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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to explore the design of the contemporary Kuwaiti home to
determine if it meets the needs of the contemporary Kuwaiti women in terms of privacy, social
interaction, and aesthetic preferences, as well as connection to the past. To this end, a case study
was conducted in a Kuwaiti house which included architectural and interior elements common in
contemporary Kuwaiti homes. The research techniques of observation, visual documentation,
and interview were used to explore how the home was used, with specific focus on three
historical architectural features including the guest salon, the screen, and the courtyard. This
exploration revealed that modern design failed to respond to meet many of the Kuwaiti women's
needs for privacy, contact with nature, free movement within the home, and social interaction
with family members. The study offers design recommendations that better meet the needs of
Kuwaiti women in their homes.



Figure 4.12. A hallway separating two opened salons.

This photograph of the women's reception area shows an open double salon
that is designed to allow a lower degree of separation between female and male family
members. It is common within private homes in Kuwait for women to sit in a mixed
gender grouping of close relatives as long as they wear the veil. Extended family such
as sisters, sister's husbands, brothers, brother's wives, nephews, and nieces can be
received in the women's quarters. Female family visitors group in one side of the
salon while the male family visitors sit separately in the other half. A hallway
separates the two opened salons. For total gender separation, as required of those who
are not close relatives, the men sit in the male salon in the basement while women

occupy these reception quarters on the first floor.
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Figure 4.14. Another view of the living area of the family.
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Figure 4.15. One of reception salons.
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Figure 4.17. Another view of the second salon.

Generally, Kuwaitis give great attention to the decoration of the salon as an
expression of hospitality and the social status of the homeowners. In this house, the
furniture in the two reception areas cost approximately $25,000. Small rugs are
scattered on polished granite flooring. Different furniture and the accessories such as
fabrics, lighting fixtures, chandeliers, pictures, interior plants, and glassware are all
carefully selected by Mrs. Adalah. The decoration reflects the personal taste of the
lady of the house and demonstrates foreign influence on Kuwaiti interiors. The
pictures above show several styles of furnishing that borrow from other cultures. The
favorite seating area of visitors is shown in figure 4.16. It can accommodate a greater
number of people comfortably and the sections can be easily moved to various

positions.
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Figure 4.18. Sinks outside the restroom.

Most of the time there are more than 20 guests at the female salon. Two sinks
are located in front of the rest room, adjacent to the female salon to accommodate the
intensive use of the facilities. The guests need a sink to wash their hands before and
after dining and a mirror to fix their make up and hair after removing their veils.

Perfumes, tissues, soaps, towels are provided for guests.
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Figure 4.19. A door separating the reception area from the family quarters.

The guests™ salons are located in the front portion of the home and facing the
front yard for visitor accessibility. The family living area, dining area, restroom,
kitchen, and staircase leading to the second floor are placed behind the visitors'
quarters to maintain the privacy of the family. A door separates the reception quarters
which includes two salons, a restroom, two sinks, and a guest bedroom, from the
family spaces on the first floor. This space planning isolates the family area as if the

house is built for guests instead of the owners.
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Figure 4.21. Living area

Pictures above show the dining area adjacent to the living area. This dining
area was originally included in the kitchen. During remodeling, a wall separating the
dining area from the living area was removed and another wall was constructed to
separate dining and cooking areas. Because most female gatherings exceed the
amount of seating in the official dining room, this modification was required to
accommodate them. These dining and living spaces were intended for the daily use of
the family; however, they are both utilized for dining when a large group of guests
attends. Tables are moved along the walls of the dining area to serve as a buffet.
Guests carry their plates from the dining room and sit on the rug area in the living
salon. In the past, most Kuwaitis were accustomed to sitting on the floor eating and
sharing the same serving tray. This style of dining is still practiced, however, the
younger generation of women often prefer eating from individual plates in a more

western manner.
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Figure 4.23. Guests around trays of food.

Since women refused to have their pictures taken while eating, this is a
photograph of men dining to illustrate the traditional posture of eating on the floor
from a communal serving dish. Guests form groups around trays of food. Sharing the
same serving tray is a dining practice that takes a place in the men's salon more than
in the women's because women are beginning to prefer a greater choice of selection in

food, such as green salad instead of traditional dishes.
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Figure 4.24. Inside the male salon, the diwania.

When sitting on carpet to dine, the plastic sheet is helpful to keep the floor
clean. It substitutes for the dining table and the serving table in the middle of seating
areas. The plastic sheet is used in the diwania to be able to serve tea and coffee for the

guests. At dinner time, a bigger sheet is rolled out to eat upon.
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Figure 4.25. Socializing in the Diwania.

Figure 4.27. Playing cards in the Diwania
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Figure 4.28. Less formal sitting inside the male salon.

These pictures illustrate the different priorities between women and men in the
reception areas. Kuwaiti men sit on couches in formal male gatherings, but carpet
flooring is quite satisfactory to them when less formal sitting is preferred. Men like to
freely cluster in groups inside the diwania for several entertainment activities such as
playing cards, discussing politics, joking and watching television. The carpet allows
easy group formation and many comfortable positions of sitting. In addition, the host
usually provides a big screen television in the diwania whereas most of the women's
salons lack this. In contrast with men's preferences, the women are much more likely
to want space with more elegance in the furniture and accessories in their gathering
spaces. Mazumdar & Mazumdar (1999) elaborated on the gender based perception of

space:

Males cherish objects of action ...whereas women prefer object
of contemplation on. Specific objects which have special
meaning to men are T.V., stereo sets, sports equipment, vehicles
and trophies. Females more often mention photographs,

sculptures, plants, plates, glass and textiles (p.160).
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Figure 4.29. The front entrance of the male salon.

This picture emphasizes the influence of gender on the house design. The
glazed but not screened entrance of the diwania in the basement allows the interior
spaces to be seen from the outside because visual privacy is not required for men.
Also of note is the pile of shoes out side the door. Kuwaitis do not wear their shoes on

carpeted floors so they take them off before entering.
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Interpretation

Although this case study can not be generalized to all Kuwaiti homes, it was
chosen because it is representative of many houses in contemporary Kuwait. Based on
my judgment as a Kuwaiti citizen, this house design possessed the common
architectural and interior features of many modern houses in Kuwait. In addition, |
have been a guest in many similarly designed houses and have lived in several as
well. Also, similar design styles are portrayed regularly on Kuwaiti television.

The case study aimed to identify the contemporary architectural and interior
features in Kuwaiti houses that have been influenced by the traditional home’s guest
salon, screen, and courtyard. In addition, new manifestations of these historical
features which include the porch, the window treatments, and the modern guest salon
will also be addressed. While visiting the Kuwaiti home used in this study,
photographing the interior, and interviewing the residents, | examined the interior
features that were influenced by the history and culture of Kuwait as well as the

modern adaptations of these elements.

Inquiry

Historically, Kuwaitis perceived home as the most private container for the
traditional roles carried out by their mothers, sisters, wives, and daughters. The design
of the traditional house nourishes the spiritual, human, and social needs of Kuwaiti
women. Traditionally, it was the private shelter where Kuwaiti women felt free to be
informal, remove their veil, and expose their beauty and elegance. The home was
central to raising children and performing domestic duties. It was the hub for female
productivity, including food preparation, tailoring, weaving, spinning, and
embroidery. It was the locale for most female gatherings and social interactions.
Consequently, the roles of Kuwaiti women impacted the design of the built
environment, resulting in the development of distinctive features which include the
courtyard, the screen, and the guest salon.

In the early 1950's, the distinctive personality of traditional building was
effaced by the arrival of modernization to Kuwait. Western architectural styles
dominated the design of the residential spaces replacing the traditional ones. With this
new architectural identity, the role of Kuwaiti women in shaping the home also

waned. These Western influenced designs did not often address the Kuwaiti women's
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needs because they were tailored to another culture. Therefore, this study questions
the suitability of modern house design in Kuwait.

To provide a context for the results of this study, findings will be evaluated in
term of answers to research questions. The central inquiry of this study was: Does the
design of the contemporary Kuwaiti home meet the evolving needs of Kuwaiti women
in terms of privacy, human and social interaction, aesthetic preferences, while at the
same time showing respect for the past?

In order to fully answer this central question, several supporting questions
were asked:

1. What features in contemporary Kuwaiti homes have been derived from the
traditional Kuwaiti home?

2. How have these contemporary homes been influenced by the culture, religion,
and history of Kuwait?

3. How are the areas designed for men different from those designed for women?

4. What specific design features support the women's need for privacy, while
allowing her to interact with her family and guests?

5. How have women impacted the interior design of the Kuwaiti home?

Interpretation of Case Study

This interpretation will evaluate whether the design of contemporary houses
are as responsive to Kuwaiti women's needs as traditional homes were. With
modernization, the traditional elements of the courtyard, the screen, and the guest
salon have been adapted and new elements including the porch, the window
treatments, and the modern guest salon have been added. The next section will
present the contrast between the old and new adaptations of these features.

The Courtyard House vs. the Non-Courtyard House. Relocating the
residents of the old towns in newly planned neighborhoods accelerated the loss of the
traditional building characteristics (Al bahar, 1985). Replacing the traditional
courtyard houses, non-courtyard houses, often with porches rather than courtyards,
became widespread in Kuwait (Al-Hussayen, 1995). In contrast with the courtyard
house where the interior spaces converge around the open space, in the non-courtyard
house, the open spaces such as porches, or setbacks, surround the interior spaces.
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The Screen vs. the Two-way Mirror and Curtain. The screens in the vernacular
houses provided privacy for the women, as well as serving as a decorative element
adding beauty to their surroundings (see figure 2.17, 2.18, 2.21, 2.22). This fixed and
permeable window treatment also allowed cool breezes to penetrate the interior,
regulated the humidity, and permitted some light to filter through. With
modernization came the technology that allowed for the adoption of air conditioning,
now considered essential in the severely hot climate of Kuwait. These screens were no
longer practical as window treatments and glazed windows became the solution. To
adapt the modern glazed windows to the privacy requirements of Kuwaiti women,
two-way mirror glass is currently used. This offers visual privacy and light during the
daytime. During the night, curtains in modern houses can be an efficient means of
providing privacy for women in their personal spaces. The purpose of curtains in the
guest salon is not only to preserve visual privacy for women, but also to enhance the
interior view. Homeowners personalize their front yards with green bushes and hedge

plants which offer seclusion and also serve as a means of establishing territory.

Traditional Guest Salon VS. Contemporary Guest Salon. Entertaining
neighbors, friends, and relatives is a deeply rooted tradition in Kuwait society. In
order to provide hospitality for guests while at the same time maintaining privacy for
the family, specially-designed guest-reception areas are prominent in traditional
Kuwaiti homes as well as in contemporary ones. While satisfying the privacy
demands of the family is highly valued, ensuring privacy for women in particular is
required. Separate female and male reception quarters are among the design features
that still exist. The design of the contemporary guest salons has changed. Some of
these changes include:

1. The location of the guest salons: the guests™ salons are usually located in front

of the main entrance and front yard for visitor accessibility. The family living,
dining and kitchen areas are located behind the visitors' quarters to maintain

the privacy of the family (see figure 4.30).
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Neighbors

Figure 4.30. The location of contemporary guest salon.

2. The guest entrance: Kuwaiti homes most often have an outer court area which

may be either paved or landscaped. Then, a main gate leads into a private front
yard. Because both female residents and female visitors require a high degree
of privacy, they share the same entrance. The front or main entrance to the
house leads to private spaces that include the female reception area and family
quarters. A service entrance is usually located around one side of the building
while the male-only salon or diwania is accessed through a separate side door.
The traffic to any of the three external doors flows through the inner yard (see
figure 4.31).
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Neighbors

SETBACK

FRONT ENTRANCE

OUTER YARD

Street

Figure 4.31. The traffic flow.

3. Decoration: A great deal of attention is given to the decoration of the guest
salon as an expression of hospitality and the social status of the homeowners.
In the past, large rugs covered the guest salon floors while in the contemporary
reception area, rugs are scattered on marble, granite, or ceramic tiles for
aesthetic reasons and for ease of maintenance. Carpet can be used in male
salons when less formal seating is desired. In contrast, the ladies of the house
are much more likely to want the female salon to be elegant. Their personal
taste is reflected in the carefully chosen furniture and accessories such as
lamps, sconces, chandeliers, pictures, interior plants, and glassware. Other
cultural styles influence these decorative items and furniture which are either
imported or designed and manufactured by foreign laborers.

4. The height of the seats: The female guests usually prefer sitting on chairs or

couches while male visitors like to sit on the floors, cushions, or low
upholstered benches. Men usually like less formality, gathering in small
groups to play cards, discuss politics, watch football, etc.
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5. Dining habits: Historically, family members sat in a group on the floor and ate
communally as shown in figure 4.32. Therefore, the living area or the
reception salon where the floors were covered with carpets and woven pieces,
was utilized for dining. In contrast, contemporary Kuwaiti houses contain a
special dining room with a large table and chairs to accommodate the modern
lifestyle. The traditional posture of eating on the floor from a communal
serving dish is practiced only in gathering spaces; this style of dining takes
place in the men's salon more often than in the women's. In the last decades,
women prefer eating on individual plates, allowing for greater choice of
selection in food, such as the now popular green salad beside the traditional
dishes. Since the number of female visitors often exceeds the amount of
seating, women carry their plates from the dining area and sit either on a

carpet or on the seating in the female quarter.

o

Figure4.32. The traditional posture of eating.
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6. Degree of segregation Contemporary Kuwaiti homes express a range of

attitudes about the issue of gender separation. Female and male visitors can be
totally divided into separate spaces or sit separately in one large salon, as
compared in figure 4.33. If complete gender separation is desired, the male
salon can be located in the basement while the female salon is on the first floor
so the women may be closer to the kitchen, or they could be two separate
rooms on the same floor. The family quarters are typically on the second floor,

which would not be an appropriate location for the salons.

Total separation Partial separation

Figure 4.33. Total vs. partial separation between female and male reception salons
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Discussion

After examining the home selected for this case study, and synthesizing those
findings with my years of living in Kuwait, | will now discuss the positive and
negative attributes of the typical contemporary Kuwaiti home. In my opinion, the
design of contemporary houses falls short of an ideal accommodation of Kuwaiti
women's needs. First, non-courtyard houses have failed to meet the Kuwaiti Muslim
women's need for privacy. The surrounding yard is exposed to the outsiders and
neighbors™ windows. The male visitors need to pass through the front yard to enter the
male guest salon. Consequently, the female members of the family do not feel free to
enjoy the outdoors because they feel exposed to male visitors and the public passing
by in the street.

Furthermore, a design in which the guest salons occupy the entire front of the
house relegates the family quarters behind them creating isolated spaces with no view
of nature because the design of the home typically puts all of the landscaping in the
front. Lack of contact with nature creates a sense of placelessness and makes people
feel as strangers in their own home (Kellert, 2005). In order to derive the benefit from
nature, people must have "access to place-based environmental and cultural contexts
marked by familiarity, access, and security” (Kellert, 2005, p.61).

Moreover, contemporary design does not include an efficient alternative to the
courtyard. The courtyard, private enclosed space open to the sky, brought a sense of
nature to the heart of the home. In addition, the central location interconnecting the
surrounding rooms gave women great flexibility and facilitated free movement
between their spaces—bedroom, living room, female guest salon, and kitchen. With
the adoption of air conditioning, the design was seen as impractical and fell into
disuse, and yet, no modern space accommodates the functions that the courtyard
served in the traditional house. Perhaps, the inclusion of an atrium or mezzanine in
modern design could begin to fulfill the functions of this ancient space.

In sum, modern design fails to respond to Kuwaiti women's needs for privacy,

contact with nature, free movement within the home, and social interaction with their
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family members. The following recommendations offers for improving the current

home design in Kuwait.

Recommendations

To better meet the needs of women, the design of the contemporary Kuwaiti home

should:
1.

Preserve the privacy of the female inhabitants throughout in the entire house
(except for the male salon) in a manner that allows them to freely move about
their space even when male strangers are present.

Accommodate the male salon with completely separate access, freeing up the
outdoor spaces for use by the women.

Provide beautiful landscaping around the home to connect the family with
nature.

Connect the female inhabitants with views of nature while maintaining their
privacy inside their house.

Screen the yard from the street by establishing landscaped borders to maintain
the privacy of the outdoors and the interiors on the ground level.

Include windows glazed with two-way mirror that allows the daylight to
penetrate all the spaces and present a visual barrier toward the public during
the day, as well as provide curtains and blinds for screening at night.

Situate the women's guest salon at the back of the house and the living and
dining areas at the front to maximize the natural view for the enjoyment of
female inhabitants and the family (Many Kuwaiti houses have green spaces in
the front only).

Interconnect the family space including living and dining areas and bedrooms
with a central open area such as an atrium or mezzanine to promote the social
interaction of the women with the rest of the family members and allow access
to nature.

Offer flexibility in accommodating a fluctuating number of diners; it is
common in Kuwait to invite from 20 to 40 people for a meal. To achieve this
level of hospitality, the design of the dining room should accommodate a
dining table with extension leaves and storage for the extra chairs. Otherwise,
carpet can be used in the guest salon to double as banquet seating.
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Conclusion

House design involves the union of the designer's vision and the needs of the
users to create a successful solution. The efficiency of design approaches in fully
accommodating the users' needs and desires is limited by the extent of the designer's
understanding of the unique position of women in Kuwaiti culture. Historically,
individuals who belonged to Kuwaiti culture designed and built the houses in Kuwait.
They tailored the physical environment to conform to the privacy needs and the social
roles of their mothers, wives, sisters, daughters. The house design was intended to
nourish the spiritual, human, and social needs of Kuwaiti women. The architecture
extended the private sphere of the textile veil, manifesting as the courtyard, the
screen, and the guest salon. These elements constituted an architectural veil that was
similar in function to their textile counterpart. Both preserved the intimate domains of
Kuwaiti women (body, home) while they were performing their social roles.

This equation has become somewhat unbalanced after the oil boom in 1936.
The government imported international experts to modernize Kuwait city. Most of the
Western and Arabic architects sought architectural solutions with more modern
attributes which were dominating Western buildings. They introduced innovative
design concepts, and technologies like air conditioning. In contrast with the
conventional courtyard house where the interior spaces converge around open space,
in the new house, the open spaces, or setbacks, surround the interior spaces. Modern
window treatments manifest as two-way mirror window glazing and curtains,
replacing the traditional screens. Guest salons are now accessed, positioned,
decorated, and enclosed differently than in the past.

These Western influenced designs have not often addressed the Kuwaiti
women's needs because they were derived from another culture. First, the non-
courtyard house offers less privacy out of doors. The porch is the modern equivalent
of the courtyard. The female members of the family do not feel free to enjoy this
space where they are exposed to male visitors and the public passing by in the street.
In addition, a design in which the guest salons occupy the entire front of the house
relegates the family quarters behind them creating isolated spaces with no view of
nature. On the other hand, modernization has not been entirely negative for Kuwaiti

women. Most people in Kuwait agree that life without air conditioning is unbearable.
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Thus, filtering screens became no longer practical as window treatments. Two-way
mirror glazing allows for climate control and yet satisfies the privacy needs of users.
In sum, Kuwaiti women's privacy, human, and social demands is the constant
in this equation and the cultural sensitivity of the designer is the variable. Integrating
the modern design concepts and tools based on this variable is the bridge for ideal

accommodations for Kuwaiti women.
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