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Abstract of thesis presented to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia in
fulfilment of the requirement for the Degree of Master of Science

TYPOLOGY OF TRADITIONAL COURTYARD HOUSES AS MUSLIM
FUNCTIONAL SPACES IN LOW RISE RESIDENTIAL UNITS, IRAQ

By
HAYDER JAWAD SHAKIR HARATY

December 2015

Chairman : Mohammad Yazah Bin Mat Raschid, PhD
Faculty : Design and Architecture

A courtyard is an important transitional functional space with unique aesthetic
design element used for Islamic social and cultural activities in traditional
Iraq’s residential units and contributes to the Islamic identity of Iraq. However,
their utilization is currently diminishing in Iraq’s new residential development
due to lack of understanding of its Islamic function. There is a need to analyze
the manner the existing Iraq’s traditional courtyards function as Islamic spaces
and be integrated into the new residential development in Iraq. This study
investigates how the traditional courtyards houses in Iraq embraces and
enhances the relevant Islamic principles in relation to the overall residential
unit layout and their potentials to be applied in the Iraqi new low rise
residential units. Physical observations on the physical design characteristics
and morphological studies on the form and planning on eight traditional Iraq’s
courtyards houses were conducted. Subsequently, photographical and
morphological analysis were utilized in interpreting the data. The study
concludes that the traditional courtyards do posses certain Islamic principles in
the planning and design which were either spontaneously implemented or as
initially intended by the residents. This is due to the fact that compliance to
Islamic principles was not made compulsory by local building authority. This
study significantly fills the gap in the design of new Islamic residential
courtyard houses worldwide to integrate both the Islamic principles and
lifestyles in more meaningful manners.

Keywords: Transitional Space, Iraq’s Traditional Courtyards, Spatial
Programming, Social and Cultural Activities, Islamic Design and
Morphological Studies.



Abstrak tesis yang dikemukakan kepada Senat Universiti Putra Malaysia
sebagai memenubhi keperluan untuk Ijazah Master Sains

TIPOLOGI HALAMAN TRADISIONAL RUMAH SEBAGAI RUANG
FUNGSI BAGI MUSLIM DI KEDIAMAN RUMAH KOS RENDAH DI
IRAQ

Oleh
HAYDER JAWAD SHAKIR HARATY

Disember 2015

Pengerusi : Mohammad Yazah Bin Mat Raschid, PhD
Fakulti : Rekabentuk dan Senibina

Ruang laman adalah ruang transisi berfungsi yang penting dengan rekabentuk
elemen astetik yang unik serta digunakan untuk aktiviti sosial dan budaya
Islam di dalam unit residensi tradisional Iraq dan dengan tidak secara
langsung membantu dalam menbangunkan identiti islamik Iraq.
Walaubagaimanapun, kegunaan mereka pada masa kini semakin berkurangan
disebabkan kurang pemahaman mengenai fungsi islamik sebenar laman
tersebut. Terdapat keperluan untuk menganalisa cara laman rumah tradisi
Iraq yang sedia ada berfungsi sebagai ruang entiti Islam untuk di integrasikan
di dalam pembangunan residensi baharu di Iraq. Kajian ini menyiasat
bagaimana laman rumah tradisi dalaman mendokong dan meningkatkan
prinsip-prinsip Islam yang releven sehubungan dengan susunatur keseluruhan
unit kediaman dan potensi mereka untuk diaplikasikan dalam unit-unit baru
kediaman tingkat rendah di Iraq. Kaedah pemerhatian fizikal terhadap
rekabentuk dan kajian morfologi keatas bentuk dan perancangan lapan rumah
laman tradisional Iraq telah dijalankan. Sejurus ini, analisis fotografi dan
morfologi telah digunakan dalam mentafsirkan data. Kajian ini berkesimpulan
bahawa laman-laman tersebut telah memiliki prinsip-prinsip Islam tertentu
dalam perancangan dan rekabentuk sama ada di implimentasi secara spontan
atau kerana pada mulanya dimaksudkan oleh penduduk. Ini adalah
disebabkan pada hakikatnya, ia tidak diwajibkan oleh pihak berkuasa
bangunan tempatan. Kajian ini penting bagi mengisi jurang dalam rekabentuk
rumah halaman kediaman Islam baru di seluruh dunia untuk mengintegrasi
kedua-dua prinsip dan gaya hidup Islam dengan cara yang lebih bermakna.

Kata kunci: Ruang peralihan, Laman-laman dalaman Irak, Pengaturcaraan
spasial, Aktiviti sosial dan budaya, Rekabentuk islam dan Kajian morfologi.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

This chapter primarily discusses the background and statement of problem of
this study. It describes the definition and background of the traditional
courtyard houses typologies and the Iraqi mass houses in general. The issues of
contemporary housing design in Iraq and the role of Islam in influencing
architecture the design are also introduced. The discussion subsequently leads
to the problem identification on the manner the traditional courtyards embrace
Islamic principles and lifestyles in relation to the total spatial programming of
the specific residential unit. Finally, the second part of this chapter deliberates
the research objectives and structure of thesis.

1.2 Background of Study

The history of Iraq traditional courtyard houses can be traced from the
Mesopotamian civilization more than 5000 years ago. The Sumerian courtyard
house, with its indoor looking to the sky and the closed outdoors is notably
identified as the most famous courtyard house in Mesopotamia (Al-Haidary,
2008). The courtyard houses in Iraq had undergone a lot of changes from the
period of Sumerian domination until the appearances of Islam (Abu-Lughod,
2009). The courtyard traditional houses were popular until the 20th century but
were later neglected due to the influence of the new design form in the urban
design and regional wars which have affected the overall pattern of
architecture in Iraq (Reuther, 1910). The courtyard house in Iraq has a huge
eventful history and had lots of changes during the years, from the Sumerian
domination till the Islam appearance.

People and tradition shaped every space and forms the design of the
traditional Islamic courtyard house. Traditional courtyard house demonstrates
many fundamental principles in term of construction that can be compared
with contemporary modern house (Ibrahim, 2012). Traditional homes in
Middle East emphasis on the need to separate male and female domains.
Gender segregation is one of the main factors that effect and influenced when
planning Muslim homes In this vein, the physical environment in the male and
female relation was strictly defined by the particular role of every each (Farah,
2001). Furthermore, the man’s domain is in public house area while the
woman’s domain is the private area. Parallel to this notion, it is also observed
that the tradition of Muslim religion drew the house plan and privacy of the
family inside and outside the home, which are classified as public, semi-public



and private areas. For instance, Spahic (2010) in discussing the role of Islam in
housing design, stated that religion and culture emphases the privacy where
the house and its external walls likely to be inward looking to prevent the
strangers’ eyes to be looking to the family and the house.

Courtyard houses demonstrate a magnificent sustainability in adapting with
environment and climate as well which is connected to the idea of privacy
where the family preferred to look into the courtyard than rather than the
street to get the necessary ventilation (Bekleyen & Dalkili, 2011). Both also
contended that the most essential architectural elements in the traditional

swraab =

Figure 1.1: The Iraqi Traditional Courtyards House Elements
(Source: Reuther, 1910)

Muslim courtyard house are: the entrance, courtyard and ‘Shanasheel’ or lattice
windows. These are the main elements of the traditional house, and the other
spaces in it are formed as transitional spaces and service rooms. The courtyard
can also be open, semi-enclosed or fully enclosed with partitions and
surrounded by walkways to deal with the climate considerations as
demonstrated in Figure 1.1 below.

Meanwhile, unlike the revolution of houses, the culture of Iragi people has not
totally changed since decades, where people are still obsessive with the concept
of segregation and the importance of the house privacy (Hussein, 2013). In line
with this concept, women are not supposed to be seen by strangers inside the
house and outside it without a veil, and meanwhile, the house spaces are
divided to function based on the visitor’s gender.
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In Islamic architecture, both the residential unit and the environment are
magnificently shaped and influenced by the impact of the Islamic culture
(Itewi, 2007). This notion is supported in the Qur'an and Sunnah (the intimate
presence of the prophet Mohammed), which described precisely the way of
living appropriately as Muslim and the situation of housing and residence. The
following verses from Qur’an and Hadith have been cited from various authors
who have further explained the Islamic ideology and principles such as
(Spahic, Rahim and Sharif), as follows:

“Then is one who laid the foundation of his building on
righteousness [with fear] from Allah and [seeking] His
approval better or one who laid the foundation of his building
on the edge of a bank about to collapse, so it collapsed with him
into the fire of Hell? And Allah does not guide the wrongdoing
people”. (Tawba 9: 109).

The privacy is the most important factor that effecting the layout while
designing a Muslim house (Sharif, et al. 2010). It is stated in the Qur’an that:

“When you ask of them (prophets wives) anything, ask I of
them behind a curtain” (Al-Ahzab: 53)).

The above surah confirmed the idea of how the Islam religion insisted of the
privacy. The following Hadith stated that:

“If anyone removes a curtain and looks into the house before
receiving permission, and sees anything which should no bet
seen, he has committed a sin. But if a man passes a door
which has no curtain, and is not shut and looks in, he has
committed no sin, for the sin pertains to the people inside”.
(Mishkat Al Masabih, 3526)

Spahic (2010) stated that houses are representing the background or framework
of human existence. He further stressed that the Islamic-Arab house with its
structural clarity and beauty can be conceived as being generated from the
plan, which gave form and order to the space within as well as measured and
scaled by the human body and its experience. The Islamic-Arab house was also
established and based on a series of sustainable-oriented principles. It is within
these principles, the design concept of the Islamic-Arab house, problems, and
solutions can be traced in many of the existing traditional Arab architecture, in
which forms and spaces were dictated by habits and traditions (Al-Haidary,
2008).

Despite the above advantages, the courtyard house is disappearing from many
Muslim city neighborhoods including Nuevo-rich Arab countries (Nooraddin,



2012). The courtyard house should be a climatic solution to the hot arid
countries, and model for controlling privacy and providing peaceful and
comfortable environment (Al-Haidary, 2008). Meanwhile, Hamouche (1999)
and Spahic (2010) have researched the study area of the traditional courtyards
houses and the influence of their characteristics on the region. Since Iraq and
the surrounding are Muslims majority, the courtyard house was the
established and prevalent pattern of the Iraqi cities due to its satisfaction and
magnificent part it did spiritually and functionally in that region. Both further
discussed the role of Islam in shaping the city form and construction in which
how it formed the physical appearance of the houses interior and exterior.
Spahic (2008) described the features of the Iraqi traditional courtyards houses
and other several Muslims cities. Moreover, in his study, Omer explained the
essential of neighbors and privacy as well as segregation in the Muslims house.
It is important to respect and preserve other people privacy when constructing
a house especially in Muslims community; the arrangement of the house and
organization of the spaces was also discussed in his study. Finally, the Iraqi
traditional courtyards houses have magnificently succeeded in the Middle East
region because of its solutions religiously and for climate purpose, its form was
the reason to apply.

The issue of housing is universal one, but it is clearly epidemic in Iraq due to
several reasons. Yu (1999) was studied the issue of the traditional courtyard
house in term of form and culture misunderstanding. She stated that there is a
lack consideration when it’s related to the function and tradition as well, the
contemporary housing has not been fully fulfilled people needs and it has
design limitations. Memarian, et al., (2011) have described some of the missing
elements in the Iraqi contemporary housing design and the effects of each
missing space on the residents of the unit. They for example went through the
private spaces between the guest’s room and the family spaces and what were
the neglected elements that should be available to create the best private
environment. Amlashi et al., (2013) in this regard; talked about the failure
generating spaces and suitable house that carry the social demand and the
religion principles of Muslims, this might affect negatively on the residents and
their daily activity. Meanwhile, Akbar (1981) has also examined the traditional
courtyard house and has compared it with contemporary design housing. His
comparison was between the high terraces that separate the private from the
public space (street), and how the courtyard house managed to produce a
private secure place in the appropriate manners. Furthermore, terraces on the
first floor facing the street might lead to discomfort between neighbors in
Muslims community; the courtyards house managed to solve this issue by its
enclosed form.

The modern design does not hold the principles of Islam built roles, especially
the foreign one that implied from western world. In this regard, Sidawi (2013)
mentioned the issue with contemporary housing design in Iraq and how
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architects and designers have neglected and misunderstood the concept of
integrating the Islam values into modern applications. The house in Islam
should be able to respond to the people beliefs and carry the spiritual meaning
to them. Sidawi further discussed the elements of the courtyards house in
Muslim city and the elements of it that function materially and culturally to
serve its residents.

Designing a house does not necessary be able to create exterior form rich in
elements without understand the really matter interior. Karimi (2012) have
mentioned the real problem in Iraq and the Middle-East region and what
seems to be the essentials to the people there. He further explained the new
demand of people and the rapid growth can be one of the major issue of
misunderstanding to the house design, due to this demand; people tried to
search for alternatives ways to accomplish their design forgetting about what
the house really represents in their life.

1.3 Problem Statement

The research background identified the advantages of the courtyard house to
control privacy and provides peaceful and comfortable environment in Iraq. It
also hinted that the local culture of Iraqis has significantly influenced the form
design of the courtyard traditional house. The site planning of the courtyard
indicates that it has met the requirements of the room’s layout and spaces use
(Edwards, 2006). Spahic (2010) on the other hand conferred that a home is an
embodiment of human privacy, apart from providing shelter, security and
several other functions. This privacy is intended to protect the female members
of the family from strangers, especially while entertaining guests at home.
Housing is a major problem in Iraq (Mohammed, 2013).

Despite its advantages, the courtyard houses start disappearing from several
Muslim countries especially from the new cities where architects and designers
have failed to generate an architectural identity in the modern constructs of
Iraq (Nooraddin, 2012). It seems conclusive that most Architects have
neglected the concept of Islamic guidance in the new modern developments in
Iraq (Al-Haidary, 2008) Many of architects and planners have neglected the
idea of designing the modern house based on the traditional and cultural needs
of Iraqi Muslim’s people (Ani, 1994). The issue mainly appeared because of the
misbehavior of the Iraqi heritage after the many wars that happened during the
last decades. Building regulation is neglected and rules to preserve these
magnificent monuments have not been set (Nooraddin, 2012). He further
explained, people in Iraq start to be obsessed in aesthetic of the house form
instead of the real function of it. That was reflected on the overall houses form
picture of the city when it can be seen the careful details of the exterior facades
decorated with multiple elements that are far away from any Islamic
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architecture details. Although some of the units have applied few Islamic
elements, there still a gap between the main concept of the Iraqgi traditional
courtyards house and the modern one. Al-Haidary (2008) mentioned that one
of the main different between new and old house is the high fence of the house
that almost cover the facade with the garden between. This idea was solved in
the form of the Iraqi courtyards house by the enclosed design which reflected
on the privacy of the house overall.

In spite of the western design thoughts invasion of the new housing forms in
Iraq, many still think and prefer the Islamic traditional courtyard house (Al-
Haidary, 2008). Furthermore, whilst the traditional courtyard is used for social
and cultural activities, it is not normally designed holistically for Islamic
purposes (Grube & Michell, 1995). Moreover, those form have effected the
people privacy considerations and have neglected the culture and religion
norm of them (Surf, 2012). Multiples issues have floated between residents and
revived the awareness of asking to reconsider their needs and respect the
house form base on the Islamic principles and Qur’an message (Spahic, 2010).
Moreover, Omer stated that the housing design in Muslims community should
be corresponded to the residents needs culturally, religiously and
environmentally. In fact the traditional courtyard house was adapted in this
region due to its level of satisfaction and was proved for many years till its
disappearance. This is the main reason why designers and architects should try
to think back about how the courtyards house function and tries to apply it on
their current design. It does not mean that the modern form of housing is not
functionally accepted, but Islamic values should be appeared as the Qur’an and
Hadith insisted on (Spahic, 2010). It is necessary to appreciate what learned
from the Qur'an and Hadith by Appling the guidance ad the essential of
Muslims residential (Surf, 2012). However, there is a need to find the solutions
for the current issue to insure helpful recommendations and encourage
designers for activating the concept of the Islamic house for future design.

The use of courtyard to enhance Islamic functions or principles is
diminishing in Iraq. The courtyard while serving social cultural activities
has not design holistically for Islamic principles and no proper research of
its function were introduced. There is a need to understand how the
traditional courtyards embraces and enhances the Islamic principles and
contribute as Islamic space in the overall low rise residential planning and
design by investigating its current design and planning form and
characteristics; and it’s potential to be applied in new residential
development in Iraq. There are multiple ways to apply that but the Iraqi
traditional courtyards house should be further analyzed to understand the
characteristics and the elements of it.



1.4 Research Objective

The aim of this study is to investigate to what extent has the Iraq’s traditional
courtyard house in low rise residential units” function as Islamic space in term
of their physical design and planning and its general potential to be applied in
the modern low rise residential units in Iraq.
The objectives of the research are as follow:

1. Research objective 1: To identify and record the physical planning and
design characteristics of existing traditional courtyards in Iraq.

2. Research objective 2: To analyze how the courtyard can be integrated
into the new low-rise residential development layout based on the
Quran verses and the Hadith.

3. Research objective 3: To propose strategies to integrate the courtyard
in the new low-rise development in Iraq based on the investigation of
existing courtyard.

The Islamic features of the Iraqi traditional courtyard house will further
contribute to a better Islamic living lifestyle community.

1.5 Research Methodology

The research method was designed to provide the basic guidelines of how the
data was collected in a systematic manner. The method of systematic data
gathering basically will be determined based on the research objectives of the
study, and from there the structure will be clear to start the study (Mitra &
Lankford, 1999). In a nutshell, this research is designed based on the aim of the
study and a case study method was selected.

Figure 1.2 describes the research framework of this study. This research starts
with review of literature regarding the Iraq’s traditional courtyard houses
based on the secondary data from books and the guidelines of the Ministry of
Heritage in Iraq. Extensive data from different media resources such as books,
articles, Internet were conducted. Problem statement of this research was then
formulated and also mentioned in the first chapter. It clarified the
contemporary problem persists in the construction and low-rise residential
buildings in Iraq where the integration of the Islamic function through the new
courtyard is found lacking. Meanwhile, the data collection stage focused
deeply on the typology of Iraqi traditional courtyards house physical planning
and design.

Based on the problem identification from literature review, researcher
developed the research questions and the parameters that will be used in
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methodology for further knowledge contribution. Finally, the results from the
data analysis were compared to the Islamic built laws in table last chapter. The
findings from all case studies were compared with and analyzed to ascertain if
they are built according the Islamic principles or functions. In the
morphological study, the drawings drawn in AutoCAD and 3ds Max software
applications on computer based on the analysis on the secondary data.
Meanwhile, the physical observation includes photographs of various Iraqi
traditional courtyards houses from different cities. The pictures physical design
state of the traditional courtyard houses was then analyzed based on the
Islamic built laws factors such as privacy regulations, modesty, spiritual, and
non-harm principles. Tables been used to describe each example characteristics
and features. further explanation about the method of study and strategies can
be found in chapter three.
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Figure 1.2: Research Framework.
(Source: Author, 2015)



1.6 Limitations and Delimitations of Study

The study was conducted with certain limitation and delimitations. In terms
of limitation the study has identified the following factors:

1.

There are obstacles in interaction with Iraqis females when conducting
fieldworks. The Iraqi females, being regarded, as the main users of the
courtyard houses are not encouraged to be exposed to the public
especially in rural areas. This might bring an issue while capturing the
photographs for the physical observation part of study.

Complications in collecting primary data due to most of courtyards
houses are facing extinction and the rest in unstable construction. The
remaining structures of the Iraqi traditional courtyards houses are
damaged or threatened and it is dangerous to observe them; this leads
to insufficient data to the existing courtyards.

Lack of statistics on current courtyards. Most of the current statistics
are in Arabic language and not accessible online. Furthermore, the
statistics are olds and unreliable.

Security concerns. Several traditional courtyards houses are under
government jurisdiction. It is unsafe to conduct the physical
observation while these houses are inside governmental zones.

Meanwhile the delimitations of this study are summarized as follows:

1.

Appropriate time duration when conducting fieldworks for more
interaction with the household. There should be a specific time to
conduct the observation, this might be during the afternoon time to
avoid the direct interactions with people.

Using secondary resources for maps, floor plans and information on
extinct courtyards. The data was collected from some libraries in Iraq

as printed copies since there is no enough data online.

Zoning the courtyards case studies area to be more representative in
this study.

Getting approval from the authority before the actual fieldwork.

10



1.7 Significance of Research
The study is significant to the followings:

1. The study will significantly fill design and planning gap towards more
Islamic functional spaces in the new low-rise residential development
in Iraq.

2. Provide more meaningful and functional Islamic transitional space in
Islamic residential development worldwide.

1.8 Expected Knowledge Contribution
This study contributes to the followings:

1. Understand and documentation of that how the traditional courtyard
house serving the modern Muslim community.

2. Provide deep insight of the variety of traditional courtyards in Iraq.

3. Increase awareness between residents about the important of these
types of houses and how it can preserve the Muslim’s culture.

1.9 Structure of Thesis

This thesis contains five chapters. This chapter provides the background of the
study along with its problem statement as well. It also elaborates on the
relevant research aim and objectives. Chapter two presents an overview of the
documented literature and the related knowledge. A summary of literature
review was also prepared to identify key issues that support the needs of
conducting this study. The following Chapter Three discusses the appropriate
research questions, method and strategies including data collection and
analysis plan based on qualitative methods. It also describes the case studies
demographics. Meanwhile, Chapter Four describes the analysis output and the
obtained data explanations. Finally, the final chapter (five) discusses the
findings and concludes by discussing the implications, conclusion,
recommendations, and direction for the future studies.

11
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