing and analyzing the traditional and 

transitional houses in the same light would make sense, despite the different circumstances 

that led to the formation of each of them, because both emerged in the same traditional urban 



 
 

110 

 

fabric. This similarity made the two houses alike in many aspects and two sides of the 

same coin, sharing many characteristics. 

In this chapter, these two types of houses, the traditional and transitional houses, will 

be explored in terms of house form and spatial organization. The study of architectural 

characteristics is also an essential part which will be examined, for example, doors, windows, 

structural systems, and furnishings. Some of these houses, especially in old Riyadh, are 

still standing today, but in dire straits. Therefore, I will investigate the issues that led to their 

discontinuation and how the urban expansion of Riyadh threatened their existence. The 

examples of the traditional houses that will be examined were mostly built between 1900 

and the 1950s. While the transitional houses were constructed between 1960 and 1970, both 

types of houses constituted the dominant house form during that time. 

4.2 The Traditional House of Najd 

Najd means ‘plateau’ because it is a vast geographic plateau that ranges in height 

from 762 meters to 1524 meters. The Najd region is geographically located in the center 

of Arabia and includes many cities, such as Riyadh, the capital city of the country, Al-

Zulfi, Dirriyah, Ushaiqer, Sudair, and Buraydah. This area grew in importance because 

it connects all of the north, south, east, and west boundaries of Saudi Arabia. Najd is 

characterized by a hot, desert climate, with scorching temperatures during summer often 

reaching 50 °C. Winter tends to be warm with some cold air and intense winds. In general, 

the climate is dry, and the area experiences little rainfall, especially in the summer 

months. In winter, it receives a fair amount of rain during March and April. 

As mentioned earlier, the traditional houses in Riyadh, also known as Najdi 

houses (‘Najdi’ is an adjective used to describe the traditional architecture of the Najd 

region), is closely related to the existing environment’s harsh conditions, producing 
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houses that suit the geographical and climatic aspects well. Climatic aspects of this 

region have influenced the house form and the building materials, creating a shield 

against the harsh conditions. As a result, houses were closed on the outside with open 

courtyards on the inside to create welcome shade. The courtyard played a microclimatic 

role in providing a suitable environment for the inhabitants of the houses. Openings, like 

windows, were also reasonably small to avoid sunlight and heat. The Najdi style is also 

influenced by other factors, such as Islamic teachings and sociocultural aspects, which 

have also helped to shape the urban fabric. 

Generally speaking, most Islamic cities were planned with consideration to the level 

of privacy and openness, which clearly distinguished between the public and private zones. 

Also, significant buildings like mosques (masjid) and markets (souqs), located centrally, 

were considered in the public domain. Trading activities like selling and buying goods were 

undertaken in this public zone, such as the main squares or streets, and far away from the 

private zones (Philby, 1923; King, 1979; Al-Hathloul, 1981; Ishteeaque & Al Said, 2008). 

Old Riyadh had similar planning, exhibiting a distinct hierarchal order in terms of zones. A 

wall surrounded the city which included seven gates. Public spaces, like Imam Turki bin 

Abdullah Mosque and Al-Safat Square, are situated in the center. 

The Najd region consisted of scattered settlements, housing people who were born 

and raised in small towns, like Riyadh and Dirriyah in the first half of the twentieth century, 

who worked in trading, agriculture, livestock, and crafts (see Figure 4.1). The social structure 

of Najd society was mainly tribal, and each tribe had its various branches and subdivisions. 

The tribal system managed public affairs, before the consolidation of the country in 1932 

under the rule of King Abdulaziz (1875 – 1953), who founded the third Saudi state 

(Palgrave, 1866; Philby, 1923; King, 1979, 1998). 
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Similarly, the traditional urban fabric in the Najd region was also very coherent, as 

houses were constructed next to each other, without leaving any space in between. Further, 

the cities were planned and designed to have very narrow streets and dead ends, leading to a 

cluster of houses. These clusters differentiated between private and public areas (Fadan, 

1983; Ishteeaque & Al Said, 2008). Old Riyadh, for example, had narrow alleys which were 

created by adjacent houses that produced shade during the daytime (see Figure 4.2). All these 

architectural details were decided upon based on human scale and comfort, and they are 

very noticeable in most streets in the old towns. 

 

 

Figure 4.1 A general view of Dirriyah which is a small town near Riyadh. 

(Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2008) 



 
 

113 

 

 

 

In Najd, social structure played a pivotal role in the formation of the traditional 

houses, represented in the urban fabric of the city. The society, prior to the discovery of oil, 

enjoyed strong family ties, and a very solid structure in terms of the social organization. 

These communities were small in size and shared the same cultural values and beliefs. 

Further, it was not culturally varied, creating a kind of social unity. One of the distinctive 

social characteristics of the community was embracing the extended family structure. 

Extended families preferred to live near each other, and if possible, to have their houses 

physically attached to each other to create a unique urban fabric. The extended family is 

promoted in Islamic religion and local traditions as well. For instance, a typical 

household in the Najd region may involve a husband and wife or multiple wives, their sons 

and daughters, married sons and their wives, and their grandsons and granddaughters. In 

addition, it might include close relatives like the householder’s unmarried sisters (Fadan, 

1983; Ibrahim, 1982). 

Figure 4.2 Traditional houses in Ad Dirah neighbourhood, Riyadh, creating 

shade and shadow. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2019) 
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Climatic characteristics of this region have influenced the house form and the 

building materials, as I shall demonstrate in this chapter. Climate affected the traditional 

houses in various ways in terms of house form and its architectural components. As a result, 

houses were closed on the outside with open courtyards on the inside to create welcome 

shade in that inner space. Openings, like windows, were also reasonably small in size to 

avoid sunlight and heat. All these architectural details were decided upon based on human 

scale and comfort, and they are very noticeable in most streets in the old towns (Al-Hathloul, 

1981; Fadan, 1983; Ishteeaque & Al Said, 2008). 

4.2.1 House Form and Spatial Organization 

In traditional cultures, religion advances and encourages other forces in the 

formation of houses (Rapoport, 1969). In the case of traditional houses, Islamic values 

played an evident role, especially the division of space to create gendered related 

spaces. In other words, men and women cannot share the same space unless they have 

“a…relatedness or connection by blood or marriage or adoption” (“family relationship,” 

n.d.). This gender separation is supported by Islamic law (Sharia law), the most important 

sources being the Quran and Hadith (the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad). The 

traditional houses in this region did not share any boundaries with the outside, in which 

the separation was strict between the two domains. Shraim (2000) explained that the 

separation between both genders is based on multiple sources listing them in their order of 

importance: 

The practice of visual separation between men and women in Muslim societies 

derives from a multi-level religious doctrine. The first and highest level is divine 

and derives its significance from the Quran, which is a revelation from God. The 

second level is the teachings of the Prophet Muhammed, or Sunnah. The Sunnah 

of the Prophet explains the Quran. The third level is the scholarly interpretation 

of the divine and prophetic texts… The fourth level is cultural and refers to the 

variety of approaches Muslims employed to regulate gender-based segregation. (p. 

4) 
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The traditional house had a hierarchical order for dividing spaces. This unique spatial 

hierarchy is supported by Islamic teachings as well as the social structure of Najdi society, 

which these factors were dominant in controlling the space division (Fadan, 1983). The social 

structure played a pivotal role in the formation of the traditional or transitional houses 

represented in the urban fabric of the city. Prior to the discovery of oil, the society enjoyed 

strong family ties and a substantial structure in terms of social organization. These 

communities were small in size and shared the same cultural values and beliefs. Further, they 

were not culturally varied, creating a kind of social unity. One of the distinctive social 

characteristics of the Najdi community was embracing the extended family structure. 

Extended families preferred to live near each other, and possibly have their houses physically 

attached to create a unique urban fabric (Fadan, 1983; Ibrahim, 1982). 

This phenomenon, the extended family, affected the spatial organization of 

traditional houses, dividing spaces into territories. A more apparent division was influenced 

by gender and marital status, which allocated rooms for each member of the family, as 

mentioned above. Although the traditional house was modest in size (the average plot area 

was about 100 square meters),2 families showed resilience in adaptation for two main 

reasons. Besides promoting the extended family in religion and Islamic traditions, the 

difficult living and economic conditions in that period restricted some family members from 

leaving their families. 

Further, all traditional houses were divided into two major sections, the guest section 

(mainly for men) and the family section. The guest section (known as the qahwa, which means 

coffee) was essential in the house because it was built and prepared to receive male guests. 

The importance of this section was derived from sociocultural factors, where hospitality is 

 
2 The average plot area of traditional houses was based on interviews with people who lived in these houses.  
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highlighted as a significant trait of society. The guest section contained a guest room 

with amenities that would assist the host to entertain his guests, such as a firepit to prepare 

coffee and tea. Also, a toilet was designated for this section, so that guests did not need to 

enter the family section. A staircase was also a part of this section which led to the rooftop. 

Traditional houses in the Najd region were usually two stories and included the 

essential spaces (family section), such as a kitchen, bedrooms, toilets, a courtyard, and 

storage (see Figure 4.3). The first floor was called the ‘rawshin,’ mainly a space that was 

dedicated to guests. Also, this type of house often had two staircases, one for the guest, 

as described above, and another for the house inhabitants, leading to the rooftop. The 

rooftop was an essential part of the traditional house, which had several functions, including 

sitting during periods of moderate weather. It was divided by low earth walls or curtains, 

forming two sections for the family and guests. The family also used this space to sleep at 

night, especially during hot days. Guests were only received in their section during the day. 

Mubarak (1993) described the layout of the traditional house: “Rooms opened onto a central 

courtyard, with a staircase leading to the roof which was used for sleeping during the hot 

summer…Several rooms opened to a colonnade surrounding the courtyard, creating a 

microclimate of shade and cool air” (p. 2). 

Generally, the spaces of the traditional house were irregular and roughly 

rectangular. This is due primarily to the use of natural building materials (unstandardized) 

and the lack of technologies. The traditional builders only relied on their craft and 

experience in building these houses. In addition, the spaces were clearly defined through 

walls and doors, controlling movements between these spaces. 
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4.2.2 The Master Builder 

The traditional houses were built by traditional builders (known as masters) who 

knew the sociocultural aspects of the local community. Master builders produced 

buildings that respected the cultural values of society and social needs. In the past, many 

builders were known locally for their high craftsmanship, and people could reach an 

agreement with them to build their homes. The owner of the house contracted the traditional 

builder or the master, who ran a group of workers, ranging from 8 to 20 workers to build 

Figure 4.3 A typical traditional house in Najd (Mortada, 2016, p. 386). 



 
 

118 

 

a medium-sized house. Fadan described the role of master builders in Saudi society as: 

Master builders were sensitive to the socio-cultural values and needs of the 

families for whom they were building, and they were familiar with the harsh natural 

constraints upon design and construction. These builders succeeded in finding a 

balance between preserving socio-cultural norms and adapting housing to fit the 

climatic conditions. (1983, p. 58) 

 

4.2.2.1 Making Unfired Mud-bricks  

The Master selected his workers based on their skills and physical strength. 

After selecting the workers, the house construction usually started at night where the workers 

prepare the mud mixture (the primary material to make unfired mud-bricks). The mud 

mixture was prepared overnight by forming a mud pit either onsite or on a farm nearby the 

site. There are many benefits to preparing this mixture overnight (Alnowaiser, 1999; Al-

Washmi, 2003). For example, it helped to maintain the moisture in the mixture, instead of 

during the day when it is dry and hard to mix. 

Traditional builders used soil to make unfired mud-bricks, relying on three chief 

components to make them, mud, water and straw. Each component of this mixture plays 

a specific role in making the mud-bricks. For instance, straw is used for strengthening and 

preventing the unfired mud-bricks from cracking. Further, soil characteristics are 

fundamental and selected carefully based on a specific ratio of sand, water and silt in 

the mixture (King, 1998; Alnowaiser, 1999; Al-Washmi, 2003). The workers mix the mud 

with water and straw by kneading the mixture with their feet. Afterwards, the mud mixture 

is left to saturate to the next morning. The next day, the mud mixture is transported to the 

construction site, where it is used directly in making the bricks. The workers form the bricks 

by using wooden molds, then leave them under the sun to dry for later use. These unfired 

mud-bricks were mainly used to erect walls. 
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Mud mortar was also used to bond the mud-bricks together and to adjust the height 

of floors and walls. It was also used as a finishing material by applying it on walls for 

rendering, as well as being used for floor finishing when mixed with plaster. On the site, 

workers were divided into two groups, based on their experience. The master was the only 

person who can lay the bricks due to his experience, while the workers assisted him during the 

building process, forming a human chain to hand the mud-bricks and mud mortar to him. It 

is common to have more than one master on the site, depending on the size of the house. 

It is worth mentioning that the master could lay on average, 15,000 bricks a day, displaying 

a high degree of craft (see Figure 4.4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.4 Workers handing unfired mud-bricks to the master while 

building a traditional house ca. 1950. (Darrell C. Crain Jr. Photograph 

Collection/Courtesy DC Public Library, Washingtoniana Division) 
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4.2.3 Site Selection and Preparation  

Site selection is a vital factor that affects the house form in many ways. Amos 

Rapoport (1969) in House Form and Culture, mentioned that two factors influence the site 

selection in traditional cultures. The first is the physical characteristics of the site, such as 

slopes, access to fresh water and agricultural lands, and defensive motives. The second 

is related to a symbolic image of the site, including social, cultural and religious aspects. 

Both factors are reflected in the choice of location, thus affecting the form of the house. 

As mentioned earlier, the social factors were primarily responsible for the formation 

of human gatherings in the Najd region, such as the presence of extended families and the 

sense of kinship as one form of community relations. There is also a notable factor 

that also contributed to the formation of these human gatherings. In the past, the Najd region 

generally relied on agriculture, especially date farms, as dates are the primary fruit in the 

country. In fact, the date palm embodies a cultural and religious meaning which 

symbolizes goodness and giving, as mentioned several times in Quranic texts. Therefore, 

people in the Najd region were keen to build their houses near date farms. Further, living near 

these date farms meant access to food and water; besides, protecting their source of 

livelihood. The kinship and agricultural lands were the prime factors that played a significant 

role in the selection of house sites and places of gathering in the Najd region. 

After choosing the land, the master could start to plan the house. This process 

was uncomplicated because traditional houses were designed onsite. The master usually used 

a palm frond to draw the outlines of spaces on the ground. Then he used some materials, 

like plaster powder, to confirm each space by applying a handful of plaster powder over the 

palm frond’s outlines, in preparation for the excavation process (Al-Washmi, 2003). The 

foundations of the house were no more than two meters in depth made from either stones or 
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mud-bricks (stones were preferred if they were available), and then the first row of bricks 

begins. 

4.2.3.1 Ceremonial Activities 

Building the traditional house included various builders’ rites and ceremonies. It is 

more like a groundbreaking ceremony, but it continued until the end of construction 

work. These ceremonies included chanting, singing and humming to keep their spirits up. 

The master led the chanting and his workers repeated after him. The chant performances 

had a unique vocal style which was affected by interacting with bystanders, making rhythmic 

sounds with their voices, such as going up and down (Al-Washmi, 2003). This interaction 

created a kind of communication between workers and bystanders next to the construction 

site, transforming the whole process into a social event in itself. People enjoyed listening to 

and observing the construction process. What made people interact with these performances 

is that the songs and chants were derived from local traditions and popular folklore in the 

society of Najd. 

The homeowner also provided three meals per day for the builders. These meals were 

simple, like porridge or yogurt with dates, which reflected the modest socioeconomic 

situation before the discovery of oil (Al-Washmi, 2003). In the Najd region, dates were and 

still are a major part of the nutrition system for people, especially for workers, because this 

food provides high calories to energize them and thus help them to complete the work. 

Meat was not a typical meal also for the socioeconomic reasons. Although most upper-

middle-class families could eat meat as a daily meal during that period. Upon the completion 

of the house, however, a ceremonial feast was held to mark the end of the construction work, 

with the homeowner this time serving meat as a sign of gratitude. 

The provision of simple meals indicated several things about the socioeconomic 
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situation and cultural traditions of Najdi society. Even though the socioeconomic conditions 

of people were poor before the discovery of oil, they maintained their cultural traditions, 

emphasizing hospitality and generosity. Besides, the relationship between the homeowner 

and building workers was more than self-interest, because they were from the same 

community, sharing the same cultural values and social cohesion. This relationship had 

created a kind of understanding between people and their social needs because the traditional 

builder was rooted in this culture. The traditional builder managed to create a combination 

of cultural values and urban fabric, preserving the urban identity in the region for decades. 

4.2.4 Structural System and Building Materials 

Despite the scarcity of building materials in the Najd region and the limited 

construction techniques as well, the traditional builder had been able to adapt to these 

conditions. These circumstances did not prevent him from building a house that would suit 

the climatic and economic conditions. He used natural building materials from the 

surrounding environment, such as soil to make mud-bricks, employing what is available 

for his advantage. Consequently, the construction techniques were influenced by the 

affordability of these materials, which dictated the structural characteristics of the 

traditional house. This system was mainly a load-bearing wall system, making walls the 

main structural component by transferring loads down to the ground. These challenges that 

the traditional builder faced in traditional environments were described in general by 

Rapoport (1969): 

These builders work in an economy of scarcity, their resources of materials, 

energy, and technology are very limited, and the margin for error and waste 

correspondingly small, but the results show a high level of performance even when 

judged in the light of modern technology. (p. 86) 

It is worth noting that the traditional builder did not burn the mud-bricks in a kiln 

due to a lack of firewood at that time. Of course, tree species in the Najd region were few 
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due to the desert climate and tough terrain. Consequently, the durability of unfired mud-

bricks caused problems with traditional houses (M. Fouzan, personal communication, 

February 23, 2018). The biggest problem was that when it rained parts of the house were 

ruined. While in the summer, the house was also affected by high heat, causing cracks on 

the surface of the rooftop. These cracks allowed water to leak into the interior spaces during 

rain. In this case, these issues required frequent maintenance because the house may have 

become unsafe to live in. To solve these issues, people ordinarily used to seek help from 

their neighbors to repair the collapsed parts of the house. Teenagers were encouraged to 

participate in community activity. Repairs often started early in the morning, and when the 

repairs were completed, the homeowner provided a meal for the participants as a reward, 

one of the interviewees said. 

4.2.4.1 Building Walls and Roofs 

After digging the ground for the foundations, the master laid mud-brick walls up to 4 

meters high above the ground level, preparing for the roof. The walls of traditional houses 

were characterized by their large thickness due to the structural system, load-bearing 

walls, and unfired mud-bricks. The fragile nature of unfired mud-bricks significantly 

contributed to the thickness of walls in traditional houses which required more rows of 

bricks to form solid walls. On the other hand, the thick walls formed a distinctive identity 

that held a climatic function as well. They worked as a shield against harsh climatic 

conditions, supported using natural building materials. 

The physical characteristics of these walls helped to alleviate the extreme climatic 

conditions because the natural properties of the mud mixture and high thickness played a 

pivotal role in controlling the thermal transfer between the outside and inside. These massive 

walls performed as thermal insulation, slowing the process of high heat transfer to inside spaces 
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during the summer, and vice versa. Another advantage of the mud walls is that they can 

maintain a good percentage of moisture, especially when exposed to rain or splashing. This 

also increased the thermal comfort of the inhabitants of the house. The mud-bricks were 

laid using mud mortar, which included short hay for better cohesion. 

The roof in the traditional house consisted of four layers. The first layer comprised 

tamarisk twigs (a type of tree that grows near rivers and lakes). Tamarisk twigs were often 

sourced from nearby towns (Mubarak, 1999; Al-Washmi, 2003). After laying the tamarisk 

twigs, palm fronds (only the central rib) were stacked over the tamarisk twigs in preparation 

for the third layer. The third layer consisted of the lush green leaves from the palm fronds, 

which prevented water leaks and carried the last layer (see Figure 4.5). Finally, a 200 

millimeters layer of mud mortar was applied, which formed the finishing layer of the roof. In 

addition, this thick layer of mud mixture on the roof worked as insulation to repel heat. 

Afterwards, the walls of the next level were built using mud-bricks to construct the roof 

parapets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.5 Roof construction was composed of wooden rafters and 

palm branches. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2008) 
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4.2.4.2 Doors 

Doors to the main entrance and rooms were installed during the finishing process. 

They were primarily made from wood, specifically from palm trunks. Palm trees were 

abundant in the Najd region, which made them the primary source for woodwork. These 

trees were selected when they become tall, making them harder to harvest. These tall trees 

were cut down and used to make doors. Door frames, however, were made from different 

kind of trees like tamarisk, known for being more robust and better supportive than the palm 

trees, but their use was limited due to their scarcity. Generally, the use of wood was limited 

in traditional houses. The doors were characterized by the presence of some simple 

geometrical patterns and colors, especially in houses of wealthy people who could afford 

this expensive work (see Figure 4.6). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.6 A typical door found in traditional houses. 

(Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2018) 
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4.2.4.3 Windows 

“Rooms without a view are prisons for the people who have to stay in them,” Christopher 

Alexander said (1977, p. 890). Indeed, windows are an essential feature of the house, providing 

fresh air, light and access to the outside—also having a psychological impact on the house's 

inhabitants. However, the number of windows in the traditional house was limited and 

generally small in size. Three main factors were responsible for having windows of the 

traditional house. The first was for defensive purposes by limiting access from outside to 

inside the house. Before the discovery of oil and the unification of Saudi Arabia in 1932, the 

security situation in the Najd region, especially in Riyadh, was uncertain as house theft and 

raids were common. There is no doubt that these incidents affected both the city and the 

house as a whole, to protect their houses people reduced the openings on the ground floor to 

prevent any possibility of theft. The second was for providing privacy which meant less visual 

contact between the outside and inside. This behavior stems from the religious and cultural 

values of Najd society in which bystanders should not be exposed to the house’s inhabitants; 

mainly women who usually cover their bodies in public. 

The third is related to climatic issues and how the traditional builder treated these 

issues. Cristopher Alexander (1977, p. 891) pointed out the relation between climate and the 

size of windows, as the window size is subject to climate and the amount of sunlight 

exposure on the house's envelope as well as other things, such as structural reasons and 

views. The traditional houses, hence, relied on the innate behavior of the traditional 

builder to solve these issues, particularly climatic and structural aspects, by creating 

alternative solutions to these problems. Since arid conditions characterize the climate in 

Najd, the traditional house responded to the harsh climate by minimizing the number of 

windows on the outside. As a result, the house relied on the inner courtyard to provide 

natural lighting and a pleasant atmosphere inside rooms. Moreover, the rooms had windows 
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that opened to the courtyard, which provide sunlight and fresh air—except some rooms that 

were located on the street side, and their windows reasonably opened to the street directly. 

Further, the traditional house contained two types of windows, each with a specific 

shape and function. The first was triangular openings which were mostly found on the upper 

floors in order to ventilate, lighten, and decorate the living spaces. This type of window was 

small in size, which provided privacy and prevented direct sunlight and heat during summer 

(Mubarak, 1999; Ishteeaque & Al Said, 2008). The triangular opening was a distinctive 

characteristic of the traditional architecture, and they did not have frames or screens (see Figure 

4.7). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.7 A triangular windows found in a traditional 

house. These openings were small to provide privacy for 

inhabitants, and to minimize the received sunlight inside 

spaces. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2008) 
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It is worth noting that these triangular openings and other architectural characteristics 

were found in traditional mud buildings in other regions, especially in North Africa. These 

traditional buildings share many characteristics with the traditional architecture of Najd, such 

as building materials (mud) and form. A notable example is the old town of Ghadames, Libya, 

where the architectural elements and form are very similar to the traditional architecture of 

Najd. The reason for this similarity between local traditional architecture and Ghadames’s 

architecture was purely environmental, as the desert climate influenced these types of 

architecture. The shared conditions were a key element for the formation of mud architecture. 

Besides, travel/immigration may have played an essential role in transferring some 

architectural elements of traditional architecture and its construction methods from one 

region to another before hundreds of years.  

But why were the triangular openings used instead of any other form? The use of 

triangular openings in this type of architecture is due to several reasons: (1) the lack of wood 

in these regions dictated the shape and size of windows as using less wood for frames; (2) 

the structural ability of the triangular shape to distribute loads (especially in load-bearing 

walls such as mud walls known for their heavyweight). 

The second form of windows, besides the triangular opening, was rectangular windows 

which were mostly found on the first floors, as the ground floor usually did not have large 

windows due to the same reasons mentioned earlier. These windows were made with tamarisk 

wood, and sometimes had colors and geometrical patterns like the doors (colors and 

geometrical pattern were mostly found in houses of wealthy people). Metal window grilles 

were sometimes used in the traditional houses which were installed for security and not for 

style (see Figure 4.8). Nowadays, highly decorative metal window grilles in contemporary 

houses in Riyadh are used, but for both security and aesthetics. The improved socioeconomic 
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conditions of individuals after the discovery of oil have reflected on the choice of window 

grilles where people can afford them with a touch of style. 

 

4.2.5 Furnishings and Space Layout  

In one case study discussed by Amos Rapoport (1969), he found that in traditional 

cultures the household objects and social events could indicate a symbolic meaning and at 

the same time have a practical use. This conception comes under a well-ordered system 

(which he referred to as the Cosmos), where traditional values, symbolic artistry, place, 

society, and religiosity, in general, come into its scope. This system also extends to create 

a pyramidal relationship which includes the space and its furniture through the house to 

the top of this system, which is the city. Therefore, the household objects and furniture 

reflect a symbolic image, and their symbolism is equal to the whole house’s symbolism. 

These objects and furnishings are treated for daily use, and ultimately functional. What then 

does an everyday object mean? 

Figure 4.8 Window grilles installed on the first floor's windows of a 

traditional house. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2019) 
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In the Beauty of Everyday Things, Soetsu Yanagi (2018) defined everyday objects as 

ordinary things used by ordinary people, such as tea pots, crockery and hairbrushes. But he 

also referred to the everyday objects as the ‘folk craft’ or ‘crafts of the people’. The everyday 

objects extend to include other objects in the house. “These objects include household 

effects such as clothing, furniture, eating utensil, and stationary,” Yanagi said (2018, p. 3). 

Many things could fall under the category of everyday objects, but what determines that is 

the degree of involvement between these objects and the average person’s life. Amos 

Rapoport also referred to this relationship in House Form and Culture as ‘cosmos,’ a well-

ordered system. Rapoport’s work focused on people in traditional society who tend to 

develop a relationship with their household objects. Further, these objects should enjoy 

specific characteristics to consider them as an everyday object: 1) they are made for daily 

use and practical, 2) they should be ordinary things, 3) they are often inexpensive; and 4) 

they are made in large numbers (Rapoport, 1969; Yanagi, 2018).  

The definition of everyday objects by Yanagi reflects numerous objects in the 

traditional house. Household objects were an essential part of people’s lives, developing an 

emotional connection. For example, the guest room, which described in the following 

section, in the traditional house signified a vital part for reasons related to socio-cultural 

values, where hospitality is one of the prominent features of the society in Najd. Because of 

that, the guest room contained many everyday objects, such as coffee and tea pots, which had 

cultural and social connotations. 

In the Najd region, the furnishings were also affected by the humble socioeconomic 

conditions before the discovery of oil. The furnishings of the traditional house were informal 

and profoundly influenced by the tradition of Arabic culture. The traditional house did not 

contain the ordinary large pieces of furniture, such as sofas and tables, chairs, tables, and 

beds, but rather were light and small pieces like cushions, stuffed pillows and rugs. The 
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use of furnishings helped to increase the range of activities carried out in the house’s spaces. 

That is to say, a room could be used during the day as a sitting area while at night was used 

for sleeping. In social spaces, like the living room and the guest room, the furniture 

included cushions against the wall, overstuffed pillows for the armrest and a rug. 

Moreover, the desert climate reflected on the overall style and design of the 

furnishings. The materials of furnishings were natural and made from different textiles and 

patterns that are culturally inspired. These textiles were primarily made of wool from sheep 

and camels. The furnishings of the traditional house comprised various elements, such as 

lining, rugs, stuffed pillows. In addition, the house carried other decorative and practical 

objects that were made of different materials, commonly wicker (made from palm fronds). 

The wicker was also made into popular objects, like trays and handheld fans (see Figure 

4.9). The spaces and furnishings of Najd are discussed below. 

 

 

4.2.5.1 The Guest Room (Qahwa)  

As mentioned earlier, the guest room or qahwa is one of the essential spaces in 

the traditional house. The importance of this space was derived from the social values and 

traditions of the Najd’s society. It was also reflected in the spatial organization itself in terms 

Figure 4.9 Trays made of frond wicker. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 

2020) 
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of furnishings and decorative objects, as this space comprised dense plasterwork and household 

objects, such as tea and coffee pots, unlike the rest of the house. This space can also be found 

in other forms of housing in Saudi Arabia, such as the transitional house and the 

contemporary house. However, the guest room was prepared to receive the male guests, 

which had a fixed firepit to serve hot beverages, like coffee and tea. It also comprised built-

in shelves (known as kamar) near the firepit, making together a fixture. These shelves were 

used to place tea and Arabic coffee pots on them, as well as being useful; they were used 

for decoration. Culturally, people preferred to practice social activities while seated on the 

floor, like talking and eating. Accordingly, this space had cushions and stuffed pillows as 

the primary furnishings while the floor was covered with rugs (known as alzul), which were 

made from wool. 

Everyday objects were also a fundamental part of the traditional lifestyle of Najd. 

People possessed them for daily use. Perhaps the most common object of many folk crafts 

in the traditional house was the coffee pot. The displaying of pots, especially the coffee 

pots, around the firepit symbolized cultural values, expressing generosity and excellent 

hospitality. These pots were manufactured in large quantities which were made from brass. 

There was a specific way to display them as teapots were lined up together on one shelf and 

coffee pots on another performing as beautiful and functional decorative arts. 

The qahwa also comprised several small compartments (known as alkhabia) as an 

essential element of this space. These compartments were recessed in the walls, located near 

the host. There were usually two of them, one was to store the firewood, and the other to 

store beverages, such as tea and coffee. Also, the interior space featured plasterwork on walls 

and around the firepit following the overall style. Perhaps this was the only space, the guest 

room, that contained plasterwork in the traditional house, as it was intended to impress in 

front of the guests. 
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4.2.5.2 The Bedrooms 

The number of bedrooms in the traditional house was limited, which often had three 

small bedrooms for the parents, the daughters and the sons. Sleeping on beds was uncommon 

because most people slept on the floor using rollup mattresses, pillows and blankets, which 

all were made from cotton and textiles. As mentioned earlier, like other spaces in the 

traditional house, bedrooms could have many uses as they were used for sleeping at night, 

and for sitting during the day after folding the mattresses. The lightness of the furnishings 

and the ease of moving them helped the bedrooms be used for more than one purpose. The 

bedrooms also comprised other furnishings, like large metal boxes, which were used to 

store clothes and other objects, like hairbrushes, combs and mirrors (Al-Dwehi, 2015; S. 

Hamad, personal communication, January 15, 2018). 

The rooftop, in addition, was used for sleeping on summer nights, escaping hot 

weather. The family would first splash some water on the mud roof to cool it down and then 

unfold their mattresses. The rooftop was divided by short walls, creating spaces that open to 

the sky. Before going to sleep, family members spent time with each other on the rooftop, 

chatting and sharing stories. They may also drink some tea while sitting and enjoying the 

night breeze. Many popular stories were centered around this phenomenon as sleeping on 

the rooftop was a distinctive practice in that period. This practice has also been featured in 

many local Television shows and several movies, like Tash ma Tash. 

4.2.5.3 The Kitchen  

The kitchen (also called almuqid, which means the ‘fireplace’) was simple and often 

had a countertop made of stones. It also included multiple shelves to store jars of grains 

and crockery. Metal boxes and pegs were used for cooking utensils and cutlery. While 

cooking was over a fireplace fueled by firewood, and pots were usually placed on a tripod 
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cooking stand. Therefore, the kitchen had an opening in the ceiling to allow smoke to escape 

(Al-Dwehi, 2015; Al-Orini, 2016). 

The kitchen in the traditional house was equipped with numerous cookware utensils. 

The cooking and eating crockery were influenced by the social traditions of the Najdi 

community, enjoying certain social norms, such as sharing and serving food with family or 

guests on one large platter. The cooking and eating crockery, including cups, plates, pitchers, 

coffee pots, and teapots, were made of pottery, metal, wood, and copper. 

The option of meals was limited due to the poor socioeconomic conditions. People 

mainly relied on some types of grains and fruits, such as rice, dates and wheat, as daily food. 

This situation has changed radically with the improvement of the economic situation and the 

discovery of oil, and how that reflected on an almost endless variety of food. However, people 

bought their kitchen utensils from the local markets in the city. Also, some crockery, like plates 

and cups, were decorated with geometrical patterns and colors derived from cultural 

traditions, similar to windows and doors. The kitchen also comprised other daily objects like 

a round wicker tray, which people used to serve food (Al-Dwehi, 2015; Al-Orini, 2016). 

4.2.5.4 The Courtyard and Social Activities 

Courtyards (also called baten alhawi) were a pivotal component of the traditional 

house and highly influenced by both cultural and climatic aspects. Each house had at least 

one courtyard and sometimes more, which was considered an essential element of traditional 

houses that provided a microclimatic comfort zone (see Figure 4.10). Notably, the 

traditional builder thought carefully about climatic issues and with his expertise used the 

courtyard to solve the harsh conditions, offering proper ventilation, natural light and breezes 

during the summer. 
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Moreover, the courtyard had a cultural dimension in the traditional house. Cultural 

aspects can be valued over other forces, which become evident in the house form. Courtyards 

of the traditional houses afforded a secluded private space that is open to the sky where 

the family practiced various social activities, especially women who could move unobserved. 

Although the courtyard was tiny, many activities were practiced there, such as sitting, 

eating and drinking. It was a sanctuary for the family that provided a comfortable place from 

prying eyes. Also, guests and neighbors were welcomed in this space, mainly women guests. 

There were two doors to access the courtyard in the traditional house, one from the qahwa 

side and another for the family side. The courtyard often was planted with one or two palm 

trees. This space was also designed to accommodate cattle, such as cows, goats and 

chickens. Rooms, however, surrounded the courtyard, reaching for sunlight and proper 

ventilation. Further, the courtyard was enclosed by a roofed arcade that was supported by 

columns made of stone pieces. The traditional builder arranged these stones in a rectangular 

Figure 4.10 A courtyard of a typical traditional house. The courtyard was 

located in the house centre, and rooms opened to it (Photograph by Waseem 

Qrayeiah, 2008). 
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and cylinder shape. The span between columns was usually from 2.5 to 3.5 meters 

(Alwashmi, 2003; Al-Orini, 2016; S. Hamad, personal communication, January 23, 2018). 

4.2.5.5 The Toilets and Waste Treatment 

The traditional house had at least two toilets, one for the family and another for the 

guests. The guest’s toilet was usually located under the stairs that led to the rooftop. These 

toilets were a squatting type, which had a bowl at the floor level. The squat toilets 

are influenced by religious and cultural factors as well, where the Islamic religion prevents 

the use of toilets in standing position, for both excreting and micturating. The toilet contained 

a water jug for cleaning after using the toilet, which is also religiously required as the etiquette 

of using toilets. 

The toilets had a rudimentary drainage system. At the end of the construction work, 

two septic tanks were dug underground, one for waste and another for food scraps. The tanks 

were finished with limestone slabs that were sourced from a nearby quarry. Both tanks were 

connected to the house through trenches and paved with stone as well. The traditional builder 

applied a unique mixture of clay, exposed to high heat to reduce fluid permeability. Similarly, 

the purpose of using natural stone is because it has these properties, to resist water penetration 

(Al-Washmi, 2003). In general, the use of natural stone was limited in the traditional house, 

including the septic tank. 

4.2.6 Patterns and Ornamentation 

Yanagi’s (2018) perception on interpreting the patterns on daily objects are 

insightful. “A pattern is thus not a depiction of an object as it exists in nature, not a 

realistic rendition. It is an image of the object as it appears to the intuition,” he said (p. 72). 

Yanagi’s explanation, in fact, about the pattern and its distinction between depiction and 

intuition, is fundamental because the role of this distinction grows in specific settings. These 
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settings often lack the sophisticated means of expression, especially in isolated cultures like 

in the Najd region before the discovery of oil, where these cultures are characterized by 

simplicity and non-contact with the outside world. People who grow in these cultures tend 

to express themselves in simple patterns, influenced by cultural traditions. There are multiple 

forms of these patterns that are seen in buildings and folk objects. 

Reflecting Yanagi’s perception of patterns on the traditional houses, the patterns and 

ornaments were an essential part of the traditional house design, featuring a distinctive 

architectural style, which is culturally-rooted (see Figure 4.11). It is often composed of 

geometries and lines that the traditional builder created by simple techniques, such as 

using a knife, hands and fingers. At the completion of the house, the traditional builder 

prepared a mixture of white plaster to apply to the walls and the edges of doors and windows 

using hands and a trowel. Afterwards, he used a knife to create the geometric patterns 

just before the plaster is dry. 

 

Figure 4.11 A mud wall decorated with plaster. (Photograph by Waseem 

Qrayeiah, 2019). 
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Generally, the builder finished the walls with decorative patterns, such as creating 

grooves and triangular forms. Parapet walls also featured decorative battlements. Above the 

main entrance, a cantilever window made of wood worked as a peephole. This type of window 

reflects the social and religious aspects of Najdi community in terms of providing privacy, 

which was used by the inhabitants of the house, especially women, to know who is visiting. 

Decorations in the guest room are considered important in the traditional house. In the guest 

room, the firepit and shelves were also decorated with geometric patterns using plaster 

mixture. 

As part of the interior decoration, the traditional builder makes small recessed niches 

in the walls in the rooms which mostly were used for storing books or to displaying different 

ornaments, especially in the guest room. The edges of these recessed walls were decorated 

using plaster mixture. The plasterwork can also be found in certain rooms, especially in the 

guest rooms (majlis), and other spaces in the house often did not feature any plasterwork. A 

knife was used to make the engravings on the plaster. During the finishing phase, stone-tiled 

basins are built in one of the rooms of the house to store different grains and dates, and then 

it is covered with a cloth to prevent insects. 

4.3 The Transitional House  

The transitional house has not been widely explored by historians, because it emerged 

during a rapid development period which did not receive enough attention. In this period, 

both government and individuals focused on building modern houses, and transitional 

houses were recognized as temporary housing to bridge the economic situation the most 

Saudis. It is believed reexploring this type of house is essential because, on the one hand, it 

was an attempt by people to improve their traditional housing and the traditional built 

environment. While at the same time, the transitional house reclaimed comparable 
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characteristics to the traditional houses, blending into the traditional fabric. As mentioned 

earlier, the improvements in the socioeconomic conditions initially influenced this attempt 

by people, which encouraged them to develop this new type of house. The physical changes 

of urban fabric played a crucial role in influencing the transitional house, supported by 

imports of new building materials. Similarly, the modernization projects were a substantial 

motivating force that inspired people to imitate the modern projects. 

Historically, the transitional house existed in a time when the country adopted a new 

direction (modernism) to improve a wide range of life aspects in the country, including 

the built environment. In a short time, the transitional house became a primary residential 

type, along with other residential forms, such as the traditional house and contemporary 

modern houses. This is because transitional houses were affordable for the majority, as 

being cost-efficient compared to the contemporary modern houses at the time. Modern 

houses were entirely built using reinforced concrete, making them very costly. 

The transitional house was an attached housing unit. The footprint covered the entire 

property, which did not have outdoor spaces, such as yards or setbacks from the street or 

neighboring buildings. They followed the predominant pattern of the traditional built 

environment of Najd, by building houses on the boundaries. The average lot size of 

transitional houses was about 120 square meters, which was about the same size as 

traditional houses.3 The effect of oil and economy growth over the years has influenced 

the average lot size of modern houses, measuring 350 square meters (based on comparing 

over 30 houses for middle-class families in Riyadh). These changes came after a series of 

government support programs for the housing sector and overall economic growth, which 

are discussed in the next chapter. On the exteriors, the transitional house, however, 

 
3 The average plot area of transitional houses was based on interviews with people who lived in these houses. 
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primarily featured the main entrance and window openings. Perhaps the front steel doors 

were the most beautiful part of the house which were made of decorated cast iron. These 

doors had many bright colors, standing out in the urban fabric (see Figure 4.12).  

 

Although the earliest prototype of the modern houses first emerged in the late 1950s 

with the development of the Al-Malaz project (see Chapter 5) to house the government 

employees, it did not become the mainstream as a residential type until the 1970s. During 

this period, the transitional house flourished, forming a substantial type of house. However, 

when the government facilitated building modern houses by granting interest-free loans, the 

progression of transitional houses was affected. People took advantage of this opportunity 

to own a more desirable house that featured advanced structure and plumbing systems. As a 

result, these government programs were a relevant factor in the demise of transitional houses.  

Figure 4.12 Transitional houses in Ad Dirah neighborhood, Riyadh. 

(Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2019) 
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The design of the modern houses appealed to people more than any housing models, 

but the high cost that was associated with them made them out of reach. When the costs are 

compared at that time, the transitional houses were at least 60% less expensive than the 

modern houses. In today’s money, the cost of building a transitional house was about 

150,000 riyals (USD 40,000), while the cost of the modern house was about 480,000 riyals 

(USD 128,000). These prices include the price of the land and the cost of construction. When 

the annual employee’s income is compared to the cost of building a house, the average 

employee’s salary, who worked for the government, was around 32,000 riyals annually 

(USD 8,600).4 Here we notice the significant difference between the average annual income 

and the value of modern houses. It is worth noting that these prices do not reflect the actual 

reality of real estate prices today in Riyadh, as the price is higher than that. Although the 

costs were calculated with inflation considered for actual measurements, it did not reflect 

other economic factors affecting the real estate sector, such as supply and demand. 

This significant gap in prices prompted people to either building or purchasing 

transitional houses. Therefore, the spread of modern houses was limited in Riyadh’s 

neighborhoods, except in newly developed neighborhoods like Al-Malaz. The transitional 

house filled the growing demand for housing for several years. Most transitional houses were 

situated in neighborhoods near the old Riyadh. Thus, the transitional houses became popular 

in many cities in Saudi Arabia. 

Knowing people’s experience was necessary and why they chose to live in 

transitional houses instead of modern houses. I interviewed different people who lived 

in transitional houses. Sulaiman Hamad, who previously lived in a transitional house, still 

recalls his experience in living in different types of houses, including the transitional house. 

 
4 These prices were obtained by interviewing participants who built or bought transitional houses. 
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The experience of Hamad is vital because it stems from the design and building of this type 

of house. He described his experience of building and living in a transitional house as 

follows: 

I came to Riyadh in the early 1960s, after moving from my hometown, al-Qassim 

(about 300 kilometers from Riyadh). First, I lived in multiple traditional houses, which 

were built of unfired mud-bricks. In 1969, my elder brother decided to move to Riyadh 

with his family. As a result, our families, including our mother, decided to build a 

house in one of the neighborhoods in Riyadh, so we bought a piece of land about 110 

square meters. 

During that time, I was a student in architecture at the university, which enabled me 

to design and supervise the construction process. The design and building procedure 

did not require any professional’s involvement (i.e. architects or engineers), because 

the building regulations classified the transitional house as traditional houses often 

built by traditional builders. Also, the regulations for building permits were sometimes 

‘unclear’ and generally were simple. 

4.3.1 The Form and Spatial Organization  

The transitional house inherited many characteristics from the traditional house in 

terms of form and spatial organization, because it originated in the same traditional urban 

fabric. The exteriors of the transitional house showed fewer details and was of a humbler 

appearance, which harmoniously merged into the traditional pattern, forming a consolidated 

urban fabric. These houses shared common walls on both sides with the traditional houses, 

classifying them as attached houses. The transitional house naturally had one façade, which 

could be side-by-side with transitional or traditional houses. The design of this façade was 

unpretentious in terms of details, signifying low socioeconomic conditions of households in 

most cases. They did not have a definite architectural style that can distinguish their 

characteristics under one style. People just built them without paying attention to their 

details, which they followed the native method of building traditional houses in a way that 

did not require any professionals, as Al- Hamad mentioned above. 

Moreover, when transitional houses are compared to other forms of houses, say 

the modern houses, there is an immense difference in terms of architectural language as 
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modern houses adopted a high style of architecture, indicating the improved socioeconomic 

situation of people who lived in them. It was one of the reasons that made modern housing 

more attractive to people who lived in transitional houses as well as the traditional houses. 

The façades of modern houses introduced a design language that was new in the urban 

fabric of Riyadh. It primarily embraced the principles of Modern architecture and new 

construction technologies, such as steel, glass and reinforced concrete. 

Windows usually had wooden louvres or metal window grates, and sometimes 

both, installed for security purposes. Upon visiting the Ad Dirah neighborhood, one of 

the oldest neighborhoods in Riyadh that still has traditional and transitional houses, it can be 

noticed that many transitional houses did not have windows on the exteriors, except the 

entrance doors (see Figure 4.13 and 4.14). The rooms of transitional houses should receive 

daylight from the courtyard that almost all had. However, the courtyards in the transitional 

house did not provide enough natural light, either because of the small area of this yard. 

The family section mainly received natural daylight from the courtyard as its windows 

opened on the courtyard. When I interviewed Abeer Mousa, who lived in a transitional 

house in the past, about her experience living in these houses with her large family, she 

said: 

I lived in a transitional house for the first time in 1970, when my parents and eight 

siblings lived in a tiny house. This house had only four bedrooms, and the average room 

size was about five square meters. Each room was respectively designated for my 

parents, sisters and brothers. My eldest two brothers used the fourth room to store their 

business goods. We slept on the floor on a rollaway mattress. 

The house lacked many basic things when it is compared to our current time housing, 

such as proper plumbing and access to natural light. The house’s rooms, for example, 

did not have any windows that open to the outside; the only place that we could receive 

sunlight was from the roofed courtyard. The rooms were very dark during the day, which 

we relied on artificial lighting all the time. 
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Figure 4.13 A window on street side. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 

2019) 

Figure 4.14 The main entrance of a trinational 

house. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2019) 
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The transitional house, like the traditional house, embodied the social needs for Saudi 

families that were found in the traditional houses, such as essential spaces, by sustaining two 

aspects: (1) they offered hospitality spaces for guests; and (2) they had gender hieratical 

order. These two aspects were an essential part that defined the transitional house and its 

spaces. The transitional house consisted of a single story and a rooftop. The main spaces 

were situated on the ground floor, while the rooftop ordinarily had one or more rooms. 

In the guest section, men and women who are not immediate relatives cannot share 

the same space unless the women are covered. It is culturally uncommon for women, who 

are not related, to share the same space with men, even if they are covered. Therefore, the guest 

section was devoted to men in most cases. The house contained the necessary spaces for 

households to practice daily activities, such as sleeping, cooking and receiving guests. There 

was a hierarchy for dividing internal spaces, which was dominated by physical structures 

like walls and doors, controlling movements from one space to another, and unlike the open 

floor plant that was found in the West (see Figure 4.15). 

The guest section was a vital part of the transitional house; further, its significance 

was obtained from traditional and cultural values of the society that are passed from 

generation to generation. In Arabic culture, house guests are valued as the homeowners honor 

their guests by providing great courtesy, such as offering hot drinks and meals. The guest 

section was well prepared to receive male guests, and if it happened to have female guests at 

the same time, they would be received in the family section. This section occupied the front 

end of the house near the entrance, which indicates how it was important. Besides, the 

presence of the guest room at the front of the house served the spatial organization, as 

receiving guests did not interfere with the rest of the house. Sometimes transitional houses 

did not have a designated guest room; instead, the living/dining room was an alternative that 

played the same role for sitting, dining and welcoming guests. The guest section comprised 



 
 

146 

 

a sitting area and a toilet, which allowed family members to have their spaces without 

interfering with the guest section. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.15 A typical transitional house in Riyadh . Sketch by 

Waseem Qrayeiah, based on a participant’s descriptions) 
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While the family section was separated from the guest section, which had no 

physical or visual interaction between the two sections. This section contained essential 

spaces, including bedrooms, a kitchen and a toilet. There was also at least one shared space 

between the two sections—usually the dining/living room. This room was a shared space 

between the family and guests, but not simultaneously used by both parties. From interviews 

and site visits, it is noticeable that the dining/living room was situated next to the guest room, 

which often had two doors, one that was accessed near the main entrance and another from 

the courtyard, which is the family section. In this case, the house guests could access the 

dining/living room without interfering with the family section. 

It should be noted that, compared to the contemporary modern houses, the spaces of 

the transitional house were more flexible with multiple uses, because they did not have actual 

furniture, such as couches, tables and beds. For example, it is possible to practice many 

activities, such as sleeping, sitting and eating in one room, especially in a cramped space and 

a limited number of rooms. The lack of furniture in the rooms enabled the family to engage 

in more than one activity in the rooms. However, what was important was the ability of 

inhabitants to optimize the use of spaces for their needs. Transitional houses also featured 

a courtyard, making it a primary space that connected the house spaces. This space was the 

‘lungs’ by which the house could ‘breath’ and an architectural element that performed 

more than one job, providing rooms had access to natural daylight and ventilation from the 

courtyard. The rooms also received daylight from the street through windows, particularly 

rooms on the street side (with shutters) high up. 

 The compact spaces of transitional houses sometimes led to a shortage of primary 

spaces such as the kitchen. One of the interviewees who lived in these houses still remembers 

that they did not have actual space for a kitchen due to a limited number of rooms, which 

was located in a space in the hallway, taking advantage to create a small kitchenette. It 
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consisted of a sink (made of stone), a small oven, and a metal cabinet for utensils, and was 

not as today’s kitchens (see Figure 4.16). Even the plumbing was undeveloped, as it used 

bicycle tire tubes to drain the sewage into the toilets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Similar to the traditional house, sleeping on the rooftop was a widespread practice 

for many people in Riyadh during summer nights. The high temperature and lack of air 

conditioning during that period made people search for a place with cool breezes, where the 

rooftop was the only refuge. This practice was also previously found in traditional houses, as 

mentioned earlier. Additionally, the rooftop was divided by walls without a roof, part for 

Figure 4.16 The kitchen in a transitional house. (Photograph by Ali 

Al-Muberek) 
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the family and part for guests. Usually, it can be ascended by two separate staircases. The 

separation was through low walls and curtains, and the main objective was to use these 

separate spaces for sleeping during the summer period. Abeer Mousa stated that during the 

summer, she and her family used to sleep on the rooftop due to the extreme heat and lack 

of air conditioning at that time. She added that she used damp bedsheets to cover them, yet 

they would be dry within two hours. However, this practice of sleeping on rooftops has 

gradually disappeared, especially with the availability of modern air conditioning. 

It should be pointed out that the use of the rooftop for sleeping has faded over the years, 

especially in modern houses, for several reasons. The availability of modern air conditioners 

and environmental controls contributed to the disappearance of this distinctive phenomenon. 

Although air conditioning was available during that period, the high cost limited the spread 

of this technology. Some transitional houses had less efficient cooling systems, such as air 

coolers which used water for cooling. However, the whole experience was not just about 

sleeping on the rooftop; instead, this was a social phenomenon in which the house’s 

inhabitants gathered on the rooftop for hot drinks and exchange conversations before bed.  

4.3.2 The Structural System 

As previously mentioned, the fundamental difference between the traditional house 

and the transitional house is the use of modern building materials in the latter, such as 

cement blocks. The transitional house was built by using a load-bearing wall system, making 

the walls as the main active structural component to transfer the loads down to the stone 

masonry footings. Walls were an essential element of the structural system which were 

erected from cement blocks and plastered with cement mortar. The next step is the roof 

which was constructed of either corrugated sheet metal or plywood panels, carried on 

wooden or metal joists. After building the roof, a parapet wall was built around the edge of 
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the roof. The rooms were divided by cement block as well and then plastered with cement 

mortar for rendering. 

The structural span of spaces was improved by building with standardized building 

materials, providing more spacious rooms than those found in the traditional house. This 

structural system made the transitional house cost-efficient and thus affordable for most 

people. The use of standardized building materials had a definite impact on the effectiveness 

of spaces and their uses. The average size of rooms in the transitional house was about 

seven square meters. Although the size of the rooms was almost insignificant compared to 

the traditional house, these new building materials made the transitional house durable 

against the harsh climate. It increased the dependability and a reduction in maintenance work 

while the traditional house required frequent maintenance, especially during winter seasons. 

The traditional houses suffered during rainy seasons and floods because the unfired mud-

bricks were easily affected and partially destroyed when exposed to water and became unsafe 

unless urgent maintenance was carried out. 

4.3.3 Furnishings and Space Configurations  

The furnishings in the transitional house were somewhat similar to the traditional 

house, but with minor differences. The furnishings of the transitional house were simple and 

derived from traditional Arabic culture. Spaces, like the living/dining room and the guest 

room and had floor seating consisting mainly of pillows and cushions. While sleeping on 

fixed furniture, like beds, was unpopular, as most people tended to sleep on foldable and 

rollup mattresses on the floor. The furnishings of the guest section also had floor cushions 

and pillows against the walls (see Figure 4.17). 

This type of furnishings helped to exercise diverse activities in one room, such as using 

the room for sitting during the day and sleeping at night. The flexibility of utilizing spaces was 
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convenient, considering the small size of the house and its limited number of rooms. This 

flexibility extends even further, as home guests also used to stay with their host when visiting 

Riyadh. In the past, relatives who visited Riyadh from other towns usually spent the night at 

their host’s house due to the shortage of hotels at that time. This phenomenon will be discussed 

in more detail in the next sections, but the role of furnishings on the use of space is worth 

emphasizing. For example, the guest room was usually used to receive male guests during the 

day, and if those guests decided to stay in Riyadh, they would use the same room for sleeping. 

What supported this practice is the least use of actual furniture, like couches, sofas and tables, 

making each room a multipurpose space. Furniture can sometimes restrict the uses of space, 

determining space functions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3.4 Guests and Hotels in Riyadh 

The transitional house accommodated many social phenomena, including the 

extended family, as up to ten members of the family may live in one house. Relatives were 

Figure 4.17 The guest room in a transitional house showing the floor 

seating and firepit in the center to prepare hot beverages. (Photograph by 

Ali Al-Muberek) 
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also welcomed when visiting from other cities to stay in Riyadh, and hotels were not 

commonplace to stay as of today. There were some hotels in the city, but people preferred to 

stay with relatives. Sulaiman Hamad spoke about this phenomenon as: 

The transitional house embodied a social phenomenon which accommodated 

multiple families, besides relatives who visited from outside the city. Almost every 

day we had some relatives who spent several nights at our house. The social relations 

were powerful that relatives could stay with us during their visit to Riyadh. 

In 1957, the Yamama Hotel in Riyadh was open, which was considered one of the first 

hotels in the city. It was located on the north side of the old Riyadh, specifically on the Old 

Airport Road, which was outside of the urban area. King Saud opened the hotel with grand 

opening celebration with a number of princes, dignitaries and business leaders. It was an 

important event that was covered by the national news. The hotel was one of the first privately 

owned buildings to be built of reinforced concrete. It consisted of many facilities, such as 

football fields, tennis courts, and swimming pools. Many political guests stayed at the hotel, 

like Henry Kissinger (b. 1923). In 2017, the hotel was demolished, to be replaced by another 

building. 

While many hotels appeared after the Yamamah Hotel in Riyadh, most people 

preferred to stay with their relatives when visiting the city. Hotel prices in that era were 

considered somewhat expensive, as their customers were mostly elites and visitors from 

abroad, such as businessmen and politicians. At this point, many people preferred to stay 

with their relatives. Moreover, another thing that upheld this habit was that it was part of 

social practices during that period. In the past, major cities were the only ones that had 

branches of government ministries and hospitals; as a result, people had to travel to Riyadh 

for treatment or finishing some paperwork. Families received their relatives in their houses 

until their work in the city ended. 
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Relatives from different towns had limited options regarding accommodation 

because the lack of hotels during that time played a vital role in this social phenomenon. 

Staying with relatives and friends was very popular in Saudi Arabia until recent times. This 

practice stems from social values and family cohesion among members of the same society. 

Despite the small size of the transitional house and the limited number of rooms, more than 

one family, as well as relatives, managed to coexist with each other. 

As economic conditions improved and the number of hotels has increased, this 

phenomenon has begun to fade in big urban cities, unlike rural communities where people 

still maintain most of the old traditions that were practiced in large cities. Nowadays, people 

have various options of accommodations when they visit Riyadh, including apartment and 

home rentals, affordable hotels and resorts. These options were not available in the past, 

which made free stays with relatives preferable. 

4.4 The Traditional and Transitional Houses Today  

Seemingly, the living experience of both the traditional and transitional houses 

were similar, because these types of houses originated in the same urban fabric, which is the 

traditional built environment. The only exception was the use of standardized building 

materials, such as concrete, steel and glass. It can be said that the traditional or transitional 

house was the primary housing type in the traditional built environment that originated in 

circumstances related to the nature of this environment. This type of house reflected social 

needs, availability of natural building materials and culture. It was also compatible with 

the harsh climate and geographical nature of Najd. The fact that this house is about how a 

traditional builder was able to tackle environmental difficulties and find real solutions that 

helped people cope with their environments. 

On the other hand, the transitional house was a sub-housing category that emerged 
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in the same built environment later as a result of economic growth and physical changes in 

the built environment. Although it was an alien house in the traditional fabric, this house 

coexisted and thrived in this environment, proving itself as one of the prominent residential 

models at that time. As this house existed in a transitional period, it did not last for a long 

time as the traditional house, which the latter was rooted in this environment for an extended 

period. 

In the transitional house, the issues associated with natural unstandardized building 

materials, like unfired mud-bricks, were resolved by using standardized modern building 

materials. The architectural language was straightforward and did not use excessive 

ornament, and this type of house was similar in appearance. Perhaps one of the reasons 

for not developing a distinctive architectural language for this residence, similar to both 

traditional and modern homes, is that this house was considered as a temporary phase, as 

moving to a contemporary modern house was the point. The transitional house did not 

reflect a specific architectural style in terms of appearance; instead, it gave more attention 

to providing functional spaces and relevant living aspects. Cost efficiency was, however, a 

critical factor in making the transitional house accessible, unlike modern houses, which 

have adopted a new style of architecture and sophisticated structural system, such as Al-

Malaz houses (modern detached houses). 

The traditional and transitional houses still represent one of the four major housing 

models in Riyadh, after modern houses and apartments. Many of these houses are still 

inhabited, especially in the old neighborhoods of Riyadh, like Ad Dirah. When people’s 

preferences have changed from living in their old houses, the traditional and transitional 

houses, to express their new socioeconomic status, they found an ideal way in modern houses. 

As a result, these old houses became neglected after their owners left them, as they were 

mostly rented for low prices. The low rental attracted mostly foreign working-class to lease 
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these empty houses. The old neighborhoods have become the preferred destination for the 

working class after where they can find low rates for renting houses.  

Recently, the traditional and transitional houses in old neighborhoods have been 

criticized as they were associated with social problems, such as high crime rates and the lack 

of infrastructure. Many informal workers are living in these old neighborhoods, which have 

contributed to the spread of these social problems. Thus, living in these houses has become 

a symbol of social stigma, and a stereotype of the low social class, which was not the case in 

the past. Then the question is how the discovery of oil shifted people’s interest in their old 

houses? 

After many decades of dominance, the traditional and transitional houses gradually 

terminated in the early 1970s (see Figure 4.18). Many reasons contributed to the continuation 

of the traditional and transitional houses. One of the reasons is that modern housing units have 

dominated the housing market over time which became the first choice for Saudi families. 

These houses were indeed expensive at the beginning, but after a short period, they became 

within reach of most people. This would not have happened without government support to 

facilitate house ownership for citizens. The government launched homeownership programs to 

citizens by providing interest-free loans through the Real Estate Development Fund (REDF). 

These housing programs helped people to relocate from the old neighborhoods to the 

new neighborhoods, which were primarily neighborhoods with modern planning, such as the 

ones planned by the Greek architect Doxiadis for Riyadh in 1972. As people abandoned 

their traditional and transitional houses, they became neglected and undesirable for most of the 

Saudi families, because they were seen as not as good as the modern houses. The new modern 

houses were built in developed neighborhoods that had integrated services, such as 

electricity and wide-paved streets. On the contrary, the streets of the traditional 
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neighborhoods were narrow, and some were unpaved. In addition, these streets were irregular 

and unprepared for transportation, while streets in the new neighborhood followed modern 

gird system planning and were compatible with transportation. The ease of access and 

spacious modern houses have made the traditional and transitional houses in general 

unpopular with the majority. 

 

As mentioned previously, the establishment of the Real Estate Development Fund 

(REDF) was an essential element for those who wanted to improve their living conditions. 

It was an opportunity not to be missed for many people, as their dream was to build a 

modern dwelling, particularly free-standing modern houses. Many people applied for a loan 

and were approved after the conditions by the REDF were met. There were several 

requirements to receive the loan, but the one that had a direct impact on the traditional built 

environment (both the traditional and transitional houses). The REDF specified a specific 

type of house to be built in order to receive the loan, namely the free-standing modern 

Figure 4.18 Ad Dirah neighborhood in Riyadh still has many traditional and 

transitional houses. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2019) 
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house. Consistently, the house must also comply with the master plan of Riyadh (Doxiadis’s 

scheme which is discussed Section 2.5.5), as well as using modern building materials, like 

reinforced concrete. All these terms and conditions have made the traditional and transitional 

houses fall out of favor. 

With the rise of different housing options, like modern houses, the traditional 

and transitional houses became less regarded after becoming a symbol of low social class. 

Further, modern houses offered far larger spaces and were technologically integrated. 

They had lighting, cooling and heating systems that could be easily be controlled. Besides, 

these houses were compatible with new home appliances as they had proper electrical wiring. 

Modern houses had attractive designs which were novel in the urban fabric of Riyadh. 

People quickly realized what new modern houses could offer. Abeer Moussa described her 

experience in moving from her transitional house to a modern house as: 

After a long period of living in a transitional house, I moved with my family to a modern 

house in the eastern neighborhoods of Riyadh, which was far from our previous house. 

There was a vast difference in terms of roominess and finishing. The kitchen and 

toilets were tiled entirely and had a sound plumbing system, while the transitional 

house did not have a proper plumbing system. The living conditions were better in the 

new house and the new neighborhood than living in the transitional house as it was a 

shift as a whole experience. 

The majority of Saudi families changed their mind towards the traditional and 

transitional houses, as they display low functional efficiency, poor social and economic 

environment by today’s standards. For the time being, the areas where traditional and 

transitional houses are located in areas that lacked necessary access to basic services, they 

became the least favorable among other forms of housing types. When visiting these old 

neighborhoods, it can be noticed the poor conditions of these houses and their need for 

maintenance as the owners abandoned them after they moved to modern homes. Besides the 

difficulty of repairing these houses, due to the lack of workers specialized in building with 
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mud, and if they are being repaired, the financial return for their investment is much less as 

they are located in unattractive areas. (see Figure 4.19). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are other factors that also contributed to the end of transitional and transitional 

houses. One important reason was the approval of Doxiadis’s master plan for Riyadh in 1972. 

The new scheme by Doxiadis significantly affected these types of houses, because new 

building regulations were introduced when the scheme was approved. The new regulations 

have conflicted with what was going in the old neighborhoods as they were mainly oriented 

to houses in the new planned neighborhoods. Houses in old neighborhoods, like Ad Dirah, 

were self-built by people, which grew naturally without being bound by building codes. 

These houses often followed traditional methods and used local materials, which mostly 

produced irregular urban fabric. The new building regulations, in contrast, came to organize 

the urban growth of Riyadh. According to Salih Al-Hathloul (2010), the approval of 

Doxiadis’s scheme asserted many new building regulations and policies, such as setbacks 

Figure 4.19 Ruins of a traditional house in Ad Dirah neighbourhood, 

Riyadh. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2019) 
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rules, which were only compatible with the modern houses (i.e. they were compatible with 

the grid plan). In addition, the plan featured the future expansion of the city to accommodate 

migrants from rural towns to the city. In the master plan, the circulation of both cars and 

humans was integrated into city planning. One of the resolutions of this scheme was to 

make the free-standing modern house the main form of house. This model was viewed as 

a suitable housing unit to fit the modern urban planning of Doxiadis’s proposal. 

Additionally, the approval of Doxiadis’s scheme was accompanied by the 

establishment of the Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs in 1975. This decision 

was essential to regulate and monitor construction legislation and urban policies. The 

ministry organizes and issues permits related to different types of buildings, including 

houses. It is also responsible for urban planning, including the development and maintenance 

of local roads and public facilities in cities and rural areas. For example, Riyadh’s 

neighborhoods are divided into administrative areas, as each neighborhood has its local 

municipality concerned with organizing and issuing building permits. These local 

municipalities are all operating under the ministry’s umbrella (“The Ministry of Municipal 

and Rural Affairs,” 2020). In the past, the ministry was a small department under the 

Ministry of the Interior for municipal affairs, established in 1926, but the rapid urban 

development demanded the establishment of an independent ministry with broader power. 

However, building regulations and policies at this point became well established and 

improved, which mostly concerned the development of the modern built environment. This 

may be due to the fact that most people believed that traditional neighborhoods should be 

replaced, on the one hand, that they should be replaced by a modern one. At the same time, 

they were not in line with the modernization projects in that period. It was one-sided 

regulations and policies and in favor of the modern built form. 

http://www.momra.gov.sa/)
http://www.momra.gov.sa/)
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In this case, the actual endeavor was to enforce new building regulations and policies, 

which were consistent with development and modernization projects. Enforcing these 

regulations was considered as the only way to improve and develop the urban fabric of 

Riyadh. This was followed by the enactment of requirements and regulations for the 

development of urban areas. Building regulations and policies had continuously been 

reviewed and updated to meet the drastic changes that were taking place in Saudi Arabia. 

There are many building regulations that were crystallized during this period. Boundary 

setbacks, for instance, was one of these regulations, which was also the cornerstone of 

Doxiadis’s recommendations that he emphasized when he proposed the scheme (Al-

Hathloul, 2010). To build a house in an established area, the house is required to be set 

back from its boundaries (including streets and neighboring). It is usually calculated a two-

meter offset from neighboring sides, while boundaries on streets as a fifth of the street width. 

Another building regulation is the construction of a specified percentage of the total land 

area, which is 60 per cent. In other words, the area of the ground floor must not exceed this 

percentage of the total land area, as is the case for the first floor while the number of floors 

is limited to two floors (ground floor and first floor), in addition to the rooftop which is 50 

per cent of the floor area. In addition, there are other regulations related to the construction 

of modern houses that shaped the house form in Riyadh (see Figure 4.20). 

Hence, the traditional and transitional houses faced critical challenges, and building 

regulations were the main factor of change in this case. The building regulations, since 

the approval of Doxiadis’s scheme to the present, have excluded these houses as one of 

the residential options that can be chosen from, limiting the number almost to one option 

which is the modern house. Currently, local municipalities in Riyadh does not issue building 

permits for either traditional or transitional houses, but restoration permits can be issued. 

In general, building permits are not issued to any building that uses traditional building 
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materials such as mud. The building permits are only issued for modern houses that use 

modern building materials, like concrete and comply with the current building regulations. 

The situation has become more complicated, as the owners do not wish to live in them, nor 

can they be removed to build modern houses, as the size of lots is quite small. The government, 

on certain occasions, attempted to purchase these houses to redevelop the area, part of a larger 

project to redevelop the historical area of old Riyadh, but the project encountered many 

obstacles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.20 A site plan of a contemporary Saudi 

house illustrating the setbacks. (Drawing by 

Waseem Qrayeiah, 2017) 
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Recently, the Ministry of Housing has launched the ‘Houses Renovation Initiative’ 

that aims to provide loans to citizens to purchase existing houses. The ministry also gives a 

package of other housing solutions called ‘My Home Program’, by providing loans to citizens 

to buy or build houses. All these housing programs are for those on the waiting lists of the 

Ministry of Housing and the Real Estate Development Fund (REDF). However, the 

housing renovation initiative is specifically for those who want to purchase a residential 

unit, but under one condition, that this residential unit must be 15 years old or more (“Home 

Renovation Initiative,” n.d.). In this case, the ministry will provide financial support to the 

applicants, which is a loan (approximately US$150,000) for purchasing a house, and 

additional supported loans (about US$30,000) for the house renovation. In fact, part of this 

initiative aims to revive old neighborhoods, like Ad Dirah in Riyadh, by encouraging people 

to buy old houses, such as the traditional and transitional houses. These houses in old 

Riyadh neighborhoods are now dilapidated and unwanted by many people, at the same 

time they are located in vital areas in the city center. Therefore, this initiative is vital to revive 

and bring back the role of the city center as it was before. 

In my opinion, it is worth rediscovering the traditional and transitional houses, 

because they were a sole attempt by people, influenced by cultural values and socioeconomic 

phenomenon. Further, the distinction of this experience is that these types of houses were 

compatible with a specific climatic condition in the Najd region. In contrast, the design 

of contemporary houses was brought from another environment (originally a Mediterranean 

villa house) and was developed locally to meet people’s social needs, causing two major 

issues. The first is that the modern house came with a new character and conception, 

which does not embody the regional identity. The struggle between old and new will 

continue as long as the modern Saudi house represents an external identity. Therefore, taking 

a step back is necessary to go back and develop the traditional and transitional houses 
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according to the current socio- economic status. The second is the heavy reliance of modern 

houses on technology, such as air conditioners. The reason is simply that this type of house 

does not belong to the local environment, which poses environmental and economic 

challenges. Also, this type of house lacks architectural elements that were effective in 

traditional and transitional houses, such as courtyards, which contributed to providing a 

micro-climatic environment. However, this does not mean the rejection of modern housing; 

on the contrary, this type is preferred by most people today. The meaning here is to expand 

the number of options regarding housing units by re- offering traditional and transitional 

houses as an option, after developing them. 

Perhaps if the traditional urban fabric had not been neglected from the start, when the 

modernization phase started in the 1950s, it would not have reached its deterioration and 

neglect today. An attempt to remedy the situation by proposing financing programs, like 

interest-free loans, to revive these housing units in the old neighborhoods will have a limited 

impact because the building policies do not meet this type of house. On the contrary, these 

policies are in favor of modern homes, especially for detached homes. These policies, mainly 

setbacks, are not in line with traditional housing, in which traditional houses are identified 

by being attached. The introduction of urban legislation from the beginning, in parallel with 

the emergence of the modern houses, was essential for preserving the urban identity and 

creating a balance between the modern and the old in the urban fabric of Riyadh. Besides, it 

will contribute to its continuity, and the REDF's loans would have been an essential part of 

the flourishing traditional environment at that time alongside modern houses without 

marginalizing the identity of the city. 

Moreover, the socioeconomic situation was similarly an essential part of the 

emergence of the traditional and transitional houses, which they can still be developed in 

line with the new socioeconomic situation of people after the discovery of oil. And here there 
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is a missed opportunity to embrace and develop these houses, as their importance stems from 

being socially grounded, as they featured many forms of social practices, such as extended 

families, which some disappeared with the modern house. Perhaps they will still be a suitable 

example of housing today for most Saudi families if they were given a chance. But this would 

require more efforts from both people and legislators to overcome the issues that faced these 

types of houses. At last, this does not change the fact that the contemporary house is the 

preferred type of housing for most people, and the task is challenging to persuade them to 

turn back. 
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Chapter 5 From Levittown to Al-Malaz: Some 

resemblance but many differences 

5.1 Introduction  

This chapter will discuss the influence of American suburban houses in the 1950s, 

especially those in Levittown, Pennsylvania built by the American developer, William Levitt, 

and the houses constructed around the same time as part of the Al-Malaz project in Riyadh, 

Saudi Arabia. It will focus on the historical background of modern Saudi housing development 

to understand how the houses of the Al-Malaz houses emerged to become the main type for 

housing. The development of Levittown will be also outlined to show connections to the Al-

Malaz project by reviewing the historical context of housing projects during that period. While 

they differed markedly in terms of their cultural and historical backgrounds, these two suburban 

housing projects were both: (1) built about the same time; (2) adopted transformational 

construction techniques; and (3) provided affordable housing to the masses. This discussion 

will shed light on the mass production of houses. 

As philosopher Gaston Bachelard (2014) once said, “[T]he house shelters day-

dreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one to dream in peace.” This is 

universally true, describing the relationship between people and their houses in both Levittown 

and Al-Malaz. Over the years, owning a house has been one of the most important investments 

in a person’s life, requiring large financial resources to achieve. The unparalleled desire to 

attain this ‘dream’ resulted in large housing projects after World War II, which provided a clear 

vision for living. What is significant is that this often came after years of war and difficult 

times, when people’s overwhelming motivation was for a prosperous life. For most, the priority 

was improving living standards, including the increased affordability of housing. 
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This aspiration was often preceded by economic, political, and/or social changes. In the 

case of Levittown, these new houses were built for soldiers returning from World War II and 

their families. In the case of Riyadh, these new houses were built to accommodate mostly 

government servants and their families, because the government of Saudi Arabia was moved 

from Makkah to Riyadh in 1953. Furthermore, coincidental with moving the capital, Saudis 

finally began to benefit economically on a personal level from the discovery of oil by Aramco 

(the Arabian-American Oil Company). Aramco, known as the California Arabian Standard Oil 

Company (CASOC) at the time, in the 1930s, imported suburban houses from the United States 

for its employees, while American architects and engineers who worked at Aramco were asked 

to design houses for its Saudi employees. What they came up with was forerunner of the Al-

Malaz project’s houses. 

5.2 Al-Malaz Houses: A New Modern House 

During a public lecture in 2014 by Saleh Al-Hathloul, Associate Professor of 

architecture at King Saud University, titled “The Evolution of Urbanism in Riyadh in a 

Hundred Years,” he explained the reasons that led to the construction of the Al-Malaz 

neighborhood. After King Saud took the reins in 1953, as mentioned previously, the urban 

growth of Riyadh accelerated because he ordered the transfer of government headquarters from 

Makkah, in western Saudi Arabia, to Riyadh, making Riyadh the administrative center. This 

decision required the building of new ministries on the King Abdulaziz Road (also known as 

the Old Airport Road). These ministerial buildings were located in the Al-Wizarat 

neighborhood, which literally means ‘the ministries’ (see Figure 5.1). In addition, an extensive 

housing project was built to house the government employees and their families, who moved 

from Makkah to Riyadh, which marked the beginning of the Al-Malaz neighborhood. This 

project was designed and constructed under the government supervision by a well-known 
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Egyptian company. Some medium-sized Saudi contracting companies were assigned to build 

some parts of the project, like the Al-Bahr Al-Ahmar Contracting Company.  

 

Al-Malaz neighborhood was located 4.5 kilometers northeast of old Riyadh, it was also 

referred as ‘al-Riyadh al-Jadidah’ (which translates to the new Riyadh). It covered five square 

kilometers. It was one of the earliest planned residential neighborhoods in Riyadh, besides the 

royal complex of Nasiriyyah, which will be discussed later (see Section 2.5.4), that adopted a 

grid system of planning. “The physical pattern of Al-Malaz follows a gridiron plan with a 

hierarchy of streets, rectangular blocks, and large lots which in most cases are square shape. 

Thoroughfares are 30 m. in width, and main streets either 20 m or 15 m. A 60 m boulevard 

divides the project into two parts” as Al-Hathloul said (2017, p.102). 

The neighborhood included 754 detached houses and three apartment buildings (180 

apartment units in total) (Al-Hathloul, 2017). These houses were like the villas developed in 

Figure 5.1 The new ministries in Riyadh ca. 1960. (Photograph by Keith 

Wheeler/The National Archives for Historical Photographs at King Fahad 

National Library) 
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the Eastern Province by Aramco for its Saudi employees. Yet, there were minor differences as 

the government in Al-Malaz were responsible for all aspects, from designing to selling these 

houses to government employees on a long-term plan. There were three main prototypes of 

villas, each of a different size.  The apartments were rented on long-term leases. It is worth 

mentioning that apartment buildings were introduced for the first time in this project as a type 

of residential accommodation. The neighborhood also consisted of other facilities that were 

built by different contractors, such as health centers, public services, schools, a racecourse, a 

zoo, and a football field (see Figure 5.2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 5.2 The master plan of Al-Malaz neighborhood (Al-Hathloul 

et al., 1975, p. 39). 
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Three main models of homes were introduced in the Al-Malaz project as each model 

had different characteristics, such as the number of floors and lot size. This new type of house 

was much influenced by modern architecture, which was, indeed, a symbol of modernity 

compared to traditional houses (see Figure 5.3). The villa featured a simple form, clean lines 

and flat roofs. It mostly consisted of two levels and included basic spaces, such as a living 

room, bedrooms, a kitchen and toilets. Most villas were built on a piece of land that measured 

25 x 25 meters, while other lots ranged from 350 – 750 square meters. These villas featured 

concrete, steel and glass.  

Sociocultural improvements were reflected in the spatial organization of the typical Al-

Malaz villa. There were more rooms and the total area was increased. The villa was divided 

into multiple sections: (1) the guest section; (2) the family area; and (3) the private section 

(bedrooms). The first and second sections were usually located on the ground floor, while the 

private ones were on the upper floor. 

 

 

Figure 5.3 One of the earliest villa models in Al-Malaz that shows the high inspiration 

by Modern architecture. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2020) 
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The guest section was characterized by its complete isolation from the commonly used 

spaces of the house, with independent entrances. Recently, the spatial relationships have begun 

to change because of the socioeconomic changes taking place in Saudi Arabia. Spaces have 

become more flexible.  Dining rooms, for example, are a common space between the guest 

spaces and the living room, while in the previous contemporary houses these were separated 

by doors (see Figure 5.4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The significance of the Al-Malaz project is that it established the basis of many 

regulatory and planning policies of current urban planning in Saudi Arabia. Doxiadis’s scheme 

for Riyadh, among other policies, reflected the development of Al-Malaz (see Section 2.5.5). 

For example, house setbacks were initially introduced in villas, which Doxiadis’s scheme later 

confirmed. The Al-Malaz project was able to change the perception of planning and 

Family Entrance 

Figure 5.4 Detailed diagram showing the relationship between the guest and 

family section. (Drawing by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2020) 
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architecture, providing a contrasting model to traditional architecture in Riyadh. Further, it also 

influenced the physical growth of urbanization in Riyadh. The effect cannot be underestimated, 

extending to all regions of Saudi Arabia. As Al-Hathloul remarked, “Al-Malaz introduced new 

patterns and new types. The grid as a street pattern and the villa as the new house type both 

became models for the new physical development that took place since the 1970’s in every city 

and town in Saudi Arabia” (2017, p. 102). 

Today, the contemporary Saudi house is the same one presented in the Al-Malaz 

project, specifically in terms of form and spatial organization of the two stories and its 

reinforced concrete construction. The fundamental difference between the original Al-Malaz 

house and the current houses is the finishing materials of the façades. These now vary 

depending on the availability of materials and each year’s trends. In addition, the style of 

contemporary houses is influenced by pop architecture and international trends related to 

architecture and modern building methods (see Figure 5.5). 

 

Figure 5.5 A contemporary house in Riyadh. (Photograph by Waseem 

Qrayeiah, 2017) 
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In fact, the emergence of the Al-Malaz project had a significant impact on Riyadh, 

especially at the urban and architectural levels. In this project, network planning was used for 

the first time in residential neighborhoods, and the use of housing units separated for groups, 

built using modern building materials. At that time, most of Riyadh's dwellings were made of 

mud using simple unfired mud-bricks and timber materials. The unique case of the Al-Malaz 

project in that period had links to previous projects in Saudi Arabia, which the Saudi-American 

relationship had a role in developing. The influence of Americans on the built environment in 

Saudi Arabia, especially in the Eastern Province and the oil industry, has played an essential 

role in forming the identity of modern Saudi housing, which I will discuss in the next section. 

5.3 The Influence of American Cities  

Before discussing the relation between the Levittown and Al-Malaz projects, the 

meaning of the term ‘suburb’ needs to be clarified. Suburbs can be defined based on their 

physical, social and functional dimensions, as Forsyth (2012) pointed out. Suburbs may be 

located on the fringes of cities or close to city centers. Certain characteristics set suburbs apart 

from urban areas, including defined boundaries between residential uses and other land uses, 

such as commercial or industrial zones.  

Suburbs also tend to have low density, houses are often detached, emphasizing 

setbacks. The social structure of suburbs essentially comprises middle class families, or 

sometimes they can be fairly exclusive to a certain class of people (working, middle or upper 

class). This means that suburbs often lack diversity and can also be reasonably homogenous 

culturally. In contrast, some suburbs are characterized by their multiculturalism or can 

represent a mixture of older residents and a more affluent newer and generally younger group, 

such as occurs near city centers. This trend is called gentrification. 
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Living in suburbs in a family-owned home, the so-called ‘American Dream,’ is an 

explicit example of urban transformation that swept most American cities in the post-war era. 

This was a movement which expanded housing exponentially because each house consisted of 

one residential unit for a single (generally nuclear) family. Perhaps Levittown was one of the 

salient housing schemes in modern history which successfully convinced people to relocate 

from city centers to suburbia.  The mass production of cars contributed to this as it meant that 

communities could be established in areas far from cities. Besides, the growing demand for 

houses for veterans and migrants helped to establish suburban communities.  

Several urban modernization projects preceded the Al-Malaz project; these projects 

were the cornerstone for subsequent modernization in Saudi Arabia. The strong relationship 

between Saudi Arabia and the United States, as discussed earlier, has contributed significantly 

to the Saudi built environment through the transfer of technologies and expertise. One example 

of this cooperation is the urban planning in 1947 of Al-Khobar city in the Eastern Province of 

Saudi Arabia (this province contains the most oil fields in the country). American engineers at 

Aramco helped to draw the city’s master plan, a grid system, much like the layout of any major 

American city.  

According to Al-Naim (2008), the government intended to control the growth of 

traditional houses and neighborhoods in Al-Khobar, especially around these oil fields. The 

spread of such traditional housing had been a dilemma for drilling and developing oil wells. 

He added the government’s decision was to appoint Aramco to control this growth in the area. 

This created the first planned cities in Saudi Arabia, Al-Khobar and also Dammam, the capital 

of the Eastern Province.  

Apart from the grid layout, another innovation was that the streets were numbered, 

instead of named after people, which had been the common practice in Saudi Arabia. With this 
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new urban plan, ideas for housing altogether unknown to the locals were introduced, embracing 

a new typology of residential units. As another example, in 1976, in the same province, Jubail, 

one of the largest industrial cities in the world, moved from the planning to the development 

stage. The initial master plan of this industrial city was drawn up by the Bechtel Corporation, 

an American-based company well-known for constructing the longest pipeline in the Middle 

East, from Saudi Arabia to the Lebanese coast. These examples show the extent to which the 

modern built environment in Saudi Arabia was influenced by oil production and the American 

way of constructing cities.5  

When American cities are compared with modern Saudi cities, like Riyadh, it can be 

concluded that they share many characteristics, such as low density, wide streets, and a car 

culture. Many Saudi cities have ever since adopted a similar approach in urban planning. This 

was a fundamental part of Saudi modernization: modern urban planning methods replaced 

traditional unplanned neighborhoods. Subsequently, this strong bond between Saudi Arabia 

and the West, especially the United States of America, would cause many clashes, as Islamic 

movements opposed ‘imperialist’ powers (see Section 5.5).  

As mentioned earlier, the experience of modern urban planning in the Eastern Province 

has been adopted and transferred to a number of Saudi cities. In Riyadh, for instance, the Al-

Malaz houses were built of reinforced concrete and modern materials, like steel and glass, 

which was unusual for house construction in this era. These houses became the talk of the city 

due to their innovative styles and features.  

The Al-Malaz houses began as various styles of Western suburban detached housing, 

similar to those found in American suburbs. Initially they had a front yard, but this was 

 
5 Bechtel celebrates 75 years of sustainable partnership (2018, April 15), Asharq Al-Awsat. Retrieved from 

https://t.co/l76I50lJRM?amp=1 
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gradually modified by the residents to achieve what can be called a ‘hybrid’ identity that 

combines local and Western characteristics. For example, the element of privacy was 

intensified by large doors and high walls at the front of the house; although these high walls 

were added later. The prime significance of the Al-Malaz and the Levittown projects is that 

they paved the way for upcoming housing trends according to the cultures of their respective 

locations. 

It is worth exploring how Western concepts, used in Levittown, were translated into the 

local culture of Saudi Arabia and its constructed environment in locations such as Al-Malaz. 

In this chapter, I shall argue that sociocultural values are strong influences which change the 

built environment. Additionally, it is important to compare these early examples because they 

illustrate how people attempted to modify their houses and lifestyle based on their sociocultural 

values.  

To start this comparison, I visited the Al-Malaz project in the beginning of 2018 as part 

of my data collection. During this time, I conducted several interviews with people who had 

lived in these houses or witnessed the rise of the Al-Malaz project. People living in these houses 

had mostly moved out of traditional dwellings (mud-brick houses). This allowed me to access 

their opinions and first impressions about the Al-Malaz houses. I was also able to build up an 

image of their daily lifestyles after they had left their traditional houses. This required an 

examination of how their daily habits in their earlier homes had changed in their new modern 

houses. 

Furthermore, I also interviewed some architects and building contractors involved in 

the development of local architecture. I wandered around the residential neighborhood to take 

some photographs of the houses. Here it should be noted that many of the earliest dwellings in 

the Al-Malaz project have been removed and redeveloped by their owners. However, I did 
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manage to find some original residences from the 1950s, which show successive modifications 

over time. 

While the Al-Malaz data was gained by my personal effort, on the other hand, many 

studies have examined the phenomenon of suburbs in the U.S., especially the development of 

Levittown. Therefore, I used some of these literary studies to compare the two cases. In this 

literature review I focused on the growth of suburban houses and their historical background. 

Levitt & Sons was the real estate and development company which built the Levittown houses 

in Pennsylvania and several other housing projects in other locations which also came to be 

named Levittown. I have focused on their flagship project in Bucks County, Pennsylvania 

because it developed over time to meet the residents’ requirements and used a systematic 

method to build a large number of houses. Additionally, the developer avoided some of the 

problems faced in their previous projects, such as the limited options of house styles.  

5.3.1 Levittown: The American Suburbs 

After World War II, in the United States there was a close relationship between owning 

a suburban home and establishing a family, in other words, establishing a family meant living 

in the suburbs. The image of suburbia was attractive in people’s minds; it was associated with 

a large detached house with a front and backyard. This dream embraced a partner, children, a 

car, pets, and modern appliances. Also, living in these suburbs meant better schools and 

education, and more safety than residing in the city center. Suburban living included the belief 

that this environment would provide greater space and good social relations. 

In fact, this vision would not have come to reality in the United States without the help 

of William Levitt (1907–1994), who is known as the father of modern suburbia, a real estate 

developer who revolutionized the way to build houses through introducing the assembly line 

construction method. This method allowed Levitt to provide low-priced and beautiful homes. 
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Levitt’s work, Levittown, paved the way for the construction of thousands of modern 

communities across the U.S. Frequently compared to the American industrialist Henry Ford, 

the developer of cars’ mass production, Levitt gained national recognition for mass producing 

houses (Halberstam, 1994; Schneiderman, 2008). As Matt Schneiderman (2008) pointed out, 

“The assembly-line process allowed for the speedy construction of houses — 150 per week, or 

one every 16 minutes of an eight-hour day” (para. 10). 

Moreover, Levitt and his brother, Alfred, learned after their first project that workers 

were the root of the problem as they were the reason for delaying the project and the few profits. 

The brothers believed that the workers were asking for too much for little effort. As a result, 

Levitt's team of managers developed a 27-step business model to improve worker performance. 

David Halberstam (1994) described this business model as:  

There were, they figured out, 27 separate steps, so they would train 27 separate teams—

each team would specialize in one step. This solution enabled them not only to find a 

way around the acute shortage of skilled carpenters -- for it demanded less-talented 

workers—but also to speed up the entire process. They also figured out that the 

traditional method of paying workers hourly wages and overtime was not a good way 

to maximize production. (p. 13) 

Levitt was born in Brooklyn, New York, in 1907 to Jewish parents who emigrated from 

Eastern Europe (see Figure 5.6). His father, Abraham Levitt, founded Levitt & Son, a real estate 

company based on Long Island, New York, in 1929, after he joined a real estate program at 

age 20. William Levitt started his career as a manager of his father’s company. By 1933, he 

had gained a reputable image whereby many wealthy clients sought his services for high profile 

and customized houses on Long Island, New York. Change occurred by1941, when the Levitts 

won a government contract to provide 2,350 housing units for defense workers in Norfolk, 

Virginia. While building these units, the brothers learned valuable lessons about the mass 

production of houses (Longstreth, 2010).  

 

https://therealdeal.com/looks/Matt%20Schneiderman/by
https://therealdeal.com/looks/Matt%20Schneiderman/by
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William Levitt saw an opportunity to cover the housing shortage by supplying 

affordable post-war housing. He applied his experience to build a new community, known as 

Levittown in New York (1947–51), by mass producing identical and affordable housing 

(17,000 units). Each house consisted of basic spaces, like a kitchen, bedrooms and a living 

room, but did not have any basement or garage. Then other Levittown projects followed in 

different states. Levitt’s insistence on certain policies in his development projects significantly 

contributed to their success, such as preventing the construction of fences on private yards. 

Levitt possessed socialist views which were also reflected in the term the ‘Levittowners,’ 

meaning people who lived in Levittown (Friedman, 1995; Prudon, 2013).  

While the development of the built environment in the United States was associated 

with the end of war, its development in Saudi Arabia was linked to oil. There were two distinct 

Figure 5.6 A portrait of William Levitt ca. 1950. (Drawing 

by Ernest Hamlin Baker/The National Portrait Gallery, 

Smithsonian Institution) 
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phases, which will be discussed further in Chapter 6. However, the first began after the 

unification of Saudi Arabia in 1932, which was marked by building outside the walls of old 

Riyadh in 1936. The walls surrounding Riyadh were gradually removed after security was 

restored, prompting people to expand their housing construction to the area outside where they 

had been. King Abdulaziz’s new palace being outside the walls was crucial to Riyadh’s future 

expansion. Traditional building materials and techniques were retained as while concrete was 

available, traditional builders were still afforded some prestige as master craftsmen and they 

were not interested in using them. In addition, using cement was highly costly and needed 

totally new methods.  

The second phase was marked by the introduction of some new building styles and 

techniques and suburban expansion along grid-like roads, planned for motor vehicle use. This 

has been described in more details in the Section 5.2 above.  

In comparison, in the United States, despite the brightness of modernism at that time, 

the Levitts did not entirely adopt this approach of design. Instead they adopted styles with a 

modest appearance, where their house prototypes manifested a moderate nature and embraced 

the American West. Perhaps the ‘Budgeteer’ was the only prototype in Bucks County that 

showed modernist characteristics, comprising straight lines and a flat roof. This was clearly in 

response to the aesthetic critiques of Long Islanders, which the Levitts tried to respond to.  

However, this prototype miscarried due to pricing problems, which made the Levitts abandon 

it and stick to other more inexpensive and conservative models (Harris, 2010).  

The Levitts, however, expressed modernist aspects in their houses by including the use 

of modern furnishings and building materials available at the time as well as built-in modern 

appliances. The disregard of modernist architecture was a sound step and meaningful in the 

direction of housing construction, because at that time modernism was associated with the 
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upper class and the societal elite, except for a few projects such as high-rise public housing. In 

addition, modernism originated in Germany which made it difficult for some Americans to 

accept, especially after World War II. Given these reasons, the Levitts would not venture to 

build houses with modernist appearances, such as flat roofs, as many homebuyers would not 

buy them and would consider them inappropriate for locations where it snowed in winter 

(Harris, 2010). Levittown’s houses had unprecedented success because of two key factors: 

affordable prices and different styles that correctly anticipated people’s preferences (a 

combination of conservative and modern styles).  

Different types of houses were introduced in the course of all Levittown developments 

that mostly integrated Western and conservative styles, like using open plan concepts and 

spaces for modest modern furniture. On Long Island, Levittown built only two styles, namely 

the ‘Cape Cod’ and the ‘Ranch’. These prototypes were considered by many critics as tasteless 

and lacking a response to social needs. Many considered them to be nothing more than 

rectangular boxes (Harris, 2010). The construction of Levittown, Long Island, started in 1947 

and finished in 1951, while Levittown in Bucks County started in 1952 and finished in 1957 

(see Figure 5.7). The significance of the latter Levittown arises from the fact that the project 

came after five years of experience based on the Long Island project. Thus, the Levitts were 

able to take on board some critics’ opinions about the limited designs and their lack of aesthetic 

standards.  

Overall, the houses were more sophisticated than the Long Island ones. These models 

appealed more to middle class homebuyers due to their variations in styles and upscale 

appearances. According to Harris (2010), the Levitts’ intention was “…[to] attract buyers who 

wished to model more affluent, white-collar identities.” The first three models in Levittown 

were the ‘Budgeteer’, the ‘Country Clubber’ and the ‘Levittowner’. The first two prototypes 

were detached houses with two bedrooms, a kitchen, a toilet, a living room, and a carport. The 
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‘Levittowner’ had three bedrooms, two toilets, a living room, a kitchen, and a garage. Housing 

designs in Levittown had some prestigious traits at the same time linked to traditional roots of 

Western identity. This was evident in the ‘Country Clubber’ model which symbolized the post-

war situation as it reflected the improved economic situation through a lavish design. 

 

The variations of these prototypes included different orientations of the dwellings and 

several exterior colors. Other prototypes followed, like the ‘Rancher’, the ‘Jubilee’, the 

‘Pennsylvanian’, and the ‘Colonial’, but the most popular was the ‘Levittowner’. These 

prototypes had a conservative architectural style; however, they were more modernist than the 

previous Levittown projects. This was done by offering architectural treatments such as a low 

gabled roof extending over the exterior walls (Harris, 2010). Internally, all different models 

had a uniform design with minor treatments to improve efficiency and avoid criticism (see 

Figure 5.8). 

Figure 5.7 An aerial view of Levittown, Pennsylvania, ca.1959. (Unknown 

photographer/The National Archives Catalog) 
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5.3.2 Aramco: A New Type of House 

In Saudi Arabia, the contemporary (free-standing) house was first introduced in 

Dhahran, the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, as Aramco’s residential project for its 

American employees and their families. This was considered the earliest contemporary 

settlement in the region and was constructed between 1938 and 1940. The houses of the 

American camp were completely unlike the traditional dwelling of that region, in form and 

building materials (Al-Naim, 2008; Elsheshtawy, 2008; Al-Hathloul, 2010). These new houses 

had an immediate impact on the local people, as they started wondering how to behave around 

them, which was a sign of social resistance and cultural refusal. It was a battle between old and 

the new (Al-Naim, 2008).  Al-Naim added:  

The conflict between traditional cultural values and the introduced Western physical 

images was very limited at the beginning of modernization; the native people followed 

what they knew and tried to implement it in their daily lives, including their homes. 

However, the contrast between traditional images and the new images in the minds of 

local people can be considered the beginning of physical and social changes in Saudi 

architecture (Al-Naim, 2008, p. 128). 

Figure 5.8 Different styles of homes that were advertised in Levittown, Pa. 

(Courtesy of the State Museum of Pennsylvania) 
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Aramco’s housing project involved houses entirely imported from the United States 

(see Figure 5.9). Solon T. Kimball (1965), an American anthropologist, described the American 

camp when he visited Dhahran in 1956 in these terms:  

No one westerner would have difficulty in identifying the senior staff “camp” as a 

settlement built by Americans in our south western tradition of town planning. It is an 

area of single-story dwellings for employees and their families. Each house is 

surrounded by a small grassed yard usually enclosed by a hedge. (p. 472) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is worth noting that these houses were similar to those in the American suburbs, 

specifically Levittown’s houses. The reason these houses were imported rather than being built 

on site is because there were no companies in Saudi Arabia that specialized in building such 

houses during that period. Besides, there was a need to quickly house Aramco’s employees to 

start the oil exploration work. In fact, it was difficult for the employees and their families to 

Figure 5.9 An aerial view of Aramco’s residential area in Dhahran, 

Saudi Arabia ca. 1950. (Unknown photographer/AramcoWorld) 
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live in these traditional houses, because they were not functionally and socially suitable for 

their needs. But the other side of the story is that the importation of these houses marked an 

important moment in the development of contemporary Saudi housing. From this point we can 

trace the development of the relationship between the contemporary Saudi house and these 

imported American houses.  

When Saudi employees came to Dharan with their families to work in Aramco, they 

refused to live in these American camp houses. It was indeed not appropriate to their culture 

and social needs as these houses embraced new concepts, such as an open floor plan. Therefore, 

they searched for vacant land on which to build their own camp and built houses from 

traditional unfired mud-bricks and wood. These houses were separated by an irregular narrow 

path. In the Saudi camp, the Saudi employees, in addition to the Arab employees who were 

also there, tried to create a community similar to the traditional society in which they used to 

live. However, the Saudi employees’ attitude towards contemporary houses and Western 

culture changed slowly. The exposure between the Saudi employees and westerners in the 

working environment induced the Saudi people to rethink their traditional built environment, 

and that changed their perceptions about their houses as well (Kimball, 1956; Shiber, 1967; Al-

Naim, 2008; Al-Hathloul, 2010).  

In fact, the houses of the American camp were an eye opener that exposed local people 

to a different culture.  The initial rejection of the new culture and anything associated with it 

began to change over time, which subsequently affected the traditional built environment. The 

turning point from traditional to contemporary housing was when the government decided to 

build cities with modern planning. 

The spread of informal and traditional settlements around the oil fields, as mentioned 

earlier, did not impress Aramco and the government, which required the commissioning of 
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American Aramco engineers to solve this problem in 1947. The solution was to establish the 

Saudi Arabia’s first planned cities in Al-Khobar and Dammam in the mid-twentieth century. 

Aramco developed and built the house style that was imported in 1930, which later became 

known as the villa (Al-Naim, 2008, Al-Hathloul, 2010). Generally, Aramco’s intervention in 

the housing sector was the first spark for embracing contemporary housing at the expense of 

the traditional built environment.  

As a result, Aramco launched a program called the ‘Aramco Home Ownership 

Program’, which provided loans to its Saudi employees for houses. To obtain the loan, 

recipients had to submit a house design, which was by Aramco’s architects (see Figure 5.10). 

Al-Naim pointed out that this was done “…because there were few architects in Saudi Arabia 

at that time. In order to speed up the process, Aramco architects and engineers developed 

several design alternatives for their employees to choose from. However, all these designs 

adopted a style known as the ‘international Mediterranean’ detached house,” (2008, p. 130).  

 

Figure 5.10 Modern houses designed by Aramco’s architects and engineers 

through the Aramco Home Ownership Program in the 1950s. (Unknown 

photographer/AramcoWorld) 
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Today, Aramco continues to embrace the idea of American suburbs in its staff housing, 

especially for Americans and other westerners. At first glance, these appear to be in a U.S. 

suburb as Aramco has provided houses that meet the functional and social needs of its 

American employees. In this camp, Americans can lead a normal life in an environment 

familiar to them, the American suburbs. At the same time, the company helped to introduce 

and develop a new type of house, the modern house, which was also an attempt to improve the 

local built environment.  Although this new type of house was an alien to the traditional 

environment at some point, it contributed greatly to the expansion and pace of modern Saudi 

cities. Later, the contemporary house was adopted in one of the prominent projects in Saudi 

Arabia, the Al-Malaz project. 

5.4 The Contemporary Saudi House Today 

Two critical questions arise when it comes to house design, especially when they are 

mass produced. Does the house design shape us? Or do we shape our houses?  When Winston 

Churchill was debating the redesign of the Commons Chamber in 1943 after it was blown up 

during the Blitz, he announced, “We shape our buildings and afterwards our buildings shape 

us,” (“Churchill and the Commons Chamber,” n.d.).  

But this is not the case when houses are mass produced as their design is often subject 

to the decisions of real estate developers and investors. The collective thinking of the real estate 

market is influenced by trends and financial costs; thus, house design revolves around these 

factors, which often do not include the final beneficiary, the homeowner. This is sometimes 

due to the high demand for homes and their limited supply. Therefore, the buyer finds himself 

forced to buy a house despite it not meeting all his social needs. From this stance, individuals 

sometimes make the necessary adjustments to their homes after purchase to meet their needs 
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or even tastes. Many add or remove spaces in their houses, and others change the color of its 

exterior and/or interior walls. 

Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown studied house adjustments in Levittown, 

Pennsylvania, finding people do this for several reasons. First, it is human nature to want to be 

distinguished from other residents. Second, houses were altered to match the owners’ tastes or 

expanded by adding different spaces to match their changing needs. This behavior is evident 

in other societies, including Al-Malaz neighborhood. There are many issues related to home 

modifications that Levittown and Al-Malaz neighborhood have shared, especially privacy and 

gender oriented spaces like garages in Levittown houses. 

Initially, the concept of privacy must be placed in a flexible framework, as this concept 

differs from one society to another. In some traditional societies, privacy is a key part of house 

design. While more open societies deal with the concept of privacy with less intensity, 

traditional societies deal with it more strictly and with more complexity. One of the most 

important aspects affected by the concept of privacy is the spatial organization of houses. For 

example, when comparing the floor plan of houses in some Western cultures, the concept of 

open space prevails as a distinguishing feature. While in traditional cultures, like Saudi Arabia, 

the architectural space is usually governed by cultural and religious influences, and the floor 

plan is strictly divided by walls. In addition, there is the visual connection between the outside 

and the inside of the house. High fences are usually found in traditional cultures to protect 

against intruders, which is discussed and illustrated in the next section. High fences are used to 

discourage burglars in the West as well (see Figure 5.11).  
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In Levittown, one way to increase the level of privacy while still maintaining light and 

ventilation was to increase the height of the windowsills. One technique to consolidate privacy 

regarding the visual connection between the outside and the inside is increasing the height of 

windowsills. Many homes in Levittown relied on high windows, especially in the living rooms, 

to protect their residents’ privacy. Another technique in some high-end housing prototypes, 

like the Country Clubber, was to position living rooms at the rear of houses, facing the 

backyard. This was also an attempt to indicate upper-middle class status, because one of the 

conditions for purchasing housing units in the Levittown project was that people did not build 

fences around their homes (Harris, 2010).  

The spatial organization of houses in Levittown revealed an uncomplicated 

arrangement divided into two main sections. The first was private which included bedrooms 

and toilets (mainly the family private zone). The second was the public domain which 

comprised the living room and the kitchen. The Levittown houses also disclose a minor division 

in terms of gender. The kitchen was separated from the living room and dining space, as the 

Figure 5.11 A section of a contemporary Saudi house showing the high walls 

surrounding the house. (Drawing by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2020) 
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kitchen was generally allocated for women, as married women in the 1950s were seen within 

a certain framework as housewives who mostly spent their time engaged in domestic activities. 

As Harris (2010, p. 220) pointed out “[t]he family may not have participated in the woman’s 

activities in the kitchen, but neither was she excluded, with her routines sealed off from 

view…”  

Conversely, the houses of Al-Malaz showed different key characteristics in terms of 

form and spatial organization, especially in relation to traditional houses in Najd. Building the 

modernist house in Al-Malaz created a conflict. The modern house was a drastic change in the 

traditional built environment in Riyadh that affected both people’s social needs and behavior. 

When introduced in Al-Malaz, people needed some time to grasp these changes and adapt. 

There were two fundamental aspects that were addressed: (1) privacy and (2) the rearrangement 

of the spatial hierarchy.  

One may wonder why contemporary houses were not designed in a way that suited the 

cultural and social values of Saudi society from the start. I asked this question to Waleed 

Khalid, a practicing Saudi architect. His comment was that this new type of house was basically 

designed by architects from different parts of the world, which resulted in a gap between the 

Saudi people’s needs and the new identity of houses. He added, if there were Saudi architects 

during that perhaps period, they could have provided better solutions that fitted people’s 

traditional identity. However, there were no schools for architecture at this time, and 

consequently no Saudi architects who could understand the local built environment—the 

College of Architecture and Planning at King Saud University established in 1967, which was 

the first architecture school in Saudi Arabia.   

When people began to move into the modern houses in Al-Malaz, they realized that 

these houses were not sufficiently suited to their traditional concept of houses and these houses 
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needed some adjustment due to the sociocultural values and Islamic teachings. For example, 

the Al-Malaz houses were not surrounded by front walls when the project was completed, but 

people added them later for privacy. The sociocultural values of Saudi society concerning 

privacy required a limited visual connection, by isolating houses from the public space. When 

I interviewed Sulaiman Hamad, who witnessed the rise of Al-Malaz, he described his first visit 

to the project in 1969 (the year of its completion). He noted that he was able to see into the 

houses’ living rooms while standing on the sidewalk. This was an utterly remarkable and highly 

unpleasant aspect of their construction in Saudi Arabia. Front walls were added later by another 

contractor. Besides the effect of building regulations and cultural and socioeconomic changes 

on contemporary houses, which were major factors influencing their form and spatial 

organization, Islamic movements were also highly influential on the contemporary house and 

its identity. The impact of these movements has not been thoroughly examined before, to the 

best knowledge of this author. 

5.4.1 The Role of New Islamic Movements 

In the past century, many fundamentalist Islamic movements have emerged in the 

Middle East. In Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood movement was established in 1928 as an 

Islamic organization by Hasan Al-Banna (1906 – 1949). In Iran, there was also an uprising 

called the Islamic Revolution in 1979 by Ruhollah Khomeini (1902 – 1989) who founded the 

Islamic Republic of Iran. Despite the different fundamentalist Islamic movements that emerged 

over this period, their main goal was to fight imperialism and liberalism by returning to Islamic 

law (Sharia law). 

Amos Rapoport (1969) examined different forces that influence the house form, 

proposing religion or faith as one of these, which he describes as a powerful tool to form 

houses. People put religion over other factors, like functionality, when it comes to house 

design. Nowadays, some cultures have overcome religious aspects that are related to house 
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design. However, many still consider religion as primary to influencing organization of spaces 

and functions in their homes.  

Obviously, it cannot be denied that Islam has affected different types of Saudi housing. 

This is evident through all types of houses, including the traditional and modern. For example, 

Saudi houses have a certain spatial hierarchy that divides the house into two main sections: (1) 

the guest section (formal); and (2) the family section (informal).  

Nevertheless, the Sahwa (Awaking) movement, which first appeared in Saudi Arabia 

in the late 1960s and crystallized its ideology in the late1980s, added another layer of 

complexity to the design of contemporary Saudi houses. The Sahwa is a contemporary social 

movement that originated from the intersection of two Islamic movements in the Islamic world, 

namely: Salafism and the Muslim Brotherhood (Lacroix, 2011). To understand the role of the 

Sahwa on house design, it is important to trace the roots of this movement, a highly influential 

one in recent Saudi Arabia.  

Historically, the Sahwa movement was born as a result of new religious practices by 

members of the Muslim Brotherhood who sought refuge in Saudi Arabia after their escape 

from Egypt, due to political repression. The main goal of the Brotherhood is political, social 

and economic reform from a comprehensive Islamic perspective (Sharia law). The Brotherhood 

believes that Muslims have lost their religious identity due to the domination of Western 

culture. One of the political goals was to end British colonialism in Egypt in the first half of 

the twentieth century, and it also took the fight against imperialism as a general goal. Social 

development in the community was a cornerstone to the organization, which was used to spread 

their ideology. This involved building hospitals and schools. The Brotherhood’s beliefs have 

spread over many countries, influencing many Islamist movements.  
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The history of the Brotherhood’s political clashes in Egypt with the government is long, 

but what matters here is the history of their asylum in Saudi Arabia. In 1954, the Muslim 

Brotherhood first migrated to Saudi Arabia after being pursued judicially and militarily by the 

regime in Egypt. There was also another migration during the 1970s. Saudi Arabia welcomed 

the Brotherhood from a humanitarian standpoint to help them in their plight, but stipulated that 

they should not engage in political work while residing there. Despite this, they were able to 

engage in education as teachers. Many of the movement’s activists joined the educational 

system in Saudi Arabia to teach students religious curricula and other subjects. As a matter of 

fact, this opportunity allowed them to spread their ideology through the school curricula. This 

pivotal decision made the main goal of education to establish Islam as a system of life, ethics 

and order (Lacroix, 2011; Byman & Gold, 2012). 

The improvement of the Saudi economy due to oil revenues allowed the modernization 

of many sectors, including the educational sector. As it happened, Saudi Arabia appointed 

many members from the Muslim Brotherhood to accomplish this task, including to leadership 

positions in schools and universities. This was because they had university qualifications and 

good experience in this field. The Brotherhood’s influence was not limited to teaching only, 

they were able to promote their ideology in the educational system when prominent members 

participated in formulating curriculum and focusing on religious education, which resulted in 

spreading religious extremism for many generations (Lacroix, 2011). 

The Salafi movement also had an important role in the emergence of the Sahwa 

movement. Salafism (also called Wahhabism) began to spread in Najd in the eighteenth century 

through Sheikh Muhammad Ibn Abd Al-Wahab (1703 – 1793), a well-known religious scholar, 

and Imam Muhammad bin Saud, the founder of the first Saudi state. It was a reformist 

movement to correct some practices related to Islam after Ibn Abd Al-Wahab saw some 

Muslims in the Arabian Peninsula deviating from the ‘true’ Islam.  
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In 1912, contemporary Salafism was, however, first founded as an organization in 

Egypt and became socially active in the late 1960s. It was a major player impacting socio-

religious aspects in the Muslim world—the Arab world embraced most of the Salafi principles. 

The name comes from the term ‘al-salif al-salih’ which means ‘worthy ancestors’. The 

movement follows the teachings of the Islamic religion as practiced by the first generation of 

Muslims. Salafism is a social movement that has many branches under its umbrella, ranging 

from moderate to extremist groups. In general, there are two major groups: non-violent groups 

(reformists) and jihadi groups. All groups, however, use the same textual references, but they 

differ in how they practice their ideology. The jihadi Salafis want an instant change which 

usually is done through violence. The reformist Salafis avoid direct clashes and use preaching 

as a tool for change. Salafism has always challenged governments due to clashes on political 

subjects (Lapidus, 1997; Byman & Gold, 2012).  

This movement can be found in different countries, like Jordan, Egypt and Saudi 

Arabia, where its groups seek to implement the teachings of Islam (Sharia law) through formal 

and informal networks. The main ideology of this movement, regardless of a group’s faction, 

is to combat different Western concepts, such as Western modernity, liberalism, democracy, 

and the capitalist economy (Wiktorowicz, 2000; Byman & Gold, 2012). The Salafist groups 

attempt to maintain social and political practices within an Islamic framework. Quintan 

Wiktorowicz (2000), who studied the Salafi movement in Jordan, pointed out the ways that 

Salafis use to spread their ideology:  

In transmitting the Salafi understanding of Islam, members of the Salafi movement 

mobilize through personal, face-to-face interactions in which they communicate, 

recruit, educate, and facilitate the movement’s goal of transforming society through 

religious education. (p. 229) 

The Salafist movements in different parts of the world use these same ways of spreading 

their ideology. It should be also noted that the Salafi movement focused on the doctrinal aspects 
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of Islam, while the Muslim Brotherhood movement focused on the cultural and social aspects 

of Islam. Thus, the Sahwa emerged in Saudi Arabia as a combination of both movements, with 

the Saudi educational system as its incubator. Then the movement controlled other forms of 

social life. According to Lacroix (2011, p. 123), while other Islamist movements had a role in 

the social arena, the Sahwa was the most powerful. 

5.4.2 The Sahwa Movement  

The Muslim Brotherhood’s religious practices in Saudi Arabia had the greatest impact 

on the emergence of the Sahwa movement, as it was consistent with their ideology. The Sahwa 

brought new religious practices and ideas to Saudi society that were previously uncommon. It 

took the basics of the Islamic doctrine from Salafism, and the culture and ideology of the 

Brotherhood. From this standpoint, the Sahwa spread rapidly, and became the most influential 

movement in Saudi Arabia. 

The Sahwa’s ideological goal was to protect Saudi society from ‘Westernization.’ 

Although a social movement, it interfered in political affairs at some point during its active 

years, especially when the American forces entered Saudi Arabia to liberate Kuwait during the 

Gulf War in 1991. At that time the movement opposed the American presence in the region, 

causing a clash with the state, which resulted in the imprisonment of many of its religious 

figures. However, the golden age of the Sahwa was from the 1980s to the 1990s, when it was 

particularly active in spreading its ideology, especially among young people who formed its 

mass base.  

These years of mobilization affected many generations as religious curricula were its 

primary resource. The Sahwa’s ideology was also transmitted through many religious activities 

such as the da’wa (literally, an invitation or summons which, in the Islamic context, means to 

invite people to accept faith) camps, which attracted young people. During these camps, the 
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Sahwa’s preachers gave religious lectures and religious entertainment sessions. The 

movement’s activity extended to the distribution of cassette tapes in the 1990s which contained 

religious sermons and lectures. These cassettes were distributed free of charge in many places, 

such as schools, hospitals, mosques and universities. 

The Sahwa activists addressed issues related to the West and the harm of reconciling 

these with their ideas on Islamic doctrine. One of the major topics was women’s ‘proper’ place 

in society, encouraging the isolation of women from social life. For example, the Sahwa urged 

the prevention of women from sharing the same public place with men, such as in schools and 

workplaces, as these activists claimed this would stop the spread of vice. Music and arts of all 

kinds were prohibited by the Sahwa as well, which they emphasized as taboo. In fact, the 

prohibition and fight against artistic appearances have had a role in influencing society and the 

built environment. In addition, promoting gender segregation created a social barrier between 

men and women, which was clearly reflected in buildings in general and houses in particular. 

I will discuss and analyze this phenomenon in the following paragraphs. 

Many social practices and recreational activities in Saudi society disappeared after the 

Sahwa gained strength. As a result, the movement was criticized by Saudi social researchers 

and journalists in many studies and articles, after its devastating effects over 30 years of 

dominance over the society. For example, Abdulrahman Al-Rashed (2018), a well-known 

Saudi journalist and columnist, related that after the emergence of the Sahwa, cinemas were 

closed, parties were stopped, artists were arrested, and novels and other books were 

confiscated. Expiation spread and writers and intellectuals were threatened, while seminars 

were censored and became distorted on television, until finally such discourses transformed 

into a source of darkness. The Sahwa dominated educational activities and diverted charities 

from their goals. This was apart from misrepresentations targeting history, literature, science, 

arts and the media. Even banking was not spared. 
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Recently, the government has launched several social and economic reforms. Among 

these is the condemnation of the Sahwa control of the social arena. In fact, the government has 

taken several measures designed to end the power of this movement. One of the most important 

changes in Saudi Arabia is the gradual restoration of social life, as concerts and theatres have 

returned. Women were also allowed to work in different work environments which were 

formerly prohibited because they were shared with men. Despite the government having 

embarked on these social reforms, the change may take some time, especially because, after 

nearly 30 years of Sahwa dominance, the means to persuade people of these reforms needs to 

be well established. It is difficult for the government to ease religious extremism in the society 

after the damage caused by this movement.  

5.4.3 The Influence of the Sahwa on Contemporary Saudi Houses 

The Sahwa movement dominated religious education for a generation, and this is 

reflected in Saudi society, where many people who have adopted the Sahwa ideology have seen 

many things from a purely religious perspective. As this movement focused on specific topics 

in its religious discourse, such as stressing the position of women in society, a new term 

emerged as a result of this religious mobilization throughout these decades: ‘Saudi privacy’. 

The Sahwa managed to use this term to manipulate society to its advantage. Over the years, the 

Sahwa convinced its followers that Saudi society is different from others and that it should 

enforce Islamic law, customs and traditions when dealing with various issues. The concept of 

Saudi privacy was applied in many areas, both economic and social. This notion of Saudi 

privacy also paralyzed social and economic development, as change in itself was fraught with 

risks even if it was in line with Islamic law and tradition. 

According to Hussein Shobokshi (2016), a Saudi businessman and media personality, 

Saudi privacy was a barrier to cultural openness to the world and learning about the arts and 
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literature from various civilizations and cultures. Religious extremists were able to use this 

term in an appropriate way to keep the Saudis ‘isolated’ from social developments that were 

taking place in other surrounding societies, especially when these developments did not conflict 

with the customs or provisions of Islam.   

But how has the rise of the Sahwa movement and Saudi privacy influenced the 

contemporary Saudi house? To answer my question, I interviewed Bander Hashim, an 

architectural historian who described ‘privacy’ as a ‘rubbery’ term in Saudi society, the 

meaning of which can be formed according to the particular beliefs of the society. The extent 

to which privacy has penetrated Saudi Arabia means that it has been difficult to know when 

the society was undergoing social and economic changes during the 30-year period of intense 

influence from the Sahwa movement. This concept of privacy had an utterly different meaning 

before the emergence of the Sahwa movement. From this perspective, Hashim claimed, it is 

difficult to define privacy now after these successive religious, economic and social changes.  

He added that many people have distorted the concept of privacy, resulting in an 

overstatement of its applications, due to the role of the Islamic movements responding against 

what they saw as Western imperialism, which, to some extent, affected Saudi social behavior 

after the discovery of oil. These rapid developments later impacted the built environment and 

are undoubtedly reflected in architecture, especially houses, leading to changes in the Saudi 

house’s spatial organization and form. 

When Saudi people became influenced by the Sahwa ideology, they began to change 

their houses to comply with it. People gradually started adding new features to their houses in 

an effort to protect their privacy. These additions were mainly for contemporary homes, rather 

than the traditional and transitional houses. Perhaps this is because the free-standing house was 

new to the urban environment in Riyadh, so it was reasonable to make these adjustments to suit 
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house residents’ needs. Also, construction of the contemporary Saudi house was spreading 

rapidly during this period, making it the first choice in housing for most people, albeit, with 

modifications.  

The Al-Malaz neighborhood led the way for such houses to become the mainstream 

form of houses in Saudi Arabia. They were built without fences, similar to many detached 

houses in other countries, such as in Levittown in the USA. But after a short period, the owners 

added walls, generally made from concrete blocks to protect their privacy. These walls were 

about two meters high. By the time all houses in the Al-Malaz neighborhood had high walls, 

these became one of the most important characteristics of the contemporary Saudi house.  

The efforts to protect this privacy did not stop there.  Rather, other radical changes 

followed. People gradually began to install metal screens to increase the height, sometimes 

reaching massive heights up to six meters (see Figure 5.12).  This intense privacy was due to 

the impositions placed by the Sahwa ideology. Saudi Arabia, before the Sahwa, did not have 

this apprehension regarding privacy. In a recent television interview, the well-known Islamic 

cleric, A’id Al-Qarni, apologized in the name of Sahwa to Saudi society for the problems 

caused by the Sahwa in society. He also added that the Sahwa had many adverse effects on 

Saudi society by spreading extremism among its members (Al-Mudaifer, 2019). Al-Qarni’s 

apology came after Mohammed bin Salman Al Saud, the Saudi Crown Prince, announced that 

he was fighting the Islamic extremism in the region and promoting moderate Islam (Bartiromo, 

2017). “Saudi Arabia was not like this before 1979 [before the Sahwa], and the Sahwa spread 

in Saudi Arabia and the whole region after this year for many reasons that cannot be mentioned 

here,” he said at the Future Investment Initiative Conference. 
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In addition, the Sahwa movement’s influence on Saudi society was evident from 

behavioral changes promoting strict gender segregation between men and women. This was 

directly reflected in the contemporary Saudi house by having separate entrances, one for men 

and another for women. Duplicating spaces was also a consequence of socio-religious changes. 

What developed were two separate guest rooms: one for women and another to receive men. 

Perhaps the dining room is the only part of the guest areas that is used by both genders, yet 

they do not eat together. It should be noted that these radical changes were also supported by 

the improvements of the socioeconomic conditions of individuals. They would not have 

happened if people could not afford the cost of duplicating these spaces.  

In the past, gender segregation was less strict than today in terms of the contemporary 

Saudi house’s spatial organization. One of the interviewees from Al-Malaz, who had 

experienced living in both traditional and modern houses, confirmed this. He added that men 

and women from the same family used to sit in and share one space, which allowed them to 

Figure 5.12 View from the yard of a contemporary house in Riyadh. 

(Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2017) 
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socially interact. However, this began to change in the late 1970s after the rise of Islamic 

movements, such as the Sahwa. When he returned from studying overseas, he noticed some 

changes in the relationship with his female relatives. While he used to sit with his male and 

female relatives in one space, this was not the case anymore. Socio-religious changes affected 

relationships both within and outside the immediate family, and thus in houses’ spatial 

organization as well.  

The traditional house only had one guest room (mostly for men) while the women 

usually stayed in the living room during their visit. I asked Waleed Khalid, a practicing Saudi 

architect, about the socio-religious changes in Saudi society and how these affected 

contemporary houses. He commented that today’s houses in Riyadh are built like ‘forts’ 

surrounded by high fences (see Figure 5.13). This has encouraged the building of isolated 

communities which are not welcoming to live in. Khalid drew a parallel between the high walls 

and the niqab (face veil used by women). He went on to explain that the more religious 

extremism increases, the more isolated individuals become and their obsession with privacy 

rises. In addition, the more isolated women become in Saudi society, the higher the walls of 

their houses. In Riyadh, some houses have actually reached five meters in height in order to 

satisfy this extreme need for privacy. This indicates the extent to which excessive privacy has 

influenced the design of the contemporary Saudi house. 
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The concept of two separate entrances for men and women tends to confuse some 

architects unfamiliar with Saudi sociocultural constraints. For instance, Khaled related that one 

of his foreign architects felt puzzled when he was asked to add two entrances to a house during 

the design. The architect wondered why, as the man and his female relative could walk with 

each other on the street, but they could not enter through the same door.  

Figure 5.13 An image showing the high walls’ height in the 

contemporary Saudi dwelling, where metal panels were added for 

more privacy. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2018) 
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The Sahwa movement and its impact on social behavior created a set of contradictions 

in architecture and social life. This is not confined to Saudi houses, but also includes other 

buildings such as restaurants, where there is a section for families and one for singles. However, 

the scope of my research is concentrated on housing. Among the efforts of the current social 

reforms, the municipalities, by virtue of their responsibility for the catering sector, abolished 

the requirement for two separate entrances to restaurants. However, this shows how the 

dominance of religious movements had also penetrated government institutions. 

The Sahwa movement had a great impact on housing in terms of emphasizing the 

separation of the sexes, adding another layer of complications to Saudi residences. It should be 

noted that this religious influence would not have been able to work without the associated 

improvement of socioeconomic conditions. As families’ incomes rose, they could afford to 

make these changes to their houses. Ideological changes and improved income worked side by 

side to affect modern Saudi houses. These changes would not have occurred if either factor 

was absent.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

203 

 

Chapter 6 The Revival of Traditional 

Architecture: Different Approaches to 

Recreate Sense of Place within a 

Contemporary Context 

6.1 Introduction 

Traditional architecture has been always associated with the cultures, environment, and 

identity of regions. Further, it has been a lens to examine the behavior, customs and values of 

societies and how they react within their built environment. The study of traditional 

architecture has intersected with anthropological studies. This kind of architecture exhibits the 

ability to adapt and benefit from natural resources as the main source of building materials, to 

withstand sometimes quite extreme weather conditions. The term traditional architecture is 

interchangeable with ‘regional’ or ‘native’ architecture. Mecca and Dipasquale (2009) point 

out that “[t]he word ‘vernacular’ was originally used by linguists to mean the ‘native language 

of a region’ as opposed to a superior (often imposed) language like Latin or Greek. 

Architectural historians borrowed ‘traditional’ to mean the native architecture of a certain 

region” (p. 27). There are many forces that define the form of the traditional built environment, 

such as climate, religion, race, culture, society, and economic aspects (Rapoport, 1969; Heath, 

2009).  

In the past few decades, the concept of traditional architecture has faced challenges that 

are difficult to overcome, for example, a disregard or distortion in favor of replacement with 

contemporary modern buildings, and the use of industrialized materials like reinforced 

concrete, steel and glass. In a recent study, Marwa Dabaieh outlined the reasons why people in 

the town of Balat (located in the Western Egyptian desert) tend to abandon their traditional 

houses: these houses usually require high maintenance and are not efficient in terms of their 
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construction. They are also not compatible with modern technologies because building 

materials are from natural resources. Finally, they are linked to a low social class, indicating 

social stigma (Dabaieh, 2013, pp. 284-285).  

The reasons why people abandoned their traditional dwellings in Riyadh are similar to 

those outlined by Dabaieh; yet the case of Riyadh involves other complex factors such as 

drastic economic transformations in the mid-twentieth century. These changes were closely 

linked to the prosperity of the oil industry as oil became a vital commodity—despite its 

discovery in Saudi Arabia as early as 1938. According to Douglas Little (1990) oil gained its 

strategic value during World War II and afterwards. It was essential in order to rebuild postwar 

Western Europe (p. 258). The economic and political changes after the war led to a 

consolidation of the relationship between the West and Saudi Arabia. As a result, a vigorous 

partnership was formed which contributed to the economy and the built environment through 

the transfer of technology. 

As mentioned earlier, oil and the resulting improved economy encouraged the 

construction of a modern city and urban areas in Saudi Arabia. One of the most significant 

outputs during that time was the Al-Malaz project (the earliest modern neighborhood) in the 

late 1950s, from which people began to experience the transition from traditional to modern 

housing. Over time, traditional houses began to disappear gradually until the beginning of the 

1970s, when a sharp rise in the construction of contemporary houses occurred, influenced by 

various government programs such as the provision of interest-free loans and residential land 

grants to build such houses. 

Today, traditionalism has often been discussed from the perspective of sociocultural 

values, identity and sustainability. Simultaneously, there are vigorous efforts to preserve 

traditional buildings and promote traditionalism in architecture. The justifications are many, 
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but generally speaking this is because the most important modern architecture lacks 

sustainability and sociocultural depth. In this chapter, factors are presented that led to the 

‘extinction’ of traditional architecture in Riyadh since the mid-twentieth century. In addition, 

the role of other factors is discussed, including globalization and the emergence of modern 

architecture and modernism, as a result of political and economic changes in the world during 

the same period. It is explained how these combined factors have threatened the continuity of 

traditional architecture and the cultural identity of Riyadh’s built environment. Afterwards, this 

discussion moves on to the economic and social reforms (Saudi Vision 2030) that are taking 

place right now in Saudi Arabia and how these might be reflected in the house form and its 

spatial organization, in order to point to a way forward in house evolution for the country. 

6.2 The Role of Economic Changes and Globalization  

Many factors have affected the continuity of traditional architecture; these arose in the 

beginning of the twentieth century. In Saudi Arabia and elsewhere, the economic, political and 

industrial changes of the early twentieth century influenced traditionalism. There were many 

historical events that preceded the advent of the globalization era. The Industrial Revolution, 

for example, was a keystone that paved the way for both modernism and globalization. The 

twentieth century marked the end of traditional architecture worldwide. This was achieved 

through introducing new methods of manufacturing and minimizing the dependence on 

craftsmanship. Besides, the rapid growth of population at the time required an accelerated 

process of building dwellings, which was achieved by using manufacturing techniques which 

had emerged as a result of the Industrial Revolution. 

These new manufacturing systems prompted the use of new building materials, 

machine tools and mechanized factory systems. This period witnessed developments in science 

and technology which helped to introduce efficient construction methods and the use of 



 
 

206 

 

materials such as steel, cement and glass, which symbolized modernist architecture. As 

William Mitchell asserted, “[t]he scientific and technological advances of the Industrial 

Revolution radically transformed construction. New materials and systems transcended 

previously critical constraints on building size and complexity, allowing architects to create 

skyscrapers, long span structures, and mechanically and electrically serviced interiors” (1999, 

p. 839).  

One influential aspect of globalization’s role on traditional architecture is manifested 

in the West’s relationships with the rest of the world to transfer technology and expertise. In 

fact, the need for technological advancements became stronger in the Middle East and other 

developing regions. These advances were originally designed and manufactured in the West, 

so their expertise was sought for technological development in many areas.  

The relationship between Saudi Arabia and the United States extends more than 90 

years, and it is considered the U.S.’s oldest alliance in the Middle East. This was established 

by the then ruler, the late King Abdulaziz, signing a concession for oil exploration with the 

Standard Oil Company of California (SOCAL), now known as Chevron, in 1933. Since then, 

the relationship between the two countries has strengthened to include defense, trade and 

development contracts.  

Lavrov and Semencov (2013) trace the importation of Western approaches to the built 

environment from this technology transfer: “Major European and American construction 

companies win contracts in Dubai, China and South-Eastern Asia. The structures that used to 

be typical for North America or Europe are now being erected in Asia, Africa and Latin 

America,” (p. 25). Indeed, Riyadh also features many iconic projects that were designed by 

famous architects and architectural firms like Norman Foster, Zaha Hadid, HOK, SOM, and 

many others (see Figure 6.1).  
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To some extent, hiring celebrity architects resembles buying luxury brands, such as 

European exotic automobiles and designer goods, which you can live without, but which 

indicate the search for something else—in this case ‘status’.  Part of the experience includes a 

full spectrum of luxury services that clients will receive upon signing a contract with such a 

high-end architect or company. While the main objective here is a building well designed for 

its practical purposes, it is also about commissioning a creative artist. It is argued that the work 

of celebrity architects will add an artistic value to the place and impress those who visit it.  

Undoubtedly Riyadh would not have so many internationally prestigious buildings 

without the benefits brought from the exploitation of its oil reserves.  With this, in the middle 

and later parts of the twentieth century arose indirect influences on its traditional architecture 

and built environment. The postcolonial era and the rise of ‘global culture’ has thoroughly 

impacted the everyday life of societies and cultural identities worldwide. This influence 

extends to influencing architecture, urban spaces and the built environment in general, by 

creating a uniform identity that actually can be placed in any part of the world. For instance, 

global companies, like the McDonald’s fast food chain, have set up stores in spots across vast 

geographical areas. In these outlets, customers can expect the same level of service, design, 

Figure 6.1 King Abdullah Petroleum Studies and Research Centre by Zaha Hadid 

Architects in Riyadh. (Source: Hufton + Crow Photography, from 

https://www.huftonandcrow.com/projects/gallery/kapsarc/) 
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furniture layout, and meals when visiting the restaurant, anywhere in the world. Sklair (2006) 

blames architects for their key role in converting conventional social spaces into globally 

branded places, like shopping malls: “[transitional social places] could literally be almost 

anywhere in the world and thus must have consequences for the senses of space of those who 

use them” (p. 22).   

Apart from these downsides, the concept of globalization purportedly grants prosperity 

and development, because different societies will be able to share economic, political and 

intellectual benefits within the global system. It is also important to note that the lack of 

integration may lead to difficulties in terms of economic development (Sklair, 2006). 

Sociocultural values are not in isolation from such changes, especially in a complex world 

order. Changes in these values are reflected in the urban fabric and architecture in general by 

adopting forms that do not represent the local identity. 

Since the mid-twentieth century, globalization has influenced architecture, urbanism 

and the built environment in many ways, supported by technological advances and new 

building systems. There is a dense body of literature regarding globalization’s influences on 

architecture. Furthermore, there are many approaches to understanding this influence, and its 

concomitant impact on cultural identity and social values by the emergence of a so-called 

‘global culture’. Sklair (2006) focused on capitalist globalization and the role of corporations 

within the global economy in imposing a specific type of architecture. He argued that 

architectural forms before the 1950s were dominated by either religious or political influences, 

while afterwards they were dominated by the power of corporations.  

Led by political and economic forces after World War I, such corporations were able 

to impose a specific type of architectural style (modernism) which later became dominant in 

most Western cities. In addition, this satisfied the need for a relatively swift and inexpensive 



 
 

209 

 

way to rebuild cities after the destruction of war. As a result, these factors contributed to the 

emergence of modernist architecture, in particular the International Style, which had originally 

emerged in the 1920s and 1930s.  

As a result, many cities in the West share great similarities in terms of urban patterns, 

including the presence of skyscrapers. Two of its most famous pioneers were Ludwig Mies van 

der Rohe and Walter Gropius. Elements of this style persist as companies are still interested in 

the functional flexibility of office space. 

The global era also featured a digital revolution. For architects this involved the 

development of design software and 3D modeling, or what is known as computer-aided design 

(CAD). These CAD systems replaced the profession of draftspersons and allowed architects, 

urban designers, planners, and landscape architects to examine numerous ideas in far shorter 

time, which had been impossible in the past. They could test different geometric forms, design 

concepts and materials through CAD software, as well as conducting different construction 

analyses. These computing tools also provided low-cost techniques to simulate and test 

buildings’ performance before being constructed. In parallel to these software advancements 

are savings in time, money and effort—compared to the traditional drafting of drawings (Sklair, 

2006; Mitchell, 1999).  

In fact, CAD broke what some termed ‘stagnation’ in design and made it easier for 

designers to experiment with unconventional and complex ideas, such as curved lines. In the 

past, the lack of advanced computing software limited the ability of architects and engineers 

by avoiding complex forms and structures. Generally, the digital era has enabled many 

influential and popular architects to produce novel and complicated forms. For example, Zaha 

Hadid’s work shows a highly evolved style of architecture that was only possible to build 

because of the engineering calculations facilitated by CAD software. Designs by Hadid and 
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other leading architects are not just celebrated by the architectural community, but have 

become inspiring icons pointing to a new direction in architectural style and engineering 

solutions for intriguing constructions.  The popularity of these designs influences younger 

architects to mimic them. Sklair (2006) pointed out that popular architects have held the status 

of an ‘idol’, inducing this younger generation to aspire to similar heights one day.  

The changes brought about by globalization, due to all the factors mentioned above, 

have affected the traditional urban environment in many cities of the world, including Riyadh. 

These changes have also intersected with the sociocultural values, creating strife in both the 

architectural and cultural identities of traditional societies, especially in the Third World, which 

is known by being in a frantic race to catch up with the countries of the first world. These 

changes have led to the formation of unidentified places; moreover, places have become 

uniform. The phenomenon of searching for the sense of place has become a pressing issue 

recently after these radical yet conformist changes in the urban environment. After the 

traditional environment was removed, people felt the need to revive their lost identity in their 

urban environment. 

6.3 Forming a Sense of Place 

Until the mid-twentieth century, Riyadh residents lived in traditional mud-brick 

dwellings. After the development and modernization of the urban environment in Riyadh since 

the early 1950s, traditional housing was gradually replaced by contemporary houses, and 

neighborhoods were subject to urban planning. This fundamental transformation has led to a 

growing sense of nostalgia, although in reality contemporary houses are seen as more 

convenient.  

While in Australia changes to urban patterns were well received, the story is different 

in its details. For example, in Australia, Dovey (2009) and Young (2014) noted that many local 
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residents in inner Melbourne suburbs have recently expressed concerns after new developments 

were proposed (mostly multi-story buildings) to be built on adjoining residential blocks. The 

residents protested to the changes by filing objections to their local councils and used other 

ways, like hanging signs on their houses that read ‘We Oppose Inappropriate Development’ 

(see Figure 6.2). They questioned what would happen to their houses, streets and the 

neighborhoods if these massive developments were given a permit. In fact, this recent 

phenomenon is intended to protect the neighborhoods’ character.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During my stay in Australia for four years, I lived in a south-east Melbourne suburb 

(Bentleigh), in a new apartment building on a large plot of land. During that period, I noticed 

a frantic race by real estate developers in Bentleigh to acquire houses adjacent to each other to 

demolish and then build multi-story apartments (typically a four-story building) in their place 

(see Figure 6.3). Residents organized themselves to display the same signs all over the suburb. 

They see these changes as regressive and negatively affecting where they live.  

Figure 6.2 ‘We Will Oppose Inappropriate Development’ sign in 

Bentleigh, Victoria. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2019) 
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By contrast, the changes to traditional urban patterns in Riyadh are considered 

progressive and providing unprecedented improvements in terms of infrastructure and the built 

environment. I asked many Riyadh residents which sort of house they prefer to live in, and the 

majority answered they prefer contemporary housing for many reasons. These include the 

strength of contemporary homes to withstand harsh climatic factors and their compatibility 

with technology (such as air conditioning units and plumbing systems) as well as their other 

amenities and features, like spacious rooms, smart home systems and car garages.  

To understand how different forces could change the built environment, King (1990) 

was of the view that “…we need to understand the economic, social and political formations 

on which it is based; we need to understand both a social and spatial division of labor” (p. 406). 

Examining the case of Riyadh through King’s perspective, the improved economic conditions 

due to oil sales and political stability played an essential role to transform the traditional built 

environment into its modern urban form.  Thus, the contemporary form of housing in Riyadh 

was a consequence of prosperity. Despite the differences between the two cases, the common 

Figure 6.3 A new development advertised which will replace some houses in 

Bentleigh, Victoria. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2019) 
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factor between Riyadh and Melbourne is related to their changing urban identity. Indeed, in 

Melbourne, the residents prefer to protect the existing one. Here, the question arises: how to 

create a sense of place?  

The study of place and space is very broad and can be interpreted in a variety of ways 

depending on the academic or scientific field, including architecture, marketing, social 

sciences, geography, humanities, psychology, etc. A ‘sense of place’ or ‘place attachment’ is 

the emotional experiences of individuals within a specific spatial framework in their everyday 

life. The bonds between people and place are built up gradually through cultural associations 

and social interactions. The study of place has become of interest in the last few decades due 

to mass migration and investigations into space use, such as for personal and territorial 

purposes. As a result, human sentiments about places and how people form emotional bonds 

to places have attracted increasing attention (Altman & Low, 1992; Stokowski, 2002; Dovey, 

2009).  

It is important to note that the word ‘place’ involves a larger meaning than the word 

‘space’. The latter usually describes the physical form of an environment, while ‘place’ 

includes multidimensional aspects, like social interactions and emotional bonds in everyday 

life. The sense of place implies the integration between the spatial and social contexts (Dovey, 

2009).  Furthermore, the identity of place is not exclusive to the physical features (like 

landmarks), rather they are the accumulations of personal, cultural and social experiences that 

make the place’s identity. This raises the question: what makes people create a bond to certain 

places?  

The concept of ‘place’ has been long used in geography to refer to a ‘location’ or ‘site’.  

Hence, a place has been always associated with physical dimensions and settings (i.e. an area 

in a neighborhood) (Stokowski, 2002; Dovey, 2009).  The study of place is of interest to social 
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scientists and social psychologists because they believe that places encompass richer and 

dynamic contexts, including social interactions. This involves issues such as personal spacing, 

the use of space and the meaning of spatial context. Also, in relation to space, anthropologists 

have tended to explore cultural character, which involves the study of houses, sacred places, 

social issues, and community development. As a result, people’s emotions about places have 

become prominent, which provided a better understanding for rootedness and attachment to 

place (Altman & Low, 1992).  

The main core of place attachment is the feelings developed by the individual in 

connection with a place. Stokowski has provided this description of the two main concepts 

discussed here: “the concept of sense of place is used colloquially to refer to an individual’s 

ability to develop feelings of attachment to particular settings based on a combination of use, 

attentiveness, and emotion” (Stokowski, 2002, p. 369). While place attachment is individually 

grounded, the sense of place is socially constructed by a group, which also means embracing 

cultural values. Every individual who shares that place can apply their imagination and create 

memories (Stokowski, 2002). Rubistein and Parmelee (1992) have defined place attachment in 

this way: “Attachment to place is a set of feelings about a geographic location that emotionally 

binds a person to that place as a function of its role as a setting for experience” (p. 139).  

It is worth noting that elderly people show more appreciation of place attachment and 

their relevant memories. This is due to the long span of life experiences and feelings which 

bonds them to places. Keeping past experiences attached to previous places is very important 

for relating to the present, which work as a tool to support themselves and their identity from 

any changes (Rubistein & Parmelee, 1992).   

Another way to look at place attachment is from the perspective of possessions bonding. 

Humans have the desire to possess objects by developing emotional bonds (Belk, 1992). There 
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are two major categories of possessions: individual and collective. The effect of possessions 

gives people a sense of the past and present. It is an indication of their roots and in a way, a 

prediction of the future. In fact, possessions reinforce people’s sense of ownership and control 

over their environment.  

Possessions here are not limited to physical or legally owned objects, they may extend 

to temporarily owned or intangible entities; for example, the shared sociocultural values of a 

group who live in one place. In this sense, people are physically and psychologically attached 

to their possessions which become part of their identity.  

Houses are one of the most prominent objects to which people create an attachment, 

arousing feelings and forming emotional bonds. Russell Belk (1992) explains this relationship 

thus: 

Since we live out much of our lives in our homes, it is understandable that we become 

attached to the home as a symbol of our biography, an expression of self, and a source 

of security. The home protects and sustains us just as our body does. (p. 39) 

Our good or bad memories usually surround or are linked with places. In fact, people 

use places and physical settings to capture their memories. For instance, they remember events 

from their childhood in their houses or neighborhoods. The idea of memories connected with 

places is called environmental memories. In this way, it is easier to comprehend the time period 

in which the events took place, as a visual rather abstract memory (Marcus, 1992).  

Indeed, places encapsulate people’s memories and work as a timeline for their lives. 

An old man who was born and grew up in a Najd house (traditional mud house) sentimentally 

recalled his memories as a child in old Riyadh. Then he recalled some memories and feelings 

when he was in high school and his family moved out to the Al-Malaz houses: 

The house was one of the largest houses in the neighborhood that measured 350 square 

meters (on average the land for a Najd house was around 120 square meters). It was 

such a palace compared to other houses nearby. This neighborhood disappeared during 

the development and expansion of Riyadh. My father used the same house for his 
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business, importing and selling goods. For this, he used the ground floor, so the rooms 

were dedicated for customer reception and storage. Also, one was used for his business 

assistant. My family and I lived on the first floor, which had a living room, bedrooms 

and toilets. A guest room was relocated on the first floor, because the one on the ground 

floor was used for the business. Our house consisted of three courtyards, one large and 

two small ones. 

 

In 1975, he moved out with his family to the Al-Malaz project and I asked him about 

his feelings as an adult living in a contemporary house, and how it accommodated the new 

experience.  

Even though the Najd house was larger, the rooms of the Al-Malaz house felt more 

spacious. This is because the construction methods of the traditional house affected the 

dimensions of the rooms as the walls were quite thick. The Al-Malaz house was built 

with steel and reinforced concrete, which reflected on the overall room’s dimensions.  

 

It was an overwhelming feeling; I was very excited. Honestly, I really was impressed 

with the toilets (having modern plumbing). I was also fascinated with the aluminum 

windows and doors, and how they sealed so well. The windows and doors of the 

traditional house had a lot of gaps, and during winter, my mother used to cover them 

with blankets to stop the cold wind from entering.  

 

The second significant change between the Al-Malaz house and the traditional house 

was the air conditioners. In the Najd house, we used to have only one air cooler which 

was in the guest reception area, and fans in the rest of the house. In the Al-Malaz house, 

we had an air conditioning unit in each room. We used to sleep on the floor in the 

traditional house, while in the new house we had beds.  

 

We were three brothers in one bedroom that had our beds, a bookshelf, a table for 

ironing, and my mother’s sewing machine. Imagine all this furniture in one room, which 

was impossible in the traditional house.  

 

Although the changes in the urban environment in Riyadh were seen as positive and 

progressive, this did not prevent the people’s search for a sense of place. In recent years, many 

critics have encouraged the revival of cultural heritage and national identity: “Each effort to 

create place becomes an elaboration of the beliefs and values of some collection of people, 

expressed and fostered in their promotion of a preferred reality” (Stokowski, 2002, p. 374). 

Undoubtedly, it is human nature to seek a sense of place which emphasizes people’s cultural 

values and beliefs.  
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Some architects acted tactfully by understanding the essence of traditional architecture, 

in this case such as social, cultural and climate values, and finding an ideal way of 

contemporary solutions. While the rest sought to mimic traditional buildings and to produce 

‘fake’ urban context, relying on the visual appearance only.  

In Riyadh, the disappearance of Najd architecture and its replacement with 

contemporary styles has produced an unidentifiable character. When these new styles took over 

the traditional built form, this caused some issues in terms of place identity. Although 

sociocultural values remained stable, the physical environment changed. Perhaps the 

sociocultural values of Saudi society played a key factor in the later efforts to create a sense of 

the new place. To a certain extent, several urban projects were established by the government 

for this purpose, such as the construction of new ministries in Riyadh.    

The sense of place is a very complicated concept involving interdisciplinary aspects. 

Many place researchers believe that the identity of a place is made over time within a historical, 

geographical and cultural context and other dynamics, such as social interactions. In fact, social 

interactions are a key element in making a sense of place: “[a]nd they ‘contain’ overt and covert 

social practices that are embedded in place making behaviors, notions of ideology, power, 

control, conflict, dominance, and distribution of social and physical resources,” according to 

Stokowski (2002, p. 368). There are several theoretical approaches to place making.  

Low (1992) examined place attachment from a cultural point of view: “a cultural 

definition of place attachment implies that for most people there is a transformation of the 

experience of a space or piece of land into a culturally meaningful and shared symbol, that is, 

place” (p. 166). In addition, people develop bonding with places by creating connections 

through a cultural lens. These connections could include cosmological (religion and spiritual) 

practices, genealogy, narrative (storytelling), and economic links (land ownership).  
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From the architectural point of view, place attachment implies communities of sharing 

“[p]ostmodern theorists might explain these longings as the dreams of people seeking places 

of connection and meaning in a chaotic world—places that might offer ‘grounding’ in terms of 

community and landscape and history, such that one’s life can be made less isolated and more 

fulfilling” (Stokowski 2002, p. 369).   

Most interviewees during the fieldwork in Riyadh expressed nostalgic feelings for the 

past and how they grew up in these mud-brick houses in Najd. I met one at his contemporary 

home to ask him about the houses in Riyadh, and his memories and experiences of mud-brick 

houses. We sat in the guest reception area. During the interview, I noticed a large photograph 

hanging on the wall of a mud-brick house. The photo was quite surreal, an abandoned house 

standing by itself. He explained this used to be his house in his hometown, al-Qassim. This 

photograph holds sentiments and memories of the past, the place where he was born and raised. 

It also serves as an object for self-attachment, in a place that is different (see Figure 6.4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 6.4 A picture hanging in Hamad’s contemporary house of his 

traditional house in al-Qassim, where he was born and raised. (Photograph 

by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2018) 
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Generally, people conjure up old memories of the past because they believe the past 

was slow-paced and more peaceful. They tend to possess and display many objects in their 

houses that hold memories of the past, like photographs, paintings and artefacts (Stokowski, 

2002). 

6.4 The Interpretation of Heritage Architecture 

As Kevin Lynch (1972) once said, “We preserve present signals of the past or control 

the present to satisfy our images of the future” (p. 65). In the past few years, ‘place identity’ 

and ‘place making’ have become a subject of interest in Saudi Arabia. This stems from the 

awareness of cultural heritage’s role in emphasizing cultural and urban identity, especially after 

the removal of many traditional buildings during the modernization process. There have been 

many architectural approaches to integrate traditional Islamic architecture into a modern 

context. It is generally believed that Saudi architectural identity was either affected or lost after 

the discovery of oil, and replaced by a modern and ‘alien’ architecture.  

The fast pace of modernization significantly influenced the traditional built 

environment, as well as the cultural continuity of Saudi society. Reinventing a sense of place 

has led many government institutions to reproduce traditional local architecture through the 

establishment of new urban projects, or the restoration of existing heritage buildings in a 

modern way. The main objective is to revive the concept of Riyadh’s regional architecture 

(Najd style), and thus the sense of place, as well as promoting the cultural authenticity and 

social values of society. 

There is no right or wrong way to do this. As Stokowski (2002) stated, “The act of 

‘making places’ appears to be such a natural human function, though, that many of the 

assumptions and social practices that go into it are unobtrusive…[and] no explicit guidelines 

exist for evaluating the claims of place making” (p. 374). Indeed, making sense of place has no 
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clear specifications, and influences may reflect historic, sociocultural, economic, 

technological, and political aspects. Therefore, there are multiple conceptualizations of how to 

construct place identity. As mentioned earlier, postmodernism is a key factor in connecting 

identity with places and finding a ground of relevance for the sense of place. Postmodernist 

theories are important for understanding the connection between identity and architectural 

form.  

6.4.1 The Assemblage Theory 

The assemblage theory has recently gained wide acceptance as a way to redefine and 

understand place identity. According to this theory, connections are drawn between phenomena 

in place making and materialism; in this case, material factors could include sociocultural 

aspects.  Moreover, the applications of assemblage theory offer a better understanding on how 

place identity changes over time due to other influences. In Saudi Arabia this involves the 

country’s economic transformation after the discovery of oil. In essence, the assemblage theory 

could offer a way to understand changes in the built environment and its identity following oil 

discovery in 1938.  

The theory was first introduced by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in their book A 

Thousand Plateaus (1987). Its framework was initially used to analyze social complexity and 

today this has been employed to study changes in modern society. Manuel DeLanda (2016) 

affirmed that defining the concept of the assemblage can be challenging due to terminological 

issues as translations into English fail to do justice to the meaning of the original text, which is 

in French. DeLanda, however, offers this explanation: 

What is an assemblage? It is a multiplicity which is made up of many heterogeneous 

terms and which establishes liaisons, relations between them, across ages, sexes and 

reigns – different natures. Thus, the assemblage’s only unity is that of a co-functioning: 

it is a symbiosis, a ‘sympathy’. It is never filiations which are important, but alliances, 

alloys; these are not successions, lines of descent, but contagions, epidemics, the wind. 

(p. 1) 
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The main components of assemblages are human and non-human factors through which 

a society moves forward by adjusting itself. Deleuze and Guattari examined how these human 

and non-human factors take on new forms embracing social and linguistic features (Deleuze & 

Guattari, 1988; Yu, 2013).  

The application of assemblage theory is unclear, and philosophical concepts that are 

derived from this theory are still inconsistent. However, this theory shows relevance if it is 

applied along with other existing theories, like place identity and the influence of political and 

economic developments (Muminovic, 2015). Theorists have argued that there are different 

stages of these assemblages: coding, stratification, and territorializing. The assemblage forms 

a relationship between non-hierarchical bonds of countless heterogeneous elements. For 

example, a relationship connects brothers and sisters, although they have a different identity. 

What organizes these relations is called coding (Smith & Protevi, 2008; DeLanda, 2016).  

But what is the role of assemblage theory with respect to place identity and the built 

environment? As mentioned earlier, a sense of place is formed through people’s experiences 

and feelings concerning an area that contains physical elements, which results in memories 

linking them to this place. In other words, places are phenomena, and without these 

interactions, they would be a mere geographical location (Muminovic, 2015). Time is also an 

essential factor in making a place, which is primarily built within the place itself (Lynch, 1972).  

Therefore, each place has a unique identity that makes it different from other places. According 

to Milica Muminovic (2015): 

Identity refers to the quality and uniqueness of a certain location. It comprises both 

tangible and intangible characteristics that distinguish its authenticity in relation to 

other places. The identity reveals the essence of a place that emerges between people 

and location. Location comprises the built environment and activities and existential 

space defines the meanings emerging from the interaction between people and the 

location. (pp. 299-300) 
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The tangible elements refer to the physical settings, while intangible aspects are usually 

built up through the experiences and feelings of people. As assemblage theory is an ontological 

framework that is placed between phenomenology and materialism, Manuel DeLanda (2006), 

in his well-known work A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social 

Complexity, goes further to introduce a new ontology to analyze society through what he calls 

social entities. These social entities are composed of two sorts of binary components.  The first 

is material and expressive components. Material components are the physical elements that 

construct the assemblage. Expressive components are intangible elements, such as codes, 

languages and colors, which all constitute the identity and meaning of a space.  

The second sort is territorialization and deterritorialization, which performs as an 

ordering agent that forms the assemblage. Territorialization plays a vital role in giving the 

assemblage its form and identity. Deterritorialization involves a set of complex factors that 

together govern the entity of a template and include both material and expressive components. 

As an example, DeLanda (2006) offers an ecosystem where the material components include 

trees, animals, soil, etc. while the expressive elements are presented through forms and colors. 

The territorializing in this ecosystem is presented through food chains and adaptive factors to 

the climate, while deterritorialization is affected by other aspects, including climate change.  

A handful of work has examined place-making through the assemblage theory, of which 

one notable work is Becoming Places (2009) by Kim Dovey, which was discussed in Section 

7.3. Dovey examines places as assemblages, as well as places of becoming, instead of regarding 

them as stable. This means places are made to change continuously. Dovey provides an 

example applying assemblage theory in the urban environment: “…[w]e can see that the ‘street’ 

is an assemblage of material things, flows and spatial connections that co-exist with 

representational narratives, urban design codes and intensities” (p. 17). Moreover, the material 
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aspect of place does not necessarily give a meaning to the space, rather the meaning is 

embedded into the place through expressive agents that give them identity. Here, assemblage 

theory becomes useful to understand this meaning.  

In place theory, territorialization and deterritorialization encapsulates a process where 

“social and spatial boundaries and identities are inscribed and erased” (Dovey, 2009, p. 17). 

Territorialization and its opposite, deterritorialization, are key elements in the assemblage 

because the former functions as a stabilizer while the latter operates as a destabilizer. Dovey 

(2009) points out that the familiarity of daily events when commuting home, for which this trip 

is essential in the process, sets the boundaries which lead to a ‘sense’ of home. This means that 

assemblages constantly require a territory which is formed by heterogeneous elements 

(Deleuze &Guattari, 1987; DeLanda, 2006; Dovey, 2009). Hence, assemblage theory and its 

main elements have the ability to be applied to many fields, including place making.  

In the same sense, when the assemblage concept is applied to analyze and reproduce 

heritage buildings and places, similar agents exist: tangible (physical) and intangible 

(expressive) factors. Deleuze and Guattari’s concept provides an effective method for 

contextually understanding what may constitute a ‘sense’ of place for the heritage architecture 

of the past, and this will help to capture the material and expressive components within a 

contemporary context. An example is the attempts to redevelop traditional architecture in the 

mid-seventies in Saudi Arabia (see Section 2.5.4 on the development of the Al-Hukm Palace).  

In general, there are two salient approaches to dealing with traditional architecture in a 

contemporary context in the Muslim world, and in particular in Riyadh. Below two examples 

are given to illustrate these conceptual mindsets, taken from Saudi and international contexts. 

The first approach may be called conservative. The second is inspired by a traditional style, but 

with modern purposes, materials, engineering and proportions. 
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The conservative approach emphasizes the preservation of all local architectural and 

cultural qualities without significant change. This allows for limited exceptions and strict rules 

when dealing with projects of a cultural and heritage nature. For example, international 

elements of style are not allowed to be used, but technologies and modern building materials 

can be adapted in reproducing traditional architecture. Before presenting a Saudi example of 

this conservative approach, some details are provided about a famous proponent. These 

introduce the reasoning behind the approach and serve as a historical backdrop. 

One of the most prominent pioneers of this concept was the Egyptian architect Hassan 

Fathy (1900 - 1989). Fathy’s life was complex in its creative and political aspects, as he 

witnessed the glow of modernity and the withdrawal of colonial power in the Third World. 

Besides he saw the emergence of new technologies such as the radio, telephone and television. 

Hassan Fathy’s legacy lies in his ability to draw attention away from modern skyscrapers to 

traditional architecture and cultural heritage, especially that concerning the poor (Serageldin,  

p. 17). Fathy’s work reflects a complex case of Eastern and Western contradictions, having 

spent a period of his career working for the Greek urban planner and architect, Doxiades. 

Despite his admiration for Western civilization and its progress, the political situation, 

represented by the colonial period in Egypt, developed his awareness of a sense of balance and 

the importance of expressing cultural heritage and architectural designs that meet social needs. 

Fathy emphasized cultural authenticity. He supported traditional architecture that is 

embedded in the environment and culture of a society, objecting to any kind of internationalism 

and modern forms. Fathy believed architecture should serve people’s sociocultural needs and 

values, for which traditional forms would be a suitable fit. Opposition to Western elements and 

forms is justified, according to Fathy, because these elements will distort harmony in the built 

environment and create opposites that affect the cultural continuity of society. Simultaneously, 

he did not fully reject borrowing elements from the West that are culturally suitable for the 
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built environment. Hence, he argued, forms cannot be taken from the outside as they are, but 

if necessary, they can be developed and adapted to suit cultural and social needs. 

Fathy’s work is a combination of nostalgia and an emphasis on the traditional cultural 

identity of society. These determinants contribute greatly to the formation of a place and place 

attachment by employing local cultural identity as a key factor. However, it seems difficult to 

identify culturally appropriate elements (Serageldin, 2007). It is fair to say that this decision 

sometimes depends on the personal opinion of the designer, as well as other forces, such as the 

cultural and historical characteristics of the site.  

It should be mentioned that Fathy adopted traditional forms and building materials. His 

main goal was to build low-cost housing for the poor while also giving this cultural expression. 

This approach has inspired many architects. This architecture is simple in composition and its 

architectural forms and language are derived from the traditional environment and cultural 

values of society, taking into account the climatic determinants. This style is characterized by 

the formation of a pure state as all elements of surface colors, building materials and shapes 

are in harmony with the local environment.  

A good example in Saudi Arabia is Al-Hukm Palace (the ruling palace) in Riyadh 

designed by Rasim Badran, a Jordanian architect known for adopting a cultural heritage point 

of view as a framework to raise issues of cultural identity. The site includes several historic 

buildings built by traditional methods (Najdi style). In 1979, a development project was 

initiated to rebuild and restore the area of Al-Hukm Palace. The new project was inspired by 

Najd architecture (which is known as the traditional architecture typical to Riyadh). Badran 

tried to reproduce this architecture and the historic context by using a similar architectural 

language but with modern building materials (see Figure 6.5).  
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The modernist approach is represented in one of Riyadh’s landmarks, Al Faisaliah 

Centre by Foster + Partners. The project is located in Riyadh’s CBD between two major roads, 

Olaya Street and King Fahd Road. The complex consists of a skyscraper (the first skyscraper 

in Saudi Arabia), a shopping center, a hotel and serviced apartments, as well as banquet and 

conference halls. The tower encompasses 44 levels (267 meters of offices), and at the top there 

is a spherically shaped restaurant, finished with glass and called ‘the Globe’. The project also 

features landscape and water elements in front of the tower, particularly on King Fahad Road. 

The King Faisal Foundation (as the client) appointed Foster + Partners in 1994, while the 

construction work commenced in 1997 and finished in 2000. 

The land footprint of the complex is 55,000 square meters while the total built area is 

240,000 square meters. The tower’s floor plan has a square shape and includes a central core 

that goes up all the way to the Globe restaurant. This houses services and functions as a 

substantial part of the structure. Along with the central core, there are four structural columns 

Figure 6.5 The redevelopment of Al-Hukm Palace by Rasem Badran which 

resembles the architecture of traditional. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 

2019) 
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on each corner of the floor plan that define the shape of the tower and gradually taper towards 

the top. The shopping center, the hotel and the serviced apartments surround the tower, making 

the tower the focal point. A distinctive structural system was used which allowed column-free 

spaces; for instance, the major hall is column-free, although it is 57 meters in width and 81 

meters in length.  

The main lobby at the tower base connects different parts of the project, such as the 

shopping mall and the serviced apartments, and is decorated with colored artworks by Brian 

Clark, drawn from Islamic culture and the desert environment of Saudi Arabia. In addition, the 

design of the project is responsive to the harsh climate of Saudi Arabia, featuring various 

climatic solutions. The orientation of the project’s buildings helps to minimize the sun gain. 

Sun-louvres are used to protect against the sun’s direct heat. Also, an efficient glass system 

was used on the façades to control the indoor environment (see Figure 6.6).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6.6 Al Faisaliah Tower. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2019) 
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In fact, Al Faisaliah Centre 

played a key role in the urban 

development of Riyadh, because it made 

a distinctive impact on the urban fabric 

as the first skyscraper in the city. As a 

result, the project received positive 

publicity, which has influenced other 

skyscraper projects in Riyadh and the 

region. It has become an icon that would 

subsequently form Riyadh’s image. The 

design of the project encapsulates the 

cultural heritage of Islamic traditional 

architecture within a modern and 

contemporary context, especially if we 

know that the initial idea was inspired from a historic building. It is argued that Foster’s concept 

was derived from the minaret of Omar Ibn Al-Khattab’s historic mosque in Dumat Al Jandal, 

a small town in northern Saudi Arabia about 1000 kilometers from Riyadh (see Figure 6.7). 

The mosque was built around 639 and was one of the earliest to comprise a minaret as an 

architectural feature (of nearly 13 meters). The mosque has a stone structure while the ceiling 

was built from palm branches. The minaret is divided into four floors. The lower base is square, 

then its exterior walls begin to lean inward, forming a distinct pyramid shape. This structural 

description of the minaret is very reminiscent of the Al Faisaliah Tower. 

 

 

Figure 6.7 The minaret of Omar Ibn Al Khattab 

mosque in Dumat Al Jandal. (Source: 

https://bit.ly/31vVSh2) 
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What supports the idea of this inspiration of Al Faisaliah Tower’s exterior design by 

the minaret of the historical mosque is the preliminary sketches of the tower by Foster himself 

(see Figure 6.8). The tower was portrayed as a huge minaret that has a crescent at the top (the 

crescent symbol is used in Islamic architecture on the minarets and domes of mosques). It is 

worth noting the similarity and symbolic significance of these constructions as they were both 

the first buildings of their time. This demonstrates Foster’s knowledge of the history of Islamic 

architecture in Arabia. In addition, the translation of Islamic architecture’s historical metaphor 

into a contemporary context was Foster’s way to emphasize the concept of traditional 

architecture in an innovative way. 

For elaborative purposes, it is useful to illustrate other examples from different 

countries that adopt similar principles of interpreting the essence of Islamic and traditional 

architecture in a contemporary modern context. The Arab World Institute (Institut du Monde 

Arabe) in Paris, France, designed by the French architect Jean Nouvel, reveals an appropriate 

Figure 6.8 Norman Foster envisioned Al Faisaliah Tower as a massive minaret. 

(Sketches by Norman Foster/Foster + Partners) 
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example. This opened in 1987 after a collaboration between the Arab League and the French 

government to establish a research center for cultural and spiritual studies of the Arab world.  

The edifice is located on the River Seine, which influenced the building’s form. 

Following the meandering of the river, both the plan and exterior façade respond to the context 

by emulating a curve. The construction consists of two major masses, the northern (a nine-story 

building) and the southern (an eleven-story building). The center is connected to the prestigious 

Sorbonne University via a plaza. It encompasses a library, offices, museum, restaurant, and 

auditorium.  

The façades represent distinctive details which feature geometric metallic patterns. This 

aspect of Nouvel’s design was inspired by traditional Islamic architecture, adopting a 

‘rawashin’— found in many traditional houses in the Arab world. The rawashin is basically a 

window that covers openings on the façades of traditional houses as a clever adaptation to the 

climate. Made of perforated wooden panels, the rawashin contributed to providing sunlight, 

ventilation and privacy, all at the same time (see Figure 6.9). From a cultural point of view, 

rawashins are symbolic objects of Islamic architecture that represent social and architectural 

values. 
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Nouvel borrowed this traditional Islamic architectural object and developed it in 

innovative ways. He applied the principle of the rawashin as a double-skin façade that consists 

of aluminum in the outer face and glass inside, covering the entire southern wall (see Figure 

6.10). Once, when discussing this project, Nouvel stated that some clients (referring to the Arab 

League) desired more explicit elements of Islamic architecture by duplicating the architecture 

from the past. He explained that the rawashin was interpreted implicitly in his design, which 

made them happy. Indeed, in this sense, it is clear that the building borrows from some of the 

scientific foundations of traditional Islamic architecture.  

It is important to note that this fundamental difference in the understanding of cultural 

heritage is due to the West’s embrace of artistic movements of all kinds, unlike the Arab world, 

which does not accept these movements adequately. These two examples clearly show the 

Figure 6.9 Rawashins on the façade of a traditional buildings in Jeddah, 

Saudi Arabia. (Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2017) 
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different conceptual frameworks of some of the West’s innovators and some of the Middle 

East’s conservatives towards traditional architecture. This is not to say that conservative 

approaches do not exist in the West nor that innovators do not practice their professions in the 

Middle East. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 6.10 Jean Nouvel's interpretation of the rawashin. (Above) 

An exterior view of the institute (photograph by 

Umberto/ArchiTravel), (down) An interior view from inside the 

building (photograph by Steve Harris/ArchiTravel). 
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6.5 The Search for Identity 

The preceding sections have illustrated and explained two major approaches to heritage 

architecture which can be termed the conservative and the inspired. The disagreement this 

represents among scholars and architects regarding the interpretations of heritage architecture 

within a contemporary context prompts a question. What is the appropriate way to express the 

values of heritage architecture and authenticity in the contemporary context?  Nezar AlSayyad 

(2001) believes that cultural heritage and national identity are very complex and usually 

misunderstood. In fact, national borders tend to either intersect or transcend cultural heritage. 

In addition, some forces, like globalization, have influenced the continuity of regional 

architecture by consuming traditions and heritage. Furthermore, traditions are subject to 

alterations in one way or another. This issue is also manifested when the Third World wants to 

embrace the progress and advancements of the first, yet these advances must not undermine 

their cultures, which is very difficult to accomplish.  

Some scholars argue that the consecutive disappearance of the traditional built 

environment has played a role in the extinction of genuine architecture and cultural heritage, 

assuming modernism has produced a non-genuine and senseless place (Al-Naim, 2003; Fadan, 

1982). They contend that a connection with the knowledge of and respect for architectural 

cultural traditions is also lost when traditional architecture is replaced. As Ahmet Alp 

emphasized, “indigenous urban and rural fabric and individual building structures demonstrate 

endlessly such ingenuities of past” (1990, p. 810). This comment explicitly supports linking 

traditional architecture to authenticity.  

Furthermore, the elite class clearly dominated change and modernization after the 

discovery of oil. Modernization was imposed by policy makers and officials; the public was 

not involved in this opportunity to reform their built environment. At that time, people were 

impressed with modernity, because modern architecture and materials were appealing. Thus, 
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people faced a challenge to adapt to the modern patterns. This adaptation created a composite 

(hybrid) form of housing which combined values of the past implemented in the present 

context. The hybrid model produced modern architecture that suits the customs and traditions 

of the Saudi community. In this way, the essence of Saudi cultural and social values was 

transmitted to the new built form. (Fadan, 1982; Al-Naim, 2003). 

On the other hand, other scholars believe that these changes can be accommodated if 

we consider that culture and traditions are not fixed (AlSayyad, 2001; Heath, 2009). Culture 

and traditions should be seen within a dynamic framework in our current time. As Heath 

remarked, “[w]e should try to understand tradition in light of a changing world, and begin to 

move away from an enduring or fixed concept of cultural heritage …[And] embrace multiple 

and transformative states of identity” (2009, p. 4).  

Therefore, I would argue that the contemporary Saudi house (which started to develop 

in the 1960s with the Al-Malaz houses) inherited the principles of traditional architecture by 

adapting social, cultural and climatic aspects. Although its appearance is not the same as the 

traditional house, the spatial distribution is very similar. To understand the notion of 

modernism and how it responded to the principles of traditional architecture and cultural 

values, the development of modern architecture in Saudi Arabia has been used, with several 

specific examples. In particular, the Al-Malaz houses and their urban patterning is an 

illustrative case study of modern dwellings in Riyadh. These replaced traditional Najd houses 

(see Figure 6.11). But are these dwellings as genuine as the Najd houses? 
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To answer this, the main characteristics of traditional architecture in Saudi Arabia must 

be explored and explained. There were four prevailing styles of traditional architecture prior to 

the discovery of oil, which were distributed over four geographical areas. Each style revealed 

Figure 6.11 The drastic transformation of the urban pattern in Riyadh. 

(Above) A view from old Riyadh shows traditional houses ca. 1937. 

(Photograph by George and Geraldine Rendel/© RGS-IBG), (down) a 

cluster of contemporary houses in Riyadh. (Photograph by Waseem 

Qrayeiah,2017) 
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unique characteristics which was influenced by the terrain, climate and building materials 

available from the surrounding environment. These styles are namely, (1) Central region 

(Najd), (2) Western region (Hejaz), (3) Southern region (Asir), and (4) Eastern region (the 

Arabian Gulf). These styles of regional architecture showcased the workmanship of builders 

by using limited natural resources and adapting them to withstand harsh climatic conditions.  

Traditional architecture in Saudi Arabia gradually faced challenges after the discovery 

of oil in 1938 which was one of the major forces to modernize and build urban centers. Probably 

the modernization and development of urban centers would have happened eventually, in one 

way or another, regardless of other forces, such as oil’s boost to the economy. I will focus on 

the style of the Central region (Najd) where Riyadh is located. In Riyadh, people kept building 

their houses in the Najd style for many decades after the discovery of oil. Despite the 

availability of modern building materials during that time, they preferred to build by traditional 

methods as this cost less. The Najd dwellings featured distinct elements that defined a unique 

regional identity.  

The exterior walls were structurally thick as a result of using only unfired mud-bricks 

to construct them. Increasing the thickness at ground level was important to sustain the houses’ 

two or more stories. These walls usually started at 1 meter thick at the ground level and ended 

up less than half a meter at the top. In addition, they were finished with a thin render of mud 

mixed with straw. The overall wall composition helped to maintain a steady temperature inside 

by slowing down the heat exchange between the exterior and the interior. The walls worked as 

thermal storage, to capture heat during the day and release it overnight. They were thermally 

efficient by repelling the unpleasant heat of this harsh climate.  As Apl pointed out, “its low 

heat conductivity and high energy storage capacity allows as much as 80% of the outside heat 

to be absorbed and only 20% transmitted inside” (1990, p. 810).  
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Another distinct feature is courtyards, which served many functions in terms of social 

and climatic purposes. Courtyards are symbolic of Islamic architecture and identity, and their 

role is evident in the social life. They were vital to provide a private space for the family to 

practice daily activities away from public view. They also gave shaded areas, and places to 

gather and enjoy the sunlight during the day and benefit from the breeze at night.  

Traditional master builders had been able to understand the social values of their 

societies which contributed to shaping these features of Najd architecture by properly handling 

natural resources to overcome climate-related problems over time through experimentation. 

Communities relied on them to build their homes because their final product was culturally 

practical and cost efficient at the time.  

However, many reasons contributed to the demise of Najd architecture. Because of the 

desire for rapid urbanization, the time-honored traditions and laborious processes were 

insufficient to keep up with the pace. As one architectural historian commented, “The Najd 

architecture was earthen architecture in scattered settlements, relying on scarce building 

materials. At present, the need for its existence has disappeared, especially in light of the 

modern city” (N. Jabir, 2019, personal communication). As earthen architecture, Najd 

architecture relied on craftsmanship which was handed down from one generation to another. 

Therefore, traditional architecture could not cope with the mass-producing era. It was 

appropriate for another time and another kind of society, being the counter concept of 

standardization. Modern construction systems and materials emerged to fill the gap created by 

a drive to rapid urbanization.  

Although traditional architecture is a product of regional determinants, it is subject to 

change. For instance, it can be influenced by an expressive language borrowed from another 

context. This is evident where migrants tend to create a homelike feeling by modifying the 
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architectural language of their buildings, such as adding cultural symbols and patterns. In some 

cases, a new design, considered to have a high level of style or a certain popularity, can be 

imported from a different environment. Further, when such buildings undergo regional 

filtrations (including social, cultural, religious, climatic, etc.), they are more likely to become 

traditional (Heath, 2009). As Heath explains, “sometimes, a traditional resource is the result of 

the reworking of pre-existing elements that have been transplanted from elsewhere and are 

adapted to a new environment and new social circumstances” (2009, p. 12).  

In the same sense, Al-Malaz houses (the villa model) in Riyadh were transplanted from 

a different contextual area, as a new residential prototype for Saudis. They are similar to villas 

in Mediterranean countries. The urgent need to build houses in large numbers at the time, 

especially as Riyadh expanded both administratively and commercially, promoted the selection 

of the villa model to resolve the problem. This was proposed by foreign architects as Saudi 

Arabia had no architectural discipline at its universities at the time.  Trained workers from 

abroad were brought in to deal with the prototype’s modern materials. It was possible to 

construct the villa in large numbers because it used standardized building materials, such as 

reinforced concrete and steel. However, the villa was gradually adapted. People started to 

rearrange the spatial order of the rooms to suit their social activities and added high front walls 

for privacy (see Figure 6.12).   

Hassan Fathy was one of many scholars in the Middle East who stood against modernist 

architecture from the West, or what he called ‘Westernization’. He rejected importing new 

conceptual frameworks that may affect the cultural values and identity of the locale. Fathy 

promoted traditional architecture, like the courtyard houses of New Gourna, near Luxor, Egypt, 

because he believed they showed the real spirit of Egypt (Pyla, 2007). However, the role of 

traditional elements has faded over time due to modern building systems and technologies. For 

instance, courtyards had a vital function in the past to protect against the harsh climate, but 
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today they seem less functional because of air conditioning. Nowadays, contemporary houses 

are more energy-efficient and use insulating products. The ease of living in modern houses has 

made them very attractive to the majority of people.  

 

Traditional elements still serve as symbols of cultural identity, but their practicality has 

declined over time. The contemporary Saudi house has proved its viability by means of 

adapting to regional forces. “The material and form are not important as long as my house 

provides my social needs,” Salih, a homeowner, who has experienced living in both traditional 

and modern houses, remarked (M. Fouzan, personal communication, 2019). Many people 

whom I interviewed expressed nostalgic feelings by romanticizing the traditional houses, 

recalling some memories from the past. But most, when asked if they could live in them 

nowadays, rejected the idea. Hence, the villa became the main residential model that most 

Saudi families prefer.  

Figure 6.12 An outdoor seating enclosed by high walls in a contemporary 

house replaces the courtyard of traditional houses. (Photograph by 

Waseem Qrayeiah, 2018) 
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It is worth noting that Saudi families’ traditions and social needs have greatly 

influenced contemporary houses, which have similar spatial organizations to those in 

traditional houses, but with more gender segregation, as explained in Section 5.4. For example, 

similarly to traditional houses, contemporary houses have three distinct sections: guest spaces, 

daily family spaces, and sleeping spaces.  

Moreover, socioeconomic improvements after the discovery of oil clearly influenced 

the contemporary houses by increasing the overall built area and interior spaces. In the past, 

the average lot size of traditional houses usually measured 120 square meters in total, while the 

average land size of contemporary houses is 375 square meters.6 In addition, the average 

number of family members who lived in the traditional houses was around 10,7 while the 

current housing average is 5.7 (“Population studies in the City of Riyadh,” 2015). When I was 

in Riyadh, I interviewed Abdullah, who did not live in a traditional house, but his father had 

told him about this experience. His father had recounted that:  

I grew up in a traditional house [the Najd house] which was built from mud-bricks and 

timber. We were eleven people in the house, including my parents, brothers and sisters. 

The house was very small where boys slept in one room and the girls slept in another 

room. During the rainy season we suffered from the deterioration of some parts of the 

house because of the construction by using unfired mud-bricks. I still remember when 

the rain fell very hard, the stairs of the house became slippery due to the decomposition 

of clay. After the rainy season, my father, brothers and I spent time rebuilding the 

shattered parts. There was one toilet with a small hole outside the house and the residue 

was cleaned out every few months.  

From Abdullah’s father’s description, we can see how crowded the traditional house 

was small compared to contemporary standards. In addition, living in these houses was arduous 

because of the seasonal maintenance annually. In the past, traditional houses of the middle and 

 
6 The average area of lots is based on houses that were analyzed during the survey. The contemporary dwellings 

in this survey are located in the northern neighborhoods of Riyadh, where they represent the actual and current 

extension of the city while the traditional dwellings were investigated by asking people during interviews. 

7 The first official census of the population in Saudi Arabia was in 1974 (https://www.stats.gov.sa/ar/news/320), 

so the average number of family members in traditional dwellings was deduced from interviews with people who 

lived in them in the period before this year. 
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upper classes could be distinguished by the number of stories, where the middle class lived on 

a single story and the latter in a two-story house. Because the lack of technology like air 

conditioners, during summer people used the rooftops to sleep at night, while bedrooms were 

utilized during winter.  

Khalid still recalls some memories from his traditional home. As a child, he had some 

chores, one of which was to sprinkle some water on the roof in the evening to reduce the heat. 

The rooftops were divided by short walls so that they served as rooms but were open to the 

sky, for parents, daughters and sons. Ahmed remembers when he used to sleep on the rooftop 

during summer, it was shared by three families: his family, his brother’s family, and mother, 

and sister. Over weekends, they usually shared their home with relatives who came from 

faraway towns to Riyadh. Due to the limited number of rooms in their house, and no guest 

rooms, their relatives used to sleep in the living room. This hospitality was part of their 

customs. The multiple use of rooms was common in that period, because houses were very 

small. 

Furthermore, rooms were designed differently from today’s contemporary houses in 

terms of their functionality and constructions. They were versatile spaces to embrace many 

activities. What helped this approach was that there was no fixed furniture. What served to sit 

on in the living room (the majlis) served to sleep on as well. Single purpose furniture such as 

beds and couches were not familiar in traditional houses. At night some members of the family, 

especially guests, might sleep on the living room floor. There was no bulky furniture, rather, 

they used pillows and rugs.  

This changed after the socioeconomic improvements. Multipurpose space has 

disappeared in contemporary houses. Most houses today in Saudi Arabia have spaces allocated 

to exact functions, such as sitting, eating and sleeping. There is almost no Saudi house without, 
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say, a guest section, regardless the family’s class or the size of houses (see Figure 6.13). Most 

houses that I visited for research contained guest spaces, including attached toilet. 

 

However, it is argued that socioeconomic improvements have also resulted in many 

drawbacks regarding the built environment, especially in the contemporary houses. One of 

these is that the size of houses has become excessively inflated, producing many unused rooms 

throughout the year, such as guest rooms. This stems from the fact that the average number of 

family members has decreased, while the size of the dwellings has expanded dramatically, on 

average, as explained earlier in this section. Lot sizes have increased, and two-story houses are 

the norm, making the average total built area of a house in Riyadh 450 square meters (with an 

average land area of 375 square meters).  

This led to calls by housing specialists to decrease high operating costs and wasted 

spaces. However, ordinary people disagree, stating they still enjoy their homes and aspire to 

live in much bigger ones. This suggests that contemporary homes meet the social needs of 

Figure 6.13 A typical guest room in a contemporary Saudi house. 

(Photograph by Waseem Qrayeiah, 2018) 
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people and that these people are indifferent to whether these houses cater for the traditional 

values associated with their earlier form of housing.  

Within such a context there are two directions in which an architect’s role can move: 

educating society about the importance of heritage values and proposing contemporary 

architectural solutions that include heritage values in an innovative way. When awareness of 

heritage values grows among people, and the architect provides unique solutions for dwellings, 

these homes will have a distinct identity, expressing the social and cultural values of the society 

in which they are located. 

In addition, the architects’ adoption of one of the two approaches previously presented 

in this chapter may contribute to the development of contemporary houses in Saudi Arabia and 

improve the level of sense of place. These two approaches provided solutions that combine 

elements of traditional architecture and contemporary building techniques, which may be one 

of the effective ways to create a contemporary identity with an authentic character. Relying on 

the architectural solution alone is, in fact, insufficient to create an urban environment with a 

character linked to architectural identity. Therefore, urban planning influenced by society’s 

cultural values is vital along with architectural solutions in improving the built environment’s 

quality and creating a sense of place.  

6.5.1 Saudi Vision 2030 and Future Changes  

I have chosen to briefly discuss the influence of the Saudi Vision 2030 on the built 

environment because it is still too early to predict its influence on the house form and the built 

environment. However, the current economic and social reforms taking place in Saudi Arabia 

are very similar to those social and economic changes that happened in the 1960s and 70s (see 

Chapter 2). In 2016, the government launched Vision 2030 as a long-term plan meant to guide 

economic and social reforms to minimize dependence on oil. Economic diversification is a 
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prime goal in this plan through local and international investments, particularly non-oil 

investments. The main aim of Vision 2030 is to undertake serious measures to develop the 

public sector, such as health, education, infrastructure, and tourism. In addition, another main 

goal is to rationalize government spending to enhance financial sustainability.   

The vision will be implemented in three phases until the year 2030, each of which has 

many objectives. The vision contains many specific economic and social programs, such as the 

Quality of Life Program, Privatization Program, the National Transformation Program, and the 

Housing Program (“Vision Realization Programs,” n.d.). Women’s rights also have a share in 

this vision, as several aspects have been improved, such as allowing women to drive and enter 

sports fields, and to involve them further in public life.  

There is no doubt that these programs in the long run will be reflected in the urban 

environment and Saudi housing just as earlier reforms have done. In the past decades, the built 

environment has been affected by economic transformations, which have resulted in the 

replacement of the traditional built environment with modern urban planning. The 

contemporary Saudi house was also an alternative to the traditional home. It is not clear quite 

what the current reforms will produce, but they will definitely influence people’s behavior and 

their socioeconomic conditions. 

From an architectural point of view, people’s behavior and their socioeconomic 

conditions (including the improved conditions for women after a socio-religious movement 

isolated their engagement in the society) are important because they will directly be reflected 

in people’s homes and spatial organization. This may lead to a restoration of the original 

meaning of privacy after it was distorted by the increasing influence of the socio-religious 

movement, especially after the government announced it would fight against this movement in 

2017. The excessively high walls that surround houses may be lowered. For the time being, it 
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is too early to know the impact of Saudi Vision 2030 on the contemporary Saudi house, as it 

will take some time to become clear. 
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Chapter 7 Conclusion 

7.1 Introduction 

In this chapter a recap of the results of this study is presented, summing up various 

aspects covered in different chapters and drawing a connection between these and the overall 

aim of the study: to provide a better understanding of the evolution of the contemporary Saudi 

house in Riyadh. Besides analyzing the data discussed in previous chapters, further details are 

incorporated that are directly related to the research questions. After this summary of the 

findings, this discussion moves on to the study limitations are addressed, followed by 

recommendations and suggestions for future studies.  

7.2 Discussion 

This study primarily focused on the evolution of Saudi houses in Riyadh from the 

discovery of oil in 1938 to the present. It followed the physical changes of the house by using 

a cultural and historical emphasis. The discovery of oil was a major factor that influenced the 

built environment by supporting socioeconomic changes as a result of an improved economy. 

The house form and its spatial organization were altered, and the traditional built environment 

was transformed by modern urban planning. Furthermore, socioeconomic changes were 

instrumental in the prompt transition to modernization, due to two factors: the funds available 

to Saudi Arabia from oil exploitation and the ensuing good relationship with the West, 

especially the United States.  

The availability of sufficient funds was a key element that has helped to accelerate the 

modernization of the built environment and build the city’s infrastructure, responding to an 

improved economy. The first significant change in Riyadh’s urban patterns was in 1952 when 

King Saud ascended to the throne. He ordered the transfer of government ministries from 
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Makkah to Riyadh in 1953. As a result, new ministries were built using modern construction 

methods and materials. Many other development projects were initiated to meet the 

population’s growth, including housing. 

There are many historical events that indicate the influence of the West on the local 

urban fabric after the discovery of oil. The close relationship between Saudi Arabia and the 

United States began with the signing of the oil concession in the early 1930s. Good relations 

provided technical advice and advanced equipment.  This relationship has grown to include the 

transfer of technology and the introduction of new architectural and urban patterns.  

The earliest physical changes related to the built environment were initiated between 

1938 and 1940 by CASOC (the California Arabian Standard Oil Company) in the Eastern 

Province. This company changed its name to Saudi Aramco (the Arabian American Oil 

Company) in 1944.  At the time of oil exploration during the 1930s, Aramco imported U.S. 

houses for its American employees which were similar to those in American suburbs. The 

intent was to offer a familiar working environment for its employees, taking into consideration 

the kind of utilities and house layout that they were accustomed to. These suburban homes 

offered a suitable environment for American families to practice their daily habits in Saudi 

Arabia. It should be noted here that these were the earliest detached housing units in the country 

as traditional houses shared some walls with each other.  

These free-standing house units inspired the next housing project built by Aramco 

through Aramco’s home ownership program. This coincided with Saudi citizens beginning to 

be employed by Aramco; the company launched this project exclusively for its Saudi 

employees by providing loans for their house construction. In order to receive the funds, Saudi 

employees had to submit a house plan which was designed by Aramco’s architects and 
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engineers who developed several housing prototypes suiting these Saudi employees’ 

sociocultural needs.  

It is worth noting that, before initiation of Aramco’s home ownership program, when 

Saudi employees came to Dharan with their families for work, they had rejected living in the 

suburban houses of the Dhahran Camp. These houses were inappropriate from a sociocultural 

perspective, for instance they had an open floor plan. Besides, the Saudi employees at the 

beginning did not get along with co-workers from the Western culture, which led to the creation 

of their own community away from the American camp. They founded their own camp on 

vacant land by building attached traditional houses from unfired mud-bricks and timber.  

As mentioned above, one of the Aramco home ownership program’s aims was to build 

houses that would suit the sociocultural needs of their Saudi employees. However, the designed 

houses were detached and adopted a new style, similar to the Mediterranean villa. These new 

housing prototypes would later influence the Al-Malaz houses, the earliest modern 

neighborhood in Riyadh.  

Apart from the house style itself, another significant aspect of Riyadh’s modernization 

occurred in 1947 in the urban planning of cities in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia. The 

expansion of informal and traditional settlements around the oil fields did not impress Aramco 

and the government, which commissioned American Aramco engineers to establish Saudi 

Arabia’s first planned cities in Al-Khobar and Dammam in the mid-twentieth century. These 

engineers helped to draw the cities’ master plans, a grid system, much like the layout of any 

major U.S. city. These physical changes in the urban fabric, supported by oil revenues and an 

improved economy, helped to set the tune of upcoming modernization projects in Saudi Arabia.  

Before the Al-Malaz project, which, as mentioned previously, was the earliest planned 

neighborhood in Riyadh, the city was known for its traditional built environment. The 
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traditional architecture of the Najd region (which in modern times is known as the central 

region, which now includes many cities) was greatly influenced by several determinants: such 

as sociocultural aspects, climate, geographical location, and the use of local natural building 

materials. These determinants dictated the form of houses, creating distinctive characteristics.  

These houses were built by using building materials sourced nearby, such as soil to make 

unfired mud-bricks and timber. The traditional houses in Najd generally formed a compact 

urban fabric; the towns had narrow alleys, allowing the passage of people and some animals 

for transportation. The construction of these houses was spontaneous and not restricted by the 

consideration of building requirements. Rather, it mainly depended on the builders’ skill and 

their ability to accommodate people’s social needs. 

Although traditional Najd architecture was adapted to the environment and people’s 

sociocultural needs, several factors led to its extinction. These houses faced many challenges 

after the discovery of oil, mainly because traditional building materials were scarce. The lack 

of timber in the region and the weak economic situation before the discovery of oil led to the 

use of mud-bricks without burning them in a kiln to strengthen them. This meant the houses 

were more fragile.  

However, after the discovery of oil, the population began to increase rapidly in Riyadh, 

due to the improved economy and increased job opportunities. It then became difficult to 

accommodate the rising population in traditional housing. This led to the increase in imports 

of modern building materials, such as cement, steel and glass, which became affordable after 

the improvement of economic conditions.  

It is also worth mentioning that a hybrid type of housing emerged in the traditional 

urban fabric during this period due to the expense of these modern materials. This hybrid 

version appeared during a transitional period between the old and the new in Riyadh, as modern 
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reinforced concrete buildings began to spread throughout the city.  Furthermore, this type of 

house was influenced by many large-scale projects initiated by the government in the 1950s to 

expand Riyadh. Many people could not afford to build modern houses, like the Al-Malaz ones 

(the Al-Malaz houses featured two stories), due to the high cost associated with them. A 

potentially improved version of the traditional house appeared in the urban fabric, built with 

modern building materials, including cement blocks and plywood ceilings were used instead 

of unfired mud-bricks and tree branches. Both hybrid and traditional houses were to be found 

in the traditional built environment.  

The first significant physical change to Riyadh’s built environment was when the late 

King Abdulaziz ordered the building of a new royal complex, named Al-Murabba (literally 

meaning the square), outside the city walls in 1936. This was needed due to Riyadh’s growing 

population and ongoing development, replacing the old royal complex inside the walls. The 

complex was built two kilometers north of the old city of Riyadh and contained many buildings 

extending from one to two floors. It was also built in the Najd style, conserving the architectural 

characteristics of the traditional built environment in Riyadh. The earliest sign of incorporating 

modern technology in traditional buildings was in the Al-Murabba Palace. For example, an 

elevator and proper electrical and plumbing systems were added in the makeover of the palace 

to facilitate the King’s daily tasks. The incorporation of modern technology into the palace 

indicates the ability of traditional architecture to be compatible with modern technologies, such 

as electrical and plumbing systems.  

The second significant event was the construction of the Al-Malaz project. After King 

Saud took the reins in 1953, as mentioned previously, Riyadh’s urban growth accelerated 

because he ordered the government headquarters to be transferred from Makkah, in western 

Saudi Arabia, to Riyadh. Along with new ministry buildings, an extensive housing project was 
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constructed for government employees and their families, which marked the beginning of the 

Al-Malaz neighborhood. 

Designed and built under government supervision, the site had a grid system, which 

was uncommon in Riyadh at that time. The government considered this project an ideal 

prototype and wanted to use it all over Riyadh and other cities in Saudi Arabia.  The 

neighborhood included 754 detached houses, which were like the villas developed in the 

Eastern Province by Aramco for its Saudi employees. This new type of house was much 

influenced by modern architecture, which was, indeed, a symbol of modernity compared to 

traditional houses.  

On the ground floor were a reception area, toilets, kitchen and a terrace. A staircase led 

to the first floor which was mainly allocated for sleeping. The house was surrounded by a large 

yard due to the setback rules, one the most controversial building regulations that many people 

believe is responsible for heavily affecting the traditional built environment and its identity. 

This was in stark contrast to the traditional architecture of the Najd region, which was 

characterized by its attached buildings and compacted urban fabric.  

However, the modern homes of the Al-Malaz neighborhood did not become the 

mainstream form of housing in Riyadh in particular or the country in general until a long period 

of time. This was because of the high cost of building with reinforced concrete at the time. The 

majority of people continued to build traditional and hybrid houses, as mentioned above.  

It can be said that, in time, the contemporary Saudi house inherited the physical 

characteristics of the Al-Malaz homes. The project was a turning point at the urban and 

architectural level, especially with the government relying on this model to circulate within 

Riyadh and the rest of Saudi Arabia. People then began to make adjustments to their houses to 

make them more appropriate to their social values. With all the current concerns by architects 
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and designers about traditional architecture and the need to revive it, ordinary people are not 

interested. On the contrary, they are happy with the current housing, despite the criticism by 

specialists. 

Another significant event was the approval of the master plan for Riyadh in 1972, 

which the Greek architectural firm, Doxiadis Associates, had been working on since their 

appointment in 1968. This new master plan is considered to be the official ‘birth’ of modern 

Riyadh. The plan overlapped with the existing urban fabric, creating connections between old 

and new urban patterns. A grid system was set up that divided the city into super blocks of 2 

x 2 km, dictating a specific direction for future expansion, northwest. Moreover, the super 

blocks were divided into five major districts in which in the center comprises a service area, 

called the ‘node,’ with essential services such as schools, health centers and a post office. This 

scheme is still considered the cornerstone of Riyadh urban development and future expansion. 

It established a permanent break with the past and set a new platform for modern planning in 

Saudi Arabia, where the grid planning was ratified for most Saudi cities. 

Doxiadis’s master plan was a distinctive physical transformation for Riyadh, which 

also envisioned the city’s expansion until 2000. Although many building regulations and 

policies related to the built environment had been approved since the late 1920s, these were 

crystallized with Doxiadis’s scheme, including, importantly, the rules of setback.  

It can be said that Saudi society faced challenges in adapting to different types of 

houses, especially contemporary modern houses because of the prevailing social values 

concerning privacy. The first time these houses were introduced was in the Al-Malaz project 

and detached villas gradually became prevalent as a housing type. People then started to modify 

them to suit their social needs. For instance, high fences were added for privacy.  
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Tracking the development of the Saudi dwelling since the discovery of oil in 1938, it 

can be noted that economic changes and the speed of urbanization impacted the house form, 

which led to their transformation from traditional to modern. Today, the contemporary Saudi 

house is the same one presented in the Al-Malaz project, specifically in terms of its form, the 

spatial organization of its two stories and its reinforced concrete construction. Despite the 

radical change in form and building materials, the sociocultural values and social structure of 

Saudi society remained strong and influenced the spatial organization of both house types: 

traditional and contemporary, supported by socio-religious aspects. Islamic teachings played a 

key role in controlling the space division, especially for gender segregation as these teachings 

dictate how men and women should behave, thus proscribing social interactions in the built 

environment and zones within a home. The contemporary Saudi house features two of these: 

the hospitality section (for guests) and the private section (for the family).  

As indicated above, a major sociocultural aspect that influenced both traditional and 

contemporary houses is privacy. The meaning of privacy varies from one culture to another; 

nevertheless, its influence on the house form is more powerful and sophisticated in Islamic 

culture. One of the main elements in Saudi homes derived from customs and traditions is the 

hospitality section, which is mostly for receiving male guests. Therefore, it is physically and 

visually separated by walls and doors used to control movements from this section to other 

spaces in the house.  

Other phenomena also played a pivotal role in shaping the identity of the contemporary 

Saudi residence, especially during the early 1960s to 1975 (see the Section 2.3). Cultural, 

social, economic, and judicial reforms, such as King Faisal’s ten-point program of 1962, helped 

to create a sense of national identity. Furthermore, the government initiated the first Five Year 

Development Plan in 1969, which aimed to increase national production, develop the 

workforce, and diversify the national economy to reduce the country’s dependence on oil. 
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During this period, the government also developed education and established Saudi television. 

These distinctive changes directly influenced the built environment, as many modernization 

projects accelerated to meet the urban growth. Doxiadis’s master plan for Riyadh set the 

foundations for other future projects related to the urban environment. 

Besides, the socioeconomic improvements and the emergence of socio-religious 

movements, such as the Sahwa (see the Section 5.5), in the late 1970s affected the form and 

spatial organization of the home. The contemporary Saudi house was quite different before the 

Sahwa exerted its influence, for instance, men and women used the same entrance in the past. 

The front walls of the house also became higher by adding metal screens to the concrete walls, 

and the concept of privacy became more sensitive. Duplicating other spaces was a consequence 

of these socioeconomic changes. For example, some contemporary Saudi homes have two 

reception rooms for guests, one for men and the other for women. Whereas in the traditional 

residence, there was only one room to receive guests, it was intended for men, and women were 

received in the family section, like the living room.  

After these radical transformations of the built environment, the subject of architectural 

identity continued to arise from time to time. The sense of place has become an issue, so much 

so that many people are confused about what defines their built environment.  Since the mid-

twentieth century, with all the changes to the visual cityscape previously mentioned, place 

attachment and memories were lost over time. For some, even the joy of experience was lost. 

As a result, people have nostalgic feelings for the past and for their older neighborhoods which 

evoke past experiences.  

Many of the experts on traditional architecture whom I interviewed reported that 

traditional homes could have been kept with simple technology-friendly modifications, such as 

air conditioning and plumbing. But the real opinion emerged when I asked them if they would 
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swap their contemporary home for a traditional house of unfired mud-bricks. The answer was 

no. It seems that there is a vast gap between the old and modern. Most people are convinced 

that their contemporary housing provides all amenities such as air conditioning, modern 

electrical and plumbing systems, with less maintenance. 

In the past few years, there have been many attempts by local and international 

architects to redefine traditional architecture in Saudi Arabia within a contemporary context, 

as the sense of place and identity have become issues. There is awareness of the importance of 

cultural heritage and its role in stressing cultural and urban identity, especially after the removal 

of much traditional fabric during the modernization process. As a result, numerous approaches 

have emerged in the Muslim world, and particularly in Riyadh, to revive traditional architecture 

in a contemporary context. These can, in general, be classified into two approaches. The first 

may be called conservative. The second is inspired by traditional style, but with modern 

purposes, materials, engineering and proportions.  

The first approach emphasizes cultural authenticity by using the same architectural 

elements found in traditional architecture. Moreover, it highlights the preservation of all local 

architectural and cultural qualities without significant change. In contrast, the second relies on 

the interpretation of the traditional architecture by drawing some inspiration from its 

architectural elements, but in a modernist style. However, both approaches usually involve 

modern building materials.  

Within such a context, there are two directions in which an architect’s role can move: 

educating society about the importance of heritage values and proposing contemporary 

architectural solutions that include heritage values in an innovative way. When awareness of 

heritage values grows among people, and the architect provides unique solutions for dwellings, 
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these homes will have a distinct identity, expressing the social and cultural values of the society 

in which they are located. 

This does not imply that we should accept traditional and contemporary houses, rather 

it means mediating through these prototypes to focus on the inherent sociocultural values of 

Saudi society that the traditional built environment respected and also to benefit from the 

modern construction techniques to produce sustainable and durable houses. This is not an easy 

task because it would involve many aspects, such as maintaining the architectural identity.  

7.3 Study Limitations 

This research has limitations as do all studies. The participants who were interviewed 

during the fieldwork were selectively chosen based on certain criteria. These participants have 

lived and experienced both types of houses, traditional and contemporary. It must be taken into 

consideration the difficulty of finding these people and coordinating with them to conduct these 

interviews. The interview results primarily relied on these people’s views toward their houses. 

However, these findings were supported by other accounts, such as the second category of 

interviewees. These were experts on the subject who provided insight into exploring the 

evolution of the Saudi house and thus had a greater impact on the study findings.  

In addition, the impact of the Vision 2030 on home design cannot be precisely measured 

at this point. The economic and social reforms which will ensue through Vision 2030 will 

undoubtedly be reflected in the shape of homes and their spatial organization, but this will take 

some time to appear. Nevertheless, an impact is expected because these reforms are closely 

related to the family’s social life and socioeconomic conditions, which have played an essential 

role in the housing sector and its development. Likewise, the relentless mobility of the Ministry 

of Housing by providing subsidized loans and housing programs to the general public cannot 
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be ignored, and this is also a critical part of Vision 2030, a goal of which is to raise the quality 

of life. 

Lastly, this study examined the evolution of houses in Riyadh and followed the 

transformation of traditional houses in Najd. Other regions in Saudi Arabia have had different 

regional architecture. It is worth looking at the characteristics of traditional architecture in each 

region to follow how they have changed over time. Of course, these regions share many 

similarities with Riyadh, having the same motivations to change from traditional to modern, 

with the discovery of oil and its subsequent economic developments.  

7.4 Recommendations and Future Suggestions  

In this study, the evolution of houses for middle-class families in Riyadh was examined 

from cultural and historic points of view. The houses’ physical changes from the late 1930s to 

the present have been traced, and how the discovery of oil has gradually impacted the 

traditional patterns of Riyadh has been described in depth.  Sociocultural and socio-religious 

aspects have been highlighted that influenced both traditional and contemporary houses. The 

improved economy allowed the use of new construction techniques and modern building 

materials that were unfamiliar before. However, it is evident that the sociocultural aspects of 

Saudi society have remained intact and have continued to influence modern houses, especially 

their spatial organization. Therefore, two major pathways for future research are recommended.  

First, this research focused on the development of homes in Riyadh by tracking their 

physical changes, but it is also necessary to consider other case studies within Saudi Arabia to 

understand how the new state of wealth has been reflected in the built environment. Saudi 

Arabia is a country rich in cultural and architectural heritage, as its traditional architecture is 

distinct in each region. Although the contemporary Saudi house in Riyadh is very similar to 

housing in other cities, the reality is that each region differs from the other in terms of climate 
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and topography. The contemporary Saudi residence does not adequately respond to the climate 

of each region, as it is considered to be merely a duplicate transported to these different cities. 

This was not the case in the past, and therefore it is necessary to go back and re-explore the 

traditional housing in Saudi Arabia in order to put it in a contemporary framework that 

guarantees its prosperity and adaptability in the future.  

Another aim for future studies is to explore the implications of Saudi Vision 2030 for 

the contemporary Saudi house. This initiative is still at an early stage, and its effects still need 

some time to develop. Social and economic reforms will, in the future, overshadow the form 

of the house and its spatial arrangement. Saudi Vision 2030 is highly innovative as it plans for 

a post-oil future. The effects of these reforms on the home are no less significant than the 

impact of oil’s discovery which had radical effects on the built environment. For this, studying 

the future transformations of the Saudi home will render valuable insights into understanding 

the development of the society. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

The interview questions that are used in this research are as follow: 

 

 

 

 

 

Faculty of Architecture, Building and Planning 

 

Semi-structured Interview Questions 

Project Title: “The Good Oil on the Contemporary Saudi House, From the Late 

1930s to the Present” 

 

Name of participant: 

Name of researcher(s): Derham Groves (Responsible Researcher) and Waseem Qrayeiah (Student Researcher)  

 

Proposed interview questions 

Interview questions to be addressed by two categories, as follows:  

• Practitioners (including architects, planners and urban designers) and scholars. 

1. How has urban modernization after the discovery of oil influenced the built 

environment in Saudi Arabia, especially housing units? 
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2. In your opinion, what are the major forces that have led to the current situation? 

And which force or forces have had the most impact? 

3. What are the main reasons for the disappearance of traditional architecture?   

4. How do you think the role of cultural and social values can shape built form? 

5. What are the major physical and social changes in residential units that did not 

exist prior to the discovery of oil?  

6. To what extent is the current situation compatible with cultural and social values 

of Saudi society?  

7. How do you think the socioeconomic improvements have affected the 

appearance of houses in terms of architectural and aesthetic vocabulary? 

8. How have people adapted to their contemporary houses in order to meet social 

and cultural needs?  

9. What are the pros and cons of modern houses in Saudi society?   

10. In your opinion, how can the elements and principles of traditional architecture 

be implemented in the modern context?  

11. Why have many architects and scholars criticized the modern built 

environment, especially contemporary houses?  

12. Do you think Saudi contemporary housing is still in transitional, and why does 

not it have unique characteristics?  

13. How do you see the future of Saudi modern houses in the following years?  

14. How can local cultural identity be preserved in the modern context? 

 

• Residents of middle-class housing in Riyadh, and mainly people who have lived 

in both traditional and contemporary houses.  
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1. Can you explain the scenario of everyday life when you were living in a 

traditional house? And how has it changed in your current house? 

2. What has changed since you moved to a modern residence in terms of your 

social and cultural habits? 

3. What is it like to live in a traditional house? 

4. Which residential units do you prefer to live in: a traditional or a contemporary 

house? And why?  

5. What do you think about contemporary houses? And what are the pros and 

cons? 

6. How have your social and cultural activities changed or been affected, 

comparing them to the traditional house that you used to live in?  

7. What do you think about the harmony of social relationships in the traditional 

built environment, and how have they changed in the present one?  

8. What are the pros and cons of both traditional and contemporary houses? 
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Appendix B 

Many contemporary Saudi homes for middle-class families were used for data analysis by the 

researcher. Here are some examples of these house: 
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