Home and Furniture:
Use and Meaning of Domestic Space, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia

NEWCASTLE UNIVERSITY LIBRARY

W N TR W Y YR wi WSS WP W WP WD WP NP W W T WM T W W T W A W e N .

~Tnesis LA}

—_— . s - —_— i Ay —_ —————

A Thesis Submitted to
CARDO
Department of Architecture
Faculty of Social and Environmental Sciences,
University of Newcastle upon Tyne, UK,
in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

Sameer Akbar
June 1998






To whom my life is difficult wathout,



Saudi society is undergoing dramatic social transformation, brought about by rapid
industrialisation and massive urbanisation. In this period of haste, home environments have
experienced significant changes. There was a strong temptation by architects to pick Western
houses designs off-the-shelf and by occupants to furnish their houses with modern imported
furniture. A surplus economy made such ‘shopping’ possible. But while thé Saudi society was
transforming it would be an over simplification to term it ‘Westernising’. The new home
environment leads us to question: how does modern furniture relate to the present-day Saudi
family? Does modemn furniture hinder or support Saudis’ cultural values and identity? The aim

of this study is to identify the influence of the use and meaning of modermn furniture on the

home environment in Jeddah.

The study examines the home environment as a system within which constituents communicate
continuously to reach different stages of compatibility. People communicate to furniture by
using it and shaping its form, and furniture communicates to people by conveying how it is
used and what it stands for (meaning). A model of nine stages has been developed to identify
the possible relationships between form, use and meaning. The model is then used to analyse

! /
the relationship between occupants and furniture in both the traditional and contemporary home

environment.

The methodology of the study is qualitative. The data collection includes in-depth interviews
with older women who lived in the traditional houses of Jeddah and housewives in
contemporary houses, house floor plans, site and museums visits, a literature review, statistical

data of fumiture and appliances imported to Saudi Arabia, and other data related to social

changes in Saudi Arabia.

It has been found that traditional furniture was highly compatible with use, values and
occupants’ expression of identity. Modern furniture was introduced mainly for its meaning

function and was incompatible with cultural values. Because cultural values have resisted
change, some traditional furniture is still used and new local furniture was developed. This has
led to an increase in the number of rooms, as some are used to express identity while others are

used to maintain activities driven by traditional values.
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Introduction

INTRODUCTION

o

The researcher’s background, as a citizen of a society that has been undergoing dramatic
social transformation brought about by rapid industrialisation and massive urbanisation,
and as an architect witnessing debates and arguments in regard to tradition verses

modernity, have provided strong reasons for choosing this research topic.

The transformation of the built environment in Saudi Arabia during the last fifty years
has been characterised by mixtures of alien forms and facades. The home environment,
the place where family members spend most of their time, was no exception. During
this period, home environments have gone through tremendous changes. There was a
strong temptation by architects to pick Western houses designs off-the-shelf and by
occupants to fill their houses with modern imported furniture. A surplus economy made
such ‘shopping’ possible. But while the Saudi society was ‘modernising’ 1t would be an
over simplification to term it ‘Westernising’. Modemn villas and apartment buildings
now standing over and around what was once the ‘indigenous’ Saudi houses lead us to
the overwhelming question: how do they relate to the present-day Saudijfamily? How

well do they respond to the socio-cultural demands of their occupants? Do they hinder

or support Saudis’ cultural values and 1dentity?

In response to these and other similar questions many studies have been conducted.!
However, no single study has been devoted to investigating the changes in the most
important cultural place for people — home interior. Exploring the home to find out in
what aspects the influx of modem furniture has influenced people’s values and identity
should be a significant contribution to the studies of ‘tradition and modemity’ and

‘environment and behaviour’ in Saudi Arabia.

) The early studies about the modern built environment in Saudi Arabia were done on the late 1960s and the 1970s
mainly by foreign companies, architects, and governmental offices, for example Doxiadis Associates (1977), Fathy
(1966/72), Hansom (1968), HUD International (1977), and M+R International (1971). More research started in the
late 1970s and early 1980s due to the increasing number of Master and Ph.D. Saudi research students. Baleelah
(1975) was amongst the first who cnticised the improper design of the modern built environment in meeting the
needs of local cultural values. Some later studies have given more in-depth view on this problem by relating the
formation of the traditional built environment to Islamic teachings, for example Al-Hathloul (1981), and Akbar
(1984). Other studies have examined other issues such as governmental policies and municipal regulations, for
example Eshmawi (1983), Fadaak (1984), Al-Farra (1985), Salagoor (1990), cultural values, for example Bahammam
(1987), Al-Soliman (1991), historical development, for example Kurdi (1980), Kilical (1986), Khan (1981), Jomah
(1992), and housing development. for example Mofti (1981), Talib (1983), Hariri (1986), Al-Harbi (1989) Al-

Afghani (1990).
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The system theory is used as an approach for looking at the home environment. This
means that the home environment is considered as a system composed of constituents
each of which is continuously communicating with others to reach a high level of
equilibrium (Hicks, 1994). Within the home environment system people communicate
with furniture by using them and furniture communicates with people by conveying
meanings. Therefore describing activities in relation to settings (a technique used in
dramaturgy), and interpreting the meaning of form in relation to their underlying

structures (a technique used in semiotics) as regards furniture and interior spaces are

essential in this research in exploring how the home environment operates as a system.

Before discussing the home environment, seven objects in Chapter 1 are analysed within
their contexts to identify possible patterns of relationships between use, values, identity
and form. This produced a model of nine stages of compatibility that trace the cultural
growth of objects in traditional environments. In Chapter 2 the emphasis 1s directed to
the home environment and issues that relate to the introduction of new objects to a
system are discussed. The debate between determinists and possibilists, as two opposite
mainstreams 1n assessing the influence of material culture on nonmaterial culture, is

/ ’
reviewed. Defining some aspects of form that may influence the use of space has led to

the development of the concept of space criticality. The model of compatibility and the

concept of criticality are then used as analytical frames to analyse the home environment

in Jeddah.?

Chapter 3 deals with the research methodology. After describing a general framework
of research methodologies, the researcher discusses the reasons for choosing the
qualitative approach. Strategies, implementation and difficulties during the fieldwork
are then discussed. In the last part of this chapter the two approaches of data analysis -

dramaturgy and semiotics - are briefly discussed.

The data of the fieldwork are illustrated, discussed and analysed in Chapters 4, 5, 6 and
7. Before exploring the traditional home environment in Jeddah, the compatibility of
the context, which includes climate, urban pattern and social structure, W1th the home
environment is discussed in Chapter 4. The emphasis is then directed in Chapter 5 to

the compatibility and cnticality of furniture with the home interior spaces. The first part
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of this chapter deals with the use, value and meaning significance of the furniture. The
influence of these furniture features on peoples’ use, values and identity in the home
interior spaces 1s explored in the following part. An analysis of a complete traditional

house is made in the last part of the chapter.

The transition of the home environment from the traditional to the contemporary is
discussed in Chapter 6. There are three transitional periods that the home environment
has gone through in Jeddah. Within the discussion, which involves many societal
changes and their influence on the home environment during these periods, emphasis is

always put on the introduction of the new types of modern furniture, and the

morphology and use of interior spaces.

Chapter 7 deals with the contemporary home environment. The interior spaces of ten
case studies, three villas and seven apartments, are drawn in detail, their usage is
described and their compatibility and criticality are analysed. Chapter 8 is the

concluding chapter, in which the findings of the thesis are recapitulated in relation to

some theories of cultural change.

| | ) |
The topic of this research fell between different fields of studies including consumerism,

semiotics, interior design, acculturation and media studies. It is important, therefore, to
define the scope of the study. In Chapter 2 some studies about the influence of
advertising on the meaning of industrial design objects and how that encourages peoPIe
towards more consumption are reviewed. The review aims to highlight the function of
the market in introducing new objects into the home environment. However, because
the scope of the research is to explore the influence of modern furniture on the home
environment and not industrial design on furniture, it is enough to make a primary
investigation about the activity of the modern furniture market during the fifties and
sixties in Jeddah. It is also not within the scope of this research to find the relationship

between television, video and radio and the family, which is the interest of media

studies.

—
2 For a brief description of Jeddah and Saudi Arabia see Appendix 1.



Introduction

The term ‘interior design’ 1s purposely avoided in this research because it implies
designing interiors, a realm that is not part of the research. It is not within the scope of

this research to recommend any design criteria for the home environment.

This research 1s partly semiotic because it makes an essential assumption that objects
have meanings that stand for something else or for a hidden structure, and it is necessary
to understand the meaning of objects to interpret situations or hidden structures.

Because semiotics is not involved in the relation of the meaning of objects to the

behavioural responses of people, which is part of this study, dramaturgy is also partly

involved.
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1.1 INTRODUCTION

The role of objects iﬁ the process of cultural continuity and change was not given
enough attention in studies. However the growing number of matenal culture studies
shows the increasing attention given to this subject. The aim of this chapter is to
investigate the role of objects during their different stages of life in meeting the
utilitarian and cultural needs of users. During the slow process of cultural change
objects go through a life span beginning with invention or adoption, passing through

stages of different forms and eventually being abandoned.

This chapter will examine living environments as systems within which constituents
(users and objects) are continuously changing and interacting with each other in order
that the systems maintain a state of equilibrium. To investigate any living environment,
it is necessary to find how its constituents communicate with each other. People
communicate with objects by using them, and objects communicate with people by
indicating how they should be used and by conveying meanings. For a system to
achieve equilibrium, some of its constituents should maintain the survival of others; 1.e.
be compatible with others. All possible relationships between use, meaning and form as

!

well as the level of compatibility among the three constituents at every stage are
illustrated in a model developed in this chapter. The model is then used to help in the

analysis of minarets, headgear, forks, wedding cakes, Bedouin utensils and Bedouin

women’s vell.

1.2 HOME ENVIRONMENTS AS SYSTEMS

Home environments are complex systems. This complexity is the representation of a
continuous interaction of many variables of human life such as values and norms,
climate, topography and all the objects' that constitute the home environment. All of
these variables are continuously interacting integrally with each other. In order to
investigate any home environment, it 1s necessary to look at it as a system (Dovey,
1985: Duncan, 1981; Lawrence, 1987; Rapoport, 1969, 1977; Wemer, 1987).

! : : :
The word “object” here refers toa p}lysxcal object. It should be noted that the word “object” in social science could
mean a physical as well as a social object. People develop social objects to communicate properly among themselves

(Sec Hewitt, 1994: 62).



Chapter [ The Influence of Use and Meaning on Form

After World War I, Malinowski introduced to anthropology the concept of looking at
cultures as systems. He argued that all aspects of culture are interconnected and if one
constituent in the system is changed the whole system could change. The system
functions to satisfy particular biological or psychological needs, such as the need for
food, sex, shelter, security, or prestige. His ideas have greatly influenced anthropology

and are known as functionalism (Hicks, 1994).

Radcliffe-Brown developed a similar theory to Malinowskian functionalism, known as
structural-functionalism.? He described cultures as systems that function to maintain
social structure (Hicks, 1994). “Structure refers to a system with relatively enduning
pattern, and function refers to the dynamic process within the structure™ (Vago 1980:

44).

In sociology after World War II, Parsons developed what is known as the system theory
in which he said that the different constituents of any system always interact to meet
certain goals, which should increase the level of equilibrium within the system.
“Societies or social systems are said to be in equilibrium when the forces acting within

them are balanced and the society is consequently stable” (Abercrombie, 1988: 89).

The previous theories were historically influenced by concepts from the biological
sciences. In biology, the structure of an organism means the relatively stable
arrangement of relationships between the different cells, and the function of the
organism means the activities of the various organs in the life process. An important
concept which comes out of this analogy is how each constituent of a home
environment, like constituents of an organism, contribute to the survival and
maintenance of the whole (Vago, 1980). Therefore what concerns this study from these

theories is how objects communicate with cultural values and contrnibute to their

survival.

!
The home environment as a system consists of architectural shell (floors, walls and

ceilings and the size and number of openings on these surfaces), objects (tables, chairs,

¢ The origins of this modified functionalism lay in the work of the French sociologist Emile Durkheim, but it was
popularised by the English anthropologist Radcliffe-Brown (Abercrombie, 1988).

3 :
There are four ﬁm_ct:onal needs (known as AGIL) for every system to meet: “adaptation, the need to relate to
environment by taking resources from it; goal attainment, the setting of goals for the system:; integration, the
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beds, carpet, curtains, tiles, cushion, wardrobes, cupboards, lamps, plants, etc.), other
components of the physical environment (degree of temperature, humidity and light)
and ‘people’s activities and values. All of these constituents are involved In a

continuous process of communication through which the system functions to maintain a

higher level of equilibrium.

1.3 COMPATIBILITY AND INCOMPATIBILITY

For a system to achieve equilibrium, all of its constituents should be continuously
communicating and adjusting to maintain their mutual survival. If two constituents are
maintaining the survival of one another that means they are compatible with each other.
If one constituent is maintaining the survival of many constituents, this means that its

compatibility is high. If one constituent hinders the survival of other constituents, this

means that it is incompatible.

Bernard (1972) said that ceremonial architecture such as war memonals could have at

least three different types of functions.

First, it may ... have symbolic functions - to express certain social values and
sentiments, and also to strengthen them. This function for the present generation,
as against the past one which is memorialized, is too often not appreciatéd by those
who have been planning war memorials. Second, it may have aesthetic functions--
-to appeal to our socially-conditioned standards of taste and beauty. And, third, it
may have utilitarian functions - to serve as an instrument for the achievement of
certain proximate social purposes and limited ends. (Bernard 1972: 530)

Bernard argued that the three functions could be achieved but with different prionties.

An aesthetic aspect of a memorial place must not offend those who want their
sentiments symbolised. The utilitarian function as well should be practised in a manner
that coincides with the same set of values that establish the symbolic meaning of the
memorials. If the utilitarian and symbolic functions which refer to a set of values are
compatible and occur in one memorial place, the set of values is enhanced and
contributes to the solidarity of the society. If dancing is an important national
expression of patriotism but, at the same time, is against (incompatible) symbolising

sentiments in war memorials, dancing at a site of a war memonal place could lead to

conflicts within that social system.

maintenance of int'crnal order; latency or pattern maintenance, the generation of sufficient motivation to perform
tasks™ (Abercrombie, 1988: 78).
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1.4 USE, MEANING AND VALUES

People communicate to objects by using them. ‘Use’ has various meanings in literature.
Architects and planners consider it as synonymous with ‘function’. In this research use
does not mean function because function does not necessarily indicate the use of an
object. Furthermore, according to Rapoport, the term function is disassociated from
cultural meanings. He pointed out that it should be distinguished between four aspects

of activities:

the activity itself, how it is carried out, the way it is associated with other activities
into activity systems, and the meaning of the activity. Typically, “function” has
been identified only with the first-the manifest or instrumental aspects of activities.

(Rapoport, 1988: 318)

Since cultural values and meanings always influence people’s daily uses of objects,
using the term function instead of use could be misleading. Therefore the term function
in this research will be mentioned only to refer to the role of objects, 1.e. to say, for

example, symbolic function rather than symbolic role.

The primary reason for inventing objects (except

S@.ﬂ!&.
objects for art purposes) is to serve people’s utilitarian <
~| Form
use, such as moving, dressing, cooking, eating, @Q !

sleeping and dwelling.  Francescato argued that

“communication relies on use, that meaning stems  Figure 1.1 - The compaubility of
form with use.

from use. And, of course, use- that 1s “to house”, not

“to communicate” - is the original reason for building houses in the first place”
(Francescato, 1993: 41). Petroski also confirmed that “every artifact i1s somewhat
wanting in its function, and this is what drives its evolution™ (Petroski, 1993: 22).
Therefore using an object to meet a utilitarian need is the first force that shapes form

(Figure 1.1). The object at this stage will be called in this research as a practical object.

As time passes and people use objects, these objects change to meet, in addition to
utilitarian uses, cultural needs. Continuous communication updates objects to keep up
with the dynamic and changing cultural needs of users (Studer, 1993). Barthes, cited by
Francescato (1993), described how the process of using an object becomes an act of
communication through time. If a newly invented object was found to be useful, in

order for its usefulness to spread among people, it must have some signs to be identified

with in relation to its function. These signs accumulate and may not only inform users

10
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of how the object should be used, but also inform them of how important the object or

its owner is in the society.

There are three symbolic means through which culture is transmitted, language, actions
and objects. The flag is an object that symbolises a country and saluting is an action
that symbolises loyalty to the country (Hicks, 1994). What concern us here are uses and
objects that relate to everyday home environments. Dismantling of the symbolic role of

the physical environment into three levels should help here, Rapoport (1988). The three

levels are:

1) “High-level” meaning related to cosmologies, cultural schemata, world views, the

sacred.

2) “Middle-level” meanings related to identity, status, wealth and power.

3) “Low-level” meanings related to everyday activities such as seating arrangements
and physical boundaries and a like, which communicate to users how to perform their

activities in respect to certain values such as privacy.

Hick’s example of the flag and saluting are categorised in what Rapoport considers
high-level of meaning. The low and middle levels of meaning relate to our st&dy more
than the high-level of meaning.* Objects that convey identity of social status, power,
and wealth are considered in the middle-level. Objects that support uses which are

influenced by values are considered in the low-level.

Therefore the function of an object in cultural transmission and continuation will be

related to its ability to:

1) symbolise or identify someone or something else, such as wealth, status and power

(middle-level);

2) and support or hinder a value of an activity, such as privacy (low-level).

* Therefore the high-level of meaning will not be considered in this study.

11
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1.5 SYMBOLIC OBJECTS
It has been already pointed out in this chapter that practical objects may gain symbolic

functions after being used. We need to discuss in more detail how this process takes
place. Gombrich (1992) explained that it is man’s nature to exercise his power over
objects. It is as if plain objects (practical) invite man to modify, articulate decorate
them. Decoration may start with parts that need to be seen more frequently for
utilitartan function. Speaking about a Spanish box
(Figure 1.2) Gombrich stated that “What we need for
visual comfort, however, iIs to gain- an easy grasp

(mental or physical) of the way a thing is put together.

We want to see where the lid begins or where the vessel

o AN

can be held” (Gombrich, 1992: 165). Thus the handle is Figure _2 — A Spanish box

accentuated to attract the attention of people’s eyes to Source: Gombrich, 1992: 163.

ease the use of the box. Another function of accentuation 1s the visual comfort. To
achieve this comfort people accentuate objects in spaces or parts of objects according to
what Gombrich called ‘structural articulation’. The edge of the Spanish box lid is
decorated more than other parts to differentiate it from the body of the qu.

The function of decorating objects 1s not limited to visual comfort and structural
articulation. “There are many examples in the history of decorative art in which
structural articulation leads to further ornamental articulation without our being able to
say exactly where one ends and the other begins” (Gombrich, 1992: 165). What drives
objects for further decoration is people’s nature to express their identity through objects.
The function of a door 1s to let people pass from one place to another (utilitanian).
Doors were accentuated (Figure 1.3) by decoration to inform visitors that this is the
opening from which the domain of the occupier is accessible. As time passes and gates
are seen more frequently than other objects, they become means to communicate the
occupier’s status (identity) (Figure 1.4). Similarly here it could be impossible to

determine when the door gained the additional role of conveying its owner’s identity.

12
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Objects that are accentuated by their owners and

seen by others, such as doors of houses, convey
owner’s identity, even 1f he does not intend to,
because “it 1s the nature of the human mind to

impose order on the world by working through

form” (Rapoport. 1990: 83). It is inevitable that

people consciously or unconsciously define others
Figure 1.3 — A decorated gate of one

to know how to deal and behave with them. of the traditional houses in Jeddah.

' o : Pesce, 1977: .
Reciprocally people would be keen to represent ouroe: S, 1975 189

themselves as they wanted and not to be misunderstood or categorised in a social status

different from what they wanted to appear. Therefore it 1s an essential assumption in
semiotics that cultures have underlying structures and that the signs are manifestations
of them (Feldman, 1995). Based on the previous discussion, accentuated objects that
are seen by people towards whom the owner observe maintaining an identity, for

example guests, inevitably represent him. These objects are called symbolic in this

research.’

1.6 VIRTUOUS OBJECTS

Eating differs from one culture to another even though it 1s S 2
universal and biological. A key factor in these differences @Q 5;
is the differences of cultural values that influence the way @
people eat. For example, some Muslims believe that eating Figure 1.4 — The

compatibility of form is

on the floor 1s an act of respect to food, which 1s a bounty g -~
with utility and identity.

of Allah. Some also believe that eating in groups increase

the latent blessing of Allah on food. These values, after frequent use of utensils,
eventually shaped the form of these utensils. Some Muslims spread on the floor a sheet

of cloth or plastic on which large plates are arranged.

> It should be noted here that it is not part of this research to find out what sort of identity these objects stand for, i.e.
status, income, personality, etc.



Chapter | The Influence of Use and Meaning on Form

Reciprocally there 1s a relative dependence of cultural values on the form of objects
even though these values have been key factors in shaping these objects. Utensils began
as practical objects, 1.e. fulfilling a utilitarian use, and
now they support the continuation of cultural values.

Utensils maintain the sense of a group, the relationship

between the members of the group and the meaning that

Figure 1.5 - The
compatibility of form with
cultural values.

users value food differently from other cultures (Figure

1.5). In describing such objects 1n this research, they will

be called virtuous objects.

1.7 A MODEL OF OBJECT’S GROWTH

Before discussing some examples that should explore the function of objects in cultural
continuation describing a model (Figure 1.6), which has been developed by the
researcher to trace the range of possible relationships among the interacting

constituents, utility, values, 1dentity and form, during the development of objects,

should be helpftul.

e Stage | (no compatibility) 1s when objects are not used and do not mean anything to
people, for example a rock 1n the desert.
e Stage 2 (low compatibility) is when the form of an object is mainly influenced by

and maintains a utilitarian activity with no regard to user’s values, for example a

computer diskette.
e Stage 3 (high compatibility) 1s when:
a. the form of an object 1s influenced by and maintains use driven by cultural
value, for example narrow alleys in traditional [slamic cities; or
b. the form of an object 1s influenced by and maintains the utilitarian use and

stands for something or someone else, 1.e. conveys users’ identity, for example

decorated knives and forks.

Objects’ forms in these two stages play an important function in cultural continuity.

e Stage 4 (very high compatibility) is when the form of an object is highly compatible
and fulfils all functions of A and B in Stages 3. The object’s form in this stage plays

a very important role in cultural continuity.

14
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e Stage 5 (low compatibility) is when the form of an object is mainly symbolic and
influenced by and maintains users’ identity and does not meet any utilitarian use, for
example neck ties and paintings.

e Stage 6 (incompatibility) 1s when the form of an object 1s influenced by and

. maintains users’ identity but impractical, i.e. hinders the survival of utilitarian uses,
for example headgear in the Arabian Peninsula.

e Stage 7 (incompatibility) is when an object’s form 1s influenced by and maintains

users’ identity but hinders the survival of an activity that is driven by value.
e Stage 8 (high incompatibility) is when an object’s form does not stand for anything

and 1s not used.

e Stage 9 is when the object is abandoned, for example headgear in some countries

such as Turkey, Egypt and Syna.

It is not necessary that when objects develop they go through all stages. Some objects
may jump from Stage 2 to Stage 6. Some may start at Stage 3A. Some may start at
Stage 2 and never transfer to another stage. It is not necessary also that if the form of an
object is categorised to be in Stage 5, for example, that it is never used. It could be used
rarely, and the primary reason for its possession is to express identity. The following
seven examples (minarets, headgear, forks, wedding cakes, Bedouin utensils, women’s

veils, and military uniforms) should illustrate the model.
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Levels of
Compatibility

A useless object
{ . | Form |
Compatibility
9 Low An object invented or g
Compatibility adopted to support a B
utilitarian use .1

Relationships

High
3 Compatibility Values
The form supports cultural values The form supports
utilitarian use and 1dentity

4 Very High The form supports cultural

Compatibility values and users' identity
g Low The form supports users’

Compatibility identity only

The form supports

b Incompatibility identity but against usc

The form supports 1dentity

7 Incompatibility but against users' values.
High The form docs not support
8 |ncompatibility identity and against use
9 Abandoned The object has to be abandoned m

Direct | Maintains Hinders

[nfluence - the Survival 7 the Survival

Figure 1.6 — The model of compatibility. (For ease of reference an additional copy of this
figure is on the last page of the document).
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1.7.1 Example 1: Minarets

The form of minarets passed through stages of relationships with use and meaning.
First 1t was established to allow a man to call for prayers (use driven by a religious
value) from a high location so that as many people as possible could be informed about

the introduction of prayer time. It was established to meet a use that has a value.
Mosques and their minarets were simple and plain. On top of the minaret was a

platform from which the prayer caller calls. At this stage minarets were virtuous, i.e.

compatible with a religious value.

Since the beginning of the Umayyad Muslim empire, in 661 AD, mosques have been
influenced by Roman and Persian architecture. Minarets in particular have attracted
more attention. This was reflected by their increasing ornamentation. At this stage
(Stage 4) minarets reached to a high level of compatibility. They were compatible with
a religious value and Muslims’ identity. Mosques, minarets in particular, were used to

fulfil a religious obligation and to convey that religion was important in people’s life.

Now in regard to informing people about the introduction
of prayer time, prayer callers do not need minarets because
loud speakers magnify the human voice and inform more
people. Even though a long column equipped with loud

speakers could replace the utilitarian use of minarets,

platforms and decoration are still important elements on

minarets’ forms (Figure 1.7). Minarets’ forms in regard to Figure 1.7 — The Corniche
: S O : Mosque minaret (1980s) and
their utilitarian function are not necessary after the the Hanfi mosque minaret

introduction of loud speakers. Minarets reached to a stage (1732) in Jeddah.

where their forms are mainly influenced by religious

identity (Stage 5).

[f the non-utilitarian forms, platforms and decorations, hinder utilitarian uses, this
means that minarets reached to Stage 6, i1.e. became incompatible. [f these non-
utilitarian forms no longer have symbolic functions and simultaneously against
utilitarian uses or cultural values this means that they are highly incompatible (Stage 7

& 8), which will lead to their abandonment (Stage 9).
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1.7.2 Example 2: Male Headgear

Headgear® (Figure 1.8)" i1s part of the formal

costume in the Arabian Peninsula. It is very = ”“"";/K
compatible with desert weather. By putting its : Heau Circle C)\

centre on top of the head, the triangular *

headcloth will have two ends large enough to  Figure 1.8 — Components of a headgear
wind about the face in case of sandy winds. It

also protects the head and the neck from the scorching sun and works as an insulation
by trapping air within its folds, allowing the wearer to retain moisture and a bearable
temperature (Ross, 1994). Thus the function of the headgear was utilitarian (Stage 2).
Now even though people move around the city in air-conditioned cars and all streets are
paved which diminishes the amount of sand on the air, men still wear headgear

whenever they leave their houses.

A strong reason for the survival of the headgear in Arabia is its flexibility to express
different meanings such as young vs. old, formal vs. informal, rich vs. poor, and active
vs. lazy. It also enhances men’s appearance by giving them different options which best

suits their faces and personalities (Figure 1.9). After being practical, headgear has now

become only symbolic.

Keeping the headgear in the desired position needs relatively continuous attention from
the wearer. It also needs to be taken off and replaced before and after each purification,
which includes wiping the head with water, before Muslims five daily prayers.

Headgear maintains identity but hinders freedom of movement. Theretore headgear in

the Arabian Peninsula is considered in Stage 6.

6 . a

[t is beyond the scope of this research to identify when headgear was first developed historically. However, wearing
something on the head has been common in most pre-modern cultures. North American Indians wore birds’ feathers,
Pharaohs wore headdresses, men in the Middle East and India wore turbans. These different forms of headgear vary

in their utilitarian and symbolic functions. For example, the North American Indians’ birds feathers seems symbolic
rather than utilitarian, whereas the Arabian headgear was initially utilitarian rather than symbolic.

" The headgear is composed of thr-;e parts, the skullcap, known as kufiyyah or tagiyyah, the headcloth, known as
ghutrah or shumsgh, and the head circlet, known as ‘igs/. The skullcap is made of white cotton and worn under the

headcloth. The headcloth is a large square cloth folded diagonally into half to form a triangle. The function of the
head circlet is to forbid the headcloth from slipping.
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This 1s not to say that if objects gain
meaning they inevitably lose their utilitarian
function. Objects may lose their utilitarian
function if other objects were introduced
and fulfil the same function more efficiently.

The headgear started as a practical object,

through time 1t has become symbolic.

Figure 1.9 - Some options for arranging

[t was the custom both in Iraq and Syria to
headgear

wear headgear, but now this has mostly been

abandoned (Stage 9). Why was wearing headgear abandoned in these countries and not
in the Arabian Peninsula? The model shows that betore the object 1s abandoned, it goes
through an incompatible stages (Stage 6, 7 & 8). Unlike headgear in the Arabian
Peninsula, headgear in Iraq and Syna no longer fulfils men 1dentity, 1.e. reached to a
high level of incompatibility, and theretore was abandoned. As a result a complex

process of acculturation® through contacts with other cultures, men adopted different

ways of expressing identity.

1.7.3 Example 3: Forks

Due to the need for hunting, cutting meat and cooking, sharp flints and long and sharp
pointed sticks were invented by prehistoric people. After the discovery of iron and

bronze, from the sharp-edged flint for cutting and sharp-pointed stick for spearing
evolved the sharp edged and pointed knife which was used for both functions. This

knife has been used widely for centuries as a tool, weapon, cooking and dining utensil.
As a dining utensil it was efficient in cutting, but not in holding the food, especially
meat. There was a need to have a knife with two tines instead of one to prevent meat
from rotating during cutting. This led to the development of forks. With the
introduction of the fork as an efficient holder of food, the pointed knife disappeared
from dining tables. The two tines of the fork had to be some distance apart in order to
prevent the meat from rotating, and because small loose pieces of food slipped through

the space between the tines and thus could not be picked up, the three tined fork was

Acculturation is “... the process by which important changes take place in a culture as the result of contact with

another culture” (Hicks 1994: 47).
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developed. More tines were added and forks of five and even six tines were introduced.
However those with five and six tines forks were too wide for peoples mouths and

therefore, the four tined fork has become the standard (Petroski, 1993).

[n Petroski’s description of forks’ evolution, it is noticed that using knives in a more
complex way led to the development of forks and, as a result, the disappearance of the
sharp edged and pointed knives. During this development, utilitarian use was the main
force controlling form (Stage 3A). The fork is considered to be in Stage 3A and not 2
because the use of dining utensils is influenced by cultural values. In other cultures
chopsticks or fingers are used instead. The origin of chopsticks came about because
people in the Far East used to eat as groups from large pots. They had to use long sticks
instead of fingers to pick up the food because food in large pots keeps its heat for a long
time (Petroski, 1993). Even though they may not eat in groups today, they still use
chopsticks. On the other hand, some Arabs consider eating with utensils and not fingers

to be disrespectful to the food, which is a bounty from Allah.

There were early indications that utensils were decorated (Figure 1.10). The decoration
of edged and pointed knifes did not hinder their performance. In modern times, many
silverware patterns are made for fashion rather than utilitarian purposes. Some
silverware patterns are highly engraved and used for dining as well as tor displaying the
status of their owners. Some others go so far in rounding and tapering the tines that is
almost impossible to pick up food. The expression of owner’s identity controls the form

in some contemporary silverware and hinders their use (Stage 6).

When silverware serves use, which 1s driven by

Western cultural values, and conveys identity, it 1s

considered highly compatible, Stage 4. The same Figure 1.10 - A decorated thousand year
old Saxon edged-pointed knife

SilVerWare 1S not ConSidered h.lghly Compatible lf Source: Petroski, 1993: 5.
used in the Arabian culture because fingers have

been the compatible tools for eating for centuries. Many Arabs now may not sense the
values that originally drove eating with fingers, and many Chinese now may not sense

the values that originally drove eating with chopsticks. Therefore there is not an
incompatibility between eating with knives and forks and contemporary cultural values.

Forks are considered in Stage 2, or Stage 3B if they are decorated to convey identity.
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1.7.4 Example 4: Wedding Cakes

Charsley (1992) argued that wedding cakes started to meet a utilitarian function, to be
eaten at the wedding party (Stage 2). Through time, wedding cakes gained so strong an
attention equal to that directed to the bride. Wedding cakes have become with two or
more tiers,’ thick icing and decoration. The thick icing and decoration have made them
difficult to be cut and eaten. The form is determined by the display function and

hinders eating (Stage 6). The form maintains the survival of the identity of the bride’s

and groom’s families and 1s against the utilitarian function. Charsley concluded that:

use may therefore affect form where very basic human motivations are involved,
but more commonly it is in the opposite direction that causation works here: forms
suggest possibilities for use. (Charsley, 1992: 120)

Thus utilitarian use initiates meaning on form which may not eventually support the
original utilitarian use. The object develops a new cultural function in the society. This
change continues as long as the user 1s using the object. Once the user, for any reason,
stops using the object which still has a symbolic function, 1t becomes a symbol as the

case of conserved old monuments, such as old mosques and churches, and in an extreme

case, the pyramids (Stage 5).

1.7.5 Example 5: Bedouin Utensils

The Bedouin utensils are good examples through which to explore the development of
objects in a culture relatively 1solated from external forces for centuries. This has given

plenty of time for the different constituents of the Bedouin social environment to

communicate and maintain the survival of each other.

Due to their harsh weather, deserts are usually low

populated. This has led the Bedouin to move in groups §

as tribes to protect themselves from strangers while
searching for water. This constant movement in a

harsh dangerous environment has made hospitality  Figure 1.11 - Dallah and fanajeel.
towards guests highly valued (Al-Rabaiah, 1974). The

? One of the reasons for the number of tiers could be due to the need to increase the size of the cake so that what is
left from the party could be sent to those who could not attend.
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guest area in the tent is always open and directed to have full shade. Once a guest

enters the tent, the host starts preparing the Arabic coffee.

A dug out shallow hole, wujar, where the open fire sits is the centre around which
coffee is prepared. The preparation of coffee starts by placing a set of three coffee pots,
dallah (Figure 1.11), next to the open fire. The host pours the coffee beans onto a
shallow long-handled iron pan, mahmasa, which he hold just above the flames. When
the beans are roasted they are left to cool before being pulverised with a pestle in a
mortar called mahbash or najr (Beaumont, 1994; Dickson, 1949). Pounding the coffee
beans 1s an important part of the preparation. The host should pound not only to
pulverise the beans but also to amuse his guest with the musical rhythm of the pounding
(Beaumont, 1994). The musical sound is also considered to be an invitation for the
host’s neighbours to come and join the occasion (Al-Dajani, 1994). Pounding the
coffee beans has become an expression of hospitality. A Bedouin sheikh, experienced
financial hardship and was forced to sell his iron mortar and replace it with a wooden
one, which did not produce as loud a sound as the iron one. He, then, wrote a poem
describing his sadness at the loss of his ability to invite his neighbours by pounding and
thus express his hospitality (Al-Youm, 1996). The iron mortar contributed to the
survival of the user’s expression of hospitality (Stage 3A). |

The freshly ground coftee 1s added to the largest of the three dallahs and boiled.
Meanwhile cardamom seeds are pulverised and added into the second dallah. The
second dallah is then filled with the boiled coffee. Finally, the coffee is poured into the
third dallah which is the most engraved and shiny one. Starting with the most

important guest, the host serves all the men.

The long distances between Bedouin camps, the dangerous environment, and the harsh
weather have made men, and not women, responsible for buying goods and moving
around to inquire about good pasturelands. It is also forbidden in Islam for women to
travel alone without a closely related adult male. Therefore men who have been doing
this task through centuries became like newsagents and storytellers. Because it is
important to pay close attention to the person talking, it was necessary not to disturb
him by any way. If every guest were to say “no more coffee” to the host, this would
disturb the speaker. Therefore, an interesting way of expressing “no more coffee” was

developed. If a guest wishes to refuse more coffee, he must jiggle his empty cup, finjal,
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from side to side, indicating to the host that he has had enough. It is considered a

violation of Bedouin etiquette to express sufficiency verbally.

The form of dallah is good for boiling the coffee on a fire or live coals and also for
serving. The base of the dallah is wide to collect as much heat as possible while the
handle 1s high to protect the hand of the host. The handle is not on top of the dallak
because the pulverised coffee beans need to be added inside the dallah and stirred which

is done through the top cover. The pouring spout is long with a narrow end because the

Bedouin coffee cup finjal 1s very small. If the spout end were wide, the coffee would

easily splash out of the finjal.

The reason the finjal is very small may be due to the need to keep the served coffee hot
at all times. If the finjal was as big as the modern cup, the coffee would get cold more
quickly. A second reason might be due to the length of time necessary to prepare large
amounts of coffee simultaneously. Usually Bedouin guests come in groups. The

quantity of coffee would not be adequate to serve guests with modern cups.

A third reason could be to express the hospitality of the host by giving the expression
that he is always busy replenishing the coffee, standing all the time and going backward
and forward to refill the little fanagjeel (plural of finjal). It is considered a viorlation of
Bedouins’ etiquette if the host fills the finjal right up. The finjal should be filled not
more than a quarter full. This etiquette increases the number of fills per guest. The least
a guest should drink is three fills. To accept less than three refills is considered an

1insult to the host.

The continuous movement from one side of the tent to
another to replenish the little fangjeel and to serve (
newcomers quickly led to the development of a unique r'

way of holding and filling them (Figure 1.12). Even é} ,

though, the host may have to serve many visitors

simultaneously, trays are not used for serving. When _ |
Figure 1.12 - Holding many

the number of guests 1s high, the host holds in his right  fanajeel with one hand while
pouring coffee

hand as many fanajeel as possible" and pours the coffee

0 An expert of serving Arabian coffee, Mr. Bakhit (62 years old), was proud that he had never heard of anyone apart
from himself who could carry thirty fanajeel in his right hand (Okaz, 1995).
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in front of each guest. Carrying the empty fanajeel on top of each other has been a

strong reason that they were made without handles.

The frequent movements backward and

forward during serving coffee and the need

to have as little furniture as possible have

led Bedouins not to use tables (Figure 1.13).

Since there are no tables, and the ground

Figure 1.13 - Serving Arabic coffee in

beneath the rug 1s usually not flat, the small o Bindioitis 4da

size of the finjal’s base and 1ts wide top

leaves no options to the guest other than holding 1t.

The mortar, dallah and finjal are practical and virtuous, 1.e. compatible with uses
through which the host expresses his hospitality. This represents Stage 3A where

compatibility 1s high.

One of the incompatible objects in the
Bedouin social environment 1s a two metre
diameter dish used on special occasions (Al-
Dajani, 1994; Weir, 1990). As mentioned
above, hospitality has always been a strong
means for Bedouin to express themselves to

others. One way by which Bedouins

express hospitality is to slaughter a large

Figure 1.14 — Bedouin men eating from a
number of sheep and serve them two metre plate.

Source: Weir, 1990:27.

simultaneously (Figure 1.14). The need to

express their hospitality has led some Bedouin to develop these huge dishes even
though their large size and heavy weight cause problems while travelling (Stage 6). If

one day the Bedouin find another way of expressing their hospitality (Stage 8), the huge
dishes will be abandoned (Stage 9).

The curtain which divides the men’s section from the women’s section is beautifully

decorated most frequently on the men’s side. Unlike the men’s section, the women’s
section 1s more practical and less symbolic. Cooking utensils. heavy baggage of rice.

flour, dates, salt, sugar, quilts, water-skins, looms and many other tools which support
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the daily activities of Bedouin life are all located within and around the women'’s

section (Dickson, 1949).

1.7.6 Example 6: Bedouin Women’s Veils

The function of a woman'’s velil is to hide her face from the sight of unrelated relative
men." Looking at a woman without necessity is prohibited for unrelated adult male
relatives in [slam. Thus the veil is supposed to fulfil this religious value. It should be

simple not to hinder women from fulfilling their daily chores. The veil started in Stage

3A of compatibility where wearing the veil means that looking at women faces is

prohibited (value).
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Figure 1.15 - Bedouin women wearing veils that differs in practicality and symbolism.
Source: a sketch based on a picture from Mauger, nd.
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The function of the woman’s veil in Bedouin culture seems more than meeting this
religious value (Figure 1.15). Through time and frequent use the form of some Bedouin

veils has become a means to express a message which could be of social status, wealth,

tribe, etc. (Stage 4).

This additional symbolic function, which attracts the eyes’ attention, contradicts the
primary function of the vell, to deter the visual intrusion of unrelated men. This is a
strong indication that objects that are located in a frequently seen location are most

probably used to communicate identity.

"' In regard to the _Islamic teaching about the veil, Muslim scholars are divided in their interpretations of the Koranic
verses and the saying of the prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). Some argue that women are obligated to
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1.7.7 Example 7: Military Uniforms

Koenig, cited by Gombrich (1992), stressed that objects’ functions change from
practical to display. The onginal lining of military uniforms (Figure 1.16) to prevent
buttonholes from tearing was gradually spread with patterns over the whole tunic. The

extreme examples of these uniforms were eventually unsuitable for combat, he

concluded.

Many of the teatures of uniform which appear to serve
purely decorative purposes owe their origin to very practical
considerations in earlier warfare. The splendid ceremonial
uniforms of prekhaki days with all their gold braid and their
shining buttons can be seen as the deposits of a long
development which transtormed a utilitarian outfit into a
ritualistic object. (Gombrich, 1992: 227)

This last example confirms objects are needed first for their

practicality. After using them they may become symbolic

and eventually hinder the utilitarian use. Furthermore the

Figure 1.16 — Develop-
ments in military uniforms.

ceremonies. They were to be seen and convey messages of  Source: Gombrich, 1992:
228

reason that they were developed 1s that they were dressed in

pride or different military ranks.

1.8 DISCUSSION

Before proceeding into the following chapters, we need to exclude some of the

irrelevant meanings of identity in this

g .
".i.,;t '
*.'J‘l‘:j

;-'“"‘, : ,

research. An object, space or a bult

environment could have an 1dentity by
repeated patterns of forms (Alexander, 1979)
even if these forms are only practical. For
example when a street post lamp 1s repeated in

a space (Figure 1.17) the space will be

identified with this pattern of repetition. The Figure 1.17 — View of a main street in
_ ‘ . : : Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.
identity that concerns us 1n this research 1s not Source: Stacy International, 1991: 106,

perceived images as a result of repeated

cover their hair and bodies in front of unrelated men, other scholars, especially of Saudi Arabia, argue that women'’s
faces must be covered too.
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patterns. It is limited to images that people perceive about others when they see their

objects and spaces.

It was mentioned at the beginning of this chapter that system theories are influenced by
biological science. However it is not possible to verify whether a social system is in
equilibrium, as biological scientists try to do, for at least two reasons. First as Altman,

in a dialectical analysis of home environments, said:

.. » we do not assume that social systems strive toward perfectly “balanced”
relationships between individual and societal forces. A great range of possible
relationships exist, any of which may be quite viable, as long as some amount of
both oppositional processes exists in the system. (Altman, 1981: 287)

In other words, there could be endless forms of equilibrium of social systems, the same
as the case in biology where there are endless different forms of living organisms that
are in equilibrium. Since there is no fixed form of equilibrium, it is difficult to verify

whether or not a social system is in equilibrium.

Second, it is possible in biological science to determine whether a living organism is in
equilibrium because biology deals with physiological forces that can be measured. In
social systems, as Tumer pointed out “Quantitative methods cannot descrjbe the
relationships between things, people and nature- which is just where experience and
human values lie” (Turner, 1982: 62). In a social system where constituents include
users’ values and meanings, it is impossible to measure levels of values and meanings
of forms and consequently claim that the social system has reached a certain level of

equilibrium. Therefore verifying whether or not a social environment is in equilibrium

is not considered in this study.

The objects discussed above have been shaped through time to maintain the survival of
not only utilitarian needs, which were the primary reason for their invention or
adoption, but also the survival of values and identity of whom they represent. There is a

cultural process that develops the morphology of some obj ects towards greater

compatibility with people’s values and identity.

When time passes and more useful objects are invented, some of the already existing
objects may lose their utilitarian significance, yet still they survive because of their
symbolism. Men in the Arabian Peninsula, for example, have not suddenly abandoned

headgear just because it 1s not compatible with free movement or the new climate
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provided by air-conditioning units. Although men’s headgear is impractical, it fulfils an
important symbolic function (Stage 6). Men still depend on headgear to express
themselves. As long as they do so, the headgear will exist until other objects or means,
hairstyle for example, fulfil the symbolic function of headgear. People are not willing
to abandon objects just because they do not meet utilitanian needs. The identity that

people need to convey to others is a strong cultural reason for the existence of objects."

The question here is why some objects become means of expression and others remain
utilitarian. In the beginning of this éhapter, it was that to achieve a visual comfort ‘we
have to g