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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 

Socio-culture is a basic and common law of a society which influenced, governed and 

dictated the life of individuals and society. The socio-culture of the royalties, who are 

the rulers as positioned on the highest social standing in a given society is more 

refined than the commoners and strongly influenced by the royal customs and 

traditions.  Then the socio-culture of the royalties influenced the architecture of the 

palaces particularly the space organisation, consistent with the suggestion that socio-

culture influenced the built environment. This research examined the specifics of the 

socio-culture of the Kedah royalties, in relation to the palace architecture in general 

and the space organisation in particular. Qualitative methods using analytical review 

of literature, historical and documentary sources, measured drawings and pictures, site 

observation and personal interview were employed to achieve the objectives of the 

research. The research is limited by availability of secondary information and the lack 

of references. The findings indicate that the socio-culture of the Kedah royalty 

according to the royal custom and traditions namely the activity system, privacy, 

family structure, the role and position of women and the social interaction influenced 

the specifics of the residence palace architecture particularly the space organisation. 

Occasional activities were found to be an important socio-cultural factor influencing 

the Kedah palace. Findings also found that the socio-culture of the consort who was of 

a different origin and external factors influenced the palace architecture. The findings 

of the research are consistent with other findings which support the relationship 

between socio-culture and the built environment.  
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هي  والثقبفُخ رزنىى الفئبد الاجزوبعُخ.المجزوع وأفشاد الشخص  حُبح في والزحنن رذثير رؤثش التي أسبس المجزوع الاجزوبعُخ والثقبفخ هٍ
وهزٍ الاعضبء هن يحذثىى ثنلام اللطُف يخزلفىى علً الشعُخ .المجزوع الدشرجخ الأولى في في الدلنٍ الزٌ هقعذهن الحنن أعضبء

 أَضب رأثير في فذ  الفئبد الاجزوبعُخ والثقبفُخ  وهنزا، فئى .هزٍ السلىك قذ رأثش هي قجل الجوبسك الدلنُخ الدعٌىَخ.الاخشَي
رجحث . للجُئخ الدجٌُخ الاجزوبعُخ والثقبفُخ الزأثيراد هع الشأٌ القبئل ثأى بمب َزفق الفضبء، رشرُت في وخبصخ الدلنُخ، القصىس هي الضبعخ

عي الاجزوبعُخ الثقبفُخ لحنن الدلنٍ ثىلاَخ القذح  لدزصلخ ثفي الضبعخ القصىس الدلنٍ ودسس الدُق في الشرجخ  هزٍ الذساس العوُق
 وصىس سسىهبد والدىاسد ، وقُبس مزت الأدة، والىثبئق الزبسيخُخ علً دساسخ هعوقخ في الٌىعُخ قىاعذ.القلعخ

هزٍ  اقزصشد.هزٍ الذساسخ هي أجل تحقُق أهذاف التي أجشَذ الدقبثلاد الشخصُخ فضلا عي وهىاقعبلذساسخ، فىرىغشافُخ،
في  ولاَخ القذح،  الاجزوبعُخ والثقبفُخ وأظهشد الٌزبئج أى الفئبد.إشبسح رىافش الدعلىهبد وعذم وجىد علً الذساسخ

المحنوخ،  لزفعُل والعلاقبد الاجزوبعُخ، والأدواس ووضع الدشأح ، الأسشح والخصىصُخ ، وثٌُخ الٌظبم، للٌشبط الدلنٍ الزقلُذ الى اشبسح
موب .الحُىَخ الذٌذسخ الدعوبسَخ للقصش علً رؤثش التي العىاهل الاجزوبعُخ والثقبفُخ رزىفش الخبصخ الأًشطخ.الفضبء لزشرُت أمثش هي رلل

الذٌذسخ الدعوبسَخ  رؤثش أَضب علً هي العىاهل الخبسجُخ صوجخ الزٌ هى الدلل هي الدخزلفخ الاجزوبعُخ والثقبفبد أظهشد الٌزبئج
 .الجُئخ الاجزوبعُخ والثقبفُخ والعوشاًُخ العلاقخ ثين وجهخ ًظش وَذعن دساسبد أخشي ًزبئج الٌزبئج رزفق هع هزٍ.للقصش
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Culture springs from the roots 

And sleeping through to all the shoots 

To leaf and flower and bud 

From cell to cell, like green blood 

Is released by showers 

As fragrance from the wet flowers 

To fill the air, 

But culture that is poured on men 

From up above, congeals them 

Like damp sugar, so they become 

Like sugar-dolls and when some 

Life-giving shower wets them through 

They disappear and melt into 

A sticky mess 

(Hassan Fathy In Architecture For The Poor, 1973) 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 

1.1 RESEARCH BACKGROUND 

 

Palace is an official residence building for a noble monarchy or a high dignitary 

(American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 2000).In the Malay world, 

palace is known as Istana,built for the ruler or the king of the many states in Malaya. 

The ruler is known as Raja or Sultan. The ruler’s consort is called as Permaisuri. 

Astana is a word from Sanskrit means ‘place’ and Ostan is a Persian’s word means 

‘kingdom’. The ancient Malay called the royal residence as Pura. The palaces of the 

Malay rulers are similar to other palaces around the world in terms of its significance 

to the Malay society which reflect the power and statusof the rulers (Abdul Halim and 

Wan Hashim, 1997). The Malay rulers have monarch power and ruled Malaya during 

the 18
th

 until early 20
th

 century. The architecture of the palacesreflects the socio-

culture of the Malaysand the influence of Islamic teachings (Abdul Halimand Wan 

Hashim, 1997).   

The architecture of Malay palace was influenced by the socio-culture of the 

Malay rulers (Abdul Halim, 1985).The Malay royalty profoundly hold the adatas part 

of their socio-culture. Adatis a set of rules about appropriate linguistics, cultural and 

social behavior in a highly hierarchic society (Hafriza, 2006). The Malay rulers and 

royal familiesmaintained the adat until the present day because adatis the indigenous 

significance of the traditional Malay socio-culture (Syed Alwi, 1986).The socio-

culture of the Malay royaltiesis similar to the ordinaryMalays but richer in tradition 

and adat.  The total authority of a state falls onto the ruler and he was assisted by the 
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members of the royal family. The Sultan and the royal familywere the first to have 

contact with foreign dignitaries and exposed to external influences. The exposure to 

western and other cultures resulted in the changes of socio-culture of the royalties and 

eventually the architecture of the palace. Subsequently the changes were adapted by 

the commoners particularly those with higher status and position. The introduction 

and acceptance of Islam by the Sultan was eventually followed by the commoners. 

The acceptance of Islam resulted in changes in some aspects of the traditional 

Malayadat which was adapted from Hinduism and Sanskrit culture (MohdTaib, 1989). 

The Malays were animists before adapting Hinduism as the religion.  

Rapoport (1969) noted that aspects of socio-culture namely basic needs, 

activity system, privacy,family structure, role and position and social interaction 

influenced the house form. Basic needs such as air and water influenced the specifics 

of windows and openings and location of houses. Activity system includes daily and 

occasional activities which influenced the house in general and the space organization 

in particular. The design of spaces of the house can promote or inhibit the function or 

activity in which the spaces were designed. Hillier (1996) indicated that building is 

highly influenced by the function and activity which translated into the space 

organization. Similar to the houses, in addition the palaces were built according to 

different functions and users as reflected by the names given. In some countries, there 

are summer or winter palaces other than the palaces for the princess and princesses. 

Some palaces were only for official and administrative matters as compared to the 

ones that were built as royal residence.  
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1.2 RESEARCH ISSUES 

Studies and works by Abdul Halim (1985), Gibbs (1981) and Syed Alwi (1986) 

indicate that the architecture of the Malay palaces was influenced by the indigenous 

Malay socio-cultural factors known as adatand consistent with other suggestions by 

other authors which suggest the inter-relationship between socio-culture and the built 

environment in general(Baker, 1968; Altman, 1975; and Rapoport, 1969).At the same 

time socio-culture changes and influenced the changes of the built environment as the 

built environment changes in tandem with changes in socio-culture (Tipple & Willis, 

1991).  

Mohd Taib (1994) suggested that changes of culture are not static but always 

moving ahead where irrelevant aspects of culture would be left behind and the 

important aspects would be maintained and interact with new elements. Inter-

relationship between socio-culture and built-environment is diabolical whereby 

changes in one component will have effect on another. It is expected that the Malay 

palace architecture were influenced by the traditional Malay socio-culture. Changes in 

the royal Malay socio-culture due to the interaction with other culturesare expected to 

also influence the palace architecture particularly the ones used as residence palaces. 

The Kedah Malay palaces in general and the space organization of the palaces in 

particular are expected to be influenced by the specifics of the socio-culture of the 

royal families living in different palaces namely the activity system, privacy, role and 

position of women and family structure of the royal family.  

Literature reviews indicates the inter-relationship between socio-culture of the 

people and the built environment.Rapoport (1969) noted the importance of socio-

culture as the major factor which formed a building.There are many studies related to 

this issue in the West. However, there is very minimal reference on this issue with 



 

4 
 

regards to the Malay socio-culture and its built environment in general. Review of 

literature indicates there is no study done on how socio-culture of the Malay royalties 

influenced the palaces. 

The traditional architecture represents indigenous ingenuity of the Malay 

society (Raja Bahrin, 2005). The architecture of the palace is important as it reflects 

the socio-culture and civilization of the people.  The palace also plays an important 

role as the centre of learning and culture (Abdul Halim and Wan Hashim, 1997). 

However, many old palaces were lost or were left abandoned partly due to the lack of 

funding for conservation and maintenance and lack of use for the present context. 

Based on the discussions above, there is a need to examine the relationship between 

the Malay royal socio-culture and the palaces in Malaysia. The undertaken study on 

the Kedah royal socio-culture and palaces can be considered as exploratory in nature 

given the limitation of available information.  

 

1.3 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

This research contends that socio-culture of the Kedah royal family influenced the 

palace architecture. The socio-culture of the Kedah royal based on the customs and 

traditions influenced the Kedah palaces according to the specifics of the socio-culture 

of the royal families. However, the socio-culture of the Kedah royal family has been 

influenced by other cultures. Therefore, palace architecture was also not only 

influenced by Malay socio-culture but also other cultures adapted by the royalty such 

as Siamese and Western. Based on the points presented, the specific objectives of the 

study are:  
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1.  Toexamine the socio-cultural factors of the Kedah royal family 

influencing the palaces 

2. To examine the relationship between space organization of the Kedah 

palaces and the socio-culture of the Kedah royal family 

 

 

1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

1. What are the socio-cultural aspects of the Kedah royal family which 

influenced the palace architecture? 

2. How the socio-culture of the Kedah royal family does influenced the 

space organization of the Kedah palaces? 

a. How do space organization of the Kedah palaces relates to the socio-

culture of the Kedah royal family? 

b. What are the characteristics of the space organization of the Kedah 

palaces? 

 

1.5FOCUS AND LIMITATION OF STUDY 

The focus of the research is the relationship between socio-culture of the Kedah royal 

family and the palaces as the physical living environment. The research focuses on 

two selected palaces in Kedah which were used as residence palaces by Sultan Abdul 

Hamid Halim Syah and his families. The selection is a beginning of a further study 

about the other Malay royalty and also the other Malay palaces. It examines the socio-

culture factors of the Kedah royal family influencing the palace architecture in general 

and the space organization in particular. There are a number of limitations to the study 

namely: 
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a. Available information on the Kedah palaces 

b. Availability of secondary data from measured drawings 

c. The selection of palaces for the study is limited to the ones built or used 

during the reign of Sultan Abdul Hamid Halim Syah 

d. This research is limited to examining socio-cultural factors influencing the 

Kedah palaces. The other contributing factors which influenced 

architecture in general such as climate, geography, availability of material 

and technology, etc. are considered as modifying factors as suggested by 

Rapoport (1969). 

 

1.6 SIGNIFICANCE OF RESEARCH 

There is a limited number of works and information on the Malay socio-culture and 

the built environment in general. The findings from the research willenhance the 

understanding and knowledge on the socio-culture of the Malay royalty in relation to 

the built environment. It will also contribute to the theoretical understanding on the 

specifics of the royal socio-culture of the Malays which influenced the palace 

architecture. The findings from this research will indirectly contribute to the tourism 

development plan of the state of Kedah in promoting heritage buildings in the state.  

 

1.7 RESEARCH STRUCTURE 

The research is divided into three main stages namely research design, data collection, 

and data analysis and conclusion. It is organized and presented in six chapters namely 

the introduction, theoretical framework, literature review, methodology, analysis and 

findings and lastly conclusion.  
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Chapter One introduces the research including the research background and 

issues, research problem, research objectives and questions, focus and limitation of 

research and significance of research.  

Chapter Twoprovides the theoretical framework of the research to elicit the 

research statement. It provides the basis of the research based on related theories and 

works on socio-culture and the built environment. 

Chapter Three presents the review of literature on socio-culture of the Malays 

in general and the Malay royals in particular, and their relationships with the built 

environment namely, the traditional Malay house and palaces. It also discusses the 

aspect of space organization in relation to socio-culture. 

Chapter Four focuses on the methodology of the research. It provides a review 

on related methodologies in the study of culture, behavior and the built environment in 

general followed by a detail explanation on the methodologies selected for the 

research. 

Chapter Fiveexplains the case study of the selected palaces. It gives the brief 

information about the background of Sultan Abdul Hamid Halim Syah (1882-1943) 

and the focused palaces.  

Chapter Six analyses the data and presents the findings from the research 

consistent with the objectives of the research according to the theoretical framework 

of the research 

Chapter Seven presents the conclusion of the research and recommendation for 

future research. 

Figure 1.1 summarizes the stages of the research and presentation of chapters of 

the thesis.  
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Figure 1.1:Research structure 

 Research background and 

issues, research problem, 

research objectives and  

questions, methodology, focus 

and limitation and significance 

of research 

 

 Review of literature on related 

issues on the socio-culture and 

built environment of the 

Malays in general and the 

Malay royals in particular 

 Review on space organisation 

STAGE 1: 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

  

STAGE 2  

DATA COLLECTION 

Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 2 

THEORITICAL FRAMEWORK 

Chapter 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chapter 4 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 Review of literature on theories 

and works on socio-culture and 

the built environment 

 Formulation of theoretical 

framework of the research 

 Review of methodology in 

related studies 

 Selected methodology 

 Analysis of data 

STAGE 3  

ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION 

Chapter 6 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Chapter 7 

CONCLUSION 

 Conclusion and 

recommendation for future 

research 

Chapter 5 

CASE STUDY 

 Case study of the selected 

palaces 
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CHAPTER TWO 

SOCIAL CULTURE AND BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

 

 

 

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

This chapter is divided into two parts. The first part reviews the definition and 

influences of social and culture, the built environment in general, and the inter-

relationship between socio-culture and built environment. The second part of the 

chapter provides the theoretical framework of the study.  

 

2.2 SOCIO-CULTURE AND THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

Socio-culture and the built environment are inter-related. The built environment is the 

manifestation for the needs to provide a physical environment consistent with the 

socio-culture of the people or users. Changes in one component will influence the 

other component. The inter-relationship between socio-culture and built environment 

can be explained by understanding both components with regards to the definitions, 

influences and aspects as discussed further in the following discussions:  

 

2.2.1 Definition of Socio-culture 

The word „society‟ and „social‟ refer to the association of individuals that grouped a 

relation (Kroeber, 1963).  Social is relates to the society and to people‟s lives in 

general. It also relates to the position and activities involves in people‟s lives 

(Macmillan English Dictionary, 2002). On the other hand, culture creates behavioural 

norms and, therefore, knowledge of cultural context which allows one to predict, to 

some extent, the actions of those people in that culture (Geertz, 1973). It is transmitted 
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and creates contents and patterns of values, ideas, and other symbolic meaningful 

systems. These values and meanings shaped human behaviour and the artefacts 

produced through behaviour (Kroeber & Parson, 1958). On the other hand, 

socialization is the process in which culture is passed through generations. Thus, 

social and culture are basically two distinctive things but at the end they are associated 

and coexisted (Kroeber, 1963). Some scholars denote culture as „the whole of social 

traditions‟ and „social heredity‟ because there is no culture without society (Kroeber, 

1963).   

Culture is the sum of learnt beliefs, values and customs that create behavioural 

norms for a given society (Jin, 1994; and Curry, 2005). It has the power to influence 

the human behaviour and the society. In the case of the royal families, the decrees 

become the important part of the culture which governs the royal institution such as 

seen in many societies. Culture includes the traditions and customs, adapted to the 

environmental surrounding, power and kinship for the sustainability of communal 

contacts in a society. Human societies operate under the influence of cultures inherited 

to them from their ancestors, the earlier societies (Kroeber, 1963; and Billington, 

Strawbridge, Greenside and Fitzsimons, 1991). Kluckhohn (1956) wrote that culture is 

„design for living‟ that constructed through historical process (Billington et.al., 1991). 

Social presents the communal contacts and responds which is not individual command 

because it is related to culture which comprises the whole society (McClure and 

Batuska, 2007). Thus, socio-culture can be interpreted as the way of life of a society 

which guides and governed their behaviours and life. According to Arnold (1869) in 

Jenks (1993: 21): 
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Culture as the great help out of our present difficulties; culture being the 

pursuit of one total perfection by means of getting to know on all the 

matters which most concern us, the best which has been thought and 

said in the world; and, through this knowledge, turning a stream of fresh 

and free thought upon our stock notions and habits.                            

 

Socio-culture is a basic and common law of a society which influenced, 

governed and dictated their lifestyle, daily activities and routines. Culture exists from 

the belief of a society towards good deeds that the consequences are also good. 

Culture is a terminology that has different meanings. The origin of the word culture 

was from Latin culturameaning “to cultivate”, originally referring to agricultural 

technique (Billington et al., 1991). In addition, culture also is the best achievements 

and products in art, literature and music (Billington et al., 1991).  In sum, socio-

culture relates to the human interaction and behaviour. It gives character to the human 

and the society. It influences the economy, politic, history, psychology and 

anthropology (Inkeles, 1964), and other aspects of human lives including the built 

environment (Syed Zainol,1995; Rapoport, 1990 and Hiller, 1996).  

 

2.3 THE ASPECTS OF SOCIO-CULTURE INFLUENCING THE HOUSE 

The house or residential building is the most basic of architecture as it is the first 

building typology to be built. Rapoport (1969: 47) noted that: 

The house form is not simply the result of physical forces or any single 

causal factor, but is the consequence of a whole range of socio-cultural 

factors seen in their broadest terms.   

 

The socio-cultural factor is a major force which influenced the built 

environment in general and the house form regardless of if the occupants are ordinary 

people or someone from a higher status such as the royals. According to King (2004), 

“Housing differs in several important specifics when we compare cultures, classes, 

even individual households (31)”. This is reflected in the different house form around 




