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Abstract  

Algeria, like other countries in the Middle East and North Africa 
region, has a long and rich history of successive civilisations that 
existed in those parts of the worlds for the last few millennia. Their 
traces are to be found in the country’s cultural heritage including its 
architecture. However, this rich cultural influence does not extend to 
architecture of the post-independence era. A survey of the 
architectural landscape of post 1962 would show that apart from a 
handful of high-profile public buildings, the kind of built environment 
produced since independence makes very little reference to the local 
cultural, historical and social context. This research is particularly 
interested in urban dwellings, as these form most of what has been 
built and as such, they are likely to have a significant impact on its 
architecture.  
 A strong body of research on the role of culture in traditional 
settlements is to be found in the form of a number of studies on 
examples of dwellings in urban centres such as old Medinas and the 
K’sour of the M’Zab region. However, published work on the role of 
this cultural heritage in informing the design and planning of 
contemporary urban dwellings is limited. More importantly, little 
research is to be found, where the views of the stakeholders 
concerned with this housing typology in Algeria were taken into 
account.  
 This research project seeks to explore the primary question of 
how socio-cultural factors can inform the way we design urban 
dwellings in Algeria. The introductory chapter of the thesis sets out 
the scene by identifying the research problem as described in the 
main question and elucidate this further by asking a number of 
secondary questions that are used to frame the debate. This 
research is undertaken using two different but complimentary 
approaches. On the one hand, the theoretical concepts that underpin 
the culture – architecture relationship in the context of the region in 
general and Algeria in particular, are reviewed and discussed in the 
two literature review chapters. On the other hand, primary research is 

carried out using a combination of fieldwork�(interviews, 

observations, etc.) and case studies analysis, as described in the 
Research Methodology chapter. The research made use of semi-
structured interviews with Twenty-Seven participants, namely 
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dwellers, designers, decision makers and academics. Their views on 
urban dwellings as processes of both spatial production and spatial 
practices will help identify some of the issues relating to cultural 
relevance in the design of this architectural typology. The data 
collection process starts with the case studies in Chapter 5 and 
continues with the fieldwork in Chapter 6, where a full description of 
the methods, processes and techniques used to gather field data is 
given. The data analysis is presented in Chapter 7 where the main 
outcomes of the interviews and observations are discussed under a 
number of themes that came out of the analysis. Chapter 8 provides 
a discussion of the issues raised by the research questions and 
describes how these were addressed in a way that offers a better 
understanding of the barriers to culturally conscious architecture in 
the post-independence urban centres through. The research has led 
to identifying a number of issues that have shed some light on the 
current failures that Algerian cities experience with regard to lack of 
identity and the production of an urban architecture that seems 
distant from its socio-cultural context. Among these issues, the 
research has identified a number of barriers to culturally conscious 
architecture in the post-independence era. The research has also 
highlighted some socio-cultural factors that affect the spatial 
experience of city dwellers and yet the design of urban settlements 
does not, yet, seem to address. The findings of the research have 
also indicated that where the community has been involved in the 
production of the urban dwellings, as is the case of the new K’sour in 
the M’Zab Valley, the resulting urban settlements offer better living 
conditions for the dwellers.  
It is hoped that these findings are likely to lead to; (a) a greater 
awareness of the importance of culture among decision makers, 
designers, academics and dwellers, (b) a contribution to the debate 
on the ways culturally relevant architecture and place making 
practices could positively impact both the quality of the built 
environment in general and urban dwellings in particular as well as 
dwellers’ experience of city life.  
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Chapter 1  
General Introduction 
 
1.1 Research problem 
Algeria, like all the countries in the MENA1 region, has a rich history 

depicting the many civilisations that existed in those parts of the 

world for the last three millennia. The remains of these civilisations 

are to be found in the cultural heritage of the country and particularly 

its architecture up until and including the French colonial era. After 

132 years of colonisation, which ended with the independence of the 

country in 1962, the country was left with major transformations in its 

socio-cultural, economic and physical environments. The dire need 

for major infrastructure and development projects required the 

introduction of very ambitious projects. In order to achieve the 

realisation of these projects and given that the building sector was 

lacking professionals, skilled labour and institutional infrastructure, 

the country’s authorities used foreign companies and expertise to 

design and build the infrastructure and development projects. As a 

result, the country became an international arena for architectural 

experimentation where the housing projects and the most important 

of public buildings were designed by well-known architects such as; 

the Brazilian architect Neimeyer for Constantine and Algiers 

universities, the Japanese architect Tange for the university of Oran, 

Bofill for a rural housing scheme (as part of the 1000 agricultural 

villages scheme introduced under the agricultural revolution) and 

Pouillon for some tourism and leisure facilities. In terms of the 

architectural styles, different contributors brought different styles. The 

work of Niemeyer and Tange can be regarded as modernist and 

innovative with defying scales, using contemporary building methods 

and materials while others used different approaches. The architects 

Bofill and Pouillon and the first Algerian architect Bouchama came 

with a style that takes references from the architectural heritage and 

																																																								
1	Middle East and North Africa	
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local culture and combine them with contemporary production 

techniques. This can also be said about the work of El Miniawy 

brothers, who contributed into the housing sector. The other architect 

who worked in the same sector was Ravereau, thus his approach 

was on reviving the traditional architecture of the Southern regions in 

the country. Further details on the work of these architects are given 

in Chapter 2. Apart from the few interventions mentioned above, the 

kind of architecture produced since independence makes very little 

reference to the cultural, historical and social aspects of the Algerian 

society. This is in contrast to pre-colonial and colonial eras when 

architecture reflected the local socio-cultural character to varying 

degrees throughout the centuries. 

 

A strong body of research on the role of culture in traditional 

settlements existed for a number of years. This relates to a number 

of examples such the UNESCO world heritage site the M’zab valley 

and its K’sour in the south of Algeria, the historic medinas (including 

the Casbah in Algiers). Little work however has been done with 

regard to the role of cultural heritage in informing the design and 

organisation of the built environment of post-independence Algeria 

despite the presence of few built examples such as the work of El-

Miniawy Brothers. 

 

This research is particularly interested in urban dwellings as, these 

form most of what has been built in post-independence Algeria and 

as such they are likely to have a significant impact on its architecture. 

The sector is still one of the problems that the country has been 

facing for more than fifty years and most importantly; it is within this 

sector that the culture can have a bearing on dwellers’ spatial 

experience and their sense of identity.  

 

The demographic growth, the poor conditions of the existing urban 

settlements and some of the policies didn’t help resolve the many 

problems that this sector still experience. This project is interested in 
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looking at the socio-cultural failures of the housing provision in post-

independence Algeria. It is not trying to identify ‘off the shelf 

remedies” to a very complex and complicated problem, but rather 

attempting to shed some light on some of the issues relating to it. 

This is with a view to providing a better understanding of the 

underlying causes. In doing so, the points of view and positions of a 

number of stakeholders will be sought through semi-structured 

interviews. For far too long the issues of architectural quality of the 

built environment and the cultural identity of Algerian cities has been 

neglected. This has led to very poorly designed and inadequately 

built urban settlements that don’t fulfil the needs of the inhabitants in 

particular and society at large, nor do they contribute to their social, 

cultural and emotional wellbeing.  

 

This research project is interested in how socio-cultural factors can 

inform the way we design built environments in general and urban 

dwellings in particular in Algeria, with a view to provide a better 

understanding, among planning, design and architecture 

professionals, of the interaction between sociocultural factors and 

design. This, hopefully, will help in shedding some light on the 

current failures that Algerian cities experience in terms of lack of 

identity and the production of an urban architecture that seems 

distant from its socio-cultural context even after almost six decades 

of independence. 

 

The research will seek to use the following questions in order to 

frame the debate: 

 

• There is a considerable body of research into the technical 

issues relating to the poor provision of adequate built 

environment in Algeria, yet very little on their socio-cultural 

failures. To what extent do built environment researchers and 

professionals recognise the need to better understand these 

failures and address them through design? 
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• Given that both traditional and to a lesser extent, colonial 

architecture contain many references to Algeria’s rich cultural 

heritage, what are the barriers to culturally conscious architecture 

in the post-independence urban centres? 

 

• Given that architecture is not merely the resolution of a set of 

material and functional requirements/constraints, but also the 

outcome of a set of socio-cultural factors, how can these latter 

ones inform the spatial experience of the city dwellers? 

 

• The design of new settlements is largely based on 1950’s and 

60’s European models of urban sprawl using concrete as the 

main material. Will a combination of local materials; traditional 

crafts and modern production methods lead to a strengthening of 

the cultural relevance of architecture and the betterment of the 

urban environment? 

 

While the initial intention of the research was to consider the 

architecture-culture of post-independence Algeria in general, it 

became clear that focussing it on the specific area of urban dwellings 

for this era is a more realistic project. This has led to the minor 

revision of some of the wording of the research question. As a result, 

the revised questions became:  

• There is a considerable body of research into the technical 

issues relating to the poor provision of adequate urban 

dwellings in Algeria, yet not much on their socio-cultural 

failures. To what extent do built environment researchers and 

professionals recognise the need to better understand these 

failures and address them through design? 

 

• Given that both traditional and to a lesser extent colonial 

architecture contain many references to Algeria’s rich cultural 

heritage, what are the barriers to culturally conscious 

architecture for post-independence urban dwellings? 
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• Given that architecture is not merely the resolution of a set of 

material and functional requirements/constraints, but also the 

outcome of a set of socio-cultural factors, how can these latter 

ones inform the spatial experience of the city dwellers? 

 

• The design of new urban settlements is largely based on 

1950’s and 60’s European models of urban sprawl using 

concrete as the main material. How a combination of local 

materials; traditional crafts and modern production methods 

can lead to a culturally relevant community architecture for 

better urban dwelling models?  

 
The choice of Algeria as a context for this study can be explained by 

two main reasons. The background of the researcher, whose early 

academic and professional career started there, will provide a first-

hand knowledge of the social, economic and political conditions of 

the country. Furthermore, the desire to undertake this research is 

both fuelled and inspired by the lack of debate on these issues in 

contemporary Algeria. The researcher is of the opinion that the lack 

of such debate is a contributing factor to the situation in which 

Algeria finds itself after more than fifty years of independence. The 

concrete urban sprawls of post 1962 Algeria don’t seem to disappear 

from the urban environment despite not being able to deliver on two 

fronts; architecturally and culturally. 
 
1.2 Research aims and objectives 
This research aims to explore the post-independence urban 

dwellings stock with a view to understand the relationship between 

the quality of architecture and the lack of cultural reference. The lack 

of debate around architecture-culture in Algeria more specifically 

concerning its post-independence urban dwellings makes such a 

research project even more important given the size and complexity 

of the task to deliver a large number of dwelling units and the impact 

they are likely to have on the physical and socio-cultural 
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characteristics of the post-independence urban environment. With its 

complexity, this issue needs to be looked at from different angles.  In 

order to do that, the following objectives were set: 

 

• Carry out a literature review to contextualise the topic and 

identify ways and methods of carrying out the research. 

 

• Identify a set of issues related to the architecture-culture 

relationship-in the context of post-independence urban 

dwellings in Algeria and develop a set of criteria for the choice 

of data collection methods, sources and research participants. 

 

• Carry out a series of interviews and observations. 

 

• Undertake data analysis and discussion of the findings with a 

view to address the research questions. 

 

This research seek to delve into and clarify the issues relating to the 

relationship between architecture and culture in contemporary 

Algeria with a view to provide a better understanding of the failings of 

a large proportion of what is being built at present more specifically in 

terms of urban dwellings. Such an understanding would lead to:  

 

• Elucidate a number of issues relating to the lack of cultural 

references in post-independence architecture in general and 

urban dwellings in particular.  

 

• Bring to the fore the issues relating to architectural design in the 

context of urban dwellings and the quality of spaces and 

experiences that they can provide.  

 

Furthermore, the research will provide a methodological approach 

and bibliographical database for future researches   
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1.3 The thesis structure 
The thesis is organised into eight chapters, the introduction then the 

literature review that is formed of two chapters (Chapter 2 and 3). 

Chapter two is covering the theoretical issues related to the 

Architecture-Culture relationship. It starts with general definitions of 

the two main key words of the research which are ‘Architecture’ and 

‘Culture’ then it debates this relationship in general through the 

available literature. The section included some issues that could 

inform this debate such as “House and Culture” as a relationship. 

This was based mainly on the work of Rapoport; who proves the 

importance of culture in housing throughout the variety of dwellings 

and on the way they are used in different places with different 

cultures. This debate around the same topic Architecture-Culture is 

then presented in the context of the Arab-Islamic world based on the 

work of Arab thinkers who looked at the issues related to the 

contemporary architecture in this part of the world. The third section 

of the chapter focussed in introducing the context of the research 

‘Algeria’; its historical review and a survey of its architectural scene 

covering the pre-colonial, colonial and post-independence eras.  

After a general contextualisation of the research in the first part of the 

literature, Chapter 3 (second part of the literature) presents the urban 

dwellings sector in Algeria based on the Architecture-Culture debate.  

This, being the focus of the study, covers most of the issues related 

to this sector in the post-independence era. It starts with a 

description of the state of urban dwellings in Algeria; this includes an 

overview about the urban developments with references to some of 

the existing urban dwellings typologies. Then the Algerian cultural 

changes are debated, followed by the work of some researchers that 

highlights how these new cultural conditions impacted the new 

designs. Another related topic discussed in the same chapter is the 

architectural heritage, how it is perceived, used and its state. This 

latter is considered as one of the forms of cultural heritage and its 

maintenance, according to Tamima (2008), is crucial to the cultural 

development of any country. Finally, the Algerian housing policies, 
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developed since the independence, are presented and reviewed 

highlighting their successes and failures in terms of offering socio-

culturally relevant designs. 

 

After the literature review (Chapter 2 and 3), the fourth chapter is 

covering the research methodology. The chapter is divided into two 

sections; the first one reviews the available research methods in 

architectural studies. The focus was on the qualitative research 

methods rather than on the quantitative given that the proposed 

research is concerned with Architecture-Culture relationship in the 

urban dwellings sector, which involves the attitudes and the 

perception of the space by the users. The second one focuses on the 

methods to be adopted in the proposed research, as the different 

definitions were reviewed in relation to the research aims. The thesis 

methodological approach is based on primary and secondary 

research methods, those include semi-structured interviews with 

different stakeholders, observations-in the form of a study through 

photography- and case studies.  

 

Chapter 5 presents the Case studies. This is covering three different 

post-independence urban dwellings from two locations around the 

country. Their selection was based on a number of set criteria. The 

two main criteria are the level of participation of the users to the 

design process and the geo-cultural location. The former is divided 

into three levels; no-participation, individual participation and 

community participation. The latter is about discussing the attitudes 

towards heritage and urban dwellings in the North and the South of 

the country. Qualitative research was used to collect and analyse 

primary data that came from semi-structured interviews with the 

users and observations. This was complimented by secondary 

research from the literature.  

 

The case studies are followed by the Fieldwork, which is presented in 

Chapter 6 (Exploring the Architecture of Urban Dwellings: A Field 
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Based Investigation) and Chapter 7 (Exploring the Architecture of 

Urban Dwellings: Outcomes of the Field Investigation). The former 

presents the data collection process, which was based on the use of 

different methods that were presented in the Research Methodology 

Chapter. The different qualitative methods that were used are, semi-

structured interviews with designers, decision makers, educators and 

users along with other techniques such as observations, analysis of 

buildings and urban contexts, taking photographs, notes and 

sketches. First, the preparations or the pre-fieldwork are explained 

then the pilot study and its process, the findings from this latter (pilot) 

are discussed highlighting the gaps within this first experience on 

site. Finally, this is followed by the description of the actual study and 

data collection. 

 

Chapter 7 presents and analyses the findings of the semi-structured 

interviews and make use of the observations. The input of the 

stakeholders who participated to this research are different but 

complementary. The dwellers (users) who are an integral part of the 

society, described their everyday life within a dwelling that may or 

may not address their needs from the inside and the ways they 

interact with its outside and immediate surroundings. The other 

stakeholders (professionals) explained their input into this whole 

process of making a living built environment for the society. The 

analysis of this part (semi-structured interviews) started with the 

dwellers then followed by the professionals and each of these 

categories is divided into the participants from Algiers and those from 

Ghardaia. As for the semi-structured interviews, the observations 

took place in both cities. The contribution of different stakeholders 

and the choice of two regions (locations) helped the researcher to 

make the most of the research and this is reflected in the findings 

and analysis. This informed the research and helped in shedding 

light on the role of culture in the built environment in general and in 

urban dwellings in particular in Algeria since the independence. 
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Finally, Chapter 8 presents the final discussion and conclusions for 

the thesis. This covers a summary of the findings and how the 

research questions have been addressed. The chapter discusses the 

contribution to knowledge and makes suggestions for further 

research that could complement the findings of the present study. 

Future researchers into this specific field could benefit from the 

findings as well as the limitations and challenges of the present 

research. Those latter are presented in this chapter to inform future 

researchers on the way similar studies could be approached to avoid 

some of the limitations and challenges that the researcher 

experienced in conducting the research.   

Finally, it is hoped that this research could raise more awareness 

among society and professionals on the importance of the 

architectural heritage and the socio-cultural values in the field of 

architecture in general and in the production of urban dwellings in 

particular. As a result, the bodies (actors) concerned with the 

production of urban dwellings in Algeria will be more interested in 

developing and making a change in this field. Such a change would 

lead to the strengthening of the cultural relevance of architecture and 

the betterment of urban environment. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Architecture and Culture:  
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Chapter 2  
Architecture and Culture: A Theoretical Framework 

 
2.1 Overview 
The Architecture-Culture debate is presented in this chapter, under 

three sections. In the first instance, the general debate based on the 

definition of the two concepts and the relationship between them, is 

presented. In their discussion of culture (Rapoport, 2005) and 

architecture (Ballantyne, 2001), they both argue that the two 

concepts are very complex. They explain that one of the reasons for 

their complexity is due to the fact that these concepts are too generic 

single words loaded with multiple meanings. Hence it is important to 

identify the most relevant ones in relation to the focus of the study. 

The cultural heritage, culture in design and the house and culture are 

also discussed under the same section.  

The second section of the chapter focusses the debate on the Arab-

Islamic world, through the work of a number of Arab thinkers. The 

general issues that rose from this debate gave an informative 

background (an introduction) to the last section, which is about the 

context of the study given that it is part of the Arab-Islamic world. 

This last section starts with a brief review of the history of Algeria 

then a survey of its architectural scene is discussed. 

 
2.2 Architecture and Culture 
The discussion of architecture and culture will be explored in this 

section, starting with the definition of the two concepts from the 

English dictionary then other definitions given by different authors 

with different backgrounds.  Within this discussion other related 

matters are discussed including the cultural heritage, culture in 

architectural design and house and culture. 

 

2.2.1 Theoretical Issues 
The Oxford English dictionary gives a number of definitions for 

Culture. The first four are given below, two of them are concerned 
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with culture as a way of life and the other two are for culture as art, 

music and literature:  

1)  The customs and beliefs, art, way of life and social organisation 

of a particular country or group: 

European/Islamic/African/American.  

2) A country, group, etc. with its own beliefs.  

3)  Art, music, literature, etc., thought of as a group. 

4)  The beliefs and attitudes about something that people in 

particular group or organisation share. 

 

According to the same dictionary, two definitions are given for 

Architecture, the first one being “the art of science of constructing 

edifices for human use” and the second as “the action and process of 

building”. While the first definition refers to the human aspect of 

architecture as an art/science profession, the second one is more 

concerned with architecture as a process, which involves architects 

and other professionals.   

Given the intended focus of this research, the first definition of 

Architecture with its multi-faceted coverage including the human 

dimension, seems to fit the purpose. 

 

Culture in the literature 
According to Avruch (1998:6) the important use of the concept of 

culture especially in the 19th century makes its understanding difficult. 

The author referred to three ways of using the term culture. The first 

one is derived from a definition given by Arnold (1869), considers 

culture as the knowledge and the specialisation of someone in one or 

more spheres, known as intellectual capacities. Avruch (1998) is of 

the view that Tylor’s reaction to Arnold lead to a second way of using 

culture. In contrast to the scientific basis to culture proposed by 

Arnold, Tylor’s (1871) way of using the term has an aesthetic 

underpinning, as his definition for culture encompasses all the 

society; “that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, 

morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired 
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by man as a member of society” (Tylor, 1871: 1). The third way of 

using culture came from the work of Franz Boas and his students in 

the twentieth century as a reaction against Tylor and other social 

evolutionists who proposed the single culture with a universal 

character. Instead of considering different cultures, they viewed the 

single universal culture as having different societies ranging from 

savage to civilized. Boas on the other hand recognised that different 

peoples and societies have their varied cultures. According to Avruch 

(1998), he went further than this in dismissing the value judgments of 

the two previous models of culture.  

 

Both Tylorean and Boasian models of culture share the all-

encompassing character of culture. It is about all what can be 

transmitted from a generation to another through different systems to 

name but one, the built environment, as stated by Rapoport (2005). 

But the fact that it includes all what can characterise humans gave 

birth to numerous definitions. The same author went beyond the 

definition itself and questioned what does culture do? For this he 

identified three types, the first is to provide rules on how things 

should be done. The second is “to provide the framework that gives 

meaning to particulars-“things” only have meaning in relation to each 

other in some framework”. The last purpose is to identify and 

separate between the different groups that exist within a society or a 

country. 

In conclusion, Rapoport (2005:78) stated that all these definitions 

cannot be classified as right or wrong but each one could be more 

appropriate and accurate in a given domain and not in another. The 

author went to say that these definitions are not contradictory but 

complementary. The former three (mentioned in the beginning) and 

these latter ones all the six are connected with each other and 

complement each other.  While Models Two and Three (Tylor and 

Boa) described above have much in common the latter one seems to 

offer a better context for this research as it emphasis the different 
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cultures. This is particularly relevant to the context of Algeria, that 

while it has Islam as an overarching cultural background, its various 

ethnic and social groups do have their own cultural characteristics.  

Architecture in the literature 
In his book What is Architecture?, Ballantyne (2001) explains that the 

discussion of architecture has many problems associated with it, due 

to the use of a single word Architecture that is loaded with multiple 

meanings associated with buildings. Ballantyne (2001) states: 

“Architecture is part of the art of living” and he stresses that 

architecture can be at its most successful when it is representing and 

expressing the values and way of life of its inhabitants. This 

resonates with similar views made by Rapoport (1969) in his 

reference to dwellings as a physical expression of the ‘genre de vie’ 

of people. The same author refers to two opposing views about 

buildings; he explains that on the one hand a building has a utilitarian 

function and should be secure as well as provide a reassuring 

environment (which resonates with the definition given above) but on 

the other hand, we tend to admire buildings that seem spectacular 

and against the odds.  

 

At the end of the essay, to answer the question “What is 

Architecture?”, Ballantyne (2001) set up two opposite poles “the nest 

and the pillar of fire” that he used as guiding principles for this part of 

the essay. The first pole that he called nest-inspired Architecture 

covers the everyday buildings, referring to modest Architecture that 

most of the people prefer and use in their everyday life “buildings”. 

The other pole is the architecture that takes its roots from the history 

of architecture, buildings that have this characteristic of being 

historical, spiritual or other distinctions that come from their originality 

and spectacularity.  This is more a distinction between building and 

architecture (Ballantyne, 2001:48). 

“What we think of as architecture at any given time will depend on 

our perspective, and what our culture has prepared us to expect”. 
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Based on the definition of Spiro Kostof (cited by Ballantyne, 2001), 

the possibility of turning the buildings into architecture exists if we 

were to give them more importance to make them noticeable. So this 

is not something intrinsic in the building itself but something from a 

personal or collective willing that can make this change. In 

Ballantyne’s words it is “a cultural matter which involves the 

buildings”. In Nikolaus Pevsner’s view (cited by the same author), a 

building could be considered as architecture if it is taking the aspect 

of aesthetic as principle, as to say if the building is very appealing 

and aesthetic but here again, we go and ask is there any criteria for 

aesthetics? 

 

Professionals within the field see their profession as a work that is 

combining functions and services on the one hand with artistic, 

cultural and innovative ambitions on the other (Teerds, 2014:214). 

According to the author (ibid), “Art is regularly the starting point for 

investigating the phenomenon of culture” When it comes to the 

definition of architecture, the author sees it as Cultural Praxis that 

intertwines artistic ambitions and everyday condition. This is from an 

essay where the author studied the work of Hannah Arendt, a 

German-American philosopher, in order to develop a cultural 

perspective in the field of architecture. The philosopher is studying 

the artworks as cultural objects, relying on immortality and durability 

aspects, she focussed on the works of art as the ultimate cultural 

objects and did not discuss the role of architecture within this sphere 

that is, in Teerds (2014) point of view, a cultural object too that 

cannot be dismissed or withdrawn by its capacity. Architecture is 

surrounding us and it is the context of our daily life, it has this ability 

to connect between us (as the current human beings) with the past 

and future generations. The author argued that there are no cultural 

artefacts as such that can influence our daily life in the same 

architecture does.  

With this approach close to twining architecture and culture, 

Serageldin (1986:76) studied architecture with its major linkages to 
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society. The author states that architecture is an art that is 

“completely intertwined with a particular society”.  It is an art that 

reflects the different aspects of a given society (to name but few their 

aspirations, level of wealth and advancement in technology, the 

climate, the topography, its social organisation) at the same time it 

contributes to shaping its identity. Compared to other arts, 

architecture is the closest to society with its multiplicity of dimensions 

whether be it economic, social, cultural, political or religious. The 

various definitions for the two concepts of architecture and culture, 

presented under this section, highlight the link and the close 

relationship between them. Those definitions, regardless of the 

background and standpoint of their authors, be them architect, 

philosopher, ethnographer etc., have all a direct or indirect reference 

to culture. This can be best summed up by Rapoport’s statement 

(Rapoport, 1969:15): “The differences between the type of buildings 

in different areas are evidence of differences in culture, rituals, ways 

of life, and social organisation, climates and landscapes, and 

materials and technology available”. 

 

2.2.2 Practical matters 
 
Cultural heritage 

“Defining cultural heritage and outlining strategies for its 

maintenance and improvement is crucial to any country’s 

cultural development. As a result of this initial cycle of detection, 

there is a renovated ‘awareness’ of heritage, and approaches to 

the preservation and communication of what is regarded and 

respected as a common heritage. Archaeological, natural, 

historical sites, along with archaeological remains historical 

objects and traditions are recognized and given the status of 

heritage; they become instrumental in the building of civic 

identity, restore civic institutions, and boost both cultural and 

economic development” (Tamima, 2008:53).  
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In an article published in the book ‘Cultural heritage and 

development in the Arab world’, Al Sabah wrote about ‘Culture in the 

Arab world today’. The author states that it is important for a society 

to preserve its culture and this can be done if a society does 

appreciate and value its culture. To implement this in a society, it is 

important to educate it for appreciating it, making this society aware 

that it is a key player for the progress and having its responsibility for 

preserving it. The author was not referring to the preservation of 

proper ‘Culture’ (as it is maybe difficult to go down that road) but to 

the preservation of ‘Cultural Heritage’. The ‘Cultural Heritage’ is all 

what has been passed from generation to another whether it being; 

architecture, paintings, music, literature etc. Preserving all these 

different aspects of society’s culture, according to the author, should 

be a ‘common’ task where everyone is concerned and should be 

involved (Al Sabah, 2008:282).  According to the same author, any 

society needs to establish and have a cultural identity that 

differentiates it from other societies. In order to do that it is important 

to go back to its history and its cultural heritage. This is a point of 

view that was also expressed by Serageldin, (1986:79) 

 Altwaijri (2011) puts forward an alternative view of the Arab Islamic 

heritage in the following description:  

“A fundamental characteristic of Arab Islamic heritage is that it 

is alive, linked to the uninterrupted history, and interacts with 

changes impacting human life, in both directions, without losing 

its originality and singularity. Rather, its roots are still deep in 

the ground, omnipresent in the various fields of knowledge: 

language, history, culture, law, literature, monuments, religion, 

morals, wisdom, philosophy and science. These roots, deeply 

anchored in the past, cannot, for instance, be described in the 

manner of the Greek heritage”.  

In a more progressive manner, The author takes the view that “There 

is no conflict at all between looking forward to the future and 

conserving past heritage. Rather, the focus on heritage should be 
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seen as the basis on which to clearly and vigorously shape the 

future” (Altwaijri, 2011). This position is aligned with the view taken 

throughout the development of the research questions for the current 

study and the ways they will be addressed.  

 
Culture in architectural design   
Intersection between architecture and culture existed since the age 

of the primitive and until the modern era. Cultural differences are 

reflected on the different architectural projects that exist in different 

parts of the world, given that architecture is commonly known as the 

expression of culture. However, the direct relationship between 

culture and architectural design remains complicated (Paramita, 

2009). The same author explains how this well-established 

relationship that existed for years became complicated in the modern 

era. According to Paramita (Ibid), in the vernacular architecture 

designs, the architect is usually a member of the community. The fact 

that these two actors (architect and community) share the same 

socio-cultural values and needs created designs that are perfectly 

adapted to their way of life. The same author emphasis: “Although 

the typology of the building is merely simple and less dramatic, its 

immense level of ingenuity is beyond belief”. The difference with the 

modern era, is that the architect is more likely to be from a different 

culture than the one of the society that he is designing for. For this, 

the author questions on how an architect with different culture would 

acknowledge the culture of a different society and make use of it in 

design?  

 

The cultural difference between architects and communities is not the 

only issue that has an impact on the cultural relevance of 

architecture; globalisation played an important role in changing the 

image of architecture. According to Teerds (2014), the consumer 

society has turned architecture into entertainment; using social media 

and websites to promote this architecture under glossy renderings 

and images. This has affected the lifespan and the lifecycle of 
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buildings and design that used to be a representation of collective 

value.  

Referring to the definition of Ballantyne (2001): “Architecture is part 

of the art of living, and is at its most successful when it seems to give 

expression to the life that inhabits it”, in order to create this 

relationship between buildings and people’s lives it is important to 

understand people’s needs and aspirations. Aldington and Craig 

(1980), in an essay Understanding People and Developing a Brief, 

explained the importance of the design brief. According to the same 

authors, this latter should cover both the material and the immaterial 

aspects of the building. They define the first stage of the creative 

process as Understanding, referring to understanding users’ needs in 

order to achieve a meaningful environment for them.  

According to Hillier (2007), architecture materialises as a result of an 

intellectual ‘prise de conscience’ by the designers who produce 

buildings as conscious human critically aware of their cultural 

relativity of built forms instead of being cultural automata, merely 

reproducing the physical forms of the culture. This seems to be in 

tune with Canizaro’s description of Regionalism (Canizaro, 2007) 

when he states: “In architecture regionalism commonly refers to the 

establishment of connections between the new works and pre-

existing local and regional characteristics”. Connections to the local 

conditions in Regionalism is further explained by Özkan (1989) as 

having a respect to local culture, climate, and technology.  

On the other hand, Critical Regionalism is put forward as an 

intellectual construct to resist the modernist and post modernist's 

lack of local identity and disregard of context. According to Frampton 

(1981), it has as a fundamental strategy:’…to mediate the impact of 

universal civilization with elements derived indirectly from the 

peculiarities of a particular place.” 

Slessor (2013) adds to the above description by stating: “Critical 

Regionalism showed that investigation of the local is a fundamental 

step in the rehumanisation of architecture”.  
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In the context of the Islamic world, the Aga Khan Award for 

Architecture (AKAA) has much interest in Regionalism. This is clearly 

manifested in the concern of the AKAA for the characteristics and 

specificities of regional sub-cultures of the Islamic World. The 

winning projects of the yearly award vary from buildings, planning 

schemes, historic preservation to landscape architecture, with new 

and innovative concepts that address the needs and aspirations of 

the communities where these projects are located (AKAA, s.d.). 

Typical examples of restauration projects include historic sites, 

towns, buildings, etc. such as Sidi Bou Saïd (1978-1980) and 

Kairaouan (1990-1992) in Tunisia, Asilah in Morocco (1987-1989), 

Hebron Old town (1996-1998). In the housing projects category, the 

list of winners include examples such as the Hafsia quarter in Tunisia 

(1993-1995) and Aranya community housing in India in the same 

year. Other projects include hospitals, hotels, libraries and much 

more. These projects contribute to the revitalisation of culturally 

related architectural issues and the preservation of the architectural 

heritage and its socio-economic revival.  

Although one of the housing schemes in Algeria, by Egyptian 

architects ‘El Miniawy Brothers (for more details see Chapter 3), has 

been shortlisted for the award, there has never been any winners. 

This is another indication that the architecture-culture debate in 

Algeria is lagging behind.  

 

2.2.3 House and Culture  
The term “house” is loaded with many cultural references. According 

to Rapoport (1969), the house is considered as an institution for 

which the form is highly influenced by socio-cultural forces, which he 

considered as primary, and by other factors that he referred to as 

secondary, like climatic conditions, methods of construction, 

materials and the technology. 

He goes on to argue that houses and settlements represent a 

physical expression of the ‘genre de vie’ of people. In traditional 

settlements, people who live in the house are likely to have had an 



	 25 

input into its creation, whether be it directly or indirectly. His 

discussion of the ‘genre de vie’ gives rise to five distinct factors 

affecting the built form, which are; some basic needs, family, Position 

of women, privacy and finally social intercourse. 

He goes on to make the case that all of these aspects are very 

complex. If we take comfort for instance, as one of the elements 

covered by the first category that of the basic needs, it is viewed 

differently from different societies. Perception of comfort in different 

societies is shaped up by environmental and cultural considerations.  

With regard to indoor air quality, for instance, some societies tolerate 

spaces with very high smell concentration like the Eskimo while 

others prefer the fresh air. To highlight cultural differences relating to 

comfort, Rapoport (1969) refers to the different attitudes towards 

windows’ opening when comparing England to the USA. In the latter 

case, people are not keen on opening windows as they rely heavily 

on air conditioning. These differences between people’s perception 

of comfort and their attitudes to it are likely to influence the 

architectural form. 

Family is the second aspect influencing the built form. Although the 

family, as an idea, is the same one in most cultures, its structure can 

vary greatly from one culture to another giving rise to differences in 

house form. The Kabyle house in Algeria can serve as an illustration 

of the family structure and the house form. The compound house, for 

the extended family, is characterised by a group of individual units 

housing conjugal families, organised around a common court and it 

is the basic unit for the composition of the village. Another factor 

influencing the house form, under the same aspect “Family”, is the 

difference in societies where the polygamy or monogamy is applied. 

The examples of polygamist societies on their own are numerous, for 

the Manjas of Ubanji each wife lives in her own house while in the 

Homboris Moslems of Timbuctoo the wives live under the same roof. 

All these differences are reflected in the house form (Rapoport, 

1969:64-65). This influencing factor was mentioned by Bawden 

(1990:169) in his study on the ‘Domestic space and social structure 
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in pre-Columbian northern Peru’ where he looked at the social 

structure of the Andean and their domestic spatial organisation. 

According to him, the size of the household, their relationship and the 

space they live in is “organised on the basis of the fundamental 

psychological tenets that structure society”. 

The position of women in the different societies is considered as a 

third aspect. Rapoport (1969) suggests that the courtyard house, the 

form of houses in North Africa, Latin America and Greece, is related 

to some socio-cultural factors. The size of the opening and the roofs’ 

design are meant to avoid any intrusion into the house to preserve 

the privacy of women (separated from men).  Though not specifically 

mentioned by the author, those features contribute to enhancing the 

protection from the hot climate in those regions. 

According to Madigan and Munro (1991), the analysis of the impact 

of housing design on male and female users in Britain has shown to 

be weak when it relied on the experience of the household in 

aggregate. The authors argue that it can easily mask any gender 

related effects. While in Britain, according to this research, the impact 

of design on female users seems to be ‘overlooked’ the situation in 

Algeria is ‘differently similar’, as the design seems to ignore some of 

the socio-cultural values of all users. If the lessons of such research 

are to be heeded, the design of the data collection methods of the 

present study ought to take into account the views of the various 

stakeholders in the Algerian urban dwellings’ debate. 

 

The need for privacy, which is the fourth aspect, is very variable and 

complex. Attitudes to privacy may be affected by “…attitudes to sex 

and shame, …feelings of personal worth, territoriality, and the place 

of the individual” from these factors that vary from one culture to 

another the form of a house can be decided to be whether totally 

open or divided (Rapoport, 1969:66). If we take privacy in terms of 

separation of the domains (privacy depends on the domain) we can 

refer to different examples e.g. the traditional Arab-Islamic house 

(detailed in the coming paragraph). The cross-cultural study on 
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segmentation, architecture and the use of space by Kent (1992:127), 

for instance, was aiming to shed light on why some people are 

dividing and segmenting their domestic spaces more than others 

according to gender, age and function segregation.  

 

The last aspect that influences built form is social intercourse. Here, 

the author (Rapoport, 1969) is referring to the social life. Where 

people meet is affecting not only the house form but the city as well. 

The different cultures made distinct preferences about where people 

can meet to socialise, coffee shops for North African, Turkish and 

Malayan men. In England, both house and pub, in France, for 

instance, they used to meet in café and Bistro but not in a house; 

because this has now changed it affected both the house form and 

the city (Rapoport, 1969:69). 

 

In a comparative research between England and Japan, Ozaki 

(2002) set out to explore the influence of cultural values on house 

form using qualitative data collection methods in two towns (one in 

each country). The research has shown that changes in house form 

towards increasing capacity for private use spaces in dwellings would 

reflect cultural changes albeit they vary from one country to another. 

Furthermore, the research has shown that as well as cultural values, 

there were other factors, such as climate, construction techniques 

and cost that affect house design. 

 

According to El-Shorbagy (2010), “The aesthetic of the Islamic-Arab 

house comes from the harmony of putting the architectural elements 

together as well as juxtaposing them in order to provide variety and 

visual interest through change in their size and scale” (El-Shorbagy, 

2010). According to the same author, the different features of the 

Islamic-Arab houses such as courtyards, domes, vaults and much 

more are recognised as their distinctive language. The author 

explains that those features are spatial adaptations based on 

peoples’ religious and cultural needs. He goes on and concludes 
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with: “There is no doubt that the outstanding quality of the 

architecture of the Islamic-Arab house was derived, not from stylistic 

elements, but from the superiority of its essential features, their 

proportional arrangement and their basic ideas” (El-Shorbagy, 2010). 

 

The traditional Arab-Islamic house is an example among others 

where the five aspects influencing the house form, highlighted above 

by Rapoport (1969), are evident. For example, the privacy factor was 

considered, along with the cultural and religious needs, as element 

determining the physical environment in the Arab cities. The need for 

privacy and segregation between men and women made distinct 

distribution inside houses; the public spaces were shaped for male 

users and the private ones for female. Another input to that is the 

climate; seeking for privacy on one hand and for protection from hot 

and arid climate in the Arab countries on the other, the houses are 

intra open (courtyard houses) with minimal openings on the external 

walls (El-Shorbagy, 2010). 

“The idea of courtyards as a plan configuration goes back thousands 

of years to Neolithic settlements. … The courtyard as a house plan 

type exists extensively from China to Morocco. However, it becomes 

a generic typology in hot, arid, climatic landscapes and forms the 

basis of the urban pattern in the madinas of the Islamic World. Apart 

from the climatic and functional efficiencies of this plan typology, its 

cultural relevance is of equal importance” (Edwards et al, 2005). This 

quote from a book written by an international panel of experts on 

architecture and sustainability issues reflects the revival of the 

interest in the potential that traditional settlements can offer in a 

contemporary context.   

Culture/Architecture relationship is interchangeable, while the cited 

references showed how culture could influence and shape the built 

form, several studies and examples showed the inversed influence. 

How architecture influence and promote cultural changes within a 

society.   
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‘Housing and Identity The meaning of housing in communicating 

identity and its influence on self-perception’ is a PhD project that was 

aiming to develop knowledge about the relationship between housing 

and peoples’ identity. According to the author, Hauge (2009:18), “the 

physical environment is only one of many factors that influence how 

we see ourselves and others”. The work of Kuller (1986-1991) cited 

by Hauge (2009:18) on the role of physical environment in the basic 

emotional process shows that the physical environment is affecting 

the basic emotional process, but it is not the only one, the researcher 

mentioned three other components; actors of personality, social 

environment and on-going activity. According to the same source, 

understanding housing and identity should have importance in 

societal and individual level. 

“Knowledge about housing and identity may be applied to improve 

people’s everyday lives” (Hauge, 2009: 20). This was investigated for 

many years in the domain of housing on how a good quality housing 

and a neighbourhood that is functioning well can change and 

improve the everyday life of the inhabitants. Stating earlier that the 

physical environment is not the only components affecting the basic 

emotional process we can only suggest that a social identity of 

residents of a neighbourhood may be affected and improved by 

improving the housing quality and, at a smaller scale, architecture 

may affect the identity of an individual and/or his relation with 

another. 

2.3 The Architecture-Culture discourse in the Arab Islamic world 
In “Tradition Versus Modernity” Al Sayyed (2011) discusses at length 

the culture –architecture discourse in the Arab/Islamic world. The first 

part of the discussion is concerned with the issue of Tradition-

modernity in the Arab culture; while the second part is dedicated to 

the architectural crisis that the Arab/Islamic world has been 

experiencing. 

According to Al Sayyed (ibid), the discourse came about as a 

reaction to what is seen as an unbalanced cultural interaction of 
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newly independent Arab/Islamic countries with Western culture 

followed by retrogression and cultural decay accompanied by a 

weakness of Arab States and culture in general.  He goes on to 

identify three main approaches to tackling the issue of ‘tradition 

versus modernity’ in the Arab world: the first approach is an 

endorsement of tradition, the second one sees modernity as being 

superimposed on tradition while the third one is a compromise or a 

halfway house between the two. 

 

2.3.1  Culture as part of the Tradition –Modernity discourse 
The discussion of culture in the Arab/Islamic world is framed within 

the comparative discourse of “Tradition –Modernity”, which is 

relatively new, according to Al Sayyed (2011). He argues that its 

origins can be traced back to the publication of Orientalism (Said, 

1979) and the writings of Arkoun (21985, 1985a, 1987, 1992, 1993, 

1997) and Al-Jabiri (1991a, 1991b, 1992a, 1992b see footnote 2).  

 

Orientalism 
Said, in his famous work “Orientalism” (Said, 1979), argues that 

‘'Orientalism is a system of representation, framed by a whole set of 

forces that brought the Orient into western learning, consciousness 

and, later the western empire' (Said, 1979: 203). He critically 

reviewed western views about the ‘Orient’ and constructed an 

argument based on Foucault's theories of domination and power 

where Orientalism was a tool of Western domination upon the Arab 

																																																								
2  Arkoun produced a series of works in which he explored the evolution of tradition within 

the Arab culture and its key turning points. These are: 
• Arkoun, M, (1985), ' Arabic thought', 3rd ed, Aweidat publication, Beirut, Lebanon, 

Paris. (in Arabic). 
• Arkoun, M., (1985a), ‘Tradition: Its Entity, Advantages and Disadvantages?’ PP155-

200, in Tradition and the Contemporary Challenges, Symposium held in Cairo 
between 24-27 September 1984, Published by Arabic union studies centre, Beirut, 
Lebanon. (in Arabic).  

• Arkoun, M, (1987), 'Islamic thought: A scientific reading', 1st ed, National 
development centre, Beirut, Lebanon. (in Arabic).  

• Arkoun, M, (1992), 'Islamic Thought: Criticism', 2nd ed, Dar Al-Saqi, Beirut, Lebanon. 
(in Arabic).  

• Arkoun, M, (1993), 'Where is Modern Islamic Thought?', 1st ed, Dar AL-Saqi, Beirut, 
Lebanon. (in Arabic).  

• Arkoun, M, (1997), 'Historical Review for Islamic Thought', 1st ed, national 
development centre, Beirut, Lebanon. (in Arabic).	
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world. He goes on to argue that 'Orientalism' in its basic 

methodological system only views conquered nations as 

anthropological creatures to study and control. In this sense, 

'Orientalism's ideas are mere functional ideas that integrate with an 

overall colonization system (Said, 1979). The publication of 

'Orientalism' seems to have encouraged many Arab critics and 

thinkers to contribute to this debate. 

  

Arkoun and the Arab Islamic Thought 
In a series of works published between the mid 80’s and late 90’s, 

the Algerian writer, thinker and critic Mohammed Arkoun focuses on 

the criticism of Arab Islamic thought. He sought to explore the 

evolution of tradition within the Arab culture and its key turning 

points. In doing so he takes three elements that he considers as 

being behind the evolution/regression of Arab cultural knowledge; 

thought, language, and what he refers to as the socio-historic milieu 

(Arkoun, 1997: 206). In his discussion of tradition, the author 

establishes three systems to look at the past. The first among these 

is to understand tradition as 'all what has been thought of'.  This first 

system of considering tradition has led to another two: 'the non 

thought of’ tradition and 'the impossible-to- think of at the time' 

tradition (Arkoun, 1997: 59-63). While the former refers to the 

decisions that have been omitted during the evolution of a certain 

tradition at a certain time, the latter is about understanding the 

factors and circumstances behind the adoption of a certain tradition 

over another, which is central to understanding the process 

responsible for its evolution.  

Arkoun continues his critical analysis of Arab Islamic culture by 

questioning the essence and role of 'the Islamic mind' in the 

production of 'religious sciences', which he sees as having an 

influential role in the evolution of knowledge and science during the 

'golden era' of Arab civilization (Arkoun, 1997: 65-74). He goes on to 

argue that throughout Islamic history thought was subject to many 

variables and that the presence of historic turning points is key to 
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understanding the emergence of the 'crisis' in Arab Islamic thought 

(Arkoun, 1997: 206-240). Such major turning points are; the 

intervention of 'Orientalism' which provided a new vision to 

understand past heritage (Arkoun, 1997: 245-269, 1994: 30-79) and 

the separation between religion and politics or secularism, by Ataturk 

(Arkoun, 1997: 275-290). The authors makes a call to consider the 

merits of traditions in order to verify its suitability, or that of any of its 

aspects, for the present. Past traditions, he argues, can still be 

accepted provided that the process and minds that influenced its 

evolution are understood. He sees the essence of tradition not as 

mere superficial forms, but rather as inherent embedded meanings 

and themes. This point of view would lead to the other two systems 

of exploring tradition (systems 2 and 3), referred to earlier, to be 

considered. In looking at tradition we can reconsider some decisions 

that were not possible to think of in the past, which were either 

impossible to think of at the time, or not thought of at all, but might be 

possible to be thought of or considered in the present due to change 

of circumstances. Finally, with regard to language, the author argues 

that it has been a major factor in the decline of Arab thought. 

 

Al-Jabiri and the contemporary Arab cultural discourse3 
The work of the late Moroccan philosopher Al-Jabiri makes a 

remarkable contribution to the contemporary Arab cultural discourse 

where he considers the issue of tradition and modernity from different 

points of view. Among the ideas that he put forward, he sees 

‘Orientalists’ as being outsiders to the culture they are studying and 

																																																								
3 The Morrocan philosopher Al-Jabiri’s contribution to contemporary Arab cultural discourse 

is a rich one. He produced a number of writing among them: 
• Al-Jabiri, M, (1991-a). 'Problems of the contemporary Arabic thought', 2nd ed, Arabic 

union studies centre, Beirut, Lebanon. (in Arabic). 
• Al- Jabiri, M, (1991-b),'Critics on the Arabic mind: 1/the evolution of the Arabic mind', 

5th ed, Arabic union studies centre, Beirut, Lebanon.(in Arabic). 
 
• Al-Jabiri, M, (1992-a),' Critics on the Arabic mind: 2/the structure of the Arabic mind- 

analytical study of the knowledge systems in the Arabic culture', 4ht ed, Arabic union 
studies centre, Beirut, Lebanon.(in Arabic). 

• Al-Jabiri, M,(1992-b),'Critics on the Arabic mind: 3/ Political Arabic mind-its limitations', 
2nd ed, Arabic union studies centre, Beirut, Lebanon.(in Arabic). 

	



	 33 

that the ability to think within a certain socio-cultural milieu, the 

thinker has to think with and of its issues through an epistemological 

system that formulated those issues (Al-Jabiri, 1991b: 11-17). In his 

study of Arab culture since its evolution in the era preceding the 

spread of Islam in the 7th century, led him to conclude that “time in 

the Arab culture had come to a standstill in terms of the production of 

cultural knowledge” (Ibid.). However, he does not offer anything by 

way of evidence to his claims. He goes on to argue that when Sufism 

prevailed over the minds of both branches of Islam (Sunna and 

Shia), this in turn led to what he describes as the decline of Arab 

civilisation and the retirement of the Arab mind with its two systems 

of the Bayan and the Burhan (Al-Jabiri, 1991b: 186-252, 1992a, 

1991: 58-70). 

 

2.3.2 From a Culture crisis to an Architecture crisis 
The second part of this discussion will be extended to the issues 

related to the architecture crisis that the Arab/Islamic world has been 

experiencing. International styles in architecture were introduced in 

the Arab world via different ways. According to Al Sayyed (2011), 

they were firstly introduced by the colonial powers as an alternative 

for the traditional styles. This was the case in most of the Arab 

countries at that time. This issue has left the affected countries 

appearing under two different architectural images and contrasting 

planning was raised after the independence when many of the 

contemporary Arab architects started to look at their legacy and 

tradition that were replaced with these imported styles and forms. 

This problem, known as ‘Crisis in the built environment’ in 

architectural discourse, accompanied with the cultural crises raised 

an awareness around the Contemporary Arab Architecture. Hassan 

Fathy and later Rasem Badran4 among others where very concerned 

																																																								
4	Rasem	Badran	is	a	Jordanian	architect	from	a	Palestinian	descent.	He	approaches	
architectural	design	as	a	continuous	dialogue	between	historical	cultural	values	and	
contemporary	needs.		His	work,	which	covers	the	full	spectrum	from	urban	
planning	to	individual	residences	is	human-scaled	and	responsive	to	its	social,	
cultural	as	well	as	environmental	context	of	the	people	who	use	it.	
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about this issue. Fathy wrote: 'Arab architecture nowadays is 

undergoing a bitter crisis in the history of its development throughout 

all Arab countries without exception. In fact, we can say that there is 

no contemporary Arab architecture, but rather a European 

architecture in the Arab countries' (Fathy, 1971). With other 

designers and researchers that followed him, a school of thought that 

is concerned with the implementation of tradition in contemporary 

Arab architecture was born to argue for the need to understand the 

past to use it in a contemporary context and to put the subject of 

‘tradition’ on the front stage. This has led two divergent opinions from 

scholars and critics. On the one hand, some researchers see Islamic 

architecture as the architecture of ‘Islam’ -the religion- so it has one 

dominant social and political aspect and economic life that is 

reflected in the built environment under one influential factor. On the 

other hand, the second group is rejecting the assumption that there 

is only ‘one single Arab tradition’. The term ‘Islamic Architecture’ has 

been debated by many scholars on both, technical and cultural 

levels. While the term seems to be used mainly to refer to an 

architectural style with certain forms and shapes such as vaults and 

arches and to a system of building that developed during a period of 

Islamic rule, its referential use varies from one writer to another (Al 

Sayyed, 2011). 

 

Serageldin (1986) raised the negative impact of globalisation. He 

maintained that modern architecture in the Islamic world is often 

influenced by the ruling elites whose tastes are dominating and are 

at the heart of the cultural problem that Muslim societies are facing 

now. By linking the word progress with Western culture, they were 

dissociated from their roots and that affected their cultural perception. 

By doing so, the local cultural heritage was associated with 

backwardness and poverty while the imported western building styles 

are seen as progress. Architects, being responsible for defining the 
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‘image of progress’ for a society need to convince its ‘elite’ by using 

alternative architectural models with cultural continuity rather than 

westernized tendencies in order to change and stop the urban 

disorder and the imported architectural expressions. They need to 

redefine an alternative to the contemporary image of progress in the 

third world, that the Muslim world is part of (Serageldin, 1986:78). 

  

According to Djemili and Bellal (2000), the Arab world cannot ignore 

modern technology in an era when global civilisation is becoming the 

norm. However, the technology ought to be rationalised and 

readapted to a contemporary context to put it in the service of the 

culture. Buildings are the most visible cultural manifestations and 

they can help the search for cultural roots that can become the sign 

posts to gain identity. The authors argue that: “Failure to understand 

this is at the root of the failure of modern architecture in the Arab 

world”. 

 

In his article, Saoud (2002) presents a spatial analysis and 

arrangement of the Muslim city, like pre-colonial Algiers “Casbah”, 

where its different features namely; mosques, markets, citadel, 

residential quarters, street network, walls and exterior appearance, 

had socio-cultural meanings. The author argued that the main cause 

for the economic, social and identity problems in modern Islamic 

cities is the absence of the design principles found in the traditional 

Islamic city. He concludes by making an appeal to bring back 

traditional design principle and reinterpret them in a contemporary 

context to bring cities back to their Islamic roots. 

 

Many other issues could be related to the current crisis in the built 

environment. Akbar summarises his views on modern Islamic 

architectural projects in his book “Postmodernism and Islam” by 

stating: “Modern Islamic architecture reflects more than the failure of 

energy and originality. It is also a failure in history” (Akbar, 2003: 

207).  According to the author, Islamic architecture, when not 
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inspired by tradition, it is following patrons’ ideas and expressing their 

personal tastes, as was the case for the ‘city of Islam’ Islamabad. 

The city is supposed to be the mirror of Islam, its traditions and its 

principles but its architecture does not represent by any means ‘the 

grandeur of the Islamic vision or the nobility of its ideas’ (Akbar, 

2003). 

By using different settlements that go back to the 14th century, the 

study by Besim (2008) of vernacular architecture in the Middle East 

and North Africa contends that the accomplished buildings and urban 

development in the Arabic-Islamic culture achieved a high level of 

sophistication. 

 

To study the relationship between the traditional and modern and 

their effect on people’s identity and cities we distinguish three 

historical phases accompanied by three urban forms; the colonial 

period with the hybrid form, the era of independence with the modern 

and pseudo-modern form finally, the phase of globalisation with 

postmodern form (Alsayyad, 2010). The first period, the colonial one, 

is characterized by the shift from traditional to colonial forms of 

settlements creating two types of societies the powerful and the 

powerless, the dominant and the dominated nations. This has led to 

the violation and the distortion of the identity of the developing world. 

With hybrid the author was referring more to the urban and 

architectural forms that resulted from the colonisation process in the 

colonized cities where traditional settlements were entirely or partially 

destroyed to give place to the new and modern. For the era of 

independence, to focus on the Middle East region, the changes and 

transformations in the built environment were irreversible. Under the 

modern and pseudo-modern form, new construction forms replaced 

the courtyard house, but they served neither the socio-cultural needs 

nor the climatic constraints. The cultural complexities are easily 

noticeable. Traditional societies show more preference to the newly 

built construction even though they are not responding to the most 

important socio-cultural values to name the criteria of privacy (very 
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important in Muslim/Arab societies). Those societies have also 

abandoned the traditional systems, which are very efficient, because 

such systems do not suit the modern forms of settlements. The 

author defined the urban environment of many developing societies 

at that period as pseudo-modernised. The last phase is the era of 

globalisation, the period where the formerly colonised societies 

became aware of the need to reconstruct their identity. The problem 

of national identity was at its most complicated phase in this period, 

the nations have to deal not only with the pre-colonial and colonial 

legacies and the traditional and the modern, but they need to adapt 

and deal with the globalisation and the extensive global economic 

exchange.  

 

Some researchers take the view that globalisation is another 

participating factor that affected the Arab/Islamic countries. 

According to Tomlinson (2003), the cultural identities in the 

developing countries started to feel the effect of globalisation around 

the mid 80s as their economic vulnerability seems to have led to a 

cultural vulnerability. The author argues that the cultural identity is 

“…much more the product of globalization than its victim”. Salek 

(2012) sees globalisation as the main reason behind the 

transformations in the urban identity of the cities within the MENA 

region. According to the author, the international building styles and 

architectural forms were adopted without considering or questioning 

the impact that this will have on the social and cultural structures of 

the society. This has led to causing the cities to lose their identity and 

challenge their socio-economic relationships as well as the traditions 

and institutional structures of societies. 

 

2.4.   Architecture and Culture in Algeria 
Before a survey of the Algerian architectural scene is discussed, a 

brief review of the history of Algeria is given in this section. This will 

help contextualise the rich architectural heritage of the country, which 

in turn help clarify the premise that the architecture of urban 
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dwellings in post-independence Algeria does not seem to have the 

cultural relevance that characterised this architectural typology in the 

past despite its importance to the development of the country’s 

architecture and identity. In the words of one of the researchers in 

this field, it is ‘crucial to any country’s cultural development’ (Tamima, 

2008:53). Architecture and culture in the post-independence era will 

be discussed through the work of a number of researchers who 

broached the subject. By doing so, it is intended to identify and clarify 

the area of research that this project will investigate further. 

 

Algeria (Al-Jazair in Arabic, Dzair in Berber) is a country situated in 

North Africa. With an area of 2,381,741 square kilometres 

(919,595 square miles), it is the tenth largest country in the world, 

and the largest in Africa and in the Arab world. Algiers, its capital, is 

located in the country’s far north on the Mediterranean coast, and it 

is the most populated city. The country is divided mainly into the 

northern and southern regions. The northern represents the coastal 

area where about 90% of the Algerian live in and the southern 

represents the desert or Sahara region. In terms of its climate, the 

country is divided into three different climatic zones. The map in 

Figure 2.1 below shows a geographic map of Algeria with three 

colours; the green represents the Northern/coastal region it is 

characterised with Mediterranean climate, the orange represents the 

mountainous region with semiarid climate and finally the yellow 

represents the Sahara region (5/6 of the country) with desert climate 

(arid).  
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Figure. 2.1. The three climatic zones in Algeria (s.d.)  

 

Ancient Algeria has known many civilisations, empires and dynasties 

including ancient Numidians, Phoenicians, Carthaginians, Romans, 

Vandals and Byzantines. The arrival of Islam with the Arabs in the 7th 

century had ushered with it the succession of a number of 

Arab/Islamic dynasties such as the Umayyads, Abbasids, Idrisids, 

Aghlabids, Rustamids, Fatimids, Zirids, Hammadids, Almoravids and 

Almohades. The reign of the successive dynasties ended when the 

region came under the rule of the Ottoman Empire, which in turn was 

succeeded by the French colonial empire in 1832. Berbers are the 

indigenous inhabitants of Algeria (believed to be the descendants of 

the Numidian kingdom). After the Islamic conquest of North Africa in 

the 7th century, most indigenous inhabitants converted to the newly 

arrived religion and took up the use of the Arabic language. Although 

most Algerians are of Berber origin, most identify with Arab Islamic 

culture. The Berbers include different groups, with distinctive 

subcultures that have little in common except their dialects, which 

derive from a common root.  

“The Kabyles are the largest and most important of the four 

major Berber-speaking groups; they originated in the 

mountainous region East of Algiers. The other groups are the 

Chaouia (in Eastern Algeria), the Mozabites, and the Touareg 
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nomads of the South, deep in the Algerian Sahara” (Entelis, 

1986:4-5).  

The locations of these regions are shown in Figure 2.2 below. The 

remnants of these civilisations are to be found in the cultural and 

architectural heritage of the country.  

               
 

Figure. 2.2. Berber speaking areas in Algeria (2016) 

 
From a historical perspective, the pre-colonial Architecture in Algeria 

was influenced by different cultures of different civilizations and this 

is reflected in the richness and the variety of the existing settlement 

systems: Roman, Byzantine, Berber, Arab-Islamic and Ottoman. Two 

interesting examples of Roman towns in Algeria, that have been 

classified as world heritage sites are Djemila and Timgad. Djemila, or 

Cuicul was founded between 96-98 A.D is a fine example of Roman 

town planning adapted to a mountain location. According to 

UNESCO: “Timgad lies on the northern slopes of the Aurès 

Mountains and was created ex nihilo as a military colony by the 

Emperor Trajan in AD 100. With its square enclosure and orthogonal 

design based on the Cardo and Decumanus, the two perpendicular 



	 41 

routes running through the city, it is an excellent example of Roman 

town planning” (see Figure 2.3).  

While these legacies are part and parcel of the Algerian architectural 

heritage the discussion in this chapter is limited to those historical 

periods starting from the Islamic era as architecture produced during 

the Roman presence in Algeria excluded the indigenous population.  

 

             
         a. Djemila                                                  b. Timgad 

Figure. 2.3. Examples of Roman towns in Algeria (s.d.) 

 

According to an exhaustive historical survey of architecture, 

urbanism and art in Algeria from pre-historical times to the 

contemporary era, the different contributors referred to three main 

periods with different architectural styles; the pre-colonial Islamic 

architecture, colonial architecture and finally contemporary Algeria. 

 

Our focus in this research will be on the architectural styles in these 

three periods with a critical approach on their socio-cultural 

references with regards to the Algerian society in each period.  

 

2.4.1 Pre-colonial architecture 

In history, this period is very rich due to the different exchanges 

between the various civilizations that occupied the country from the 

Numidian kingdoms to the dominance of the Romans and from the 

various Islamic dynasties to the ottoman rule. 
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The pre-colonial Algerian heritage in this research was fixed to the 

most important and latest historical phase Ottoman. It will include 

references to some settlements that are part of the alive urban fabric 

but date from anterior eras, despite their age they are still working 

examples such as the different K’sour (fortified cities) that form the 

M’Zab Valley in the southern city called Ghardaia, Figure 2.4 shows 

one of those K’sour Beni Isguen. According to Khelifa and Pagand 

(2003: 52) the contribution of the Ottomans during the period (1518-

1830), in terms of architectural achievements, was in the form of 

religious, military and administrative buildings as well as the 

renovation and reinterpretation of some vernacular buildings from the 

medieval era.   

                            

  
Figure. 2.4. K’sar Beni-Isguen, M’Zab Valley, Ghardaia (1986) 

The best example of the ottoman planning and architecture is to be 

found in The Casbah in Algiers, which was founded by the Arab Zirid 

dynasty in the 10th century. It was ruled by successive Arab 

dynasties until the 16th century, which heralded the arrival of the 

Ottomans. With influences from early Arab-Islamic and later Ottoman 

eras, it was built on a hill facing the sea. The old city is characterized 

by a dense fabric with sinuous and narrow alleyways between the 

courtyard houses (UNESCO), as illustrated in Figure 2.5.  
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Figure. 2.5. An aerial view of the Casbah with its high-density urban 

fabric, Algiers (s.d.)  
 

                           
                    Figure. 2.6. Alleyway in the Casbah, Algiers (s.d.) 
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According to Sibley (2006:67) courtyard houses were a feature of 

North African settlements built by the Berbers (the original 

inhabitants) before the arrival of Islam to the region in the 7th century. 

These traditional settlements consisted of houses organized around 

courtyards. Even though this typology represents a constant feature 

of urban domestic architecture in most Muslim regions, the 

differences in the existing local traditions, local materials and 

environmental factors meant that this dwelling typology in North 

Africa for example displays different characteristics to those of the 

Middle East. Subtle differences in its characteristics can also be 

noticeable when comparing the courtyard houses in North Africa 

(Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco) (Sibley, 2006:67). 

 

“In modern interpretations of architectural history, traditional 

architecture is often considered to be an expression of 

sustainability as previous generations were forced by 

circumstance, to build in harmony with nature and climate. 

Further the products were matched to cultural and social 

values in a much more linked way than generally occurs in the 

present day” (Makani and Talebi, cited by Mehibel et al, 

2014:1) 

This quote could be used as an explanation for the variety of the 

traditional settlement systems in Algeria, given that it is a very big 

country with different climatic conditions. 

 

A study by Hadjri (1993b) shows the diversity of housing forms in 

Algeria, where three types were identified according to their location. 

The first is mainly found in the urban areas in the Northern part of the 

country like the Casbah of Algiers or the Medina of Telemcen. It is 

characterized by its modest facades and its organization around a 

central courtyard that is usually used by women for different domestic 

activities and it provides sunlight and ventilation. This space is 

surrounded by a covered gallery with arcades that takes to different 

rooms that are usually occupied by extended families. It is also 
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characterised by an entrance hall called Sqifa, it is an intermediate 

space between the door of entrance and the entire house that serves 

the purpose of privacy (A in Figure. 2.7. 2). This typology has a 

compact form with up to three stories and it has an accessible 

terrace mainly used by women for drying the laundry, socializing 

and/or for the sea view (see Figure 2.7).                           

 

Figure. 2.7. Plans and section of a house in the Casbah, Algiers 
(1997) 

(1) Basement floor plan: A, room; B, cistern; C, laundry room;  
(2) first-floor plan: A, entrance hall; B, vestibule; 
C, patio; D, portico; F, G, I, rooms;  
(3) a half floor between the first and second floors, where the latrines are located;  
(4) second-floor plan: J, kitchen; K, L, M, rooms;  
(5) plan of the terrace level;(6) section through the courtyard (X—Y). 
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Figure. 2.8. Modest facades of the traditional houses in the Casbah 

(2014)  

         

Figure. 2.9. Courtyard of a traditional house surrounded by a covered 

gallery with arcades (2009) 

The second type is found in the semi-urban and rural Berber regions 

in the North like the Kabyle and Chawia house. The traditional 

Kabyle house is overlooking a communal open space shared by 

extended families (number of households in each house is variable), 
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Figure 2.10.a shows an example of a house with two households 

(number 8 in the plan) and these have sometimes adjacent rooms for 

new married couples (number 7 in the plan) (Basagagna and Sayad, 

1975). The main entrance represented in Figure. 2.10. (indicated by 

N0 1) has the same role as Sqifa defined above. These individual 

houses are characterized by tripartite internal organization; the first 

and biggest space is used by all the family for most of their activities, 

the second space is lower than the first one and it is housing the 

domestic animals of the family, the third space is raised above this 

latter and it is used for storage (Figure 2.10.b) (ibid, 2013).  

The sociological research of Bourdieu on the Berbers of Algeria 

shows that the allocation of spaces in the Kabyle house is according 

to basic dichotomies in the Berber cosmogony. This is showing the 

close connection between buildings and the socio-cultural traditions 

of a community (Bourdieu, 1990 cited in Shah et al, 2007:6).  

 

           

a) Plan of traditional Kabyle              b) Section of a house  
 house 

Figure. 2.10. Traditional Kabyle house (1975) 

(1) Main entrance  
(2) Benches  
(7) Bedrooms (new married couples)  
(8) House/household 
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Like the kabyle house, the Chawia house has a space to house the 

domestic animals. These are sheltered in the ground floor and the 

family space is in the first floor. This latter is organized around a 

central space ‘the heart of the house’ housing different activities such 

as weaving, sleeping receiving guests but in some cases the Chawia 

house has guest room and storage rooms (see Figure 2.11). It is 

characterized by a flat roof and it contains sometimes roof terraces 

used mainly by women (Hadjri, 1993b).  

                               

Figure. 2.11. Plan of traditional Chawia house (1989)  

(1) Central room; (2a) Hearth; (2b) Hearth for summer; (3) Store room; (4) 
Sheep den; (5) Store room; (6) Sqifa; (7) Roof terrace. 
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The third category is to be found in the Southern desert areas, Hadjri 

(1993b) described it as very heterogeneous compared to the two 

previous categories. The M’Zab house in M’Zab Valley is only one 

example of the different typologies that exist in the Southern regions 

of Algeria. Figure. 2.12 shows ground floor and 1st floor plans, 

section and a façade of a traditional M’Zab house. Like the other 

traditional houses presented above, the M’Zab house has Sqifa 

(presented on the figure as Skifa), which is taking into the central 

space wast-eddar (presented on the figure as Ouest eddar). This 

latter is characterised by the different daily activities that it houses, its 

role in distributing the rest of the spaces such as Tizefri (room for 

family gatherings and/or woman space when male are in the house, 

etc.) and finally by its skylight that it gets through a central square 

opening in the ceiling covered with lattice screen called Chbek 

(Bousquet, 1986). In the first floor there is an arcade gallery called 

Ikomar (space for weaving) and a room usually for guests called 

Laali with a small toilet and storeroom (Ibid, 1986). The facades of 

the M’Zab house are based on the rationality and simplicity, with 

reduced and small openings (for climatic and privacy) as this is 

presented in the same figure.  

By looking at the four examples of traditional houses illustrated 

above, there are some common features between them. The first one 

is the courtyard, which is representing an important feature in each of 

the examples for both socio-cultural and climatic reasons. The 

presence of the Sqifa allows for privacy inside the house while the 

modest facades with small openings (sometimes some overhangs), 

as seen in Figure 2.8, are used for reasons of privacy and climatic 

conditions. The use of local materials is another important 

characteristic of all the traditional houses in Algeria. The combination 

with traditional building technics resulted on dwellings that have 

showed and proved their adaptability to the local climate. 
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In addition to their key features; which are the respect of the socio-

cultural values and the local climate, these dwellings have an identity 

and were well integrated to the existing environment.  

 

           

Figure. 2.12. Traditional M’Zab house, Ghardaia (2003) 

2.4.2. Colonial architecture  
With more than 130 years of colonization, the country, being run by a 

different one, experienced major transformations in its various 

sectors. The spatial and architectural interventions of the French 

during this period went through three main different tendencies; 

Neoclassical style, Neo-Moorish style and Modern. 

 

Neoclassical style 
The first French interventions were mainly on the existing urban 

centres, Algiers, Oran and Annaba (known as Bone at the time) in 

1830 then Constantine (1837), Djijelli (1839), Medeah, Mascara and 

Meliana in 1841 (Picard and Malverti, 2003:67). The priorities for the 
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colonial administration were military infrastructure and the 

transformation of the cities to make them adaptable to the culture of 

the newly arriving settlers (Aiche and Cherbi, 2004:107). After the 

first transformation of the Arab-Islamic cities with the military 

interventions between 1840-1848, the colonizers created the colonial 

cities with North-South and East-West axis, the central place of the 

intersection houses the principal buildings. The colonial villages were 

created with the same planning in a smaller scale between 1848 and 

1870 (Picard and Malverti, 2003). According to the same authors, 

Algiers experienced an important economic development after 1870, 

which will quickly become visible in its urban development. The 

principle of the French urban interventions were mainly based on the 

Haussmann type and the newly introduced style called ‘Neoclassical’ 

consisted of buildings of 3 - 5 storeys with regular facades, French 

windows, continuous balconies and arcades on ground floor (Aiche 

and Cherbi, 2004). It represented a linear and monumental 

architecture brought from the homeland (Figure 2.10) (Aiche et al. 

2000). Picard and Malverti (2003) explain that the architects 

designed prestigious buildings that exceed the flashy facades of 

Paris or Marseille, with discrete local references. According to the 

same authors, these references are to be found in a number of 

buildings (apartments buildings) that are organized around a central 

courtyard covered with a glass in reference to the Moorish house and 

accessible terraces.  

According to Picard and Malverti (2003), other important cities like 

Oran, Annaba or Constantine experienced important changes in 

terms of the development of their urban and public spaces. Their 

imprint still present in most of these cities, the arcades are boarding 

their main roads with a very imposing character, the planning of 

Algiers sea front (Figure 2.13) is the most representative of the 

neoclassical style known as ‘the style of the conqueror’ (Aiche and 

Cherbi, 2004:107). 
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 a) A building from the Algiers sea front                  b) Algiers sea front  

Figure. 2.13. Examples of Neo-classical style buildings, Algiers 
(2007) 

 

The European practice of the eclectic style in the 19th century was 

reflected in the different styles of the buildings; Baroque for theatres, 

Classic for town halls etc (Picard and Malverti, 2003). 

 

Neo-Moorish style 
In 1903, Charles-Celestin Jonart was nominated as governor 

general. He encouraged the architects to conceive and design public 

buildings inspired by Moorish architecture with orientalist styles and 

Islamic decoration (Picard and Malverti, 2003:74). According to Aiche 

and Cherbi (2004:108), it is the expression of the encounter between 

European and Maghreb savoir-faire and cultures. This architecture 

known as ‘Jonart style’ (in reference to the governor general Jonart) 

or ‘protector’s style’ will succeed to the ‘conqueror’s style’. The 

Medersa (Figure 2.14) is the first project to be built following this style 

by the French architect Henri Petit in 1904. Many other projects in 

this style were built in the rest of the main cities. Such examples 

include, la Grande Poste ‘the General Post Office’ and the regional 

authority headquarters in Algiers (Figure 2.15, a and b), Hotel Cirta in 

Constantine (Figure 2.15, c), Railway station in Oran (Figure 2.15, d) 

and many other (Picard and Malverti, 2003:74-75). 
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Figure. 2.14. The Medersa school building by Henri Pettit, Algiers 
(s.d.) 
 

         
  a.  The Post Office, Algiers                    b. The Town Hall building, Algiers 
 

              
c. Hotel Cirta, Constantine                         d. The main railway station, Oran 

Figure. 2.15. Jonart style buildings, Algeria (2006, s.d.) 

 

This movement was quickly criticized and qualified as a pastiche. It 

continued to have emulations till 1930, especially with the new 

movement Modernism and the celebration of the centennial. Even 
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though the Neo-Moorish architecture is the product of the colonizer, 

its principles, founded in the context of a local identity, have been 

used in some of the latest projects such as the work of the Algerian 

architect Bouchama5 (Aiche and Cherbi, 2004). 

 

The Modernist style 
The revolution of modernism has affected many of the countries all 

over the world and Algeria was one of them. After 1930 the country 

experienced major changes in its typology. French architects, who 

followed Emery a purist close to Le Corbusier, promoted the modern 

architecture as a Mediterranean architecture by the climate, the light, 

the typology and the vegetation of the country. Those who followed 

Perret such as Marcel Lathuillere, Xavier Salvador, Jacques 

Guiauchain and more wanted an architecture combining the modern 

forms with decorative elements from the Neo-Moorish and 

Mediterranean style (Picard and Malverti, 2003:78-79). Modernism 

but adapted to the local context; the climatic and topographic 

conditions were very important but the social dimension didn’t take 

part in the discourse at that time (Aiche and Cherbi, 2004). At that 

period, which coincides with the centennial anniversary, the 

colonizers launched an ambitious program to built important public 

facilities. The architects who promoted the modern movement with 

local tendencies had designed emblematic projects for the country 

like the government palace in Algiers by the architect Jacques 

Guiauchain. 

 

One of the architects that influenced the architecture of the country 

was Le Corbusier. Even though, none of his projects were built in 

Algeria, such as his proposal Plan Obus for the redevelopment of the 

Marine quarter in Algiers, his ideas were reinterpreted later on in 

different projects (Aiche and Cherbi, 2004). 

																																																								
5	Abderahmane Bouchama is the first Algerian post-independence architect to 

practice in the country.	
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The French started to face the housing problems from this period. 

Several social housings projects were built, with modern architecture 

to house the settlers and with some local references for the 

indigenous population. The situation reached its critic level in terms 

of housing shortage after the Second World War due to population 

growth in one hand, according to Hadjri and Osmani (2009) the 

Algerian represented the minority, 23 per cent in 1906 they reached 

51.4 per cent by 1954, and on the other to the massive migration 

from the countryside. To face this problem, Jacques Chevallier, 

maire of Algiers, launched a program for the construction of new 

neighborhood to house the indigenous. The goal of Chevallier was to 

make the city of Algiers one of the most modern cities in the 

Mediterranean, he contacted the architect Pouillon in 1953 along with 

others disciple of Perret, to achieve a monumental architecture with 

Mediterranean style and inspired by the local traditions. They 

achieved high quality architectural projects such as Climat de France 

(1953-1957) by Pouillon in Figure. 2.16, Djenan El Hassan (1956-

1958) by Simounet in Figure. 2.17.  

 

                                     
Figure. 2.16. Climat de France housing estate by Pouillon, Algiers 

(s.d.) 
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   Figure. 2.17 Djnan El Hassan housing estate by Simounet, Algiers 

(1960) 

     

According to Ragon (1980) what enabled this latter to design Djenan 

El Hassan was a study carried out for the CIAM6 of 1953. The theme 

of this latter was ‘L’Habitat pour le plus grand nombre’ (Housing for 

big numbers) for this, Simounet was selected to be in charge of the 

study of a shantytown in Algeria by conducting a physical survey and 

interviewing its inhabitants (Tesoriere,). The experience that he 

gained in this study, by analysing the “complex phenomena” of the 

close relationship between man and his traditions and learning from 

the spontaneous principles of their dwellings, enabled him to design 

with a different approach. This is what made the project (Djenan El 

Hassan) different from the European blocks of social housing and 

with an intelligent choice of material, according to Simounet building 

																																																								
6 CIAM: The Congrès internationaux d'architecture moderne, or 
International Congresses of Modern Architecture 
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in Algeria require the use of materials characterised by good 

longevity as the buildings are never maintained. 

 

To deal more efficiently with the housing crisis this movement was 

replaced by Plan de Constantine (plan of Constantine). Plan de 

Constantine, launched in 1958, was an urgent operation for the 

construction of big scale projects especially social housing (50000 

housings per year) named as Grands ensembles. The plan was 

highly criticized for being more concerned with quantity than quality; 

the ignorance of the site and the local character, but the situation 

didn’t leave any place for debate. It resulted on built environments 

lacking spatial quality and with no reflection on the traditional 

heritage, unfortunately this was transmitted to post-independence 

Algeria (Picard and Malverti, 2003:80-81). 

 

2.4.3 Post-independence architecture 
“Architecture is the mirror of societies, one of their 

sustainable images, and containing their well-being. It is also 

the embodiment of their culture. The architectural ugliness of 

our cities for half century, of our rural areas for around twenty 

years, are the product of no-culture, of no-outcome of 

technics too dispersed, of a no-reflected thought. In order 

that no-culture become culture, we should, after thinking, 

choose. The earliest we start, each in its own field, the better 

our society will become and it will get more chances to be 

saved”. (Roche cited in Ravereau, 1981:32) 

 

After the independence of the country in 1962, the 132 years of 

colonisation left the country with major transformations in its physical 

environment and these transformations continued in a more rapid 

pace in this period. According to Boussora (1990), the lack of 

comprehensive planning and weakness of building sector led to the 

different dysfunctions that the country is experiencing. The 

interventions of the government on the urban were based on the 
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completion of the projects already started by the French and the new 

economic policies that encouraged industrialisation created big 

pressures on the urban areas especially Northern cities of the 

country because of rural migration and the high birth rate (Boussora, 

1990). That has only worsened the situation given that just after the 

independence the country had to achieve a program of 100.000 

houses per year in order to rebuilt what was destroyed during the war 

and to eradicate and replace the precarious settlements. But in the 

first decade the interest was on the industrial development and social 

needs such as education and health (Pagand et al, 2003:86). In 

order to achieve ambitious projects and given that the building sector 

was lacking professionals, skilled labour and institutional 

infrastructure, they used foreign companies and expertise to design 

and build contemporary Algeria. As a result, the country was 

transformed with internationalised architecture where the most 

important housing projects and public institutions were designed by 

well-known architects to name; the Brazilian architect Neimeyer for 

Constantine and Algiers universities, the Japanese architect Tange 

for the university of Oran, Bofill for rural housing scheme and 

Pouillon for some tourism facilities (Boussora, 1990:65-66).  

 

 

                 
     Figure. 2.18. Constantine University by Neimeyer (s.d) 

 



	 59 

Boumaza (2003, 89) explains that the major cities such as Algiers 

Constantine and Oran, have undergone major urban transformations. 

These have started with the destruction of important parts of their 

medinas (historic quarters) and some other interventions during the 

colonial era. After the independence there was the rural social 

housing settlements, built as part of the agrarian revolution in the 

country in 1971 (agrarian reforms between 1975-1979). One of the 

objectives of this revolution is to stop, if not reduce, rural exodus and 

the creation of 1,000 villages. In Megdiche’s (1977) socio-historic 

approach for the social villages it appears that this hierarchized and 

homogenised structure of the villages that constitute of dwellings and 

series of public facilities; public place, mosque, school, care centre 

and administration were not designed to fully fulfil and satisfy the 

needs of the society. From the different studies in rural areas, the 

peasant prefers a scattered dwelling but according to the author, the 

final design for a grouped dwelling was built for being more 

profitable. The urban transformations continued with the introduction 

of the new urban housing developments ‘Les Zones d’Habitation 

Urbaines Nouvelles’, between 1977and 1985, which will be referred 

to in this thesis as ZHUN7. Finally the introduction of privately 

owned/built dwellings marks an important chapter in the post-colonial 

urban dwelling. For the case of Algiers, for instance, Hadjiri and 

Osmani (2009) looked into the evolution of the urban growth before 

and after the independence, they found that the changes that 

appeared in the postcolonial period could be divided into 5 periods, 

these are: 

“Colonial continuity 1960s” in this period the priority was given to 

economic development; the urban fabric was transformed by the new 

architectural projects that were influenced by Le Corbusier. “During 

																																																								
7	The new urban housing developments are urban interventions based on the 

idea of “Grand Ensembles Design” which is using European designs and 

technologies (this will be presented in more details in Chapter 3).  
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this period, architects such as Zehrfuss, Miquel and Pouillon 

established a new chapter in the urban history of Algiers by creating 

new building typologies” here the authors were referring to the 

projects of “Grands Ensembles”, concept introduced by the French in 

the late 50s to house the Algerian. The Algerian government has 

adopted the colonial plans in the early years that followed the 

independence. 

 

“The socialist period 1970s”, is the period where Algiers started to 

become a Metropolis with the creation of large-scale facilities such as 

universities and hospitals and the implementation of the 

industrialisation in the building especially for housings that become 

an issue for its shortage and its bad quality, known as inadequate 

due to the reliance on foreign architects on one hand. On the other, 

the succession of different urban plans for Algiers and the rapid 

urban growth has led to the saturation and deterioration of the 

colonial urban fabric, which led to a movement towards the 

peripheries, and the creation of rural areas. 

 

“The Transition period 1980s”, even though many efforts were put on 

in early 80s to control the urban growth by urban renovation and road 

infrastructure projects but not so many was done later on. All the 

difficulties behind the process of developing an appropriate 

development plan PUD Plan d’Urbanisme Directeur between 1981 

and 1983 which was revisited in 1986 has led the government to take 

the decision to just ignore that plan this resulted in a “chaotic 

urbanization”. In the housing sector, the introduction of the new 

urban housing developments ZHUN with its reliance on the 

industrialized methods led to very poor and inadequate designs and 

built environment. Because of the high demand for housing, the 

government encouraged self-building this ended up with legal and 

illegal developments that are lacking “basic infrastructures, public 

amenities and open spaces”.  
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“The free market period 1990s” the political instability and the rise of 

terrorism in the country led to a realisation of only small-scale 

projects. The situation started to change at the end of this era mainly 

with the adoption of a new urban planning tool PDAU Plan Directeur 

d’Amenagement et d’Urbanisme to replace the old one PUD that has 

never been adopted. The PDAU was elaborated between 1991-1993 

and 1993-1995 and it is the only urban development tool available. 

Most of the developments in this period were informal, the state of 

poverty in most of them, in other existing old areas and in the 

Casbah has led to a social disconnect in the society and to a spatial 

segregation.  

 

“Algiers in the new millennium” in this period Algiers shows a 

considerable delay in meeting the basic needs of the population. The 

reasons for the dysfunction of the urban growth in general and the 

architectural projects in particular in postcolonial Algiers, according to 

the authors, the reliance on foreign architects for building the 

postcolonial Algeria that do not have any local experience, the 

struggle in developing the appropriate development plan (PUD was 

the last one to be approved, all the difficulties behind that process led 

the government to take the decision to ignore the plan this resulted in 

a “chaotic urbanization”), the rural exodus, housing shortage and 

difficulty in satisfying the demands of that shortage, for different 

reasons; economic and political ones to name but two.  

 

According to Kanoun and Taleb-Kanoun (2003), the new political, 

economic, social and cultural ideology that favoured the 

modernisation of the country resulted on a break with the traditional 

architectural heritage. Arkoun (1979 cited in Udo, 1983:61-62) 

argues that the two main phenomena that had a great impact on 

housing and urbanisation after the independence were 

industrialisation and the agrarian revolution which, in turn created a 

problem for the revival of old Islamic traditions. 
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According to (Udo 1983), the most important contribution to Algerian 

architecture was the one of Simounet’s who had achieved success 

with his housing settlements, which were achieved at low cost in 

most of his projects in which he relied on local tradition combined 

with the respect of site conditions. Two other architects contributed in 

building Algeria with their own concepts that have been applied to 

the contemporary Algeria; Pouillon and Ravereau. The concept of 

Pouillon was based on the model of his project Climat de France 

(referred to above), large scale and continuous buildings models that 

were used in some of his projects as well as by other architects.  

According to Ragon (1980), Pouillon and Simounet are the only 

French architects that looked at “what could be the symbiosis of 

modernity and the popular Arabo-Berber culture”. There is a 

reference to two of their projects in the section above. 

The concept of Ravereau was completely different; it was based on 

the ‘anonymous architecture’ in the M’Zab region. The French 

architect, who spent most of his life in Algeria, was fascinated by the 

rural architecture of that region and he wanted to revitalise it (Udo, 

1983). One of his books was dedicated to this architecture ‘Le M’Zab, 

une lecon d’architecture’ (The M’Zab, a lesson of architecture) 

published in 1981. When he first visited the south region in 1949, he 

was student but his fascination for this ‘unique architecture’ take him 

back several times to the region until 1965 when he was assigned 

architect and responsible for the historical monuments in the country 

and he could list the Valley within the historical buildings in 1970. 

However, this has only slowed the destruction of some old buildings 

to be replaced by modern ones (Ravereau, 1981). His contribution is 

very important especially in the south region of the country, to name 

some of his projects; residence Beni- Isguen in Ghardaia of 1980 

and buildings in Sidi-Abbaz in the M 'Zab region (Udo, 1983). 

 

Udo (1983) states that the absence of Algerian architects made it 

difficult to come up with new models that are different from the one 

built by the French. Indeed, the contribution of Algerian architects 
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came later on but was isolated from the local and cultural values. 

According to the same author, the prominent Algerian architect to 

introduce an “independent Algerian architecture” was Bouchama. He 

wasn’t behind any important project before 1962 but his architectural 

practice (bureau d’etude) became the most important in Algiers after 

1963 (Deluz, 1980). He came with his own interpretation of the 

‘Neomauresque’ (Neo-Moorish) style for different projects such as a 

1974 mosque in El-Biar (Algiers) and the 1977 Islamic Institute in 

Algiers (see Figure 2.18). He was followed by his son, known by his 

project Salle Harcha in 1980 in Algiers. His book “L’Arceau qui 

chante” (the singing arch), published in 1966 just 4 years after the 

independence was an attempt to promote and create an 

“independent Algerian architecture”. 

In an article published in 1980 about ‘The architecture of Algeria’, 

Bouchama showed his frustration toward the dimension that took the 

architecture of the country at that time. According to him, some think 

that “Il n’y plus d’architecture nationale possible”, there is no (more a) 

possible national architecture; the use of new materials new 

technologies and new methods with the important increase of the 

needs, all these changes didn’t leave room for it. Others think that 

the Arab-Islamic architecture, like the architectures of the past, had 

its time. Finally, some other wonder on the possible adaptation of 

these new technics within this architecture (Bouchama, 1980). 

 

                    
        Figure. 2.19. Islamic Institute by Bouchama, Algiers (s.d.) 
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As well as the work of Bouchama, it is important to mention the 

contribution of other designers such as El Miniawy brothers. They 

tried to find an alternative for the post-independence architecture in 

Algeria. They were aiming for an Algerian and national architecture 

representing the social and cultural values of the society and fulfilling 

their needs. The work of El Miniawy brothers was referred to as ‘the 

most advanced articulation of an independent Algerian contemporary 

architecture’, that has traditional principles with an integration of new 

conditions (Udo, 1983). The brothers, two Egyptian architects who 

were working with the principles of traditional Islamic architecture 

were trying to connect the past and the present-day conditions. 

Some of their work in Algeria was investigated in a study (Bellal, 

2010) that attempted to identify some lessons, from their designs, 

that can be applied to future designs. The study focused on three 

housing schemes from the late 80s. The first example is a housing 

project in Maadher, a village near M’Sila. The development consists 

of identical units, each one of them consisting of four houses 

grouped around a shared communal courtyard and each house has 

its private courtyard too as shown in Figure 2.21. According to 

Noweir (1983) the kitchens in each unit are organized around a 

space to allow the women to meet. According to the same authors, 

the houses were built of mud bricks made in situ (initially by unskilled 

labour then by using presses) and have barrel vaulted roofs judged 

most economical for the region (Figure. 2.20 and 2.21).  
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Figure. 2.20. View of Maadher village, M’sila (1983) 

 

          
        Figure. 2.21. Layout plan of Maadher village, M’sila (1983) 
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The second example is a 400 units housing scheme in El Oued 

(Southern Algeria). This project was developed over a period of more 

than 10 years, based on social studies and surveys in order to 

accomplish design that is culturally and environmentally responsive 

(Bellal, 2010). According to Salama (2001), the brothers developed 

an alternative design to what was proposed initially by the housing 

authorities. This initial design was based on the principles of social 

housing in France, which are standardized and do not relate to the 

socio-cultural background of the future inhabitants.  

Those units are raised above the ground floor, which is used as a 

covered space allowing the children to play and commercial 

activities. The units are of cubical forms where most of them are 

three storeys (depending on the number of bedrooms), they are 

characterized with narrow windows and the use of arches, arcades, 

domes and vaults. The architects tried to develop a ‘desert urban 

fabric’ that has two main principles; introducing the social life to the 

public places through the use of patios and spaces for women’s 

activities, children play areas both covered and open. The second 

principle was adaptation to the climatic conditions with the creation of 

dense shaded areas and direct ventilation (see Figure. 2.22 and 

2.23) (Salama, 2001).  

The difference with most of El Miniawy projects, this one was built 

with the technology of reinforced concrete system instead of local 

materials (Bellal, 2010). According to Salama (2001), this is mainly 

due to the frequency of the earthquakes in the region, as this 

construction technology does not relate to the traditionally used 

construction methods in the region. 
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Figure. 2.22. 400 units public housing project, El Oued (2001) 

 

                             
 

Figure. 2.23. The use of staggered volumes to maximize shading, El 

Oued (2001) 
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The last project of the brothers that was presented in the study of 

Bellal (2010), is 200 urban units in Ouled Djellal. The architects 

choose two levels units to ensure integration to the environment on 

one hand and to not alienate the inhabitants on the other (as they are 

not used to live in high-rise buildings). The design is based on an 

organization around a courtyard, allows future adaptations and 

favour socializing between neighbours. Figure 2.24 shows the 

important use of arcades, domes and vaults in the project, these are 

adapted to the local climate and local architecture. 

The other important characteristic of the project is the exclusive use 

of local materials, as Bellal (2010) indicates: “The architecture is an 

expression of a local tradition executed in local materials and it 

represents a cultural continuity in the indigenous way of life”.  

 

            
                 Figure. 2.24. 200 urban units, Ouled Djellal (2010) 

 

The use of mainly local materials and the importance of local 

traditions were the main elements in their designs for the three 

projects. These suit the local climatic condition by providing natural 

ventilation and shading through the use of different architectural 

features such as courtyard, shading devices, vaults and domes.  

Such features also celebrate the socio-cultural values of the users 

ensuring privacy, social life and an environment to live and work in, in 
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a way that makes full use of spaces. The study concluded that the 

Algerian architecture is not a style, but it is a way of life reflected in 

architecture and in the built environment, which resonates with 

similar views made by Rapoport (1969) in his reference to dwellings 

as physical expressions of people’s way of life.  

 

The projects built just after the independence, mainly by foreign 

architects, are now representing the Algerian architectural heritage 

(Mazouz, 2010). The author argues that some of the big architectural 

projects that came out of modernism, like the University of 

Constantine by Niemeyer and the University Residence by Tange 

were criticised for their coldness and lack of human scale but they 

offered clear ideas and choices about the use of technology and 

creation of social spaces. In this same period there were other 

projects that don’t necessarily come under the ‘international style’ 

umbrella, but worthy of consideration. Among these; the design by 

Pouillon for a tourist facility near Algiers Sidi Feruche (Figure 2.24), 

the huge contribution of Ravereau to the M’Zab architecture and the 

local architect Bouchama with his different projects (referred to 

above). All these projects have one thing in common: they have 

strong references and/or interpretation of local culture and heritage. 

According to the author the many attempts, by other architects who 

came after Bouchama, to produce designs that reflect the local 

culture and tradition were simply a failed cloning operation.  
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            Figure. 2.25. Tourist facility Sidi Feruche, Algiers (2006) 

 

The designs of the 70s and 80s by local architects were purely 

functional with formal tendencies and was highly criticised. The best 

example given by Mazouz (2010) about the poor quality of the latest 

architectural projects is the new extension for the University of 

Constantine designed by the famous architect Neimeyer, to house 

the faculty of law (see Figure 2.26). The author described it as a wart 

so as to say that it has damaged the image of the existing. It’s 

neither following the scale of the architecture of Neimeyer nor has it 

got any identity of its own (see Figure 2.27).  
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Figure. 2.26. Arial view of Constantine University and the new faculty 
of law (s.d.) 
 

   
  

 
Figure. 2.27. New faculty of Law, Constantine University (s.d.) 
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The Algerian city is suffering from crises of development. According 

to Djermoune (2014) this problem affected its structure, its form and 

its function. All the projects since the 50s till now haven’t contributed 

to the betterment of the cities for reaching an appropriate urbanity, it 

didn’t reach the goal in terms of its architectural forms, the 

centralities and the conviviality. According to Djermoune (2014), in 

order to act on the city, the system that the Algerian authorities are 

adopting should be reversed; the question of urban form and the city 

should be putted forward than, find out what are the economic and 

the social conditions needed for its concretisation.   

 

2.5 Discussion and conclusion 
This literature review starts with a consideration of a number of 

definitions for ‘culture’ with a view to identify the one appropriate for 

this research. As mentioned by Rapoport (2005) and others, none of 

these definitions is right or wrong, but one could be more appropriate 

for a given set of circumstances. In the case of this research, the 

closest definition is that given by Tylor (1871: 1): “that complex whole 

which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any 

other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of 

society”. The various definitions of Architecture developed by 

architects, philosophers, ethnographers and so on, which were 

discussed in Section 2.2, clearly highlight the close connections 

between architecture and culture.  

 

After the general debate on Architecture and Culture, the following 

part of this chapter focussed on this issue in the Arab-Islamic world. 

The discussion of Architecture-Culture matters relating to the Arab-

Islamic world was informed by the work of a number of Islamic 

scholars. The first part of the discussion raised several issues, which 

showed that contemporary Arab culture is facing an identity crisis 

that seems to find its way to architecture as a visible cultural 

manifestation. This was highlighted in the second part of the debate, 

about the architectural crisis. Some of the reasons referred to in the 
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literature include the influencing of the political/economic ‘elites’, 

globalization and the non-use of the design principles derived from 

culture. 

 
The last part of the chapter represents the context of the study. It 

started with a historical overview of the country and then looked at 

the different architectural styles and tendencies that contributed in 

building Algeria of today. The lack of a proper debate on architecture 

and culture in Algeria could be having a negative influence on the 

quality of the built environment in the post-independence era. 

Evidence of this can be found in the comparison of the three 

historical eras, pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial. The 

Architecture-Culture discourse will be further investigated in the 

coming chapter in the specific context of post-independence urban 

dwellings. 
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Chapter 3  
Urban Dwellings in Algeria: Architectural Quality and Cultural 
Identity  
 
3.1. Overview 
This research project will explore matters relating to the relationship 

between architecture and culture for urban dwellings in post-

independence Algeria. In Chapter two, various concepts relating to 

this relationship were explored in a generic way. It started with the 

definition of the two main concepts; Architecture and Culture, it then 

delved into the relationship between these two concepts with a 

special emphasis on the context of the Arab Islamic world. This was 

followed by a historical overview of architecture in Algeria, which 

includes the pre-colonial, colonial, and post-independence eras.   

 

The present chapter will explore the matter of Architecture and 

Culture further, in the specific context of post-independence urban 

dwellings in Algeria. It starts with the presentation of the state of the 

urban dwellings sector, which will include an overview of major urban 

settlements and references to some of the existing urban dwellings 

typologies. Then the cultural changes in the Algerian society and 

how these influenced the post-independence architecture are 

discussed through the work of a number of researchers who 

broached this subject. This is followed by a discussion of issues 

relating to architectural heritage in the post-independence Algeria, 

particularly those matters relating to the lack of heritage preservation. 

Finally, the development of the housing policies since the 

independence will be reviewed and summarised in order to identify 

their failures and successes. 

 
3.2 State of urban dwellings 
Before presenting the sector of urban dwellings in Algeria in the post-

independence era, a brief reference to this sector during the colonial 

era will be given. This will give a consistent background on the 
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different types of housing and urban dwellings and their state on the 

day of independence.  

 

The production of houses for Algerians up until the 40s, by the public 

sector (under French rule), was very limited despite its important 

population growth (Heraou, 2012: 25). According to Hadjri and 

Osmani (2009), the Algerian population experienced a major 

increase, a population that was representing no more than 23 per 

cent of the population in 1906 reached 51.4 per cent in 1954. 

According to Deluz-Labruyere (2004: 184), the Algerian were getting 

urbanised in a fast pace since 1940 and this urban growth multiplied 

with the national independence war that started in 1954. With the 

intensification of this war Hadjri and Osmani (2009) argue: 

“Constantine Plan was an ultimate attempt by the French to retain 

their position in Algeria”. This social and economic development was 

proposed by de Gaulle in 1957 and launched in 1958 ‘as part of the 

counterinsurgency measures adopted by the French’. The proposed 

plan has social and economic as well as political goals, Celik (1997: 

120) argues that: ‘The authors of the plan underlined that it was not 

possible to have "social policy without housing policy" and 

maintained that housing would be a key feature in the projected 

reforms. Between 1954 and 1958, twenty-eight thousand housing 

units had been constructed in Algeria, twenty- five thousand of which 

were in urban centres, still leaving a need for an estimated forty 

thousand units. To address the problem effectively, the government 

decided to establish an office of housing in Algiers’. Lawless (1979 

cited by Hadjri and Osmani, 2009:12) argues that this plan 

‘represented a classic case of too little too late’ but the authors state 

that even though it was a ‘short-lived programme’, as the country had 

its independence in 1962, it is considered as a rich legacy for the 

years that followed the independence. According to Deluz (1980), the 

projects left by the French were completed later on in the post-

independence era and the programmes were respected. 
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In the aftermath of the independence the attention was turned to 

what the decision makers saw as a priority; economic development. 

Due to the important number of houses left by the French (100 000), 

housing development and production was not a priority for almost a 

decade in the country (Chaline, 1996). While others argued that 100 

000 houses should have been built for every year that followed the 

independence in order to eradicate the precarious housing, to renew 

the housing stock and to rebuild what was destroyed during the war 

of independence (Pagand et al, 2003: 86). The decision of not 

prioritising the housing development along with many other problems 

that the country was facing at that critical period contributed to a 

social malaise in the country (Celik 1997, cited in Hadjri and Osmani, 

2009). 

 

The worsening of the housing problem in Algeria throughout the 

years that followed its independence had major socio-economic 

implications and important transformations in the spatial organisation 

of the cities. According to Benameur (2010), these changes are due 

to four main factors: 

 

• Rural migration, which was first encouraged by the French 

administration as a mean of counterinsurgency. This has continued 

after the independence due to the lack of employment outside the 

urban centres,  

• Fast urbanisation 

• Demographic growth 

• Non-prioritisation of the housing sector  
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Figure. 3.1. Evolution of the urban growth in Algiers from 1832 to 

2004 (2008) 

 

The diagram in Figure 3.1 shows the urbanisation of Algiers up until 

2004. This fast-urban growth affected the spatial organisation of the 

Capital. The rate of urban expansion during the years 1990 – 2004 is 

about 10 folds of that occurring during the previous 150 years or so.  

 

Deluz (2010) describes the post-independence elements that form 

the urban extensions of Algiers (including housing developments, 

schools, sanitary equipment, etc.), seen from an aerial view, as a 

random projection lacking any order. For the specific sector of urban 

dwellings, Deluz (2010) presented different typologies that could be 

summarised as follow: 

 

• Blocs identiques typology, repetition of the same blocks of 4 or 5 

stories with obsolete architectural elements as shown in Figures 

3.2 and 3.3. According to Deluz (2010), this typology is an 

adaptation of the idea of Les Grands Ensembles but offering less 

pleasant models. 
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                  Figure. 3.2. Example of a social housing block (2016)  

 

                           
       Figure. 3.3. Example of a neighbourhood with identical housing 

blocks (2016) 
  

• The tower typology, up to 15 storeys housing blocks that were 

adopted recently (relatively). It was argued that this typology was 

adopted in order to minimise the land shortage, but Deluz (2010) 

describes this argument as relatively true. He explains that the 

high density is achieved by compromising on the public spaces 

(play areas, green spaces, car parks, etc.). The same author is 

questioning if there are real economic and social reasons that 

could support the continuity of this typology. 
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                 Figure. 3.4. Example of tower typology, Algiers (s.d.) 

 

• Villa typology, privately owned single-family dwelling sector, is an 

important element in the suburban landscape. Deluz (2010) 

divided it into two categories that represent two different social 

strata: 

 

The first category represents the upper social class, it is 

characterised by a cultural problem and it has two different sub-

categories. The first sub-category shows clear western tendencies, 

which in reality are just “an artificial model” interpreted with the use of 

different elements of different styles that are inappropriate. The 

second sub-category is characterised by architectural elements that 

refer to indigenous culture. Unfortunately, this reference is confined 

to some architectural elements representing the Algerian or Arab 

architecture like arches and the use of ceramics being superimposed 

on standard contemporary architectural components.  

The second category, representing a lower social class then the 

precedent, is characterized by a less pleasant architecture with signs 

of acculturation. The typical model is: garages and workshops on the 

ground floors, the other storeys are aligned with balconies and the 

terraces are most of the time incomplete, for future vertical 

extensions.  
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a) Example of a house with borrowed features from traditional 

architecture 

          
b) The excessive use of balconies and terraces in houses 

 

          
c) Example of an incomplete house  

Figure. 3.5. Examples of self/privately built houses (s.d.) 

 

• Shantytowns typology, the poor and most disadvantaged classes 

live in. According to Deluz (2010) this type of (popular) dwellings 

used to show attachment to the traditions, with signs of ingenuity 
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and imagination, as was the case during the colonial era, when 

Simounet was asked to study shantytowns in Algeria and then 

designed the city Djenan El Hassan that most of the architects 

classified as ‘successful’. According to Deluz (2010) this 

becomes very rare in today’s models.  

While the description of Deluz is about Algiers, this is applicable for 

most of the Algerian cities. According to Hadjri (1993a) the 

industrialized public housing blocks and self-built private dwellings 

are the two main housing typologies that dominate the urbanisation 

of most Algerian cities in the last two decades. The use of 

industrialized production processes for large-scale housing 

provisions was justified on the basis of reduced costs and increased 

speed of construction. Both of which are essential to satisfy the 

increasing demand for housing.  

 

The study of Hadjri (1993a) was about housing provision system in 

Oran (western city in Algeria) but his description falls within the one 

of Deluz about Algiers (given above). There are the standardised 

dwellings, housing blocks type, that come from the ZHUN policy 

(explained in page 84). In the category of self-built housing, Hadjri 

(1993a) defined three typologies that represent three groups with 

different incomes. In this latest category, for the upper-income group, 

the author found villas with modern European style and villas with 

Arab Islamic or Moorish features. For the two other classes, middle 

and lower middle income the quality of house is medium and the 

design very poor with sometimes some “fashionable architectural 

features”. For these different classes the provisions are different from 

those who built with their own funding, those relying on loans and 

personal saving and finally the last class that usually chooses to 

build with an illegal way due to lack of funding.  

 

Having presented above the existing typologies of urban housing in 

the country since the independence, other scholars looked at the 

state of those settlements. According to Ouadah Rebrab (2012), 
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houses in Algeria are in an advanced state of decay due to the non-

compliance with the construction standards, the lack of maintenance, 

the high number of shantytowns (estimated at 209.920 in 2008) and 

houses that needs to be replaced (due to their precarious state). For 

example, the general census carried out in 1966 showed a number 

of 1.980.000 houses for an estimated population of 12.096.347 

giving an average occupancy rate of 6.1 persons per house (Heraou, 

2012). Even though the numbers were considered satisfying the 

state of the houses wasn’t. According to the same source 25% of the 

houses were shantytowns (and/or other forms of housing with no 

hard materials), only one third of the houses has the necessary 

amenities, almost half of the houses are more than 30 years old and 

finally more than 80% of the houses have three or less bedrooms 

which explains the overcrowded houses due to the size of the 

Algerian families. 

 

 

3.3 Cultural changes and the design of dwellings  
 
The colonial rule and cultural changes to the Algerian society 
The first cultural changes that appeared in Algerian society started 

during the colonial era. For more than 100 years the Algerian society 

showed a strong attachment to its traditional values. However, this 

started to change with the start of the war of independence in 1954 

where the society had to compromise on some cultural aspects in 

order to deal with some tactics for the success of the resistance. 

According to Rene Maunier in his book ‘Loi Francaise et coutume 

indigene en Algerie’, the cultural contact between the two societies in 

Algeria went through three main stages; ‘opposition - imitation – 

association’ (Maunier, 1932:195). 

 

According to Djiar’s thesis “War on the Casbah: Housing, Culture and 

French Colonial Policy in Algiers”, during the colonial period the 

colonizer tried to implement the cultural backwardness of the 
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Algerian but the more the French tries to ‘…destroy the indigenous 

culture, the more tenaciously the colonized people strengthened 

themselves around their traditional social pattern’, this could be 

classified within the first stage identified by Maunier (1932) 

‘opposition’. But, while Maunier states that the ‘opposition’ stopped 

with the second stage ‘imitation’, Djiar (2004) is arguing that it 

continued alongside the ‘imitation’ process. So the indigenous 

population borrowed from the French culture what they judged not 

affecting their opposition to the French colonialism, resisting the 

cultural assimilation on one hand and envying the cultural superiority 

of the colonizer on the other lead to what Bhabha (1995) calls, in his 

postcolonial studies, the ‘splitting’ state.  

 

 According to Djiar (2004), this attitude changed with the start of the 

revolutionary war of independence because of the requirements of 

the policy of the armed resistance. The author states: ‘…the outbreak 

of the Algerian Revolution in 1954 acted as a compelling factor for 

native cultural change’ (Djiar, 2004:197).  

 

 According to Entelis (1986:69), the Algerian war of independence 

that came at the end of the colonial rule had a profound impact on 

the society. The mass resettlement program, in particular, which was 

undertaken by the French, contributed to the destruction of traditional 

institutions without creating any alternatives. 

 

The section above discussed how the presence of the French 

colonial powers in Algeria had contributed to cultural changes in the 

society.  

The forthcoming section will look into how the new cultural conditions 

in the Algerian society impacted on the designs adopted in post-

independence dwellings on one hand and on the way these are 

perceived by users on the other. The discussion will start with the 

latter end of the colonial era (1950’s up until independence) in order 

to contextualise the post-independence analysis. 
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Impact of cultural changes on house design  
While this research is not necessarily about whether or not the 

architectural styles introduced by the French had impacted on the 

indigenous culture, it is worth discussing the relationship between 

housing typology and cultural changes through the lens of the work 

of two French architects in Algeria in the 1950s. In her paper, Djiar 

(2007) looked at the French housing policies in Algeria during the 

war of independence by examining, in a critical way the projects of 

Pouillon and Simounet. The author refuted the previous assumptions 

that the design principles of these two architects were based on a 

typical Algerian house reinterpreted in a modern context. On the 

contrary, she argued that these new typologies were an attempt by 

French politics to promote a series of cultural changes in Algerian 

society that the author identified as; the encouragement of a greater 

sense of individualism amongst community members, redefine the 

female’s role through reconfiguration of space and pressurise the 

native population to reject the patriarchal family type. Although these 

changes were taking place throughout the colonial era, it is only 

towards its end that they started having their effect on housing 

design as the French architects working for the colonial 

administration started designing for the indigenous population under 

the terms of the “Plan de Constantine”, which was discussed 

previously in Section 2.4. These changes were enabled through the 

spatial organisation of the housing schemes which ignored many of 

the main features from traditional designs. The entrance hall sqifa, 

that is different from the European entrance halls (as described in 

Section 2.4.1) did not make it into Pouillon’s housing schemes, which 

created inconvenience for visitors and hosts. The former has to wait 

outside or risk compromising the privacy of the house. The wast 

eddar, the main feature in traditional houses in the MENA region was 

replaced by the loggia, which due to its small size, is not fulfilling any 

of the functional requirements of the feature it replaced. These 

include receiving guests, socialising, house chores, etc. It is used 

instead for; storage, hanging the washing and drying foodstuff that 
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used to take place on the roof terrace in the Casbah’s houses. In the 

case of roof terraces, Djiar stood against all the architectural 

observers that have applauded Pouillon’s effort to keep the roof 

terrace in some of his housing schemes as a reproduction of a typical 

feature from the traditional Casbah’s house. In the Climat de France 

housing project, the roof terraces were not used by the women as 

was expected. Djiar refuted the assumption that the narrow 

staircases leading to the rooftop were the main reason for the 

women not to use those terraces. She cites as her argument the 

case of Diar el-Mahçoul where the normal size roof top staircase did 

not lead to the women using the roof terraces. Her argument was 

that the main reason for this attitude is that of cultural values; given 

that the two examples of roof terraces were both designed as shared 

communal areas rather than as private domestic spaces, as 

conceived in the typical traditional houses. For es-sedda (a raised 

platform destined for the use by the patriarch as a privilege to sleep 

on top of it), it wasn’t part of Pouillon’s shemes and appears in a 

different scale and function in some of Simounet’s designs. These 

two approaches were challenging the position of the patriarch and by 

doing so, challenging the traditional structure of Algerian society. 

 

Djiar (2007) has also extended her forensic analysis of Pouillon’s 

house designs from an aesthetic perspective. She interprets two 

elements from a facade in one of the architect’s housing scheme as 

follows: 

 

• The use of stones in his facades doesn’t come from the houses of 

the Casbah but it is just a characteristic of his monolithic 

architecture. 

 

• The relatively small window openings in the façade of the Climat 

de France housing scheme is more to do with having the right 

balance between solid and void that comes from European-style 

facades rather than from the almost opaque facades of the 



	 89 

traditional courtyard houses of the Casbah where the openings 

are much smaller in both size and number. 

 

The extent to which the new cultural conditions in the Algerian 

society impacted on the designs adopted in post-independence 

dwellings will be discussed using the work of three researchers 

Chabbi (1988), Djiar (2004) and Boutabba and Farhi (2013). These 

works cover three different geographical locations in Algeria: 

Ghardaia (in the South of Algeria), Algiers in the North and M’Sila (in 

the Uplands).  

 

Towards a socio-cultural approach to the house/settlement system 

(Chabbi, 1988) is a research project undertaken to relate the design 

of housing units in Algeria to the social and cultural needs of the 

people who live in them. The research used, as case studies, a 

government housing scheme and a traditional settlement both 

situated in Ghardaia in the M’zab valley in the south of Algeria. 

According to the author:” The main assumption was that traditional 

houses and settlements were culturally more responsive than their 

modern equivalents. However, the research findings refuted this 

assumption and indicated that social change affected many of 

people's values and attitudes towards housing. This indicates that 

neither international modernism, in housing provision, nor an attempt 

to slavishly copy past indigenous solutions are likely to be 

successful” (Chabbi, 1988). This came out from the different 

analyses, in the section where users were interviewed regarding their 

attempts and/or desires to change their dwellings there was a clear 

gap between users’ needs and dwellings’ design in both settlements. 

However, the changes were different. While the occupiers of the 

traditional settlements were making changes and conversions in 

order to introduce the new technologies in their dwellings such as 

gas and sanitary fixtures (socio-economic change has influenced 

people’ values and attitudes towards housing), the occupiers of the 

new settlements were trying to fulfil their needs for privacy and more 
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space that were neglected in the new designs; most of the ground 

floor windows had additional screening to assure privacy and part of 

the verandas and courtyard were converted into extra rooms, this is, 

according to the author, suggesting that the courtyard is still desired. 

The author argues that although neither housing type was a full 

success, each one of them has something to offer. 

 

Djiar (2004) investigated the effect of French colonialism on the way 

Algerians use the domestic space and the ideal domestic 

architecture that can be culturally appropriate for them in a post-

independence Algeria. In the qualitative research that has been 

carried out as part of the investigation, the author focussed on 

interviewing people living in houses in the old city-Casbah- 

(traditional houses) and those in apartments built during the colonial 

era (for the French and for the indigenous population). According to 

the author, there are similarities on the concerns that were raised by 

the two groups of the respondents such as the small size of the 

dwelling, the lack of privacy and dedicated spaces, internal 

arrangements…etc. However, the author noticed two distinct issues 

that seemed to be more of a concern for one group than to the other; 

while participants from the colonial houses were more concerned 

with the issues related to the internal spaces, those from the Casbah 

were more concerned with the nature of the community lifestyle. The 

investigation showed that the amount of social interaction became 

weak within the housing estate with the apartment typology. The 

respondents living in the Casbah explained that this typology has 

always reinforced social ties as it is usually occupied by extended 

families. The same respondents believe that this started to change 

recently, as they noticed a move toward individualism in its spatial 

use and this is due to the new occupants who came from the 

countryside. This social change affected the management of the 

household tasks in the houses of the Casbah (Djiar, 2004: 260). The 

author came up with the conclusion that the influence of the colonial 

era has a long-lasting effect on Algerian’s culture given that the 
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findings show that: “…the typical courtyard house of the Algiers 

Casbah is now-for the majority of respondents- a less welcome 

architectural form for future housing than the colonial flat typology”. 

However, the study didn’t offer a way forward. 

 

“The impact of colonial architectural and urban principles on housing 

and urban planning of the current Algerian cities: case of M’Sila” is a 

study by Boutabba and Farhi (2013). The work was based on 

analyses of housing design and urban organisational principles from 

the pre-colonial, colonial and postcolonial periods in the city of M’Sila 

in Algeria to show the impact of the colonial era on the Algerian 

cities. One of the neighbourhoods analysed is a pre-colonial district 

of Djaafra located on the Eastern bank of El Ksob River. It has similar 

organic organisational system and irregular layout as the traditional 

Islamic cities. Sinuous and narrow alleyways, hierarchical 

organisation and compact houses are its main characteristics. In 

such a district, the traditional house in M’Sila called El-Beyt, like 

Arab-Islamic houses, is organised around a central space called here 

M’rah. Given that the occupants are farmers, as most the inhabitants 

of the town are, part of the M’rah is occupied by the animals and the 

rest of El-Beyt, in general, is made up of three rooms. One room is 

designated for the owner Dar el aiel, a second room for the 

housework Dar el Nouel and the guest room called Dar diaf. The two 

former ones could be described as multifunctional given that they are 

used as sleeping areas and for cooking, bathing and other domestic 

activities. The latter is used only to receive guests, mainly male ones, 

for this reason this room is either independent from the rest of the 

house with its own entrance or when this is inside the house it is 

always designed next to the entrance and it is accessible through a 

space called Sabet. Sabet is the equivalent of Sqifa (see Section 

2.4.1) it is an intermediate space between the entrance and the 

entire house that serves the purpose of privacy. This room Dar diaf is 

mainly found in houses of wealthy families, the rest are designed 

without this space. This is illustrated in Figure 3.6 shown below. 
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Figure. 3.6. Various types of pre-colonial houses (2013)  

The colonial interventions on the other Western bank of the river is 

characterised by orthogonal and regular layout. Conceived initially as 

a military town it has perpendicular boulevards and avenues that 

exceed 10 meters width. The authors state that the facades consist 

of neo-classical style and sometime Moorish features. The colonial 

house begins with a semi-private open space Veranda between the 

street and the entrance door used by the French as a relaxing space 

and playing area for their children. The rooms inside the dwelling are 

organised on both sides of a long central corridor, this latter is taking 

to the backyard that has a water room and sometimes a small farm.  
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                   Figure. 3.7. Plan of a colonial house, M’Sila (2013)  

 

The authors argue that the post-independence period is 

characterised by a clear adoption by the locals of European housing 

designs. They explain that this adoption is due to several reasons. 

These include; the influence from occupying the dwellings left by the 

colonial population, the training of architects which is based on a 

French European educational system and the adoption by the socio-

political elite of Western architecture. The authors state that the post-

colonial house design is based more on the colonial house design 

and it kept only few references from the formerly indigenous house 

(Boutabba and Farhi, 2013: 66). These houses are different from 

their traditional predecessors by having a completely different spatial 

organisation and hierarchy. A number of important spaces from the 

traditional house, such as Sabet, are no longer part of the post-

colonial house design. Other changes to the spatial organisation 

extend to the three multifunctional rooms of the traditional house, 

which are now housing specific activities. Dar Diaf, which became 

the living room in the colonial houses, is now part of the house used 

by both males and females and located just at the entrance. Dar el 
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Nouel, which became a kitchen opposite the living room in the 

colonial house, is now at the back and used for cooking and having 

meals only. Dar el Aiel, which was a multifunctional room in the 

traditional house, has now been replaced by the bedrooms, sitting 

room and office. According to the authors this a strong evidence of 

the changing way of life for families, which use to have strong ties, 

who are nowadays witnessing the appearance of individualism.  

 

For the authors, the changes in facades’ design are showing the 

confusion and the tearing situation of the inhabitants. The blind 

facades of El-Beyt are replaced with completely open facades with 

windows, balconies and loggias that are empty and closed all the 

time. This is reflecting a contradiction on people’s attitudes. 

According to the authors, this study is another example, which is 

showing how Algerians adopted the new architectural features, firstly 

introduced by the colonisers, to suit their cultural and modern 

aspirational needs.  
 

The case studies discussed here have shown that architecture and 

spatial organisation on the one hand and cultural and social changes 

on the other can be inter-linked. They point out to socio-cultural 

changes introduced as part of the colonial culturalisation that was the 

beginning of the long-lasting changes to the context of post-

independence Algerian society.  

 

Behloul (1991) carried out a post-occupancy evaluation of urban 

dwellings in Algiers. The researcher chose four different housing 

estates built in the 70s and 80s in the periphery of Algiers as part of 

four different ZHUNs. The author explains that the design of the 

mass housing programmes neglected some qualitative aspects such 

as their adaptability to the socio-cultural needs of the users. This was 

investigated by an in-depth analysis of the residents’ reactions to the 

design of their housing environment through the use of 

questionnaires, interviews, photography and records of physical 
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traces. Different aspects were covered during the 

interviews/questionnaires such as the use of different domestic 

spaces such as living room, kitchen, etc, also, the different changes 

made by the dwellers to their dwellings were recorded.  

One of the major findings is the strong impact of non-physical 

features on the participants’ satisfaction compared to the physical 

ones. The author gave this example:  

“…the symbolic value of the mass housing dwelling, which 

results from its association with 'modernity' and social 

promotion seems, to have a stronger impact on residents' 

aspirations and satisfaction than the functional deficiencies in 

the dwellings' design which have been identified in the 

present study” (Behloul, 1991: 249).  

Some of the functional deficiencies that the author was referring to 

are, the small size of the dwellings, the low build quality, lack of 

maintenance within the estates (internal and external communal 

spaces), etc.  

 

Benali-Nouani (2013), studied the appropriation of the different 

spaces of urban dwellings in five different cities in Algeria. Five out of 

the seven studied housing estates were built in the post-

independence era. The use of different spaces that constitute the 

dwellings as well as the housing estates were studied by the 

researcher. Not far from the findings presented in the previous study 

(Behloul, 1991), what come out of this more recent research pointed 

out at the failures of such designs in creating an adequate living 

environment for the Algerian families. The researcher looked at the 

different appropriations/modification that the dwellers made to their 

dwellings, to the internal communal spaces and to the estate as a 

whole. The research was based on the hypothesis that such changes 

are indicators of the inadequacy of the design. In terms of the 

modifications inside the dwellings, the researcher recorded 50-90%. 

These were changes of the finishes, closing up of balconies and 

loggias, creation of storage spaces, replacing the doors, 
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opening/closing up windows, separation between spaces. Typical 

modifications inside the housing blocks included the installation of 

water tanks and other elements on roof terrace not designed for the 

purpose, the use of crawlspaces on the ground floor for commercial 

purposes, dwelling extensions on the ground floor and the 

appropriation. The appropriation of the external spaces within the 

estates, according to the author, is limited but not absent. Some of 

the modifications made by the users (occupying ground floor 

apartments) is the appropriation of communal external spaces for 

private use by means of enclosures or fences.  The author concluded 

that the study showed the persistence of some social practices 

despite the social and economic changes as well as the observation 

of new behaviours and needs. 

 

A more recent study in the city of Oran, in the North West of Algeria, 

was conducted by Mouaziz-Boufentouch (2014). The study explored 

the link between the designed dwellings and the desired dwellings 

through the eyes of the users. The author chose two housing 

estates; one built in 1980 and the other in 2000 and focused on two-

bedroom apartments given that these are the most available ones. 

These two housing estates being built in two different eras, have two 

different structural systems. The first one was built in the 80s where 

the industrialisation of the construction industry was dominant. The 

second one was built with column/beam structural framework. The 

author explains that in the first case study, the dwellers were limited 

in terms of the changes/modifications that they can make given that 

most of the walls are part of the structure of the building. These 

changes were limited to the finishes (wall paint, floor tiles, 

doors/windows, etc.) as the only major changes were opening the 

living room/kitchen to the loggia by moving the door frames. The 

author explains that the new structural design in the estate built in 

2000 gave more freedom to the dwellers to introduce changes. This 

allowed the dwellers to knock-down part of the internal partitions if 

needed. On the one hand, the author gave examples of dwellers who 
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opened up their space to make it feel spacious as the size is one of 

the major issues in this type of dwellings. On the other hand, other 

dwellers built more partitions despite the lack of space to separate 

between rooms. This is showing two completely different types of 

modifications to the dwellings, reflecting the difference in attitudes 

and needs. 

Over a twenty-year period, the build quality has not improved, as the 

residents of the newest estate used in this study, explained that they 

have changed almost everything in terms of the finishes, as is the 

case with the estate built in 1980. 

 

The author (Mouaziz-Boufentouch, 2014) stresses that, since the 

70s, the different housing programmes were designed with a 

complete ignorance of the available research and the social changes 

within the Algerian society. This point of view will be further 

investigated, as part of the current study, by means of interviews with 

architects.  

 

A neglected heritage 
Another factor that is also related to this matter is architectural 

heritage; the way this is considered in a country could lead to the 

development or regression of a culture. According to (Tamima, 

2008:53):  

 

“Defining cultural heritage and outlining strategies for its 

maintenance and improvement is crucial to any country’s cultural 

development. As a result of this initial cycle of detection, there is a 

renovated ‘awareness’ of heritage, and approaches to the 

preservation and communication of what is regarded and respected 

as a common heritage. Archaeological, natural, historical sites, along 

with archaeological remains historical objects and traditions are 

recognized and given the status of heritage; they become 

instrumental in the building of civic identity, restore civic institutions, 

and boost both cultural and economic development”. 
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According to Guerroudj (2000), in his publication A question of urban 

and architectural heritage in Algeria, the state of the Algerian 

heritage is in a constant degradation and this is due, mainly, to two 

reasons. First, the lack of maintenance that started to appear after 

the independence and the fact that the cost of the maintenance was 

exceeding the resale price or even the available fund for it. Secondly, 

the lack of renovation; given that most of the attracting sites were 

occupied, what was left for new urbanised and agricultural 

occupancy was very minimal (87% of the Algerian population is 

located in the north of the country, this part represents only 11% 

(240. 000 km2) of the whole area of the country which is estimated to 

2,381,741 km2 the rest 89% is the south part that represent the 

desert region), this led to a new investment within the old urban 

fabric. The approach of renovation practised was ‘demolition-

reconstruction’ given that this approach is more profitable. A 

considerable number of houses in the Medina of Constantine were 

demolished and rebuilt and this is only one example among others.  

The Casbah of Algiers for instance, referred to earlier (see Section 

2.4), could be taken as an example to gauge the state of health for 

the architectural heritage in the country. This rich legacy that 

constitutes the heart of the capital was listed in the world heritage 

UNESCO in 1992. The number of the houses in the Casbah was 

estimated to be around 5.000 in the 15th century. In the early 80s the 

estimate was given as 1,700 houses while nowadays, there are 

approximately around 800 houses. After more than 30 years of 

several feasibility studies and projects proposals none of them was 

implemented (Lesbet, s.d.). This is not likely to change if the bodies, 

whose responsibility is the conservation and rehabilitation of this 

precious heritage, are dysfunctional and lacking clarity about its 

purpose and future. The old city of Bone or Annaba is experiencing 

the same problem, the detailed studies that are proposing actions to 

save it where judged too pricey. Like for the Casbah of Algiers, the 

only interventions envisaged are actions of structural stabilisation for 

the highly at-risk buildings. Unfortunately, this is not stopping the 
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degradation of the built environment, which is leading to the loss of 

their historical and cultural values (Nouardia, 2011). 

 

    

      
Figure. 3.8. Structural stabilisation in the Casbah, Algiers (2015)  

 

According to Guerroudj (2000), the mosques of the big cities are the 

only architectural heritage that escaped this sorry end along with 

some important monuments, especially in Algiers, such as Dar el 

Aziza currently housing a public administration, the Palaces of Dey 

Hussein and of Bardo, which are now, a college office and a 

museum respectively. In Algeria, the attitude towards heritage varies 
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from North to South. As previously mentioned above, the Casbah 

and other historical sites in the North are in a continuous state of 

decay. It seems that the architectural heritage in the South is better 

looked after. According to UNESCO, the M’Zab Valley, which 

consists of five fortified cities with traditional settlements that were 

created in the 10th century, has seen preservation programmes of a 

high quality to leave it in very good conditions.  

 

    
                   Figure 3. 9. Bardo museum, Algiers (2017) 

 

3.4 Housing policies  
The first part of this chapter, presented above, presents an overview 

about the urban dwellings sector in general. In this section, a 

historical overview on the development of housing policies in the 

post-independence Algeria will be covered in order to highlight their 

successes and failures in producing culturally relevant designs for 

urban dwellings. Given that the focus of the study is on the cultural 

relevance of urban dwellings this section will not cover in detail all the 

aspects related to these policies in details such as the different 

bodies involved and the finance schemes. 
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Just after the independence, the centralised, planned economy has 

considered housing as an unproductive investment and the priority 

was turned into economic developments. The decision was based on 

the argument that it is first necessary to get the economic growth in 

order to start any action in this sector (Foura cited by Benameur, 

2010). This resulted on the use of planned policies that could be 

illustrated in the first five national plans for development: 

 

Triennial plan 1967-1969 

1st quadrennial plan 1970-1973 

2nd quadrennial plan 1974-1977 

1st five-year plan 1980-1984 

2nd five-year plan 1985-1989 

 

Throughout the years, these plans didn’t show efficiency in 

addressing the housing shortage in the country. According to 

Benameur (2010), housing became a subject of concern in the 

second four-year plan (1974-1977) as the rate of completion did not 

exceed 25% of the housing units planned. This resulted in a deficit of 

900.000 houses by the end of 1979 (Heraou, 2012). This led the 

state to adopt industrialisation in the housing sector, a tool that was 

thought time and cost saving. According to Meghraoui (2004 cited in 

Benameur, 2010) the recourse to industrialisation and imported 

models and technologies from the international market transformed 

the construction sector of the country into a laboratory. In addition to 

its social implications, the situation was an obstacle for economic 

developments too as it is important to point out that during this period 

all the cited plans where fully developed, managed and built by the 

state (the state was the only producer and distributor of housing). 

  

Among all the plans, tools and policies that were adopted in the 

country since the independence in order to improve and develop the 

housing sector, the adoption of the ZHUN played a major role in 

transforming the cities in general and the urban dwellings in 
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particular (Benameur, 2010). The ZHUN are new urban 

developments of more than 1200 houses. Those programmes 

consisted on creating new urban zones in order to develop the 

capacities of reception in the saturated cities. This tool is based on 

the concept of ‘Grands ensembles’ firstly introduced by the French 

with the ‘Plan de Constantine’.  It is characterised by groups of 

housing blocks considered by the state as the only solution for the 

urgent need and housing shortages and to avoid social pressure 

(Othmani Marabout, 2010, 117).  

 

The housing policies during this period were based on the following 

principles (Harkat, 2013; 31): 

• The state was the sole party responsible for the construction and 

management   of the housing sector 

• Housing was considered as a constitutional right 

• Most of the urban dwellings are public (social) housings (from LSL 

scheme discussed below). 

• The production of urban dwellings is based on the ZHUN 

procedure since 1975. 

 

Despite all the efforts deployed by the authorities, the housing crisis 

in the country still persistent, the different planning and 

developments undertaken since 1967 showed their limits. In the 90s 

the public authorities have faced their limits in dealing with this issue 

on their own, so they adopted a new strategy. The strategy consisted 

of a partnership between the public and private sector; according to 

Heraou (2012; 14) this decentralised management will allow, as a 

first phase, the increase on the number of houses on the market and 

the improvement of housing and life quality, on the second phase. 

According to Othmani Marabout (2010; 119) there was a raise of 

awareness among the authorities about the importance of the 

qualitative aspect of the housings that are mainly based on the 

quantitative ones in the previous housing policies. The adoption of 

the new law disengaged the government from the housing sector; it 
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stayed fully responsible on funding the social housings provisions 

and on granting aids for rural houses, in order to maintain the 

population in rural areas, and became a partner with the private 

sector in producing housing developments. This gave room to new 

housing schemes that are partially financed by the beneficiaries that 

could be summarised as follow (Heraou, 2012; 38): 

 

Social Housing  
(Known in Algeria as LSL Logement Social Locatif).  

These dwellings represent the social housing scheme in Algeria. It is 

a public (social) housing scheme fully financed by the government 

twined with a rental policy to cover part of the cost. This was the only 

existing formula for housing supply in Algeria up until the 90s. Since 

the new housing strategy was implemented, this formula became a 

governmental help for families in need (living in precarious 

conditions) with limited income that cannot afford neither to pay high 

rent nor apply for the acquisition of a house (Othmani Marabout, 

2010, 119). It is now working under new regulations where each 

prospective beneficiary needs to fulfil a list of requirements in order 

to be illegible for an LSL dwelling. These houses are implemented by 

Offices de Promotion et de Gestion Immobilière known as OPGI 

(Offices for property management). The houses built under this 

formula are designed following a set of criteria like the average area, 

which is fixed at 52.25m2 (45m2 for one-bedroom apartment and 

60m2 for two bedrooms apartment) and the build quality is described 

as poor compared to the rest of the other schemes.  

 

Assisted Social Housing Ownership Scheme 
(Known in Algeria as LSP Logement Social Participatif)  
This housing scheme was launched in 1995; it allows a certain 

category of the society to acquire a house based on their earning 

(inferior to 60.000 da (£300) per month) in addition to other criteria. 

The applicant became the owner by signing Vente sur plan contract 

(sale on plan) and the funding of this housing scheme is based on 
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the contribution of the future owner, bank loan and a no-refundable 

state aid.  
These developments are groups of housing blocks of four to five 

storeys. The scheme comprises two types of dwellings (apartments) 

based on the number of bedrooms. Two bedrooms apartment and 

three bedrooms apartment with an average area of 70m2 and 80m2 

respectively. The build quality of the dwellings under this scheme is 

better than that of the social housing. Furthermore, the dwellings 

have a larger surface (Heraou, 2012). 

 

Assisted Housing Ownership Scheme 
(Known in Algeria as LV Location-Vente)  
This is a relatively new housing scheme launched in 2001 by public 

authorities to enable the citizen of the middle class (based on their 

salary and other criteria) to own a house by contributing to the 

funding of this latter. This scheme is based on an upfront payment 

from the beneficiary (25%), the rest (75%) are initially covered by the 

authorities and that will be paid back by the owner with monthly 

rental fees over a period of 25 years. The upfront represent 25% of 

the cost of the dwelling, these are paid under two instalments: 

advance of 10% then 15% when the dwelling is achieved) (Heraou, 

2012; 39). An agency called Agency for Improvement and 

development of housings, known under the name AADL (Agence de 

l’Amelioration et du Development du Logement), was created 

especially for this purpose. It is in charge of the financial 

management, the choice of the architectural firm, the building 

contractor and the project follow-up contractor. Those programmes 

are characterised by a high-density housing developments where 

most of the housing blocks are towers of nine to ten storeys with 

commercial premises on the ground floor and sometimes offices on 

the 1st and 2nd floors (it has a different typology in the Southern 

regions). It presents two types of apartments; two-bedroom 

apartments with 70m2 and three bedroom apartments with 85m2 

(Heraou, 2012). 
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Improved Assisted Social Housing Ownership Scheme 
(Known in Algeria as LPA Logement Promotionnel Aidé)  

This is a new formula developed relatively recently (in 2011) to 

replace the previous ones referred to above (Assisted Housing 

Ownership Scheme and Assisted Social Housing Ownership 

Scheme) because of the failures that were observed after 10 years 

since their launch (see discussion in Section 3.5 below). In term of its 

finance, this latter is partially financed by a contribution from the 

beneficiary, a bank loan and a contribution from the state. This new 

formula offers only one type of flat; they are all two bedrooms 

apartments of 70 m2 with a 3% tolerance (65,7m2 74,3m2) in housing 

blocks of four to five storeys.  
 

Privately Funded Housing Ownership Scheme 
(Known in Algeria as Promotionnel Privé)  
These privately funded schemes are available for both multi-

occupancy apartment blocks and single occupancy dwellings for both 

the renting and buying markets. These are built by speculative 

property developers. In the five-year plan of 2005-2009 out of the 

one million dwellings planned to be delivered, the private developers 

contributed with 3.1% (Anon., 2014). According to (Anon., 2014) 

these developments are characterised by high quality and more 

spacious dwellings compare to the others schemes but they are not 

affordable to most of the households.  
 

Self/Privately built housing 
The creation of this partnership between the public and private 

sectors was not the only reform in the housing sector. The 

deregulation of housing sector for the private houses is another one; 

this political/administrative decision started between 1991-1992 and 

continued in a faster pace and important scale under the power of 
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the newly elected DEC8 up until 1997, those delegations used their 

power to attribute plots of land anarchically and almost illegally 

(Safar-Zitoun, 2009b). According to the same author, this 

deregulation allowed the creation of plots of land from the public land 

(foncier publique) for self/private-building. Those were distributed for 

the clients with attestations that were judged later on as illicit by the 

authorities (the ministry of housing and urbanism). This had a major 

impact on the urban system of Algiers, as this resulted on 

neighbourhoods with hundreds of dwellings lacking basic facilities. 

According to Heraou (2012), this deregulation in the private sector 

contributed in reducing the rate of occupancy per dwelling. It has 

also created new urban morphologies in the housing sector different 

from the one of housing blocks. Their design (architectural style) is 

most of the time connected with the social strata of the owners as 

this was described by Deluz (2010) and Hadjri (1993a) in Section 

3.3.1. More details will be given in the next section.  

 
3.5 Successes and Failures 
Having reviewed the successive housing policies in Algeria since the 

independence, this section will be looking at the impact of those 

policies on the housing provision in order to identify failures and 

successes. 

In the first instance, it is worth considering what is regarded as failure 

or success in the context of this study. Given that this research is 

interested in looking into post-independence urban dwellings in 

Algeria through an Architecture-Culture lens, the success or failure of 

such policies will depend on the extent to which the housing 

schemes (that resulted of such policies) can address the socio-

cultural needs of the inhabitants. A successful design is one that 

takes into account the socio-cultural context of people and reflects 

some of their values, concerns and aspirations. The design of the 

																																																								
8	Délégations exécutives communales: communal delegations that were elected in 
1992   
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dwellings for instance, should facilitate the daily activities of the 

occupants, enable social interactions and provide for social needs 

such as privacy.  
 

A case in point is the design proposals for urban dwellings in Algeria 

by El-Miniawy brothers, which show how architecture and culture can 

combine to offer a context relevant urban living (see Section 2.4.3). 

These proposed solutions were described as ‘the most advanced 

articulation of an independent Algerian contemporary architecture’ 

(Udo, 1983), that seem to combine traditional design principles with 

contemporary needs and production methods. Several researchers 

described the four hundred urban dwellings proposal as a successful 

scheme. This was discussed in detail in Chapter 2 (Section 2.4.3). A 

technical review of the scheme (Salama, 2001) highlighted its main 

characteristics as: 

 

• The use of traditional concepts appropriate to desert 

environment (shaded spaces, semi-covered and walkways, 

visual integration into the setting) 

• Reference to the socio-cultural context (privacy, social 

interactions) 

• Design and construction in tune with the local climate 

• Successful combination of traditional construction techniques 

and modern production methods 

• Weathering and minimum maintenance 

 

Some of these characteristics are illustrated in the Figures below. 

The plans in Figure 3.10 show the importance given to the 

separation between the guests and family areas, to the central family 

space and ‘Patio 1’, spaces to be used by females ‘second Patio 2’, 

etc. The elevation in Figure 3.11 shows the use of staggering 

volumes and semi-covered passages, which provide shading. It 

shows also the use of domes and vaults from vernacular 

architecture. 
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a) First floor Plan of three/four-bedroom dwelling  

 

   
b) Floor plan of a two-bedroom dwelling 

 

Figure. 3.10. Floor plans of dwellings in the ‘four hundred 

urban dwellings’ proposal (2001) 
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Figure. 3.11. Elevation of the ‘four hundred urban dwellings’ proposal 

(2001) 

 

In the architects’ own words, this project:  

“Was to respect the local architecture and the specific way 

of life found in the area; take into consideration a number 

of economic factors, including the available local skills and 

the social and cultural environment of the town; offer 

maximum protection from sandstorms; build for maximum 

shade to protect the inhabitants from the intense desert 

heat and low humidity of summer; and utilize the technical 

and material capacities of local industry”. (El-Miniawy, 

1982)  

 

In summary success of urban dwellings can be described by a 

number of features such as: 

• Addressing the functional needs of dwellers 

• Promoting social interactions 

• Providing for gender segregation (when needed) 
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• Taking into account the context (physical/social/etc.) 

• Being sensitive to existing built heritage 

• Encouraging the use of local materials 

• Taking into account traditional principles when designing 

neighbourhoods and dwellings  

 

Having established what could be considered as success in the 

context of this research, the section below will try to present a critical 

analysis of the two dominant types of urban dwellings; apartment 

within housing blocks and self/privately built houses, based on the 

work of other researchers: 

 

Apartment typology 
Many scholars (Hadjri, 1993a, Behloul, 1991, Benali-Nouani, 2013) 

referred to the failure of the housing programmes that are part of the 

new urban housing areas (ZHUN) on different levels, technical, 

social, economic, architectural, urban…etc. Some of these failures 

are discussed as follow:  

 

• Failures on the urban scale  
The excessive urbanisation that resulted from the adoption of the 

ZHUN and the creation of the new suburban housing estates showed 

clearly the dysfunction of the Algerian cities. According to Harkat 

(2013), the housing estates that were built in the 50s (colonial era) 

were located in the suburbs. With no infrastructure and amenities to 

go with them, these estates made life difficult for the inhabitants 

given that most of the facilities were in the old urban centres. These 

lessons don’t seem to have been digested by planners and decision 

makers of the post-independence era. The author describes the 

ZHUN of the 70s as being austere in terms of facilities and to make 

things worse they were even further from the urban centres. The 

inhabitants found themselves living in large housing estates with no 

infrastructure, facing difficulties on a daily basis. The author goes on 
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to explain that it is only in the 80s, that the ZHUN saw the 

introduction of basic infrastructure, which made the housing estates 

function better and more than just dormitory neighbourhoods. Further 

research explains that more than just dwellings these estates need 

shops, schools, health centres and other basic services (Djelal, 

2012). 

Benameur (2010), referred to the creation of the ZHUN areas as a 

real engine of urbanisation in the country, in relation to the important 

number of housing units that they provided. While this programme 

has contributed to alleviating the housing crisis in the country it failed 

on different levels. The architectural and urban aspects were 

completely ignored as the emphasis was on quantity and not quality. 

This urban expansion created neighbourhoods isolated from the city 

and with no architectural or urban identity. Furthermore, according to 

the author, the social dimension was completely ignored. The users 

were excluded from the whole process hence; there was no 

consideration of the identity, socio-cultural values and aspirations of 

the dwellers.  
 

• Technical failures 
The recourse to the industrialised housing provision on a large-scale 

was described by Hadjri (1993a) as a failure alongside the adoption 

of the new concept of the ZHUN that was relying on the idea of 

“Grand Ensembles Design” which is based on a European model of 

design and technology. The author explains that they are 

inappropriate and inadequate due to several reasons. Climatic 

conditions were not taken into consideration and the use of 

inappropriate building materials has created comfort related 

problems due to very low levels of thermal insulation. The lack of 

thermal insulation could be due to cost cutting measures, which don’t 

sit easily alongside the use of expensive technologies. The use of an 

imposing urban block shape meant there is no integration of the 

newly built with the city character. On top of these technical failures; 

the author argues that the designs do not fulfil the everyday needs of 
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the inhabitants. The different alterations made by the inhabitants to 

their apartments are a proof for this argument. Such alterations 

include building up window openings and balconies in order to 

achieve a certain level of privacy and/or security and to create more 

space. The same issue was covered by Sibley-Behloul (2002), in a 

comparative study that is looking at the informal transformations of 

formal housing estates in both Algiers and Cairo. The author explains 

that in the 70s, the assumption by the decision makers, in both 

Algiers and Cairo that the households are evolving towards a modern 

way of life and that they would later adapt quickly to the dwellings’ 

design combined the urgent need to house an increasing number of 

households, lead to the adoption of an almost standardised five-

storey housing blocks without any adaptation to the local climatic and 

social conditions. This argument is well established with the two 

studies (Behloul, 1991 and Benali-Nouani, 2013) presented in the 

previous section.  
 

• Socio-economic failures 
In a report about one of the housing provisions, the Assisted Housing 

Ownership Scheme, Heraou (2012; 42) explains that despite its 

contribution to housing tens of thousands of families it was a short 

lived programme due to economic reasons (miscalculation of 

materials cost) and social concerns. On the social level, it is argued 

that the high density that characterises this type of housing 

developments, exacerbated by the choice of high-rise block, and the 

lack of basic infrastructure have contributed to its failure (Heraou, 

2012). Furthermore, these housing developments failed on the 

cultural level, by offering dwellings based on the 

European/standardised typology lacking any adaptation to the local 

way of life. After the assessment of all these failures, the authorities 

decided to replace it with the LPA scheme described above.  
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• Inadequate design briefs 
The various schemes developed throughout the years didn’t offer 

variety in terms of the housing typologies. The study of the housing 

policies showed that these schemes are different in terms of finance 

plans, the bodies involved, the categories of people targeted by each 

scheme, the total floor area of the apartment and number of 

bedrooms, the build quality (materials, internal finishes, fixtures and 

fittings) and the block height (number of storeys). 

 

Apart from these economic and policy related considerations, it 

seemed that the design in general, of these housing units was not 

much affected. The same identical housing blocks lacking 

architectural and urban qualities are still being produced with no 

involvement of the users. 

The design brief is an element that could show the importance given 

to some aspects in the housing provisions. According to Heraou 

(2012), the same set of specifications is used for the different types 

of housing (LSP, LPA…), the only difference is on the area of the 

dwellings. An important issue that came out of the analysis of the 

design brief is that some of its provisions are being ignored when it is 

translated into design proposals. For example, in the design brief 

presented by (Heraou, 2012: 69) there are references to the respect 

of the socio-cultural practices and way of life of the users. However, 

these were not translated into design features in the end product. 

Perhaps for some understandable reasons, with the best will in the 

world, the translation of such generic statements without clear 

specifications would be impossible. Under the general guidance 

subsection (of the architectural design section), the first statement in 

the document stipulates that: “the spatial organisation of the dwelling 

should be adapted to the local way of life and must comply with 

current regulations. The second statement states: “The design of the 

dwellings should meet a dual objective of functionality and well-being 

of the occupants according to the cultural and context specific 

characteristics of the site”. The same vagueness applies to other 
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statements under the section “Functional organisation of the 

dwelling”; one of them refers to the separation between the family 

dedicated spaces and those that might be used by visitors, without 

being more specific. Another one refers to the need for spatial design 

that should respect the local customs and practices, again with no 

other details.  

While the examples given above show how vague some of the 

statements are, there are more specific ones. These are dealing 

mainly with technical aspects described in terms of quantitative data 

such as the number of rooms in each apartment, their respective 

areas and the areas of auxiliary spaces (such as the utility space in 

the kitchen or in the loggia). The only clear specification that could be 

related to the socio-cultural values of the future inhabitants is the 

location of the living room within the floor layout. According to the 

statement, this latter should be placed next to the entrance to allow a 

direct access for visitors without intruding on the rest of the house, 

which is described as a space for the intimate life of the occupants. 

The rest of the guidance consists of generic statements.  

 

Another aspect that the design brief refers to is the creation of a 

harmonious living space well integrated to its environment. In reality, 

this is the least present in those housing estates as stated previously 

(Hadjri, 1993a; and Benameur, 2010). According to Harkat (2013), 

the architecture of “Les grands ensembles” is very poor as all the 

blocks are almost identical with cubical or elongated forms lacking 

any ornamentation except the differing colour treatments for the 

blocks (when used), with no-harmony or visual composition. The 

same author argues that the endless repetition of the same blocks 

makes the orientation very difficult in the neighbourhoods that are 

lacking any sign of identification. In terms of local identity, the blocks 

don’t present any reference to the local architecture as they are 

based on European and industrialised models. Going back to the 

design brief, under the façade treatment (architecture) section, one 

of the statements says: “The treatment of the facades should be 
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referring to local architecture in any case, (materials, treatment, form 

and representation)” (Heraou, 2012; 72). Similar criticism, as before, 

can be levelled here, as the statement is too generic.  

 

• External spaces  
The poor architectural and urban qualities are not limited to the 

blocks but extend to the immediate environment, which raises 

another issue for these housing developments. According to 

Benameur (2010), the green spaces and playgrounds, for instance, 

that should be part of these neighbourhoods, are secondary 

concerns. This is explained in the following scenario. In most 

projects, the priority is given to completion of the dwellings so those 

communal spaces are either completed behind schedules or not 

completed at all. For those that achieve completion, the lack of 

maintenance turns them into muddy areas in winter and dusty 

grounds in summer. The author goes on to explain that those 

outdoor spaces are not the product of a well thought   out design 

process, but rather the “left over” spaces that happen to be between 

the housing blocks and the roads serving them. This is instead of 

being designed according to certain proportions that take into 

account the scale of the blocks and the external spaces (communal 

spaces, playgrounds, pedestrian and vehicular axes, etc.). The 

imbalance in the visual scale (urban scale) and the poor state of this 

kind of spaces could be seen as physical and aesthetic 

inadequacies, but in reality, this goes beyond that. Socialising in the 

Algerian society is very important, and this was well respected and 

reinforced by some architectural features/organisation in the 

traditional and the colonial (maybe to a lesser extent) dwellings and 

their surroundings. As pointed out by several researchers, the 

courtyard in a traditional house for instance, is a space for gathering 

and socialising par excellence. The public squares and exterior 

spaces in traditional neighbourhoods facilitate socialising and 

gathering. This would be difficult to achieve in the post-independence 

housing estates, as their communal spaces are not adequate, nor 
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are they well thought out. Similar remarks can be made about 

communal spaces within the housing block, as they don’t seem to be 

used for anything other than circulation. Unfortunately, this 

degradation is not limited to the external communal spaces only. 

According to Harkat (2013), the blocks are in an alarming state of 

degradation due to the lack of maintenance referring to both the 

facades and the internal spaces such as the staircases.  

 

• Internal layout  
The various types of apartment available on the market do not seem 

to offer much variety in terms of internal layout.  Although there are 

differences in surface areas and number of rooms, the internal 

spatial distribution remains almost the same. For a full survey of 

apartment layouts reference should be made to Appendix A.  

As discussed above, a number of researchers (Benameur, 2010; 

Heraou, 2012; Harkat, 2013 and Hadjri, 1993a) referred to socio-

cultural failures of the apartment typology in the post-independence 

housing blocks. The published research, however, does not seem to 

offer any clarifications as to the reasons of such failures. Given that it 

is one of the most important areas that need to be covered in this 

research, the question of socio-cultural failures in urban dwellings 

requires further investigation. This will be undertaken using primary 

research and will be presented in Chapters 6 and 7.   

 

Self/Privately built houses 
While what is presented above is covering the failures within the 

category of the apartment blocks (social housing, publicly and 

privately financed housing schemes), the self/privately built dwellings 

do not present a better scenario. According to Deluz (2010) this 

typology is an important element in the suburban landscape. Given 

that most of dwelling units in this sector were built on plots created 

after the deregulation of the housing sector in the 1990s (as 

explained in the housing policies section) the resulting 

neighbourhoods are characterised by the lack of basic infrastructure 
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and facilities such as roads surfaces, pavements, drainage systems 

and so on (Safar-Zitoun, 2009b).  

Deluz (2010) argues that there is a cultural problem in this sector; as 

it is supposed to present diversity given that it relies on the initiative 

of each owner but the reality is different. Both Deluz (2010) and 

Hadjri (1993) argue that the only existing difference is reflecting the 

different social strata in the society. For well off families, they tend to 

copy each other’s designs features regardless of their architectural 

qualities, but simply because they indicate a certain economic strata 

(Deluz, 2010). The same author explains that some architectural 

elements of this style (used as a reference) are repeated to become 

the sign of a social condition. He defines those elements as artificial 

by giving the example of baluster from the classical style, roofs with 

steep angles and balconies that he judges as useless and 

unnecessary.  

 

The internal layout of these types of dwellings (self/privately built) is 

another element that needs to be covered by this research. Given 

the focus of the study, both the design and the use of these dwellings 

will be investigated using primary research and will be presented in 

Chapters 6 and 7. 

 

3.6 Discussion and conclusion 
The lack of a debate on architecture and culture in Algeria is a 

contributing factor to the poor quality of urban environment in the 

post-independence era. This became evident from the Section 2 of 

this Chapter (after the overview), which discussed the state of urban 

dwellings in post-independence Algeria.  

To understand these issues related to the failures in the urban 

dwelling sector, the third section covered the most relevant areas 

/related topics. The cultural changes within the Algerian society and 

the impact of these changes on house design are discussed, these 

are followed by the presentation of the architectural heritage and how 

this latter is neglected. The debate on the architectural heritage, for 
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instance, highlighted a difference between Northern and Southern 

regions’ attitudes towards it. This outcome was considered and 

investigated as part of the fieldwork presented in Case Studies 

Chapter (5) and in Chapters 6 and 7.    

 

Sections 4 and 5 went into more details about urban dwellings 

looking at the successive housing policies adopted by various 

governments since the independence and how these impacted the 

housing provision throughout the years. The success or otherwise of 

such policies was discussed on the basis of published literature. 

Identifying the failures associated with urban dwellings, particularly 

those related to socio-cultural conditions added a new dimension to 

the claim that these issues need to be addressed as part of this 

research.  

 

This literature review presented in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 provides 

a rich context to the research problem described in the introductory 

chapter. Two main strands of research work seem to emerge from 

the literature. The first one focuses on the technical and physical 

aspects of the built environment (materials, affordability, availability 

etc.) without questioning the socio-cultural failures of architecture. 

The second strand of research is interested in the social, cultural 

economic and historical context of architecture, but up until now, is 

stopping short of making the debate go further into how these factors 

can influence the design of the built environment or even 

acknowledge the issue altogether. By undertaking such a review, the 

research agenda became clearer as the review enabled the 

identification of some research gaps that are relevant to the current 

research project. The review has also benefited the current research 

by identifying a number of research approaches that would benefit 

the fieldwork required to be undertaken as part of this thesis. These 

approaches will be discussed further in details as part of the research 

methodology in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 4  
Research Methodology  
 
4.1. Overview 
As previously stated (in Chapter 1), the aim of this research is to 

explore the relationship between architecture and culture in the post-

independence urban dwellings in Algeria. The investigation will 

combine theoretical analyses and primary research, in the form of 

field data collection, to delve into this problem and try to frame the 

debate and identify the different factors behind the architectural, 

social and cultural failures that the Algerian cities are experiencing in 

general and the urban dwellings in particular.  

 

The initial research stages are concerned with reviewing the 

literature in order to set the theoretical framework for the discussion 

of themes that are relevant to the study. These include the 

architecture culture discourse in general terms, then in the context of 

Algeria where the focus is on urban dwellings. This is undertaken in 

two chapters; Chapter two presents the general debate on 

architecture and culture where a considerable body of the literature 

was dedicated to the Arab/Islamic world, this was followed by a 

historical overview of architecture in Algeria, which includes the pre-

colonial, colonial, and post-colonial eras. The third chapter explores 

the same matter (Architecture/Culture) further, in the specific context 

of post-independence urban dwellings in Algeria. 

 

The present chapter covers the research methodology; it is formed of 

two main sections. The first one presents the available research 

methods more specifically in the field of architecture (theoretical 

background), the second one, consists of the methodological 

approach for the thesis. The review and the definitions of the 

different methods combined with the research aims are key in 

choosing the right research methods for this particular research.  
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4.2. Research Methods 
 
4.2.1. Research in Architecture  
Research in general, as defined by James Snyder (1984 cited in 

Groat, 2013:8) is a “…systematic enquiry directed toward the 

creation of knowledge”. In the field of Architecture, research is not 

recent; it has been used throughout history as a tool for the 

development of the discipline. According to Groat (2013:6) the 

variety in structural forms and building materials came from ‘trial and 

error experimentation, systematic observation, and application of 

such building principles to other building projects’. However, the 

architectural research that is not conducted within a specific building 

project is a recent phenomenon. The author states that in the 1950s 

the focus was on the climate and structural studies, in the 60s and 

early 70s there was an emergence of a broader range of topics such 

as socio-behavioural issues, design methods and the conservation of 

power because of the energy crises, this was replaced in the 80s 

with a particular focus on the historic preservation but in the 90s 

many of the earliest issues were reintroduced in research in 

sustainability. According to the author all these theoretical influences, 

advances in building technologies, innovation in design processes 

and others are showing that the architectural research is a 

progressing phenomenon so it is important to master its different 

concepts and tools (Groat, 2013:7-8). 

 
4.2.2. Qualitative Research vs Quantitative Research 
Before starting the research, it is important to investigate and 

evaluate the available research methods in order to apply the most 

appropriate for a specific case ‘Research’.  

 

The qualitative research strategy values social realities via 

participant’ actions in their natural environment; ‘seeks an 

understanding of behaviour, values, beliefs, and so on in terms of the 

context in which the research is conducted’. The quantitative 
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research is concerned with people’s behaviours, uncovers large-

scale social trends; it is based more on quantification, 

standardization and generalization of the findings (Bryman, 

2008:393-394). 

Hancock (1998) came up with another approach for distinction 

between the two research methods. According to the author: 

“Qualitative research is concerned with finding the answers to 

questions which begin with: why? how? in what way? Quantitative 

research, on the other hand, is more concerned with questions 

about: how much? how many? how often? to what extent?” 

(Hancock, 1998:2).       

 
 Figure. 4.1. Comparison of qualitative and quantitative research 

terms (1998) 

 

From the first definition we can deduce that the qualitative research 

is more appropriate to this research, given that it investigates the 

built environment in post-independence Algeria with regards to its 

users’; how they are experiencing the space in correlation to their 

socio-cultural values and beliefs, and traditions. If we use the 

distinctive approach given by Hancock (1998), this research tries to 

answer the questions: How the socio-cultural factors inform the 

spatial experience of the city dwellers? Why they are not informing 

the design anymore as they used to in previous eras? And other 

questions (beginning with why? how? in what way?) that are dealing 

with qualitative research rather than quantitative as classified by the 

author. 
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4.2.3. Qualitative Research 
According to Ritchie and Lewis (2003), there exist numerous 

definitions for qualitative research, the one they suggest is quoted 

from Denzin and Lincoln (2000):  

 

‘Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the 

observer in the world. It consists of a set of interpretive, 

material practices that makes the world visible. These 

practices ... turn the world into a series of representations 

including fieldnotes, interviews, conversations, photographs, 

recordings and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative 

research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the 

world. This means that qualitative researchers study things in 

their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or to 

interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to 

them’. (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000:3) 

 

From this quote we can interpret that qualitative research is a set of 

methodologies that can be used in order to look at a given social 

phenomenon or situation in depth. The choice of the method or 

methods to be used, according to Denscombe (1998), depends on 

the research, it is important that the researchers look at the different 

methods that exist within the qualitative research and their choices 

should be based on the “usefulness” of the method and their 

appropriateness in the practice. 

Qualitative research refers to research that is not basing its finding 

on ‘statistical procedures’ or quantifications. It could be used to cover 

the research about people’s lives their experiences, behaviours and 

feelings, cultural and social phenomena, etc. It relies on three major 

components, which are the ‘data’ that come from the conducted 

interviews and/or observations, documents, records and films. The 

‘procedures’, used by the researcher for the interpretation and 

organisation of his data and finally, the ‘written and verbal’ reports 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1998:11).  
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Groat (2013) uses the various definitions given by other researchers 

for qualitative research, to come up with five main characteristics for 

this type of research: 

 

An Emphasis on Natural Settings: This implies that the study 

should be carried out within its context and the context itself has to 

be in its natural state, this was stated very clearly in the definition of 

Denzin and Lincoln: “This means that qualitative researchers study 

things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or to 

interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” 

(Goat, 2013:218-219). According to Creswell (2007), a researcher 

has to conduct the research within the area of study (not in a 

laboratory) and all the instruments can be used only by him with 

direct contact with the people and not sent out, so he can see how 

they behave and act within their context.  

 

A Focus on Interpretation and Meaning: As a researcher, the act 

of researching is not limited to simply gathering data (interviews, 

observations…) but it extends to a more important aspect that of data 

interpretation. For instance, when investigating the achievement of 

international corporate branding in terms of the quality of spatial 

workplaces, from the perspectives of various stakeholders 

(architects, client and users) using in-depth interviews employing 

visual images, the in-depth engagement with the participants is a key 

for a good communication and understanding whereas the coding 

process depended on the researcher’s interpretive skills (Groat, 

2013:219).  

 

A Focus on How the Respondents Make Sense of Their Own 
Circumstances: it is important that during the whole process of the 

qualitative research that the researchers focus on understanding and 

learning from the participants’ contribution (Groat, Ibid). 
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The Use of Multiple Tactics: This characteristic was referred to as 

‘Bricolage’, by Denzin and Lincoln (cited by Groat, 2013) who 

describe it as “…. implicitly suggests that qualitative researchers will 

employ a range of tactics that are both particular to the context being 

studied, and of course appropriate to the research question(s) being 

asked” (Groat, 2013: 219-220). Some researchers use a wide variety 

of tactics, to name the work of Keddy9 cited by Groat (2013), who 

studied the experience of nursing staff of a hospital surgical unit by 

using ‘structured and in-depth interviews, location mapping, photo-

documentation, architectural inventories, place-centred behavioural 

mapping, and focussed observations, and an image-based visual 

exercise’. Others do not all rely on such a variety of tactics but in 

research studies based on one mode of inquiry, an additional use of 

tactics is ‘typically employed’ (Groat, Ibid). 

 

Significance of Inductive Logic: There are considerable arguments 

that qualitative research relies on inductive characteristic and others 

on deductive characteristic, the author explains that the qualitative 

research tends to be more Inductive because of the fact that it is 

exploring complex situations what make the testing and deduction 

unlikely but some tentative conclusions and theories may be rather 

deductive due to the ‘often-iterative’ use of the different tools such as 

data collection and interpretive processes (Groat, 2013:220-221-

222). Other characteristics referred to by the same author include; 

Holistic, Prolonged Contact, Open-Ended, Researcher as 

Measurement Device, Analysis through words or Visual Materials 

and finally Personal or Informal Writing Stance.  

 

In the case of Creswell (2007), in addition to the five main 

characteristics mentioned above by Groat, he added three more 

characteristics. One is the ‘Holistic account’ given that qualitative 

																																																								
9 Karen Keddy, Embidied Professionalism: The Relationship between the 
Physical Nature of Nursing Work and Nursing Spaces. PhD dissertation, 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, Milwaukee, WI, 2006. 
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research aims to develop complex image of a situation where 

multiple factors and perspectives are evolved.  ‘Emergent design’ the 

author calls the research process ‘emergent’, it is a changing process 

throughout the different steps of the research; some questions or 

forms of data collection may change and shift, and people targeted 

or sites might be modified.  

 
Groat (2013) address four distinct schools of thought common to 

qualitative research specific to architectural and environment 

research; ethnography, phenomenology and grounded theory. The 

basic characteristics of each qualitative approach are summarised 

below: 

 
4.2.3.1. Ethnography 

Ethnographic research is characterised by an in-depth engagement 

with site setting mainly through active and observation. The 

ethnographic fieldwork was initially associated to anthropology and 

then to other disciplines such as sociology, cultural studies, research 

in education, etc. This methodology emerged in the 20s by 

anthropologists in contrast to ‘desk’ anthropologists. The later ones 

used to ascertain the point of view of the ‘natives’ contextualised in 

their own culture like they used to reflect Western interest in non-

Western societies. Whereas the formers are trying to establish a 

‘natural science of society’, they are investigating different 

subcultures through natural paradigms in both western and global 

societies (Groat, 2013:224-225). 

 

According to Hancock (1998:5), Ethnographic studies require an 

intensive fieldwork. Relying on formal and informal interviewing as 

well as participant observation, ethnography is time consuming and 

requires spending long periods of time in the field. But its distinctive 

aspect is the use of ‘Observation’ as a primary mode for data 

collection and for the ‘participant observation’, even though it is more 

likely used but some researchers may prefer to not interfere with the 
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on-going actions and in this case he/she chooses the ‘nonparticipant’ 

observation (Groat, 2013:225). 

 

4.2.3.2. Phenomenology 
“is a philosophy of knowledge that emphasizes direct observation of 

phenomena…Phenomenology is part of the humanistic tradition that 

emphasizes the common experience of all human beings and our 

ability to relate to the feelings of others” (Russel, 2006:23-24). Its 

philosophical foundations were developed by German philosopher 

“Edmund Husserl” (1859–1938) who was based on the argument 

that the scientific method is used to study a physical phenomenon, 

but it is not appropriate for the study of ‘human thought and action’. 

The ideas of Husserl were elaborated by Alfred Schutz, German 

philosopher too, who had a major impact (especially) in psychology 

and anthropology (Russel, 2006). According to Groat  (2013:227), 

this later tried to develop a “phenomenological sociology”, a bridge 

between the traditional sociology and the philosophical 

phenomenology of Husserl. 

 

Hancock (1998:4) says: ‘we are surrounded by many phenomena, 

which we are aware of but not fully understand’ according to him, this 

is due to the fact that the given phenomenon is not fully described or 

explained or its impact still unclear. The phenomenological research 

starts here; where there is a gap in our understanding that needs 

illuminations that we will benefit from. The research may not provide 

a definitive explanation, but this will ‘raise awareness and increase 

insight’ 

 

In the architectural field, Groat (2013) gave the following definition for 

phenomenological enquiry “the most well-known and established 

strand of the qualitative research utilised in architectural research” 

(Groat, Ibid:227). The attraction to this latest in this field 

(architectural) is due to “the premise that consciousness is 

understood to be directed toward an “object”, the reality of which is 
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inextricably linked to one’s consciousness”. It could be argued that 

phenomenology is strongly linked to architectural research compared 

to other qualitative approaches due to its focus on interactions 

between people within their physical context. 

 

4.2.3.3. Grounded Theory 
The grounded theory methods emerged from the work of Barney 

Glaser and Anselm Strauss, two sociologists who studied dying at 

hospitals in the early 60s in the United States. Relying on 

observations and long conversations they constructed their analysis 

of dying then, they developed ‘systematic methodological strategies’ 

that could be used by social scientist in different topics. In their book 

The Discovery of Grounded Theory (1967) they articulated these 

strategies and supported the development of theories using research 

that is grounded in data rather than ‘deducing testable hypotheses 

from existing theories’ (Charmaz, 2006:4). “In this method, data 

collection, analysis, and eventual theory stand in close relationship to 

one another”. Here, the research starts with a given area of study 

and the theory will emerge from the data. In fact, theories that are 

derived from data are more likely to ‘resemble the reality….to offer 

insight, enhance understanding, and provide a meaningful guide to 

action’ (Strauss and Corbin, 1998:12-13). This relationship is 

summarised in Figure 4.2, a diagram elaborated by Charmaz 

representing the grounded theory process as an iterative process 

that is involving data collection, data analysis and theory building.  
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Figure. 4.2. Grounded theory process (2006) 

 

The process of developing grounded theory uses various data 

collection techniques, mainly interviews and observation. Literature 

review and documents analysis contribute to its development too but 

its key feature is “the simultaneous collection and analysis of data 

using a process known as constant comparative analysis. In this 

process, data are transcribed and examined for content immediately 

following data collection. Ideas that emerge from the analysis are 

included in data collection when the researcher next enters the field. 

For this reason, a researcher collecting data through semi structured 

interviews may gradually develop an interview schedule in the latter 

stages of a research project which looks very different to the original 

schedule used in the first interview” (Hancock, 1998:6). 
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Furthermore, grounded theory is relying on the science and the art of 

analysis; science given that analysis are grounded in data and art for 

the role of creativity in the process; researcher should be able to 

‘name categories, ask stimulating questions, make comparisons, and 

extract an innovative, integrated, realistic scheme from masses of 

unorganized raw data’ (Strauss and Corbin, 1998:12-13).  

 
4.2.3.4. Case studies 

“A case study is an empirical enquiry that investigate a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident” (Yin, 2009:18). Groat (2013), proposes replacing 

‘contemporary phenomenon’ with ‘phenomenon or setting’ to Yin’s 

definition makes it more applicable to architectural research (on both 

the past and the present. According to Yin (2009), a case study 

research method is used to arrive to a deep understanding of a real-

life phenomenon within its context and this is what makes it different 

from the other methods. The experiment, for instance is out of its 

context (laboratory environment) taking only few variables during the 

experiment. A historical review looks into a given phenomenon within 

its context but it’s discarding the contemporary events. Finally, a 

survey method can deal with a phenomenon and its context, but this 

can be done only in a limited context (survey designer is limited by 

the number of questions to ask that represent the variables to be 

analysed). 

 

Because case studies method relies on technical characteristics such 

as data collection and data analysis strategies to look into a 

phenomenon and real-life situations, the author presents a second 

part for the technical definition for case studies: 

 

“Case study inquiry: a) Copes with the technically distinctive situation 

in which there will be many more variables of interest than data 

points, and as one result. b) Relies on multiple sources of evidence, 
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with data needing to converge in a triangulating fashion, and as 

another result�. c) Benefits from the prior development of theoretical 

propositions to guide data collection and analysis” (Yin, 2009:18). 

 

The Death and Life of Great American Cities, book of Jane Jacobs 

(1961) is based on her experiences from New York City, where she 

investigated the socio-physical dynamics that contribute to the vitality 

of the cities on the particular case of New York City. Jacobs (1961) 

started her investigation by her observations of other cities Boston, 

Chicago, Philadelphia…etc. A theoretical proposition that 

underpinned her case study research in New York where she 

covered ‘broader theoretical issues in urban planning, such as the 

role of sidewalks, the role of neighbourhood parks, the need for 

primary mixed uses, the need for small blocks, and the processes of 

slumming and unslumming’ (Jacobs, 1961:430). 

 

Another example of case study-based research is the work of 

Fernando10 cited by Groat (2013). The researcher studied the 

popular Modernism in Brazil, in order to answer his research 

questions; ‘Why was Modernism better received in Brazil than 

Europe or the United States? How were the attributes of Modernism 

promulgated such that many working and middle-class houses of the 

1950s were built with visible attributes of Modernism? And to what 

extent were these houses truly Modernist?’ the researcher relied on 

case study research method. First, the Brazilian city Belo Horizonte 

was identified as the focus of the study based on two main reasons; 

the dominance of the 1950s Modernist houses in a major part of the 

city and the city houses Pampulha, one of the most significant 

projects of Modernist public buildings. Second, the researcher used 

combined multiple data sources; archival research, formal analysis of 

300 houses in two sections of the city (analysis of the facades and 

																																																								
10 Fernando, F and Youngchul, K, “Built Global, Lived Local: A Study of How Two 
Diametrically Opposed Cultures Reacted to Similar Modern Housing Solutions”, 
Journal of Architectural and Planning Research 27(2) (2010): 91-106. 
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interior layout) and finally in –depth interviews with residents of 

Modernist houses. This combined strategy allowed the researcher to 

address the cultural influences, the physical imprint of Modernism, 

the understanding of the residents of their proper houses and by this 

became able to explain “how and why Modernism came to infuse the 

building of middle-class residential areas of Belo Horizonte” (Groat, 

2013:416-418). 

 

In Architectural Research Methods, a chapter was dedicated to case 

study. Further to the definitions of Yin (2009) and Groat (2013) used 

earlier, Hancock (1998) cites the following: “the case study claims to 

offer a richness and depth of information not usually offered by other 

methods. By attempting to capture as many variables as possible, 

case studies can identify how a complex set of circumstances come 

together to produce a particular manifestation. It is a highly versatile 

research method and employs any and all methods of data collection 

from testing to interviewing” (Hancock, 1998:6-7). Considering all 

these complimentary definitions along with the two examples referred 

to earlier, five identifying characteristics of case study emerge. They 

are summarised in the chapter of Groat (2013):  

 

A Focus on Cases in Their context: case study, as defined by Yin 

consists of studying a case in its context the ‘field’ and in relation to 

the different variables that surround it. Both, Jacobs’ and Lara’s 

studies are inseparable from their contexts as this was clearly stated 

in the book of Jacobs: “But I hope no reader will try to transfer my 

observations into guides as to what goes on in towns, or little cities, 

or in suburbs which still are suburban. Towns, suburbs and even little 

cities are totally different organisms from great cities. We are in 

enough trouble already from trying to understand big cities in terms 

of behaviour, and the imagined behaviour, of towns. To try to 

understand towns in terms of big cities will only compound confusion” 

(Jacobs, 1961).  
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The Capacity to Explain Causal Links: (Types of case study: 

Explanatory, descriptive and exploratory) (yin, 2009:21). 

 

The Role of Theory Development: the use of case study, whether 

for the purpose of developing or testing a theory, should rely on 

research design guided by theory development. This theory is used 

to offer a ‘sufficient blueprint’ for the study (Yin, 2009:35). In the case 

of Jacobs, her work started from observations and things she noticed 

in other cities, for instance the question of safety on the streets from 

Philadelphia and Baltimore, the (clues to the unmaking) of slums 

from Chicago… from then she built her case study research in New 

York. 

 

Using Multiple Sources of Evidence: This characteristic was 

mentioned in the definition of Hancock (1998) ‘It is a highly versatile 

research method and employs any and all methods of data collection 

from testing to interviewing’ and we referred to it in the work of Lara, 

where he used a combination of a range of data sources. 

 

Generalizability to Theory 
 

Distinguishing the Case Study: while in ‘Qualitative Inquiry & 

Research Design: Choosing among Five approaches’ by Creswell 

(2007) and in An Introduction to Qualitative Research by Hancock 

(1998), both authors where referring to case study as a qualitative 

research design, Groat (2013) describes it as a distinct research 

design. This later argues that case study research is not necessary 

associated with qualitative research design and that a case study 

could be based exclusively on quantitative data.  

 

Single or multiple-case design?  
According to Yin (2009:60), the chances of doing a better case study 

are more important in just two-case study than in a single case. His 

argument was that the single case design is very vulnerable compare 
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to two or more cases; when it comes to the findings and the 

conclusion, the analytical process become more interesting and the 

results are very powerful. The same author stress that if any 

researcher decides to use single-case design he should be prepared 

to give a strong argument in order to justify his choice, given that this 

approach is highly criticised. 

 

4.2.3.5 Qualitative research tactics 
The different tactics of this methodology rely on the use of data 

collection, analysis and then interpretation. This process, according 

to Miles and Huberman (1994), is ‘interactive and cyclical process’. 

Meaning that the researcher needs to move between the three types 

of analysis; data reduction, data display and conclusion, and the 

activity of data collection. 

 

In Basics of Qualitative Research, Strauss and Corbin (1998) 

referred to this interactive process. For instance, the research starts 

with an interview or an observation and its analysis will lead to further 

actions; more interviews, observations and/or fieldworks. This 

process is showing a ‘constant interplay between the researcher and 

the research act’ (Strauss and Corbin, 1998:42). This interplay 

requires emersion in the data, from this emerges the question on 

how to ‘maintain a balance between objectivity and sensitivity’. The 

authors state that, on one hand, objectivity is important for an 

impartial interpretation of events and on the other, the sensitivity is 

necessary to perceive and recognize meanings from the data. This 

point refers mainly to the researcher’s attitude in dealing with the 

data.  

 

This research process could be divided into four phases: 

 

Data collection: this phase relies on four types of information to 

name, interviews, observations, documents and audio-visual 

information (Creswell cited by Groat, 2013:244). 
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In the case of architectural researches, based on the assumption that 

this latest tend to study buildings, urban environment and 

landscapes, the author gave four ‘more’ appropriate categories for 

this specific field to cite; ‘Interviews and Open-Ended Responses 

Formats, Observations, Artefacts and Sites, and Archival Documents’ 

(Groat, Ibid:244). These categories could be made with an interactive 

or non-interactive engagement, this is summarised in Figure 4.3. 

 

 
 

Figure. 4.3. The variety of data sources for qualitative research 

(2013) 
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• Interviews: being widely used in qualitative research in general and 

in this current research in particular it is important to shed light and 

have an in-depth understanding of this method. In qualitative 

research, qualitative interview refers usually to unstructured interview 

and semi-structured interview. The unstructured interview is defined 

more as a conversation where the interviewer may need to use only 

one question and leave the interviewee to respond freely, the 

interviewer may interrupt in points that are worth following up. In the 

case of semi-structured interview, (on which this research is based 

on its use), the researcher uses a list of topics that needs to be 

covered in the research under the form of questions usually called 

‘interview guide’. These questions may not follow the initial order in 

the guide given that the researcher will pick them according to the 

flow of the conversation with the interviewee, which may lead to raise 

new questions that were not initially on the interview guide (Bryman, 

2008). 

 

To prepare the interview guide, some elements should be 

considered. For example; the questions should be formulated in a 

way that will help answering the research questions, they should 

follow a certain order to assure a nice flow in the conversation and 

they should not be leading questions. The researcher should use a 

comprehensive and relevant language with each interviewee and 

make sure that he/she is recording the general information of the 

interviewees ‘facesheet’; name, age, gender, position, years of 

experience etc, these information are useful for contextualising the 

answers (Bryman, 2008). 
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Figure. 4.4. Formulating questions for an interview guide (2008) 

 

• Observations: the different qualitative approaches summarised in this 

chapter make use of observation either participant or no participant. 

Site observations are used by different researchers, Groat (2013) 

presented the work of an architecture firm Perkins+Will about a 

Pre/Post occupancy evaluation of a building. The tactics used in this 

research classified as qualitative were interviews, focus groups and 

observations. For the site observations, the researchers11 who 

conducted the study used photography and field notes. This tactic 

will be used in the present research and will be documented in the 

same way as the example given above (using photographs and note 

taking). 

																																																								
11	J. Barnes and R. Born, Perkins+Will 1315 Peachtree Street Pre-Post Occupancy 
(Atlanta: Perkins+Will, 2012)	
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Reduction/Coding Data: after collecting the data, comes this 

second phase it represents the analysis phase. According to Groat 

(2013), all the information gathered and collected are very rich but 

cannot be published as they are, they need to be interpreted. 

O’Leary (2010) summarised this process in Figure 4.5. The figure 

shows that working with qualitative data could be done throughout 

two steps; drilling in and abstracting out. The first step passes from 

raw data to organized data then reduced data, the second one 

passes from interconnected data to thematic data then theoretically 

meaningful understanding. As mentioned earlier all these steps work 

in an iterative process. According to Groat (2013) in most of the 

qualitative researches, the collected material (transcripts of 

interviews, observation notes and artefact documentation) is 

sometimes massive, the researcher could rely on computer programs 

to facilitate the storage and management of the data as well as the 

coding interpretation and display. 

 

                
Figure. 4.5. Working with qualitative data: drilling in and abstracting 

out (2010) 
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Data Display: This is the third phase; in most of the empirical 

research studies the data is displayed in the form of charts, tables, 

images etc. In the case of qualitative research it could include 

‘complex textual and visual displays that aim to convey the 

multifaceted nature of the analysis and conclusions’ (Groat, Ibid: 

249). 

 

Drawing Conclusions and Verifying: this is representing the final 

stage. After collecting the data, coding/reducing and displaying it the 

researcher will start ‘clarifying patterns, providing explanations and 

evaluating these findings (Groat, 2013:249). This is summarised in 

the table on Figure 4.6.  

               

               
Figure. 4.6. Testing or confirming findings (1994) 

 

Throughout this process, one of the major areas among, choosing a 

problem, starting the research question and maintaining a balance 

between objectivity and sensitivity is ‘Using the literature’. ‘Ingenious 
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researchers’ will use the literature with other types of materials to 

complement (supplement) their interviews and field observations; 

‘The important point for the researcher to remember is that the 

literature can hinder creativity if it is allowed to stand between the 

researcher and the data. But if it is used as an analytical tool, then it 

can foster conceptualisation’ (Strauss and Corbin, 1998:48-53). 

 

4.3. The Thesis Methodological Approach  
 
4.3.1. Overview 
As stated previously, this research is interested in looking into post-

independence urban dwellings in Algeria. It proposes a critical 

investigation into the extent to which these dwellings reflect peoples’ 

culture, perceptions, behaviour and social values a view to 

understand the failures of the current systems to deliver culturally 

relevant urban dwellings. The focus being on urban dwellings is 

given by the fact that urban settlements count for around three 

quarters of the total population and it is continuing to be on the 

increase.  

The methodological approach of this research combines secondary 

and primary research. The former represents the theoretical analyses 

and desktop studies, which forms the literature review of the thesis. 

The latter is in the form of field data collection. 

To carry out the onsite investigation, qualitative research methods 

are used. These latter will offer an in-depth insight to the issue given 

that it is characterised with studying things in their natural settings 

and interpreted via the meanings that people give them. The 

methodological approach for this research could be described as 

ethnographic because of the in-depth engagement with site setting 

that this primary research is seeking to achieve by using different 

data collection methods.  

 

As previously discussed in the earlier part of this chapter, this 

research will rely on qualitative tactics using data collection, data 
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analysis and then interpretation. The main methods of collecting 

qualitative data in the field of architectural research cited by Groat 

(2013) are ‘Interviews and Open-Ended Responses Formats, 

Observations, Artefacts and Sites, and Archival Documents’ (Groat, 

2013:244). The proposed research will make use of semi-structured 

interviews with different stakeholders but also other techniques such 

as observations, analysis of buildings and urban contexts. The 

stakeholders are two categories, the users (dwellers) and the 

professionals, which include designers, decision makers and 

academics.  

The case studies will provide the research with an objective insight 

into the built environment and its design. This method will use semi-

structured interviews with dwellers, observations, taking 

photographs, drawing sketches and documents analysis. The 

documents could include archived material, existing research and 

drawings. 

 

4.3.2. Semi-structured interviews 
‘In a semi structured interview the interviewer has a set of broad 

questions to ask and may also have some prompts to help the 

interviewee but the interviewer has the time and space to 

respond to the interviewee’s responses’. (Hancock, 1998: 10) � 

 

Semi-structured interviews are used in this research to get as much 

information as possible given that they offer room for discussion and 

give the interviewees a chance to develop and articulate their 

answers. The principle consists of using a number of key questions 

that will generate a discussion that addresses the issues raised by 

the research questions and may spill into other matters not initially 

identified by the researcher. The choice of participants for the 

interviews is based on sets of criteria that are formulated to test 

some of the issues raised by the research questions. The literature 

review (in the two previous chapters) identified some potential 

interviewees. Once these were interviewed, more participants were 
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identified. This ‘Snowball sampling’ (referred to earlier as ‘interactive 

process’ by Strauss and Corbin was useful approach that enabled 

the recruitment of participants. Each of the target groups identified 

earlier are approached with different interview guides depending on 

the information that we are seeking from each specific target group, 

as this is clarified below: 

 

• Semi-structured interviews with designers (practitioners)  

Interviewing architects and engineers as part of this research is very 

important given the role they play in shaping the built environment in 

general and the dwellings in particular. Their participation to this 

investigation could shed light on the way the practice is dealing with 

housing’s designs and the clients/users relationship. How the 

designers see their contribution to place making and their attitude 

toward the current architectural failures will be looked at. This will 

hopefully lead to finding the existing gaps within the practice of 

architecture with regards to the failures that are observed in the 

housing designs that this research is investigating.  

 

• Semi-structured interviews with decision makers 

Conducting interviews with the decision makers is very important in 

this research, given that it seeks to delve into all the bodies involved 

in the architectural productions. The development of the housing 

policies that were discussed in Chapter 3 could be discussed with 

the decision makers in order to understand some of the highlighted 

issues related to those policies.  

 

• Semi-structured interviews with academics 

The interviews with architectural educators aim to explore aspects of 

architectural education that might need to be challenged and 

revisited in order to support the proposed approach and promote it at 

the educational level which will hopefully be reflected at the stage of 

practice and lead to more appropriate and responsive designs. The 

architectural education in Algeria is very poor, it focuses on technical 
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and formalistic principles where neither is mastered, and this is 

reflected on the built environment. In an interview with Deluz (2007) 

architect and teacher at the prestigious Ecole Plytechnique 

d’Architecture et Urbanisme, The Algiers School of Architecture, he 

states that the tendency is more formalist; this education is 

concerned more by the form. Despite raising his voice on this issue 

by writing about a teaching method, nothing has changed. It is 

important to investigate this issue as part of the proposed research, 

which is concerned with all the aspects that contributed and still 

contributing to the architectural failures that the Algerian cities are 

experiencing.   

 

• Semi-structured interviews with users (dwellers) 

Users will be approached for interviews to investigate how they are 

experiencing the space both domestic and urban. The choice of 

participants on this group is based on a set of criteria, as the 

literature showed that not only the public buildings and social 

housings are lacking socio-cultural references and quality but even 

the self-built houses (Hadjri, 1993b). The section dealing with 

housing in Algeria in Chapter 3 showed the different types of urban 

dwellings to name the social housing build by the government for the 

low-income families or households in need, assisted ownership 

schemes for middle class families, Privately Funded Housing 

Ownership Scheme for upper middle class and finally the 

privately/self-built houses. This primary research will target dwellers 

from all these different categories for semi-structured interviews in 

order to get a general evaluation of the different aspects taken into 

consideration in the design of urban dwellings. It is important to take 

all these findings into account in order to have reliable analysis.   

 

These are the categories of participants judged to have an 

informative contribution in answering the research questions of this 

study. For the semi-structured interviews, the researcher relies 

mainly on recording unless the participant did not give the consent 
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for that, notes are taken instead. This collected data is kept 

confidential by storing it in a confidential database and with the use 

of different codes for the different names of the participants for 

example.  

 

4.3.3. Observations 
Having mentioned that this research is based on the use of 

ethnographical approach, the distinctive aspect of ethnographic 

research for instance is the use of ‘Observation’ as a primary mode 

for data collection and for the ‘participant observation’ (Groat and 

Wang, 2013:225). It is for this reason that observation came as an 

important tactic and it is used in this research along with the semi-

structured interviews and the case studies. Those observations take 

place in the internal and external spaces visited during the fieldwork, 

using different research tools such as taking photographs and notes 

and making sketches. The data collected from this method could 

compliment the one gathered via the semi-structured interviews. 

Those will be used later on in the analysis to describe the scenes 

and to relate to some of the issues that need to be addressed by this 

research. 

 

4.3.4. Case studies 
Case study research method is also used in this investigation. Its 

methodological approach is closely related to that of Fernando 

(Groat, 2013), referred to earlier. The researcher used multiple data 

sources combining; archival work interviews, artefacts survey and 

visual/computer-based analysis of graphical data (Groat, 2013:428-

429).  

The research being proposed here will make use of combined data 

sources, as was the case in the research presented above. With a 

view to identify when socio-cultural values were reflected in the 

design of buildings, a number of examples from the pre-colonial and 

colonial eras are covered in the literature review (Chapter 3) as well 

as others from the post-colonial era. These latter will be the subject 
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of coverage in the Case Studies Chapter. This is likely to retrace the 

changes to the design of urban dwellings throughout the three 

distinct eras. The focus here is on the ways the different designs 

respond to the dwellers needs, both social and cultural ones. 

 

The information from the case studies from the post-colonial era is 

used to discuss some of the issues raised by the research questions. 

From the literature there is enough evidence that both traditional 

architecture and to a much lesser extent colonial architecture, 

contain many references to Algeria’s culture. This is in contrast to the 

post-independence architecture where the design is largely based on 

1950s and 1960s European models of urban sprawl using concrete 

as the main material. Such architecture has a considerable lack or 

even total absence of socio-cultural references. In order to evaluate 

the impact of this neglect and highlight the different issues behind 

this ‘disconnect’ it is important to select the right case studies.  

One of the considerations that rose from the theory and the reality on 

the ground is the difference between Northern and Southern parts of 

the country. There is a concern on how these two parts of the 

country, first, deal with their architectural and cultural heritage, 

second, to what extent the quality of their built environment and their 

socio-cultural values are affected in post-independence era.  

The variety in the subcultures in Algeria is reflected on the distinctive 

vernacular settlement systems that exist in the different part of the 

country. The research of Hadjri (1993b) on traditional houses in 

Algeria for instance, showed the differences between the traditional 

houses according to their locations. In the North he identified the 

courtyard style houses in the big cities, the Kabyle house in the 

Kabyle region in Eastern Algiers and the Chawia house in the East of 

the country. For the South, he identified the M’Zab house. 

One of the criteria for the selection of case studies is to use 

examples from both the North and South of the country. The other 

one is to use examples that could represent dwelling typologies in 

the urban centres. The two urban centres chosen for the case 



	 147 

studies are Algiers and Ghardaia. The former, because it is the 

capital, it could be used to represent the situation in the Northern 

cities of the country and the latter as an example of M’Zab 

architecture (one of the types of architecture in the Southern region. 

This will offer an opportunity to evaluate a number of examples of 

urban dwellings in terms of their success to meet the needs and 

aspiration of the dwellers. The analysis of these examples will lead to 

addressing some of the issues raised by the research questions.  

 

4.3.5 Using ‘Pilot Study’ as a research method 
In order to evaluate and refine the proposed research methods, a 

pilot study was conducted prior to the actual study. According to Yin 

(2009), the pilot consists of an initial research that assists the 

researcher in reviewing and developing the data collection plans. It is 

a formative process and cannot be considered as a pre-test (Yin, 

2009: 92). In this case, the pilot was used to evaluate the set of 

interview questions and themes to be developed in the 

conversations. This is something important to this research as it 

relies, to a great extent, on the information generated by the semi-

structured interviews. Having the questions and the notes that form 

the basis of those conversations right is crucial. 

 

4.4 Conclusion 
The chapter started with an overview of the research methods and 

tactics available to carry out such a research project. It then went on 

to focus on the qualitative research methods, which from the outset 

were being earmarked as the most suitable for this study. This is 

based on the fact that the research is investigating the socio-cultural 

relevance of the post-independence urban dwellings. It is interested 

in the way the dwellers use the domestic space and the extent to 

which the design of such spaces takes into account the socio-cultural 

values, beliefs, and traditions.  

The review of the different methods combined with the research aims 

helped in choosing the appropriate research tools for the current 
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study. Semi-structured interviews with different stakeholders, 

observations and case study research were identified as the tools to 

carry out this investigation and address the research questions. The 

next chapter will be dedicated to the case study research while 

Chapters 6 and 7 will present the data collection and its analysis 

obtained using semi-structured interviews and observations. 
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CHAPTER 5 
Post-Independence Urban 

Dwellings: Case Studies
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Chapter 5  
Post-Independence Urban Dwellings: Case Studies  
 
5.1 Background 
As previously stated, this research is interested in looking at the 

relationship between architecture and culture in the post-colonial 

urban dwellings in Algeria. The previous chapter discussed the 

different research methods available to conduct research in 

architectural studies. The case study research is one among others 

that were selected to undertake this investigation. From the several 

definitions for case studies (see Chapter 4), the one given by Groat 

(2013) (based on the definition of Yin12 ) is more applicable to 

architectural research:  

“A case study is an empirical enquiry that investigates a 

phenomenon or setting within its real-life context, especially when 

the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident” 

 

Case study research is used here, as a method, to look into urban 

dwelling in post-independence Algeria and the extent to which such 

dwellings respond to their inhabitants’ needs in everyday life. 

The case study research method will rely on the use of data 

collection and analysis methods associated with qualitative research 

as discussed in the previous chapter. Case study analysis relies on 

the use of data from both primary and secondary sources. The 

former consists of gathering information on site using tools such as 

observation, note taking, photographical records and interviews. The 

latter makes use of archived material (photographs and drawings) 

and published research. 

																																																								
12	 According to Yin: “A case study is an empirical enquiry that investigate a 
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the 
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident”. 
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The number of case studies to be used to carry out any research was 

covered in the Methodology Chapter (4) in Section 4.2.3.4 sub-

section ‘Single or multiple Case design. According to Yin (2009) the 

use of more than one case study is always more beneficial than 

relying on a single one, given that the analytical process becomes 

more interesting and the results more meaningful when it comes to 

analysing the findings and drawing conclusion. In this case, three 

different examples of urban housing typologies, from two locations 

around the country, were chosen. The discussion of these case 

studies extends to different aspects of the building such as its 

architecture, external appearance, the internal organisation, its ability 

to meet the users’ needs and its suitability to the climate. The 

selection of these case studies was based on a number of criteria: 

 

• Completion date: All three case studies date from the post-

independence era  

 

• User participation (in the design process): Three levels of 

participation were identified as sub-categories; 

 

§ The first category, ‘no user participation’, is where the user has no 

involvement in the production of the dwelling. This includes social 

housing and publicly and/or privately funded housing 

developments.  

 

§ The second category, ‘individual participation’, represents the 

case where the user is either involved or given a choice to be 

involved in the design process. Self and / or privately built 

dwellings represent this category. 

 

§ The third category, ‘community participation’, is when the user is 

involved in the project through the community. This exists in only a 

handful of examples, as this kind of housing provision is being 

reintroduced to certain areas of the country (see Section 5.3).  
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• Geo-social representation: examples from both Northern and 

Southern cities are considered in this research given that the two 

regions have different geo-climatic conditions (refer to Section 2.6) 

and the likely distinctive approaches towards their architectural 

heritage, social and cultural values.  

 

The first two case studies are from a neighbourhood in Algiers, called 

Bab Ezzouar, they represent the first two sub-categories under the 

user participation criteria. In the no user participation category, an 

apartment from a housing estate built under the Assisted Housing 

Ownership Scheme between 2001 and 2006 will be analysed. For 

the user participation sub-category, a privately-owned dwelling built 

in 2004 will be used as a case study. The third and final case study is 

a community built and managed housing estate, that of K’sar 

Tinemmirine, in Ghardaia, which was started in 1995 and completed 

in 2007. 

       

 
Figure. 5.1. A map of Algeria showing the locations of the case 

studies (2016) 
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Using this set of criteria as a starting point, the researcher decided 

on these particular case studies during the onsite investigation and 

by making use of the literature review findings. 

To gather the information needed to present and analyse these three 

case studies, the researcher made use of both primary and 

secondary research. The former consisted of an onsite research 

using observation, note taking, photographs and conducting semi-

structured interviews with the inhabitants of the houses/apartments 

and with one of the projects’ director and his assistant. The primary 

research extended to collecting relevant information (administrative) 

from specific organisations. The latter involves research into 

published literature relating to the topic. 

 

5.2 Algiers  
5.2.1. Context  
The first two case studies were selected from the same 

neighbourhood Bab Ezzouar in Algiers. The choice for this area was 

based on the fact that it represents a typical post-independence 

urban intervention in general and typical examples of urban dwellings 

both private and public built since 1962 in particular.  Given that 

those examples are from the same neighbourhood and from the 

same era it is important to contextualise these two case studies in 

relation to the place and time. 

 

The ZHUN (See definition in Chapter 3), which are new zones of 

urban housing developments that were created in response to the 

imbalance in the urban structure of Algiers caused by the 

demographic explosion and associated pressure on already over 

stretched urban infrastructure. They were designed as poles of 

exchange and sub-urban centres to relieve the pressure on the 

capital’s centre. Bab Ezzouar is such an example among others 

(Benameur, 2010; 130). It is situated at 15km East of the capital’s 

centre and 5km from its international airport. It is easily accessible by 
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road via the RN5 and RN24 highways and the East-West motorway 

(see Figure. 5.2.). 

   

 
Figure. 5.2. Bab Ezzouar location map (s.d.) 

 

The decisions of the Central government committee COMEDOR13 , 

proposed the greater Algiers extension plan to the East in the 70s. 

This will have determined the extent to future changes to city 

expansion and its infrastructure way beyond the area of Bab Ezzouar 

(Tahari 1990). The ZHUN of Bab Ezzouar resulted from the new local 

boundary changes introduced in 1984. Previously an agricultural 

area, nowadays it is transformed into a concrete jungle and it 

represents the Eastern gateway to the capital (Benameur, 2010; 

132).  

Figure. 5.3 shows a map of Bab Ezzouar in 1870, with its rural 

character and its old centre used to be known as Retour De La 

Chasse (back from the hunt), which represents a very small 

proportion of the mainly agricultural area along with few scattered 

colonial farms.  

 

																																																								
13	COMEDOR: Comite permanent d’etude et de developpement d’organisation et 
d’amenagement de l’agglomeration d’Alger	
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Figure. 5.3. Bab Ezzouar in 1870 (2008) 

 

It is only in the 70s that the process of urbanisation started with the 

creation of a university and associated halls of residence. This 

process was followed by the creation of the local New Urban Housing 

Area. This latter started with Cite 8 Mai 1945, Cite Rabia Tahar and 

Cite 5 Juillet 1962, which are new housing estates consisting of 

apartment blocks. Up until 1989 the urbanisation was controlled as 

all the programmes were set by the state. The new law relating to 

housing provision, discussed in the Housing Policies section in 

Chapter 3, saw the introduction of deregulation into the housing 

sector, which has led to disorganised expansion of the real estate 

activity. Since then more agricultural land was used up to build 

housing estates (under the various schemes described previously). 
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As of 2010, the neighbourhood is home to more than 120,000 

inhabitants and more than 30,000 students and staff at the local 

university. 

In 2001 the authorities launched the new Assisted Housing 

Ownership Scheme discussed in Section 3.4. Under this scheme two 

new housing estates known as AADL1 and AADL2 were launched in 

the neighbourhood. Each of them consists of a number of 15 storeys 

apartment blocks and 1600 units. The first case study is an 

apartment in the AADL1 estate.  

 

Although the neighbourhood used to be known as a Dormitory estate 

due to the absence of services, this has started to change with the 

introduction of service infrastructure as new zones for different 

services are being introduced. For instance, a 65,000 m2 zone for 

hotels and shopping centre is operational. According to Bouzekri et 

al (2012), the area has an ambition to become an urban hub that 

would attract both the local and those from outside, as it benefits 

from its proximity to the international airport, good transport links, 

good accessibility (see Figure 5.4) and the educational and business 

infrastructure. 

      

Figure. 5.4. The location of the two case studies, Bab Ezzouar 

(2016)   
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5.2.2  Case study 1: An apartment in a high-rise block 
AADL1 as explained earlier, is the name of a public housing estate 

built by the publicly owned largest housing builder in the country 

known as AADL (explained in Chapter 3). This housing development 

was one of the first estates to be launched in the country in 2001, 

under the Assisted Housing Ownership Scheme where ten 

municipalities, in the capital, were selected for this first phase. Its 

completion came in 2006. Its beneficiaries were given the choice of 

location (of the ten on offer) the beneficiaries of the second launch 

were not given this choice (Ouadah, 2005). The estate is bounded on 

the North and North East by the university halls of residence, on the 

South by the neighbourhood 1200 logements and the headquarters 

of the local water and sanitation company and in the west by a social 

housing estate Smail Yefsah. The neighbourhood consists of 24 

high-rise blocks each being 15 storeys high. The blocks are arranged 

on both sides of a carriageway running North-West South-East axis. 

The blocks, which seem to have been wedged between the highway 

and the existing urban fabric do not offer much in terms of external 

spaces. They are of two types, individual square shaped blocks, 

eight of them at each end of the site and eight of them arranged in 

two strips of liner combinations of four on each side of the road in the 

central area (see Figure 5.5 and 5.6). The blocks are designed with 

commercial premises on the ground floor, which house different 

types of shops such as grocery shops, bakeries and other food 

outlets. The first and second floors provide office space for different 

business such as doctor’s surgeries and accountancy firm’s offices. 

The remaining thirteen floors are for apartments. There are four units 

per storey accessible via two staircases and two lifts (see Figure 

5.7).   
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Figure. 5.5. Aerial view showing the arrangement of the blocks in the 

neighbourhood (2016)  

     

 
Figure. 5.6. View of the Bab Ezzouar neighbourhood (2016)  
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An inspection of a typical floor layout of one of the blocks (Figure 5.7) 

reveals an emphasis on circulation as there are two entrances 

leading to two staircases by means of a large central space that 

connects them to the two lifts and serves the four apartments (see 

Figure 5.8).  

Each block has four facades; two identical ones relatively elaborate 

compared to the two other identical ones, the first ones represent the 

main facades. They have symmetrical cantilevers that represent 

extensions for balconies in the main facades and extensions for an 

internal space with windows for the secondary facades. These 

recesses created a certain movement in the facades along with the 

two tones coating used; white and a very light orange. The last 

architectural feature in the facades is the use of arcades to end some 

of the balconies along with a central architectonic element in the last 

level (see Figure. 5.9).  

 

 
 

Figure 5.7. A typical floor layout for one of the housing blocks at Bab 

Ezzouar (2017) 
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Figure. 5.8. View of the central distribution space (2016) 

 

            
Figure. 5.9. Views of the housing blocks, Bab Ezzouar (2016) 

 

The apartment, which is located on the second floor, comprises three 

bedrooms with a total area of 96 m2. It is occupied by a family of 

three (a couple with their son). From the entrance door, a small hall 

leads to the living/dining room, an L shape space relatively small with 

a balcony accessible through a set of French doors. To the left-hand 

side of the entrance the corridor continues to travel in an L shaped 

manner serving the various rooms in the house as shown in the 

diagram in Figure 5.10.  
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The internal surfaces seem to have a relatively good standard of 

finishes (see Figure 5.11) and a good quality furnishing.  

 

   
Figure. 5.10. Floor plan of the apartment, sketch (2017)  

 

As part of the case study, an interview was conducted with the 

couple who live and own the apartment. When asked about the 

internal layout of the house, the wife explained that it is adequate for 

everyday use but talked about other issues that seem to spoil the 

enjoyment of the apartment. Given that the apartment is relatively 

small she finds the lack of storage space (only one storage space) 

problematic. Another issue that she raised is that of not having a 

balcony for the kitchen (most of the apartments in the block have 

kitchen balconies), which according to her, could have been used as 

a utility and washing space. The L-shape of the living/dining room 

combined with a small size, according to her, makes it very difficult to 

furnish and to have alternative layouts beside the one she has since 

they moved in (see Figure. 5.12). 
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Figure. 5.11. Good standard of finishes in the apartment (2016) 

 

       
Figure. 5.12. Living room in the apartment (2016) 

 

The size of the bedrooms is another issue she raised as she 

described two of the three bedrooms as being acceptable while the 

third one as being far too small. One of the bedrooms is occupied by 

the couple, the second one used to be their daughter’s and became 

a reception room /second living room (for female guests) after she 

got married (Figure 5.13). The male guests are received in the main 
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living room, to achieve a certain level of privacy and the segregation 

between the two genders. The third, bedroom, the smallest of the 

three, is their son’s. She stresses that if this latter decides to get 

married and live in one of the bedrooms it will be difficult to move 

around with a double bed in the bedroom.  

 

                
 

Figure. 5.13. Bedroom used as a second living /reception room 

(2016) 

 

While the wife talked about the lack of useable space inside the 

house, the husband raised issues related to the build quality. He 

stated that he had to change the floor tilling and the doors, repaint 

the walls and redo almost everything in the bathroom due to the very 

bad quality of the used materials.  

 

When the participants were asked about the state of the whole block 

and how they find it being the immediate space, the encountered 

problems seem to be far more important than the ones inside the 

apartment. The first and most important thing for the couple is the 

maintenance and the cleanliness of the communal spaces both 

internal and external to the block. For instance, one of the lifts is out 

of order and when the second one gets out of service it takes days 

and weeks to have it fixed. Another example given by the wife 
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questioning the attitude of the dwellers toward cleanliness and 

respect for communal living is the state of the rubbish chute located 

on intermediate landings. Some occupants attempt to force large 

waste items down the chute, which causes it to get blocked regularly. 

Currently the chutes are completely out of operation due to 

successive blockages, and the dwellers have to take their rubbish 

outside the block and put it in giant bins.  

 

                       
a) Dirty walls and stairs and flaky paint on the handrail        

    
b) Dirty walls and floor (door of the waste chute) 

 

Figure. 5.14. State of the internal communal spaces in the housing 

block (2016) 
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The location of the estate is a positive for the couple, as it presents 

many advantages because of the many commercial and leisure 

facilities that are taking place in the area. They both explain that it is 

well connected in terms of roads and transportations, there is an on-

going tramway line project that will be passing by the neighbourhood 

so they explain that this will make it even better. The other 

advantage is the different amenities surrounding the neighbourhood 

such as schools, a university, a health clinic, shops and markets, a 

large shopping centre, an important business quarter and 

international hotels. 

 

While on the site, the use of external spaces was observed. In a 

similar fashion to internal spaces described above, external spaces 

did not escape degradation and the general lack of maintenance. 

What were supposed to be green spaces were reduced to few trees 

here and there while the rest is just bare soil.  Cars seem to be taking 

every available space beyond the highway (pedestrian walkways, 

green spaces, playing areas, etc.). This chaotic and inappropriate 

use of space by the drivers has led to the use of bollards, in some 

instances, in order to prevent them from parking there. Some 

examples are shown in Figure 5.15.  

 

         
a) Cars parking on the green spaces  
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b) Use of bollards on the pavement  

Figure. 5.15. Car parking in the neighbourhood (2016) 

 

The other striking observation is the state of the facades of the 

housing blocks. Several changes contributed to their disfigurement 

such as the addition of elements like air conditioning units, satellite 

dishes, electric cables, the laundry cables, graffiti on the walls and 

most importantly the modifications made to the balconies. These, 

according to Hadjri (1993a), are usually introduced in order to 

achieve a certain level of privacy and/or security and to create more 

space.  

 

Reflections on the case study 
The occupant pointed out to the size of the smallest bedroom, which 

according to her is of an insufficient area.  Given the low room 

occupancy in this house, compared to Algeria’s standards, it was 

rather unexpected to hear such comments. On average such a room 

is likely to be occupied by more than one person and this would lead 

to other issues such as loss of personal privacy, over-occupancy and 

lack of space. 
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The general build quality is low, but users, when they can afford it, 

are prepared to invest in upgrading the internal finishes, as is the 

case of this apartment.  

 

In multi-occupancy housing units, the issue of communal spaces 

becomes important whether be it they are internal or external ones. 

The almost complete lack of maintenance (except for the lift 

breakdown), due to ambiguous management setups, is exacerbated 

by a total disinterest of the dwellers in taking responsibility for these 

spaces. As a result, these are kept in bad conditions of cleanliness, 

repair and even completion (as in the case of external spaces 

earmarked for communal gardens). This is in stark contrast to 

traditional settlements, both urban and rural ones, where communal 

spaces where looked after by the community for the benefit of 

everyone.      

  

5.2.3 Case study 2: A detached family house  
The four-storey single occupation family house is located in the 

neighbourhood Boushaki in the suburb of Bab Ezzouar. The house 

was visited twice, to carry out interviews and collect more data 

(photographs and notes, making sketches, observations) for the 

analysis. The dwelling is part of a privately built housing estate for 

which the land was first made available in 1994, as part of a then 

newly introduced housing market deregulation policies to tackle the 

growing demand for housing. The neighbourhood is characterised by 

a high urban density of two or three storey houses. All the dwellings 

share a common feature that of having the ground floor used as 

commercial premises, industrial workshops and sometimes, private 

garages. According to Taing (2015): “Boushaki looks like the rest of 

the new neighbourhoods developed in the periphery of Algiers, 

without any coherence or respect for the local rules of urbanism”. 

This type of architecture was mentioned by Deluz (2010) in his article 

about the urban growth of Algiers, he states that even though the 

diversity is more likely to happen in the private sector given that it 
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depends on the initiative of each individual (which is not the case in 

the public sector) but this is not the case; there is kind of diversity but 

according to him it is ‘conformist’. There is a cultural problem that is 

reflected in the different architectural styles adopted by the users that 

are nothing but ‘artificial styles’ (Deluz, 2010). This particular style 

was referred to by Deluz as the style of small entrepreneurs and 

traders, it is characterised by a less pleasant architecture with signs 

of acculturation compared to the other styles that he was referring to 

(see Section 3.2 in Chapter 3). 

 

       
Figure. 5.16. Aerial view of the neighbourhood, Boushaki (2016) 

       
Figure. 5.17. Types of houses built in the neighbourhood, Boushaki 

(2016) 
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The house is built between 2001-2004 on a plot with one façade not 

very much different from the surroundings houses (see Figure 5.18). 

It consists of a ground floor formed of three commercial premises 

and the main entrance to the house (with an entrance hall and 

staircase leading to the upper floors). The first and second floors 

have similar façade treatment in the form of a sequence of ‘balcony- 

window- window-balcony’. The roof level houses a terrace, a small 

studio, an extra sitting/reception space and stairs leading to an upper 

terrace above the studio (see Figure 5.19).  

 

    
Figure. 5.18. Surroundings of the case study (2016) 

 

         
Figure. 5.19. Façade of the house, Boushaki (2016) 
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The first floor is the living space of the family, the entrance is marked 

by a spacious and welcoming hall with its left corner furnished with a 

small sofa and table. The spaces on this floor are all designed 

around this hall, on the right-hand side there is a spacious kitchen 

with a balcony and one room, on the left-hand side there is a big size 

toilet and bathroom and finally at the end opposite to the entrance 

there is a long and spacious living/dining room with a balcony. 

 

        
Figure. 5.20. Entrance hall in the house, first floor (2016) 

 

        
Figure. 5.21. Living room in the house, first floor (2016) 
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Figure. 5.22. Dining room in the house, first floor (2016) 

 

The entrance hall of the second floor is larger than the one in the 

lower floor but it is designed with the same way; the left corner is 

furnished with a sofa and table then there is a family bathroom, on 

the right hand side there are two large bedrooms and at the end 

there is another living room smaller than the one in the first floor as 

part of that space was designed as a third bedroom. The last storey 

is designed as a small studio with good size entrance hall (see 

Figure 5.23) furnished with a sofa then a kitchen with a little laundry 

room at the back then one spacious room furnished with three beds. 

The studio has access to a terrace, a veranda and stairs taking to an 

upper terrace created on the top of the studio. 

 

         
Figure. 5.23. Entrance hall in the house, studio (2016) 
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Figure. 5.24. Terrace and veranda of the house (2016) 

 

During the interview with the inhabitants, the couple were asked 

about the way they use their space. They explained that the first floor 

is their daily space, after getting home from work, they gather and eat 

there before going to the second floor. This latter is considered as a 

night space, used mostly by night to sleep or sometimes when they 

have visitors (not very close) they receive men in the living room of 

the first floor and women in the living room of the second floor. The 

wife explains that when the guests are very close family or friends 

they tend to gather all (male and females) in one living room (first 

floor living room). The studio is used mainly to accommodate their 

guests, they can make use of the living room, the kitchen/laundry 

and the bedroom furnished with three beds. According to the 

participant, this latter is sometimes used as an extra reception room 

for special occasions such as the birthday parties of their daughter 

with friends.  

 

While discussing the process of acquiring the house, the owner 

explained that when his wife and himself decided to build a house, 

they contacted an architect. The process started by them explaining 

to the architect what they wanted in terms of spaces and 
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organisation, and after several consultations they agreed on the final 

architectural drawings. Despite having drawings that they were 

consulted about and had agreed to with the architect, the owners 

made modifications to the third floor. It was first designed as a 

laundry room and a terrace. By the time they started to build that 

level, the owners thought of creating a small studio for use by family 

members when they visit. The participant explains that those 

changes were made according to the regulatory process as they 

discussed them with another architect to make the changes and 

provide them with a new floor plan. The façade and the external 

appearance of the house was another point that was raised during 

the interview, the owner was asked if he wanted a particular 

architectural style for the house and if he discussed it with the 

architect. The interviewee replied: “we were not too sure on how we 

would like it to be especially that we have a small plot with only one 

facade, so we were rather open to any suggestions”. 

 

When asked about their satisfaction about the internal organisation 

of the house, the husband explained that he is happy with it, he finds 

it very practical but just tiring for his wife, who is of the same opinion 

as the house is very spacious and occupies four storeys. She 

explains that she would have preferred a smaller house with a living 

space, courtyard and garden on the ground floor and bedrooms on 

the first floor. Given that the users participated to the design of the 

dwelling, the researcher asked the wife why she didn’t ask the 

architect to design the dwelling as she described it. She replied that it 

was not possible to opt for that option because of the neighbours and 

neighbourhood; she said that all the surroundings were building high 

so they could not opt for something lower as they will be overlooked 

and deprived of daylight.    

 

As for the external spaces and the neighbouring, the wife explains 

that the ground floor with commercial premises transformed the 

residential area into a commercial one. Recently, with the 
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development of the different businesses, the area becomes very 

noisy during the day. The very dense occupation of the plots created 

a neighbourhood with no external spaces apart from roads and 

pavements, no green spaces and no playgrounds. The couple seem 

to be very satisfied with the location, given that it is in the same 

context as the first case study presented above so they have the 

same advantages in addition to its convenience for their commute to 

work.  

 

Reflections on the case study 
The high urban density is the first characteristic of Boushaki and this 

created a neighbourhood with no external spaces. Given that all the 

plots are built as houses usually occupied by a single family the lack 

of external/communal spaces created an isolated environment for the 

occupants. While the neighbourhood present a high urban density, 

the dwellings’ rate of occupancy is very low. The house occupied the 

whole plot of the land no room for an external space (front/back 

yard).  

Although this type of layout with minimal or no external spaces is 

dominant in the self/privately built sector there are examples where 

gardens and courtyards can be found.   

 

The typology of the houses in the neighbourhood, favouring the use 

of the ground floor for commercial activities transformed this 

residential area into a mixed use one (including commercial 

distribution outlets) with noisy activities and making the streets busy. 

Those characteristics combined with the very poor architectural 

styles created a neighbourhood that is lacking originality, character 

and a sense of communal urban life. 

 

Although the dwellers participated in the design of their house, it 

seems that their choice was based on their needs and on a certain 

compliance with the design of the neighbouring houses. That created 

a dwelling that seems to present an adequate layout for the dwellers’ 
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needs, which were narrowed down mainly to a vertical segregation 

between the day/night spaces. On the other hand, the house is too 

spacious for what this family needs and this can create a sense of 

emptiness. 

The house is of a good build quality, with all the spaces having good 

standard finishes with intricate details and adequate fittings.  

 

5.3 Ghardaia 
5.3.1 Context  
Ghardaia is a city in the southern part of the country that represents 

the desert area; it is situated at 600km from Algiers. It is the capital of 

the M’Zab valley; known for its five K’sour (fortified cities) that are 

listed as UNESCO world heritage sites since 1982. According to 

Chabi and Dahli (s.d.), the K’sour represent a perfect harmony 

between social organisation, architecture, environment and much 

more. This could be explained with the following characteristics: 

 

• The social cohesion and the transmission of the socio-cultural 

values. 

 

• Genuine urban organisation and architecture considering the local 

conditions; rocky uplands (300 to 800m) and the arid climate (Adad 

and Mazouz, 2013).  

 

• The K’sour in the Valley consist of dwellings, markets, mosque and 

cemetery. The mosque is always occupying the central space. The 

rest is organised around it creating sinuous and narrow alleyways, 

which gives to the K’sour their organic (labyrinth) organisation and 

they have a very specific architecture (Adad and Mazouz, 2013).   

 

• The K’sour are organised following the trilogy K’sar-water-palm grove 

(Ibid).  
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Figure. 5.25. Aerial view of El-Ateuf K’sar, M’Zab Valley (2012) 

 

In terms of the dwellings inside the K’sour, they are based on the 

courtyard typology, perfectly adapted to the local climate and to the 

way of life of its inhabitants. More details are given in Chapter 2 

about the architecture of the dwellings inside the K’sour, the internal 

organisation, the use of the different spaces, the architectural aspect 

etc. 

 

Just after the independence, the M’zab Vallee experienced a fast 

urbanisation. This is due to the development of an economy based 

on the hydrocarbons, which created an important movement of the 

population from the North, seeking for stable jobs (Adad and 

Mazouz, 2013). The post-independence urbanisation was based on 

different master plans (plan of urban modernisation of 1977, master 

plan in 1990, etc.). According to Adad and Mazouz (2013), these 

plans didn’t respect the social and traditional specificities of the 

M’Zab nor the oasis context. Chabi and Dahli (2011) argue that the 

urban growth started all around the K’sour then in the palm groves 

(agricultural lands with risks of floods). Not only is this risky but it is 

also destabilising the oasis system that consists mainly of K’sar and 
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palm grove that represent the mineral and organic spaces 

respectively. This urbanisation didn’t affect only this system, the 

social equilibrium, the communitarian and traditional organisation 

and the urban typology are also affected (Adad and Mazouz, 2013). 

According to the same authors, the poor architectural quality of the 

new buildings extra-mural affected the urban quality and the original 

character of the old K’sour. While those later were built using local 

materials and following the same architectural and urban regulations, 

the former has introduced new building typologies with the use of 

industrialised materials, this brought a different and alien urban and 

architectural aspect to the region.  

 

 
Figure. 5.26. Buildings on a high flood risk site (2016) 

 

The growing demand for dwellings in the region and the different 

problems that rose from the new settlements and anarchic urban 

extensions where at the origin of the development of a new 

approach. This consists of a creation of new extensions that house 

dwellings with basic facilities known as the New K’sour. K’sar 

Tinemmirine is one of them and it is used as the third case study, 

representing the third sub-category Community Participation. 

Although the two first case studies discussed in this Chapter 

represent typical types of dwellings that exist in the Northern regions, 

this third case study is not a typical example of the region. 
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Tinemmirine is a different project from what is being built since the 

independence in the region; it has a different approach that got its 

roots from the traditional K’sour of the Valley.  

 

5.3.2 Tinemmirine 
The third case study Tinemmirine represents a new K’sar built in the 

city of Ghardaia in the municipality of Bounoura. This study is based 

on primary and secondary research as discussed in the Methodology 

Chapter (4), Section 4.3.1. The fieldwork visit to the city of Ghardaia 

(primary research) was complemented by desktop studies 

(secondary research). The field research used the same tools as 

those for the first two case studies; taking photographs and notes, 

drawing sketches, observations and conducting interviews with 

people in charge of the project and dwellers of the K’sar.  

 

According to Babaammi (2016; 43), the Tinemmirine project has a 

philosophical, sociological, urban, architectural, historical and 

poetical approach. This 70 dwellings estate, which started in 1995 

and was completed in 2007, was designed and intended for low-

income families. According to the same source (Babaammi, 2016; 

43), this initiative is an attempt to search for solutions for a 

multifaceted problem and a crisis that resulted from thirty years of 

anachronistic management, he stresses that this is putting at risk the 

material and immaterial heritage of the M’zab Valley. 

According to the designer and project manager, several parameters 

were taken into consideration in this project, which are as fellow: 

 

• Sociological, communitarian, historical and religious aspects. 

• Architectural and urban aspects. 

• Environmental aspects: this parameter includes an adaptation to the 

site, the preservation of the palm groves and the M’zab Valley and 

the need for creating other sites outside this Valley. 

• Economical aspect. 
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More than a solution for the housing crisis in the region (which lead 

to a social break-up in the last years), this project was aiming to 

reconcile the M’zab with their identity and to revive the dynamic that 

was behind the creation of the historical K’sour of the region. The 

project was initiated by the president of the association, Touiza14 who 

is the designer and the project manager. This started with the choice 

of the site, which is an elevated rocky outcrop linking K’sar Beni-

Isguen and the Valley to the surrounding peaks. The designer 

believes that this choice will strengthen the bonds between the K’sar 

and the neighbouring communities, preserve the agricultural land 

and help mitigate against flooding of the river Oued M’Zab. This 

strategy is aiming to stop the urbanisation of the Valley based on 

randomly chosen new sites and make the inhabitants of the 

neighbouring K’sar Beni-Isguen, with its traditional architecture and 

culture, feel at home.  

 

																																																								
14 Touiza a form of community based co-operative system of self help 
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Figure. 5.27. Map of the old K’sar Beni-Isguen and the case study 

Tinemmirine (2016) 

 

The urban and the architectural approach 

According to the designer, the urban aspect of the K’sar should 

preserve the intimacy of the families, promote social cohesion and 

respect the traditions. Given that the project had a very limited 

budget, each step in the building process was thought through in 

order to use effective and less costly methods. The designer started 

by drawing the roads following the topography of the site (same 

contour lines). He then created the pedestrian paths that are usually 
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in the form of stairs to deal with the level differences of the site. Small 

squares and open spaces were strategically located where the need 

for retaining walls and back fills is eliminated. The rest of the site is 

then divided into plots, that are of different shapes, intended for 

dwellings and public buildings (see Figure 5.29). The project was 

based on the use of locally sourced materials; the designer/manager 

argues that the decision was based on three important reasons: a) 

the use of the local materials is one of the characteristics of the old 

K’sour that proved high performances in both adaptability to the local 

climate (insulation) and aging, b) some materials are from the site 

(reducing expenditures on the materials) and finally, c) for aesthetic 

reasons the new dwellings will have the same architectural character 

and appearance so they will be integrated to the existing landscape 

in the region.  

 

The most impressive work was in the design of the dwellings, which 

are all different from each other due to the irregular shapes of the 

plots (see Figure 5.28). Each plot was divided into smaller ones of 

100 to 110 m2 were the built surface is estimated to about 84m2 and 

all the houses have the same composition but a very different layout; 

Taskift, living room, kitchen, Wast-eddar, Tizefri, Chbek, stairs, 

bedrooms, toilet/bathroom and an accessible terrace (these spaces 

are defined in Chapter 2). The challenge according to the designer is 

to get the disposition of the spaces right, as it should be functional to 

allow the management of the space and adapted to the way of life of 

its occupants. Figure 5.28 shows an example of a plan of a dwelling 

inside the K’sar. 

 

In addition to the respect of the internal organisation, the houses 

should respect the ORF15 laws that are in relation to the respect of 

the neighbour’s house in the M’zab region. The law do not allow 

																																																								
15	Construction and urban laws inspired by the Koran, used by the 

Mozabites.	
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having two entrances of houses next or opposite to each other, a 

window overlooking the neighbour’s house, the staircase should not 

be leaning on the wall of a bedroom in the adjacent house and finally 

none of the houses should be deprived from sunlight by the 

neighbouring house (the Chbek should not be shaded by the terrace 

wall separating two houses). 

According to the designer, due to the complexity of all these 

parameters that should be taken into consideration, the design 

process of one house took up to 20 days, usually after several 

sketches to get to the final one.   

 

 

     
 

Figure. 5.28. Plan of the new K’sar Tinemmirine (2015). 
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Figure. 5.29. Plan of a house in the K’sar Tinemmirine (2017). 

 

According to the designer, the K’sar is a big dwelling housing 70 

families, for this reason the public spaces and buildings are important 

in this project to promote social life and social activities inside the 

K’sar. There is a variety on the activities indented for different age 

groups such as a multi-purpose hall, an outdoor theatre, a 

playground…etc.  

 

      
Figure. 5.30. Outdoor theatre, Tinemmirine (2016) 
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Figure. 5.31. Playground, Tinemmirine (2016) 

 

There are some spaces that exist in the traditional K’sour and some 

houseges in the country that are added to the new K’sar such as the 

integration of high steps (used as benches) in some covered spaces 

that are usually used as gathering spaces for males. These are 

illustrated in Figure 5.32. 
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Figure. 5.32. Covered passage / gathering space, Tinemmirine 

(2016)   

 

One of the dwellings is dedicated to the exclusive use of women, as 

a training facility for learning traditional crafts such as weaving. This 

is another example showing the importance given to these 

communal spaces and reinforcing the social life within the K’sar. 

 

The highlights of this project are:  

• Participation of the user (community) 

This project is based on the participation of the user to the project 

and this is from design to completion; participation to the finance 

(symbolic), to the design and to the construction. This is explained 

below: 

 

Finance  

The funding of the project was unique based on the participation of 

the beneficiary and the public authorities; according to the initiator of 

the project, it was at the origin of the Assisted Social Housing 

Ownership Scheme LSP16 that was discussed in Section 3.4. The 

																																																								
16 LSP: Participatory housing scheme see (Chapter 3, Section 3.4) 
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cost of a dwelling of 100m2 with a courtyard (9m2) and an accessible 

terrace was estimated to 381.100,00 DA in which 60.000,00 DA was 

paid by the prospective beneficiary, the rest is an aid package from 

the state in the form of building materials and a safety net type of 

financial help. 

 

Construction 
The participation in the construction was compulsory; every 

beneficiary (who represents the family) is obliged to come on site 

every Friday (Friday is the first day of the weekend in Algeria) from 

8a.m to 2p.m. The designer explains that even the female 

beneficiaries (who are exempted from participating to the 

construction phase) participated on their own way like cooking lunch 

for the workers. For those who do not attend, they have to pay a 

fixed amount of money. After 60 Fridays of work, the beneficiaries 

could choose their dwelling, according to one of the people in charge 

of the projects, the priority was given to the most punctual 

participants. After choosing the dwelling, the beneficiaries have to 

work for 60 more Fridays to get the key of their house. The same 

interviewee explains that in the beginning the participants didn’t 

believe in the idea, so sometimes they come sometimes they don’t 

but since the participants started to choose their dwellings they 

noticed an important rise in the participation rate. The idea wasn’t 

well received in the beginning but that changed quickly as the 

participants became more interested on the project, another 

interviewee says that even women proposed to help in moulding the 

bricks.  

 

Note: According to the project manager, the idea of the participation 

to the construction phase each week is not only for financial purpose 

but the main reason behind this idea is Social. Given that the 

beneficiaries came from different places and they do not know each 

other, the fact that they meet every Friday will give them a chance to 

know each other before living together and this will help in the future 
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cohabitation to avoid the conflicts that the new housing estates 

experience generally.  

 

Design 
The participation to the design came in the middle of the process, 

after the participants got to choose their dwellings the designer 

presents the plans for each beneficiary and discusses with them the 

internal organisation. When someone presents a willing to change 

something inside the house, this is discussed with the 

designer/engineer to see if it is technically possible in order to 

proceed with it. 

 

• The use of local materials  

The second principle of the K’sar was the use of local materials, the 

project director/designer argues that the traditional houses that were 

built with local materials and with the ancestral techniques are still 

inhabited. The use of the local materials in the traditional houses 

demonstrated high thermal performances in the hot arid climate and 

cold winter in that specific region. For this reason, the whole K’sar 

was built with local materials as the designer has always questioned 

the shift toward the new materials that are less efficient in that region.  

 

Carrying out an investigation on the K’sar after completion and being 

occupied is very important for this study, as it will show the strengths 

and weaknesses of the project. After 17 years of occupancy of the 

first group of beneficiaries and 10 years for the last one, the 

investigation is concerned by the current state of the K’sar more 

specifically on two main elements that could help in addressing some 

of the research questions used in this research: response to the 

socio-cultural needs of the inhabitants and the contribution of the use 

of local materials. 

 

In an interview conducted with one of the beneficiaries, he explains 

that he beneficiated of a house that he shares with his wife. He 
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argues that it is very practical; there is wast-eddar, a living room, 

kitchen, Tizefri, one bedroom, toilet/bathroom and Stah (terrace). He 

stresses, his wife and him are very happy with the internal layout, the 

only change that they made was to separate the ‘spacious’ bedroom 

into two bedrooms. The interviewee explains that the terrace was 

designed to allow future vertical extensions but given that he couldn’t 

afford a vertical extension for a second bedroom, he opted for the 

cheapest option. 

 

Some regulations have to be followed in terms of future extensions 

as one of the project managers explains: “Normally, the regulations 

for this kind of extensions give the beneficiaries the right to make the 

desired extensions but they need to use lime for exterior coating not 

cement. This regulation is based on two important points, technical 

and aesthetic. The lime is more resistant in the arid climate of the 

region and has a better thermal insulation, and by using the same 

coating the K’sar will keep the same character and the extensions 

will be in harmony with the initial buildings. This wasn’t respected in 

many extensions, the interviewee states that this is due to the living 

standard of the occupants. In most of the extensions the users fail to 

finish the exterior because it is costly, the association took a good 

initiative by helping the users and covering the cost of the coating for 

some of the houses. According to the designer/project manager, their 

last contribution was for 15 houses, he explains that even though 

after the completion of the project the users are the one in charge of 

the K’sar but the association is still present and offers help when 

needed. As explained above, the families didn’t know each other 

prior to the start of the project but now they became one big family, 

with good relationship and convivial life inside the K’sar; adults 

gathering, children playing together etc. 
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Figure. 5.33. House with a vertical extension, Tinemmirine (2016) 

 

When the people in charge of the project were asked about the 

satisfaction of the inhabitants after occupancy, they both say that all 

the inhabitants are happy with their dwellings and K’sar. They both 

argue that the last natural disaster in the city (flooding of 2008) had 

proved the technical success of the project. One of them explains 

that the ancestors built the previous K’sour on hills because the 

region is known for its flooding problems, so using the same 

approach for the new settlements will protect them from flooding 

disasters. The use of the same approach for Tinemmirine had proven 

its success as the K’sar didn’t experience any damage in 2008. 

Whereas the relatively new sites, that were built without taking this 

criterion into consideration (even there are regulations for that), 

experienced devastating damages (estimate of 600 houses 

destroyed). 

 

Having conducted a new and different initiative, the designer/project 

manager was asked about the kind of difficulties that he encountered 

during this journey. The interviewee compared it to a battle; he 

explains that he encountered difficulties from the beginning to the 
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end of the project. According to him, the authorities are mainly to 

blame given that he didn’t get the support needed from them. 

Without going into more details.    

 

Given that the project proved its successes on different levels, the 

project manager/designer created Tawenza, using the same 

principles as Tinemmirine but on a bigger scale. The designer 

explains that the high demand and interest for the same type of 

dwellings was one of the reasons behind this new K’sar. The other 

reason is to demonstrate that his idea and this kind of initiative could 

be achievable on a bigger scale. 

 

Reflections on the case study 
The project was conceived according to traditional approaches to 

design. The main aspects of such an approach are summarised 

below: 

 

• The social dimension was considered from the beginning. The 

design of the K’sar was based on the respect of the socio-cultural 

values of its inhabitants, it reflects their way of life and facilitates the 

everyday activities. The users were involved in the finance, design 

and building process. This has created a big sense of belonging and 

community within the K’sar.   

• The use of local materials and the adoption of design features 

from the traditional houses in the region created dwellings that are 

perfectly adapted to the socio-cultural needs of the inhabitants and 

the local climate.  

 

• The K’sar is occupying a site that is close to one of the old 

traditional K’sour (Beni-Isguen) and this was taken into account as its 

architecture and urban organisation complement the existing urban 

landscape of the region. All the old K’sour were built on strategic 

sites, close to palm-groves and water, on elevated sites with no risk 



	 192 

of flooding. These characteristics were taken into consideration in the 

choice of the site for the new K’sar Tinemmirine.  

  

The approach to the design and construction of the K’sar has lead to 

the creation of a housing project that is completely different from 

those in the North of the country. It offers more variety in the spatial 

organisation of the dwellings compared to those in Algiers. It stands 

out with its originality and adaptability to the context (both material 

and immaterial). 

The external spaces are better used and looked after by the 

community  

Dwellers are involved in the life of the community (social gathering, 

work gathering etc.). Despite the many constraints such as site, 

climate, economic and administrative challenges, K’sar Tinemmirine 

is an example of a contemporary urban dwelling project in post-

independence Algeria that showed how much the architectural 

heritage and culture can inform the way we design and conceive 

socio-culturally relevant dwellings. 

 

5.4 Conclusions 
This Chapter presented three case studies from the post-

independence era in Algeria. An apartment, a privately built house 

and a K’sar are analysed and discussed in order to find out about the 

cultural relevance of urban dwellings being built since 1962. Using 

examples of dwellings where the user is involved in the design 

process has shown how this could influence the dwelling design and 

its cultural relevance.  

 

The two case studies from the North showed how the post-

independence urban dwellings typologies are different from the 

traditional ones. In the first case study (an apartment in a high-rise 

housing block), the users accepted the internal layout of the 

apartment typology with few adaptations, but they struggled with the 

lack of storage space and the degrading state of the communal 
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spaces (internal and external). This was established in earlier 

research undertaken by Behloul (1991) in Algeria presented in 

Section 3.3 in Chapter 3. If the high-rise apartment block typology is 

being imposed due to the lack of space in the urban centres coupled 

with the rise in population, to name but two raisons, it seems that 

several actions should be taken with regard to similar projects in the 

future in order to offer better living environments and make them 

culturally relevant. Those actions may include measures imposing 

the respect of the communal spaces both internal and external with 

better management and the involvement of the dwellers in the 

design. 

 

In the second case study, although the dwellers participated in the 

design, the dwelling seems to be only partially appreciated, despite 

that it addresses their functional needs. What appears to be not 

convenient is the size of the dwelling, which was (in a way) dictated 

by the neighbourhood (according to the dwellers). Even though the 

dwellers were involved in the design of their dwellings, what they 

ended up with doesn’t seem to be their favourite option as it is too 

big for what they need. This raises an issue of clients’ awareness 

and their spatial knowledge as well as possible lack of 

communication with the designers.  

 

The analysis of the third case study from the South highlighted its 

success on different levels, social, environment and financial. 

Although this is not representing a typical post-independence urban 

dwelling typology in the region, but it is showing how a more 

thoughtful approach could offer better urban dwellings and urban 

environments.  

 

The three case studies brought to the fore the importance of 

considering the socio-cultural needs of the users in the design of 

their dwellings. It showed how the consideration of the socio-cultural 

context when designing could make a difference and offer better 
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urban environments in general and urban dwellings in particular. The 

case studies gave an overall picture of post-independence urban 

dwellings in Algeria, highlighting their successes and failures in terms 

of their adaptability to the way of life of the inhabitants (responding to 

their socio-cultural needs). The next chapter is pushing further the 

investigation into urban dwellings through the use of twenty-seven 

semi-structured interviews with the users and stakeholders as well 

observations of external spaces. 
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Chapter 6  
Exploring the Architecture of Urban Dwellings: A Field Based 
Investigation 
 

6.1 Overview 
In order to address the issues that this research is looking at, a 

fieldwork was conducted consisting of case studies, interviews and 

observations. The case studies were discussed in the previous 

chapter, while this one deals with the semi-structured interviews with 

the different stakeholders and observations.  

 

The fieldwork is based on primary research consisting of on-site data 

gathering that took place in two different locations in the country, 

which are Algiers, the capital and a Southern city Ghardaia.  

In this present research, the data gathered relied on a qualitative 

research, as presented in Chapter 4, judged to be more appropriate 

as it is offering an in-depth insight to the issue studied. In this 

research different qualitative methods were used, these include, 

semi-structured interviews with designers, decision makers, 

educators and users along with observations, analysis of building 

layouts and urban contexts, taking photographs and notes and 

sketched drawings. Before carrying out the actual study a pilot study 

was conducted on site. First, the preparations or the pre-fieldwork will 

be explained then the pilot study and its process, the findings from 

this later (pilot) will be discussed to highlight the gaps within this first 

experience on site. It will be followed by the description of the actual 

study and data collection. 

 

6.2 First experience ‘Pre-fieldwork and Pilot’ 
6.2.1 Testing the ground 
The purpose of the pilot study is to test the fieldwork methods 

chosen to carry out the research.  These have already been 

discussed in Chapter 4, which describes the various methodological 

approaches adopted for this research project.  
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As previously stated, this study is using semi-structured interviews 

with dwellers and professionals. Prior to that different set of criteria 

were set in order to choose the participants from both categories 

(dwellers and professionals). The first criteria for both categories is 

that of the geo-location, the participants (excluding educators) should 

be from the two selected cities, Algiers and Ghardaia. For the 

dwellers, the first criteria set from the beginning was that they should 

be living in post-independence urban dwellings. Given that the post-

independence urban dwellings types are varied (these are presented 

in detail in Section 3.3 in Chapter 3), they are divided here into four 

main categories according to the way they are financed/acquired. 

Based on that, the second criteria is that the users should be 

occupying a dwelling that fits within one of the four categories, which 

are classified as fellow: 

 

• Self-built houses 

• Dwellings from privately financed scheme 

• Dwellings from publicly financed schemes 

• Apartments from social housing schemes 

 

Also, it is preferable to include dwellings from different periods and/or 

locations in the two selected cities in order to offer a general 

overview of the sector and highlight any differences in those 

dwellings.  

 

For the rest of the participants (professionals) no particular conditions 

were set apart from being an architect or any other practitioner in a 

discipline related to architecture, a decision maker or an academic. 

 

After setting the different selection criteria for prospective 

participants, other preparations for the fieldwork were tackled such 

as preparing the semi-structured interview questions for each 

stakeholder, which are one of the main elements of this study. These 

interview questions are generated from the four research questions 



	 199 

that this research is trying to address. The researcher used a 

diagram to develop them.  

The diagram in Figure 6.1 represents the initial questions derived 

from the first research question “To what extent do build environment 

researchers and professionals recognize the need to better 

understand the socio-cultural failures and address them through 

design?” and this in relation to each relevant target group. This 

process was repeated for the three remaining research questions, 

and then the generated questions formed four sets of questions and 

bullet points-one per each category of the stakeholders.   

 

 

 

Figure. 6.1. Generation of the initial questions from the first research 

question (2016) 

 

These initial questions that were derived from the three remaining 

research questions could be summarised as follow: 

 

• Research question 2 

Responsibility of the professionals 

Responsibility of the dwellers 

The design process 

Adequacy of dwellings 

 

Decision makers 

To what extent do 

built environment 

researchers and 

professionals 

recognize the need to 

better understand the 

socio-cultural failures 

and address them 

through design?   

Architects 

Academics 

Identify the socio-cultural failures? 

How important to understand them? 

How can they be addressed through 

design? 

How can they contribute to the 

betterment? 

The responsibility of the 

professionals 
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• Research question 3 

The use of space in the dwellings 

Socio-cultural habits inside the dwellings 

Involvement of the user in housing designs 

 

• Research question 4 

The use of local materials  

North/South 

Architectural heritage 

Success or failure of new projects based on the use of local 

materials, traditional crafts and modern production methods 

 

Those questions are not used as they are, they are considered as 

initial questions, so they were developed (revisited and refined) to 

become four different sets of interview questions, one for each of the 

four categories of the participants (this process is summarised in 

Figure 6.2).  

 

 

 

    

         

Figure. 6.2. Process of developing the sets of interview questions 

(2016) 

 

The interview questions to be asked of the users (dwellers) were 

further refined to reflect the three sub-categories of dwellers (Figure 

6.3), in order to make the questions more specific. These three sub-

categories were as follow: 

Initial questions for 
stakeholder (X) 

Set of interview 
questions for 
stakeholder (X) 

Develop 

RQ (1) 

Generate 

RQ (2) 

RQ (3) 

RQ (4) 
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• Sub-category 1: Users of self-built houses.  

• Sub-category 2: Users of dwellings from private and public 

financed schemes: these are two different schemes; they were 

put under the same category because of the similarities on the 

kind of information this research is seeking from them. 

• Sub-category 3: Users of social housing dwellings. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure. 6.3. Process of developing the sets of interview questions for 

users’ category (2016) 

 

These three different sets used with the three sub-categories consist 

of two parts, the first one represents the common questions and the 

second one represents the more specific ones for a given sub-

category. This refinement was important, as some questions that 

should be addressed to users from the first category cannot be used 

with the second and/or the third category. For example, the research 

is interested in the relation architect /user, so the questions related to 

this particular point could be addressed to users of self-built houses 

but not with the other users as they are not involved in the design 

process. 

Initial 
questions for 
dwellers 
(users) 

Set of 
interview* 
questions for 
dwellers 
(users) 

Develop 

RQ (1) 

Generate 
RQ (2) 

RQ (3) 

RQ (4) 

Personalisation 

Set of 
question for 
sub-
category 3 

Set of 
question for 
sub-
category 2 

Set of 
question 
for sub-
category 1 
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Given that the interviews were conducted in French, all the sets of 

questions, which were prepared in English, had to be translated.  

 

Prior to travelling to conduct the fieldwork, all the necessary 

measures regarding the ethical considerations relating to the 

research were taken. Ethical clearance was applied for and approved 

by the university’s Research Ethics Committee.  

 

6.2.2 Pilot data collection 
Pilot studies, as described in the Methodology Chapter (4) section 

4.3.5, are used as samples before running a larger study and this is 

in order to evaluate and refine the proposed field research methods 

in general and the interview questions in particular. This was 

summarised in the definition of Yin (2009: 92): 

“A pilot case study will help you to refine your data collection plans 

with respect to both the content of the data and the procedures to be 

followed. In this regard, it is important to note that a pilot test is not a 

pretest. The pilot case is more formative, assisting you to develop 

relevant lines of questions possibly even providing some conceptual 

clarification for the research design as well”. 

 

For this reason and as part of the methodological approach, before 

carrying out the main research a pilot study was conducted. It 

consisted of conducting semi-structured interviews with urban 

dwellers in Algiers. The interviewees are divided into four groups 

depending on the type of dwelling they occupy, which could be one 

of possible four categories as explained above. Each group was 

represented by two participants. Half of the participants were male 

and the other half females. Along with those interviews, 

observations, taking photographs and notes and drawing sketches 

were part of the work undertaken on site. Given the difficulty to 

arrange meetings with decision makers, architects and academics, it 

was decided to conduct the pilot study with users (dwellers) only. The 

use of personal connections was important in both recruiting 
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participants and being introduced to potential participants who were 

eventually recruited as part of the initial preparations for the 

fieldwork. Once the prospective participants have agreed to take 

part, schedules for interviews were agreed upon.  

 

Prior to starting each of the interviews the researcher introduced 

herself, gave a brief overview of the research and informed the 

participants of their rights while taking part in this research. As part of 

this process, the researcher used a consent form that the participant 

has to read and sign. After obtaining the consent, the semi-structured 

interview started using open-ended questions in order to generate a 

discussion that was guided by the different questions set in advance 

(as described above). The questions were not asked in any particular 

order, but were merely used to generate the conversation around 

certain issues that the research is interested in. The interviews were 

usually started by talking about generic matters such as confirming 

the type and status of dwellings, the year of build completion and the 

number of people occupying the dwelling.  

A set of interview questions addressed to participants living in self-

built houses, used during the pilot study, is given in Figure. 6.4.  

 
Self-built houses 

• When you first wanted to build a new house, did you have any idea on how it 

should be (internal and external aspects)? 

• Did you deal with an architect? How was your relationship with him? 

• How did you proceed? 

• Did you ask your architect for a specific design? 

• Is the layout functional? Does it facilitate your everyday activities? Does it 

respond to your needs? 

• Do you want to change something in this layout? If so, what? 

• How do you deal with this issue or lack of x? 

• Do you know other layouts for houses? 

• How do you feel in your house? 

Figure. 6.4. A table showing a set of interview questions (pilot) used 

with users of self-built houses (2016) 
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6.2.3 Lessons learned from the pilot phase  
After conducting the pilot study, the semi-structured interviews were 

transcribed then translated into English. The analysis of the data 

collected from the pilot phase has helped to identify some gaps in the 

questions used during the semi-structured interviews with the users. 

When it came to the ways participants use their home space and if 

those were influenced by cultural considerations, three questions 

were earmarked to deal with this issue. These were: 

 

• Is the layout functional?  

• Does it facilitate your everyday activities?  

• Does it respond to your needs? 

 

The questions were not clear enough to enable the participants to 

discuss their point of views. Yet the discussion of such an issue was 

important to this research. The methods advocated by Hancock 

(1998) in Chapter 4 (Section 4.2.3.3) were deployed. As a result, this 

matter was dealt with by revising those questions for the “proper” 

data collection phase to become: 

 

• How do you use your space? 

• How do you use the space when you receive guests? 

• How do you use your space in special occasions? 

 

Full set of interview questions used during the pilot study and after 

with the users of self-built houses are included in Appendix B. 

 

Another point that came out of the pilot study is the sub-division of 

the users’ groups. For the pilot, the users participating were selected 

according to the type of the dwelling they live in which are divided 

into four categories according to the way they are financed/acquired. 

Having carried out the pilot study according to this categorisation, it 
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seemed more appropriate, as part of the main study, to include the 

same types of dwellings but using a different categorisation system. 

Such a system will be based on whether or not the participants had 

the opportunity to get involved in the design and / or decision-making 

process of the dwelling. Interviewing users who were involved to the 

design process and others who were not would make the analysis 

more accurate with regard to the research questions that this 

research is trying to address. 

 

The interview questions addressed to the three other participating 

stakeholders were covering the importance of culture in 

architectural/urban design and the production of the urban 

environment and discussing their level of awareness of these issues 

and their respective roles in dealing with them. Following the pilot 

study they were revised and contrary to the one addressed to the 

users those did not need important amendments.  

 

6.3 Data collection process  
The data collection was undertaken by means of two fieldwork trips. 

The first one was undertaken over a four-week period during 

May/June 2016, where the first few days where dedicated to the final 

arrangements for the onsite investigation. Its starting point was a pilot 

study followed by the study proper, which was completed during a 

second field trip undertaken three months later during October 2016. 

These two fieldtrips consisted of carrying out onsite research using 

semi-structured interviews with different stakeholders and 

observations in two cities in Algeria; Algiers and Ghardaia. During 

this fieldwork, the researcher visited a number of neighbourhoods to 

observe public and semi-public spaces, take notes and photographs. 

Those visits have also served the purpose of identifying possible 

examples that were used as case studies presented in Chapter 5.  
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Interviews 
As part of this study 27 participants were interviewed in total. Out of 

these, 17 were dwellers, 4 decision makers, 4 designers and 2 

academics. Out of the 17 users 10 fit within the category of ‘Users 

with opportunity for involvement in building decision making’ and 7 in 

the category of ‘User without opportunity for involvement in building 

decision making’. 

 

The semi-structured interviews formed a major part of this research. 

To recruit participants in the dwellers’ category, the researcher used 

three different methods. Using personal connections, participants 

were approached either directly based on recommendations from the 

connections or introduced to them by the connections. Once contact 

has been made, arrangements for interviews were discussed and 

agreed upon. A second method of recruiting participants consisted of 

getting contact information of prospective participants from some of 

the previously recruited participants. As a third or last resort method, 

prospective participants were approached directly either by stopping 

them in the street or knocking on their doors. Using such an 

approach required some background research undertaken on the 

new neighbourhoods targeted for recruiting participants in order to 

identify the ones that fit within the selection criteria.  

 

All the 17 interviewees were approached following one of the three 

methods cited above and following the same protocols used in the 

pilot study; the researcher had to give a brief presentation about her 

work, hand over the consent form for the participant to read and sign 

and then start the semi-structured interview. All the interviews took 

place inside the visited dwellings, generally the researcher is 

received in the living room and asks for permission for recording, and 

then the interview began. As part of the semi-structured interviews 

the researcher asks for a look around inside the dwelling; sometimes 

during the interviews or at the end depending on the flow of the 

conversation. The researcher was taking time to observe the different 
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spaces, take notes, draw sketches and take pictures (when this has 

already been discussed and agreed upon). All the participants were 

very happy to participate and answer the questions with an open 

mind for example the users that the researcher interviewed in their 

own home didn’t subject to take photographs of their personnel 

spaces and to record them (the researcher didn’t expect agreement 

from all the interviewees). Even though some of them (especially 

women) didn’t want the researcher to take pictures of rooms that 

were messy (a cultural behaviour) but overall, they were happy to 

help. 

 

When it comes to recruiting the professional category of participants, 

the two first methods described above were used. The researcher 

knew some of the participants, others were introduced through 

personal connections and some were introduced by other 

interviewees. Participants within this category were all contacted in 

advance for meeting arrangements. The same procedures used with 

the first category of participants ‘dwellers’ were used prior to the 

semi-structured interviews with the rest of the stakeholders. The 

researcher presented herself, gave a general overview of the 

research and passed on the consent form for the participant. The 

researcher used voice recording with her phone with all the 

interviewees apart from two decision makers working in a 

governmental organisation, notes were taken instead during the 

semi-structured interviews. The researcher got the same attitude 

from the various stakeholders as from the dwellers. They answered 

all the questions and got very involved in the discussion, as they 

found the research very interesting, they wanted to participate to 

make a change in this sector they were all happy to help in the future 

if needed. 

 

After the intensive fieldwork, the interviews were transcribed then 

translated into English. A coding system was used with the different 

participants in order to preserve their anonymity. For the dwellers the 
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following system was adopted. Each participant is given an identifier 

made up of 3 letters and a number. The letters are as follows: 

 

A: for Algiers or G: for Ghardaia 

P: participant with opportunity for involvement / N: without opportunity 

P: private or self-built dwelling, A: Assisted ownership, S: social 

housing 

The second part of the code is a number (1 to 5), indicates the 

number of participants within the stated category. 

For the other stakeholders, each participant is given a code 

consisting of 2 letters and a number. The two letters refer to the 

category (DS: designer, DM: decision maker, ED: 

educator/academic) and a number from 1 to 4 depending on the 

number of participants from each category. 

 

Observations 
Observation is another method used by the researcher for data 

collection, this is based on the fact that the methodological approach 

for this research was described as ethnographic and observation is 

one of the tools used for data collection in this particular approach. 

According to Groat (2013: 225) the distinctive aspect of the 

ethnographic approach is ‘observation’ and more commonly the 

‘participant observation’ but for this particular research the 

researcher used a ‘non-participant observation’. 

Most of the non-participant observations took place within the 

neighbourhoods visited to carry out the semi-structured interviews 

with the dwellers. The researcher took some time to observe the 

surrounding areas, external communal spaces (green spaces, 

playgrounds, car parking areas) and internal ones (staircases, 

landings, lifts, waste chutes). The focus was on the ways people use 

those spaces and treat them. The observations took place in both 

cities using a variety data gathering methods such as taking 

photographs and notes and making sketched drawings, the data 

from which will be analysed in the next Chapter to discuss the role of 
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the socio-cultural values in shaping the design of urban dwellings 

built since the independence. 

 
Research Challenges 
Recruiting the various participants was not an easy task. Having 

different categories of dwellings and in different locations around the 

country made the logistical issues relating to recruiting participants 

and visiting them in their homes to carry out semi-structured 

interviews even harder. This is further compounded by local social 

attitudes (most Algerians would not let a stranger into their home to 

talk about the way they live). For the second category of participants 

(professional), though approaching them was easier than the first 

category (dwellers), arranging times for the semi-structured 

interviews due to their work commitments was difficult. As previously 

mentioned, the interviews were not conducted in English. The 

interviews were first transcribed in French then translated into 

English. This was another challenge of this research. 

 
6.4 Semi structured interviews  
Most of the data collected was from the semi-structured interviews 

with the different stakeholders who took part in the research. It is 

important to give details about those interviews and on the way they 

have been conducted. The following section will give a good account 

of the interviews. 

 

6.4.1 Interviews with the dwellers 
As mentioned earlier, the semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with 27 participants where 17 of them are dwellers. This section is 

presenting the semi-structured interviews with dwellers who are from 

two different cities and two different categories. Figure 6.5 below 

shows the breakdown of those interviewees by category and city. 

Also, the selected dwellings in both Algiers and Ghardaia are from 

different locations and decades, Figure 6.6 shows the different 

locations of the dwellings in Algiers. 
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 Users with opportunity 

for involvement in 
building decision making 

Users without opportunity 
for involvement in 
building decision making 

Total 

Algiers 5 5 10 

Ghardaia 5 2 7 

Total 10 7 17 

 

Figure. 6.5. A table giving the number of users interviewees by 

category and location (2016) 

Figure. 6.6. Locations of the dwellings, Algiers (2017) 

 

These interviews were conducted using sets of interview questions 

prepared in advance and revised by the researcher after the pilot 

study. These sets consist of two sections, the common questions to 

be addressed to all the participants and the more specific ones that 

to be addressed to a given category. The former covers the general 

information about the dwellings and the way these are used, the 

latter is concerned with more specific information that relates to a 

specific type of dwelling. 

 

In the category of ‘Users with opportunity for involvement in building 

decision making’ there are two types of dwellings, which are the 

self/privately built houses and apartments from privately financed 

schemes. Given that these are two different typologies, which are 
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designed, built and acquired differently, for this reason there are two 

sets of semi-structured interview questions to be addressed for each 

sub-category. For the second category there are two different types 

of dwellings, those acquired through publicly financed schemes and 

social housing. Although these two sub-categories present few 

differences but given that the users are not involved in building 

decision making, one set of semi-structured interview questions is 

used for both sub-categories (Figure 6.7).  

 

 

 

Figure. 6.7. Categorisation of the semi-structured interview sets 

(2016) 

 

Dwellers with opportunity for involvement in building decision 
making 
The researcher approached five participants from Algiers in the 

category of  

‘Users with opportunity for involvement in building decision-making’. 

Three of them are owners of a privately built dwelling; one is located 

at 7km from Algiers Southwest and the two others on the Eastern 

side. The two others are owners of apartment acquired through a 

privately financed scheme. The three formers were all contacted in 

advance; the interviews were scheduled for a specific day and time, 

when the researcher arrived, she was welcomed by the 

participant(s). Prior to each interview, the researcher went through 

the formalities referred to earlier in the pilot study section. The 

With opportunity for 
involvement in building 
decision making 

Without opportunity for 
involvement in building decision 
making 

Self built Privately Financed 
Scheme 

Publicly Financed 
Scheme Social Housing 

Set 1 Set 2 Set 3 
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interviews were usually started by talking about generic matters such 

as confirming the type and status of dwellings, the year of build 

completion and the number of people occupying the dwelling.  After 

the initial ‘getting to know each other’ stage of the interview, the 

discussion usually moves on to revolve around the general issues 

and the ones identified for that specific sub-category of dwellers. 

Participants living in privately built houses for instance, were 

approached using Set 1, which includes the common and the specific 

questions. These latter include: 

 

• When you first wanted to build a new house, did you have an 

idea on how it should be (internal and external aspects)? 

• Did you deal with an architect? How was your relationship with 

him? 

• How did you proceed? 

• Did you ask your architect for a specific design? 

 

Those questions were dealing with the relation architect-client; they 

tried to get the degree of involvement of the client in the design 

process and the responsiveness of the architect to this later. During 

the conversations around this point the researcher used other 

questions in relation to the answers of the participant in order to get 

more information about that process. With one of the interviewee 

who said that they made changes during the building process, the 

researcher wanted to understand why the architectural plans were 

not respected in full? what was the initial design? and what are the 

changes made? All those questions will help the researcher during 

the analysis process to get some answers on the culture of building 

in Algeria. 

For the common questions, they are covering the internal 

organisation and the personal use of space on everyday bases and 

in special occasions. They were meant to address the importance of 

culture in the conception of those spaces (that will come up from the 

evaluation of the designed space by the professionals and the ideal 
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space in the eye of the users) and its influence (the influence of 

culture) in the way they are occupied. This is a sample of some of 

those questions: 

 

• Functionality of the spatial organisation  

• Does it facilitate your everyday activities?  

• Does it respond to your needs? 

• The use of space: everyday and in special occasions 

 

The rest of those generic questions are concerned with the 

neighbourhood; the external spaces and their use and the existing 

facilities. Other questions are concerned with the knowledge of the 

dwellers on the existing typologies of urban dwellings that are 

different from the one they live in. Part of a translated transcript with 

APP1 (user of self-built dwelling) is shown in Figure 6.7, the full 

original version and the English translation are given in Appendices 

C and D respectively. 
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Figure. 6.8. Part of a translated transcript with interviewee APP1, 

self-built dwelling (2016) 

 

After finishing the semi-structured interview and looking around the 

different spaces inside the dwelling, the researcher asks for the 

architectural plans (to take pictures) when those are not provided, 

she draws sketches instead. Some more notes were taken along with 

photographs and observations. At the end the researcher thanked 

AD: 
As I said on the phone, I am carrying out a doctoral research about architecture and 
culture in Algeria after the independence, so what I do is vising some dwellings and ask 
the occupants some questions related to the way they use their space. 
Can you tell me how many people are living here? 
 
APP1: 
I am living here with my wife, our daughter and our two sons with their small families. 
 
AD: 
And you told me that the house was built in the late seventies? 
 
APP1: 
Yes, we started building in 1976 and finished in 1980, we are living here since 1980. 
 
A.D: 
When you first wanted to build a new house, did you have an idea on how it should be 
(internal and external aspects)? 
 
APP1 
Yes, first we wanted a villa with lower ground floor as a garage, because the size of the 
plot was not large enough for parking space. Also, the regulation at that time on this 
area limited the height of the constructions so we preferred to use the whole ground 
floor as a living space. Actually we had a general idea: lower ground floor for the car, 
ground floor and the 1st floor for the bedrooms and other living spaces like living room, 
kitchen, etc. then a terrace with utility room (washroom). At the end it’s the role of the 
architect to propose something functional in the internal layout as well as an external 
appearance that is in coherence with the neighbourhood. 
 
A.D: 
How was your relationship with the architect? How did you proceed? 
 
APP1 
The house was designed by an Algerian architect who was working in a public sector 
practice. At that time there were no architects practicing privately. He designed it 
according to the standards (French Standards regarding the height, density…)  
Once we have agreed on the final plans after several consultations, we started to build 
by respecting mainly the structure but we made few modifications concerning the 
internal organisation, we changed for something we thought was more responding to 
our needs. 
 
Continues……… 
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the participant for the time they accorded her and left the house. 

Some more photographs were taken of the outside and the 

surrounding as well as notes and observations.  

 

       
Figure. 6.9. Plan of a self-built villa, participant APP2 (2016) 

 

Under the same category, the two participants, owners of apartments 

acquired through privately financed schemes, were approached 

using Set 2 of bullet points. This latter has three specific questions 

different from the other Sets (Figure 6.7), these are: 

 

• Criteria for the purchase of the house. 

• Importance of the spatial organisation of the house. 

• Importance of the external appearance of the building. 

• Input to the proposed design 
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One of the participants was a woman, she was contacted in 

advance, but the second participant was approached using the third 

method; the researcher went to a neighbourhood where a private 

apartment block was built between 2001 and 2004 and asked people 

coming into or out of the residence to participate. One woman, who 

was leaving the residence wanted to help so she let the researcher in 

and told her to get to her apartment in the second floor where her 

husband is. The researcher knocked on the door and the husband 

opened, after explaining the situation he let the researcher in and 

answered the semi-structured interview questions. 

 

In Ghardaia there are five participants within the same category 

‘Users with opportunity for involvement in building decision making’. 

Three of the participants live in self-built dwellings, one lives in an 

apartment acquired through privately financed scheme and finally, 

the fourth participant is living in a dwelling acquired via community 

participation scheme developed in Ghardaia, which is K’Sar 

Tinemmirine, presented in Chapter 5. While the two former sub-

categories were approached with Set 1 and Set 2 of interview 

questions, the latter was approached with a different ‘Set’ prepared 

specifically for that category. Two of the five participants were 

women and three of them were male. One of the female participants 

was from the M’zab (explained in Chapter 2), given that she didn’t 

complete her schooling she was only able to communicate in the 

local dialect (which is not one of the languages used by the 

researcher) so she brought one of her neighbours to act as a 

translator. Another interview was conducted with the husband with 

the presence of the wife; this one couldn’t take part because of the 

language constraints. As for the previous interviews, the remaining 

three went well and the researcher had a very good response from 

the participants who were open minded and happy to help. The male 

interviewees were very helpful and shared their wide knowledge with 

the researcher about the region and its architecture. They provided 

very useful information on the local building technics and referred to 
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some of the differences between the traditional and the 

contemporary dwellings built in the region. Part of the semi-

structured interview with participant ‘GPP2’ is presented in Figure 

6.10.   

AD: 
As I explained to you on the phone, I would like to ask you some questions 
regarding the adequacy of the house and how it is responding to your needs 
and everyday life. 
How many people live in the house? 
 
GPP2: 
There are a couple and two children; here the houses are reasonably 
occupied. If we take a house like this one in the city centre of around 40m2 
around 20 persons usually occupy it. 
 
AD: 
Do you use the terrace or not? 
 
GPP2: 
Not very often, since the introduction of the air conditioning we are using it 
less. But sometimes during summer, we like to sleep here, we are planning 
to build a room here as a bedroom or living room as they do in the traditional 
houses; they design arcades if the women want to weave or do any other 
activity she do it there and in the old days there is a room for domestic 
animals. 
 
AD: 
In the upper floor? 
 
GPP2: 
Yes in the upper floor, for those who have space they build it on the ground 
floor they call it Edarb but for those who do not have enough space they do 
it in the upper floor. At that time there is a shepherd who came in the 
morning to take all the animals to the fields and he brings them back in the 
evening, so for most of the time they are not at home. 
Can you see how the upper floors are almost all built with blockwork? The 
ground floor is very strong given that they build it with stones and they have 
40cm width. What makes it even stronger is when they use the traditional 
way of coating ‘with lime’; with time this material become as strong and as 
resistant as stone. 
 
AD: 
What about the thermal insulation? 
 
GPP2: 
Yes, this has excellent thermal performances especially when it is coated 
with lime as I said because it resists pretty well to the heat which is not the 
case of cement. 
 
We went down to the ground floor. 
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Figure. 6.10. Part of the semi-structured interview with participant 

GPP2 (2016) 

 

GPP2: 
For this architecture they call it “beniane francis” French construction, 
because in city centre you will not find this kind of organisation. There is 
Stah (central space) here on the ground floor with arcades and on the 
upper floor there is Stah el ali (the upper court). 
 
AD: 
How do you use the rest of the space? 
 
GPP2: 
This is the living room as we call it Beyt legaad, next to it there is the 
kitchen and bathroom/toilet, and the room overlooking the El houche is a 
bedroom, but this organisation is not good we will change it. 
 
AD: 
Why? What do you want to change? 
 
GPP2: 
This room as we call it Beyt legaad or Lemreyah, or with its old name 
Tizefri is the room where we receive the guests this is usually just next to 
the entrance. But in this repartition as you can see you have to walk 
through the corridor pass by the kitchen to get here, and this is not 
convenient especially when we receive male guests. Our plan is to use the 
bedroom that overlooks El houch as a living room for the guests (Dar diaf) 
and this room we will use it as usual Lemreyah for the family. Here in 
general we do eat, gather and watch TV in Lemreyah and the kitchen is 
next to it so it is really convenient. This way, the guests will be welcomed 
directly in this room and we are planning to use the space under the stairs 
to build a toilet in this way they will have their own toilet.  
And this is El houche, in the old times people living in the traditional 
houses didn’t have enough space but because of the poverty they plant a 
palm in the middle of the house they make a hole in the slab of the Stah to 
let it grow, if they don’t have anything to eat there is always the dates. 
 
AD: 
You said the layout is not convenient with regard to privacy when you 
receive guests, how would you find it after these changes? 
 
GPP2: 
I think after making the changes it will become very adequate. The space 
we will be using will become private, as the guesthouse will be moved to 
the room that has its own access. This is resolving the only problem that 
we have in the house. 
 
Continues… 
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Dwellers without opportunity for involvement in building 
decision-making 

The participants from this category are users of two different types of 

dwellings presented in Figure 6.6 (dwellings from publicly funded 

schemes and social housing apartments). In Algiers, five participants 

took part in this research under this category including three users of 

apartments from publicly financed schemes and two users of social 

housing dwellings. The first participant was a housewife in her sixties 

she was approached directly by knocking on her door. The 

researcher presented herself and explained the reasons of her visit 

then she asked the woman for her consent to let her into the 

apartment and take part in the research. This was not the first door 

that the researcher knocked at; in some of the apartments where she 

knocked at she did not get an answer (she was not heard or there 

was no one in), in others the persons who opened the door were not 

comfortable in taking part in the research. For the second apartment 

in Algiers, the researcher went into another housing estate (publicly 

funded schemes) built in 2004 given that she did not arrange any 

interview meeting in there she had to get in touch with the residents 

in order to ask them to participate in the research. While walking 

around the apartment blocks the researcher asked people passing 

by if they live in those blocks. The researcher got consent to 

participate from a woman passing by with her children. The third 

participant was contacted in advance, so the interview was agreed 

upon and scheduled for a specific date. 

  

Owners of social housing apartments were the last interview 

participants to be approached by the researcher using the same Set 

of questions used with those living in apartments from publicly 

financed schemes Set 3 (see Figure 6.6). There were two 

interviewees, one of them is living in an apartment that was built in 

the eighties and the second one was built more recently (in 2014). 
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In Ghardaia, there are two participants under this category, one is 

living in a two-storey villa acquired through one of the publicly 

financed schemes and one is living in a social housing apartment 

built in 2000.  

 

6.4.2  Interviews with the professionals 
Under this category the researcher targeted architects, decision 

makers and academics, as for the semi-structured interview 

questions with the users, those are approached with different 

samples of questions’ list.  

For this category of the participants, contacting them in advance to 

schedule the semi-structured interviews was very important due to 

their work commitments. The researcher had to organise her time on 

site according to the given appointments and prepare for the 

displacements as she had to meet each participant in the place of 

work.  

The data collected from the semi-structured interviews with the 

professionals will be described individually for the three participating 

stakeholders.  

 

Designers 
Three architects and one engineer were approached for semi-

structured interviews. As mentioned earlier, they were contacted in 

advance in order to schedule the interviews. When the researcher 

arrived at their place of work she was welcomed, she presented 

herself and the work, the interviews started just after signing the 

consent form. The first question was asked to get the viewpoint of 

each participant about the architecture in Algeria, this was followed 

by questions raising the issue of architecture-culture and the 

architectural heritage formulated as follow: 

• What do you think of the architecture in Algeria since the 

independence? 

• What do you think about disconnect between architecture and 

culture in Algeria? 
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• There is a considerable work regarding the technical issues 

relating to the poor provision of adequate built environment in 

Algeria, is there such initiatives for an architecture respecting 

the socio-cultural values and heritage? 

• Those later (the socio-cultural values and heritage) should they 

be taken into consideration? 

• To what extent do you recognise the need to better understand 

these questions and apply them to design? 

 

The other points that the researcher wanted to raise and to discuss 

with the architects during the semi-structured interviews were the 

way of taking the practice of architecture in Algeria to another level 

more aware of the cited issues (architecture-culture and architectural 

heritage), their relationship with the clients (users) and their 

involvement in the design process and finally their point of view 

regarding the new K’Sar Tinnemirine in the South of the country that 

was discussed in Chapter 5 as a case study and about the lessons 

that could be learnt from that experience. A fully translated transcript 

of a semi-structured interview with an architect is included in 

Appendix E. 

 

The engineer, who is the manager/designer of a community-based 

project in Ghardaia, was approached with more specific questions to 

discuss the idea, the experience and issues related to his initiative.  

All the semi-structured interviews went smoothly, and the participants 

were very engaged into the discussion, they all showed compassion 

to the situation and the state of the built environment in the country. 

At the end of these interviews the architects offered to the researcher 

their help in the future if needed. 

Decision makers 
Four decision makers were approached for semi-structured 

interviews in this research, two of them work in a governmental 

organisation in Algiers and the two others work in a public 

establishment in Ghardaia. 
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As mentioned earlier, those interviews had to be scheduled in 

advance with the interviewees and this was not an easy task with 

regard to the commitments of the participants. Their schedules were 

tight so it was difficult for them to arrange some time for the semi-

structured interview. With two participants the interviews were 

conducted in two days, given that the interviewee had to go back to 

their duties so they had to schedule another day to finish the 

interview.  

The set of interview questions used with those participants has some 

common questions with the ones addressed to the architects but also 

presents topics that are specifically addressed to the decision 

makers such as: 

• There seem to be more interest from decision makers and 

professionals on the ground in the technical aspects of the built 

environment, but little concerning the socio-cultural values. Why 

do you think this is the case? 

• At present are there any initiatives where those socio-cultural 

values are taken into account, adopted and applied on the 

ground? 

 

In addition to the set of questions prepared for the decision makers, 

some more specific ones were addressed to the participants from the 

South in order to gather some more information about the South. 

Those questions were related to the local architectural heritage, the 

attitude of the inhabitants towards it and the choice of building 

materials, something that is of paramount importance in the South of 

the country given the hot semi-arid climate. An example of a 

translated transcript of a semi-structured interview with one of the 

participants is included in Appendix F. 

 
Academics 
Two academics from two different institutions in the country took part 

in this research by answering the questions of the semi-structured 

interview, one of them received the researcher in her office at 
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university and the other was interviewed via Skype. The researcher 

was not able to arrange a face-to-face interview with this latter due to 

his work commitments and time restrictions. Again, some of the 

questions addressed to the academics were common with the two 

other categories of participants (architects and decision makers), but 

there are others that are addressed specifically to the academics 

covering the educational system in general and on how this has or 

could influence what was and being built since the independence. 

These are presented below: 

 

• Can you talk about the ways the educational programme 

addresses the socio-cultural dimension of architecture? 

• In your program, do you cover the socio-cultural values in the 

design (especially in housing)? 

• How is this covered, only in theory or there is practical 

approaches?  

• The type of engagement?  

• Are the students involved in any kind of activity outside 

university, to raise awareness in this particular subject among 

the society?  

The final question was addressing the academics’ responsibility 

for a better architecture in Algeria that will respect the socio-

cultural values and will create certain continuity with the existing 

architectural heritage: 

• What can you offer, as an academic, for a better architecture in 

the country? 

 

A translated interview with one of the academics is included in 

Appendix G. 
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6.5 Observations 
Observation was used as a research method along with the semi-

structured interviews and the case studies, as this was explained in 

detail, in Chapter 4 (section 4.3.3.1 and 4.4.4) it is one of the 

distinctive aspects of ethnographic studies. Groat (2013: 225) 

referred to ‘participant’ observation as a primary mode for data 

collection in ethnographic researches, but in some cases, 

researchers would rather use the ‘nonparticipant’ observation. In this 

particular research the researcher decided to use the ‘nonparticipant’ 

observation, she will be only observing without getting involved in 

anyway. The process consisted on observing the external and 

internal spaces of the places and the dwellings visited, the 

researcher was then taking notes and photographs in order to use 

them as materials to be analysed to complement the other findings 

from other sources. 

The dwellings and settlements visited as part of this research are in 

different locations in Algiers and Ghardaia and from different 

decades. In Algiers for instance, there are examples of urban 

dwellings built in the 80s, others in the early 00s and the most recent 

one in 2014. As previously mentioned, this offers a general overview 

of the sector and could show and highlight any differences in those 

dwellings if they are from a different period and/or location in the 

country. The observations took place in the same neighbourhoods 

visited for the semi-structured interviews with the dwellers. When the 

researcher gets into a chosen place, either before or after conducting 

the semi-structured interviews, she takes some time walking around 

the neighbourhood to observe, take notes and photographs. The 

observations include assessments on the public and communal 

spaces, how they are used, their state and any kind of behaviour that 

could be used to inform the research. As stated above those 

observations were not conducted only on the outside spaces, the 

researcher included in her investigation the internal communal 

spaces of the housing blocks again by taking some time to observe, 

take photographs and notes. 
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Most of the data gathered with this method are photographs with 

some notes. Due to the large number of the photographs taken, few 

examples are shown in Figures 6.11 - 6.12- 6.13 below. Part of the 

collection of photographs will be included in Appendix H. 

 

 

          
 

   
 

Figure. 6.11. Photographs taken during Observations, Algiers (2016) 
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Figure. 6.12. Photographs taken during Observations, Algiers (2016) 
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Figure. 6.13. Photographs taken during Observations, Ghardaia 

(2016) 
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6.6 Conclusion 
This chapter presents the data collected during the fieldwork 

undertaken in Algeria as part of this study. The analysis and 

discussion of the data will be presented in the following chapter 

(Chapter 7). To explore the relationship between architecture and 

culture in the design of urban dwellings, primary research in the form 

of semi-structured interviews and observations were made use of. 

For the semi-structured interviews, for instance, it was important to 

cover the most relevant topics that could inform this research. In this 

stance, the pilot study played an important role as it helped in 

identifying a gap within the semi-structured interviews with the 

dwellers. This approach enabled the revision of the topics to be 

discussed in the interviews. In doing so, the findings became more 

informative.  

The data collection process for this research was very challenging 

and time consuming. Targeting different stakeholders on the one 

hand and visiting different categories of dwellings in different 

locations around the country on the other made the logistical issues 

very difficult. In addition to these logistical issues and the time 

consumed in conducting the fieldwork, the work on the raw data, 

defined in Chapter 4, was challenged by the amount of data and the 

use of a different language.  

 

It is hoped that the conversations with the various stakeholders 

combined with the observations, will contribute to shedding some 

light on the cultural relevance of the urban dwellings’ typologies in 

both Algiers and Ghardaia and in addressing some of the questions 

posed by this research. These are discussed in the coming chapters. 
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CHAPTER 7  
Exploring the Architecture of 

Urban Dwellings: Outcomes of 

the Field Investigation
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Chapter 7  
Exploring the Architecture of Urban Dwellings: Outcomes of the 
Field Investigation 
 

7.1 Overview 
This chapter analyses the findings from the fieldwork in order to 

identify the many processes and agents involved in the design, 

production, financing and use of various typologies of urban 

dwellings and the physical and social context in which they exist. The 

primary objective here is to identify the many sets of relationships 

that exist within this system of urban dwellings provision and use. 

Such relationships can include dwellers’ ways of using the home 

space and the intended design layout, dwellers’ involvement in the 

dwelling design/construction/decision making process and the way 

they perceive their dwelling, the method of financing, the acquisition 

of the house and the build quality as well as other sets of 

relationships that extend to quality of spaces, amenity provision and 

people’s attitude to communal spaces.  

 

The findings of the fieldwork are derived from semi-structured 

interviews with various stakeholders. These include two different 

groups of dwellers; those with some involvement in the 

building/procurement of their dwellings, others with no involvement, 

designers, decision makers and academics. The purpose of targeting 

these four categories of participants, who are all involved in the 

architectural projects of the country in anyway, is to get a full picture 

on how culture is present in everyday life of users within their built 

environment and on how directive it is in structuring the architectural 

projects of the country from the perspective of architects who design 

those projects, to the perspective of educators who educate the next 

generation responsible for building the future Algeria and finally to 

the perspective of decision makers who are responsible of the 

politics that could direct those decisions. 

 



	 232 

The inputs of the stakeholders who participated in this research are 

different but complementary. The users (dwellers), who are an 

integral part of the society, described their everyday life within a 

dwelling that may or may not address their needs from the inside and 

the ways they interact with its outside and immediate surroundings. 

The other stakeholders (professionals) explained their input into this 

whole process of making a living built environment for the society. 

Four different categories of stakeholders took part in this research by 

means of semi-structured interviews resulting in four data sets. The 

analysis of the data was carried out separately for each set and 

complemented by that of the observations’ data. A discussion and 

conclusion section brings together the main findings under one roof 

with a view to inform the extended discussion in the next chapter. 

 

Semi- structured interviews analysis 
The analysis of the semi-structured interviews are presented in two 

main sections. The first one deals with the data collected from the 

dwellers while the second one covers the data from the professionals 

which include the three different categories of stakeholders 

(designers, decision makers and academics). According to Groat 

(2013), this phase can be described as ‘Data Reduction/Coding’. 

O’Leary (2010), describes the process of moving from raw data to 

theoretically meaningful understanding as one that goes through two 

steps; drilling in and abstracting out. The analysis process of the data 

collected from the semi-structured interviews started by transcribing 

them, in French, from either audio recordings or notes taken during 

the interviews. These initial transcripts were translated into English 

also a coding system was used in order to preserve the anonymity of 

the participants. Once the translation is finished, reading the 

transcripts and identifying the key words and issues that rose from 

the interviews is the next step. These key words are presented as 

bullet points under each category, they are then developed and 

analysed based on the data collected. 
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7.2 Interviews with the dwellers 
The semi-structured interviews with the dwellers were conducted in 

two geo locations, Algiers and Ghardaia, as discussed in Chapter 4, 

5 and 6. The following sections describe the data analysis for the two 

locations respectively.  

 

 
7.2.1 The dwellers of Algiers  
Ten semi-structured interviews were conducted in Algiers; 5 of the 

dwellers represent the category ‘Users with opportunity for 

involvement in building decision making’ and 5 represent the second 

category ‘Users without opportunity for involvement in building 

decision making. Reading through the transcripts helped to identify 

some issues and key words that are discussed as follow: 

 

• Privacy inside the house 
One of the issues raised by the dwellers, related to privacy inside the 

house is the location of toilet. According to those who raised this 

issue, the best place for the toilet is next to the living room or 

reception area; this is in order to let the guest to use the toilet without 

walking through the whole house. This was discussed mainly by the 

users living in apartments (from either social and public/private 

funded schemes) given that the other category (living in self-built 

houses) do live in dwellings where the spaces are hierarchized within 

the different storeys.  

 

Figure 7.1 shows the before and after modifications for the internal 

layout of one of the apartments where an interview was conducted. 

The dweller explained that he is going to start internal modifications, 

by moving the toilets to have them by the main corridor as indicated 

on the drawing in Figure 7.1.b. This is in order to achieve the level of 

privacy needed by the occupants. 
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a. Before modification                                      b. After modifications 

 

Figure. 7.1. Changes to the layout of an apartment in Algiers, 

participant ANS1 (2017)  

 

Another privacy related issue that was raised by another participant 

relates to the kitchen. One occupant of a social housing apartment 

talked about her preference in having the kitchen next to the living 

room rather than across the corridor from it. Figure 7.2 shows a 

photograph of the entrance hall (taken from the entrance). The door 

on the right-hand side is that of the kitchen and just opposite to it the 

door of the living room. Her preferred option is in relation to privacy 

as the kitchen, mainly a female space, would have its privacy 

compromised when receiving male guests who would be sitting in 

room opposite. She explains that sometimes she find herself or her 

daughter either not able to get out of the kitchen or into the kitchen 

when needed. At the end she added that it is not too big a problem 

as the door, when closed, does the job.  
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Figure. 7.2. Photograph of the hall of distribution in an apartment in 

Algiers, participant ANS2 (2017)  

 

• Second living room concept 
Another issue related to the use of the domestic space in the 

dwellings where the users have not participated in the decision-

making process of the dwelling construction, whether they have the 

opportunity to do that (Category 1) or not (Category 2). In this case 

those concerned include occupiers of apartments from 

Publicly/Privately financed housing schemes and social housing 

(sub-category 2, 3 and 4). These dwellers felt the need to have a 

second living room. This is usually achieved through the 

transformation of one of the bedrooms into a second living room. It is 

generally used during the day to gather, watch TV and sometimes for 

meals and during the night as a bedroom. The occupants prefer to 

leave the main living room closed, given that they use it to receive 

guests and they prefer to have it clean and tidy at all times, 

according to some of the participants. In addition to this, the main 

living room is generally very well furnished compared to the rest of 
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the house, with nice sofas, rugs, curtains, tables and decorations. 

The second reception room is generally furnished in a basic way with 

two or three beds and a TV, decorated with rugs and curtains. 

Figure.7.3 shows an example of a bedroom used as a reception 

room during the day and a bedroom by night and Figure 7.4 shows 

an example of a living room in the same apartment (apartment of 

participant ANS1). The use of the living room and the way it is 

furnished is something that was investigated by Behloul (1991) in her 

study that was presented in Chapter 3 (see Section 3.3). The author 

presented the same findings where the main living room (used to 

receive guests) is furnished with modern style furnishers and the 

second living room (used by the family), which is usually children’s 

bedroom, is furnished with a traditional way, what she calls ‘a 

traditional living room arrangement’ as illustrated in Figure 7.3. The 

author argues that these findings confirmed a conflict where 

residents tend to use modern furnishers to impress guests and claim 

a certain social status on one hand and the persistence of traditional 

pattern on the other. This attitude means the under use of a space 

which is highly needed in usually small dwellings (compared to the 

household), this will be discussed below in ‘The small size of the 

dwelling’ section. 

 

Another reason for the creation of a second reception room, 

described as the main reason by the participants, is related to 

privacy. Some of the participants explained that in some cases when 

they receive male and female guests; generally, they receive the 

male in the living room and the female in the second reception room. 

This is in order to have some privacy inside the house, which is very 

important for some families.  

 



	 237 

                    
Figure.7.3. Bedroom used as reception room during the day, 

participant ANS1, Algiers (2016) 

           
 

Figure.7.4. Living room in the same apartment, participant ANS1, 

Algiers (2016) 

 

The second group of participants (sub-category 1) are actually 

involved in the building’s decision-making process and have larger 

size dwellings with more rooms compared to the other sub-

categories. They didn’t attempt to create a second living room. Only 

one out of the three visited villas has more than one living/reception 

areas. Because it is a big house it has a living room on each of the 

first, second and third floor. Having those living rooms enables them 



	 238 

to achieve privacy inside the house when they receive guests, even 

when they are not close family/friends as it would be easy to 

separate guests and family members. Unlike the families living in 

apartments, with two living rooms, this family is using their living 

room everyday to gather and/or watch TV rather than just using it to 

receive guests. The two other villas have only one living room that is 

used for everyday gathering of the family and to receive guests, 

unlike those dwellings with two living rooms. The two families didn’t 

give an importance to the second living room concept. Separating 

between male and female guests and keeping the living room just for 

the guests was not important to them nor was it considered even 

though they participated in the design process.  

 

• The use of balcony  
The question of the balcony as an architectural feature in housing 

design in Algeria was raised by several academics (Hadjri 1993a). It 

was one of the main themes that seem to come out the semi-

structured interviews with the dwellers. The participants who live in 

their self-built dwellings expressed a divided opinion towards the use 

of the balconies. Only one out of the three interviewees indicated that 

they use their balcony that is overlooking their backyard and back 

garden (not being overlooked). The other two do not use their 

balconies for two different reasons; one of them and his family use 

the backyard instead given that it is in the ground floor and they 

spent most of the time there before going upstairs to sleep. The other 

explains that she doesn’t use it because she and her husband are 

working people so they do not have time for it and if they do they 

prefer to use the terrace because of the vis-à-vis in their balconies. 

For these dwellers, the reason determining the use or non-use of the 

balconies is clearly related to privacy; when these latter are designed 

without considering the vis-à-vis, they remain unused.  

 

For the rest of the participants, it seems that the balcony in the 

kitchen is important and widely used either as a balcony but mainly 
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as multi-purpose space (storage, utility room, etc.). Its importance is 

due to the size of the floor area compared to the number of 

occupants found in apartments. One of the participants who live in an 

apartment without balcony in the kitchen complained and wishes if 

she had one. She explained that she would have use it as a laundry 

room and storage because of the lack of storage space in her house. 

Two of the seven visited kitchens were designed with covered 

balconies (loggia), they are kept as they are and the dwellers make 

use of them for different domestic activities (bread baking using a 

gas hob, frying, washing clothes, etc.). The remaining four are 

designed with balconies that were subjected to some modifications. 

Two families use outside curtains, one closed off the balcony with a 

glazed curtain wall (mirror effect) and the last one extended the 

kitchen into the balcony.  

 

         
Figure. 7.5. Use of outdoor curtain in a kitchen balcony, participant 

ANS1, Algiers (2016) 

 

This gave us a general idea on how the balconies in kitchens are 

used, in terms of the other balconies; in living rooms and/or in the 

bedrooms, most of the participants explained that they do not use 

them mainly because of the vis-à-vis so they do not make use of 

them just in few cases for storage.  
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Out of the seven participants in the category “Without opportunity for 

involvement in building decision making” only one family is using the 

balcony to gather or to have coffee when the weather is nice. 

Another one said that if she could she would close one of the 

balconies to have an extra bedroom as most of the neighbours did it 

in their apartments. The same attitude was observed in the study of 

Behloul (1991) where some residents close up the balconies of the 

living room in order to increase its size and the residents in dwellings 

designed without balconies in the living rooms didn’t express any 

dissatisfaction. Based on this, the author argues that it is likely that 

larger living rooms would be more suitable than smaller ones with 

balconies. 

  

                     
Figure. 7.6. Use of outdoor curtain in a living room balcony in an 

apartment, participant ANA1, Algiers (2016) 

 

Most of the balconies are not used because of the vis-à-vis, the 

culture of the dwellers does not allow them to be seen by others 

while they are inside their dwellings. For privacy and to protect their 

intimacy the balconies are either not used or closed. In addition to 

privacy, the lack of space and/or storage is another factor for 

balconies’ modifications and these are always done in different ways 

and it is reflected on the facades. These modifications are happening 
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in most of the housing estates especially apartment blocks. This was 

confirmed by observations (see Section 7.3). 

 

• Storage spaces 
The issues raised by the participants for the convenience of their 

houses are not just related to the hierarchy of the spaces to facilitate 

the everyday use of the different spaces or to achieve a certain level 

of privacy and intimacy. Two participants talked about the lack of 

storage spaces in their house as a problem. Participant ANA2 had to 

use the kitchen and living room’s balconies for storage as discussed 

in the previous section. This participant, who closed the kitchen 

balcony with a big window, uses it for storage and as a laundry room. 

Another participant, who has one small storage space by the 

entrance of the dwelling, explains that it is very inconvenient. She 

stresses that the fact that the kitchen was not designed with a 

balcony make it worse, as she could have used it for storage instead. 

 

• The small size of the dwelling  
The lack of space in the urban dwellings that could be related to 

social and demographic conditions is another concern for the 

participants. This issue was raised by the families living in 

apartments, particularly those provided by social housing schemes. 

Both participants living in social housing apartments complained 

about the lack of space, given that they are large-families but they 

live in small size apartments. One occupant of a four-bedroom social 

housing apartment (ANS2), a widow in her seventies explained that 

she shares one bedroom with her daughter, two sons occupy one 

bedroom, two others occupy the 3rd bedroom and the oldest son 

occupies the last one. The interviewee says: “We have 4 bedrooms 

where two of them are really small for 5 men this is not convenient at 

all, especially that one of them is getting married soon; he is the one 

who has his own bedroom, but it is very small once furnished with the 

double bed it will become much smaller. I have a 6th son who is 

married, he lived in one of the bedrooms here in this house but he 
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ended up renting a house because of the space, and I think his 

brother will do the same thing”. The other occupant of a social 

housing apartment didn’t complain about the lack of space even 

though he is living in two-bedroom apartment with his wife and their 

four children. 

 

For those living in public/private finance scheme apartments, despite 

the high level of occupancy per room only one of them complained 

about the lack of space. A female (participant APP5) living in a two-

bedroom apartment with her husband and four children explains that 

the house was very convenient when they first bought it as they had 

two children at that time, but since they had two more children it 

became too small. Now she is sharing her couple’s bedroom with the 

two youngest children and the oldest share the other bedroom. 

Under this category one could argue that it is mainly the cost of the 

dwelling and hence the economic conditions of the family that 

determines how much space they could have to live in and not its 

size. 

 

With regard to this matter of space inside the dwellings, there are 

contrasting results. Participants living in apartments type dwellings 

suffer from very high room occupancy while those from the single 

occupancy family houses category complained about having too 

much space (low room occupancy). Two dwellers out of the three 

interviewed in this category stated that the house/villa is too big for 

them; one of them prefers to move into an apartment because she 

cannot handle all the housekeeping by herself and the other wishes if 

her husband and her had a villa with living/dinning room and a 

kitchen in the ground floor and bedrooms in the first floor instead of 

her four storeys villa. 
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• Floor layouts  
When the participants were asked if they know any other floor 

layouts, most of them showed that they have knowledge on this 

particular point. However, when they were asked about what they 

prefer the responses were different. One of the three interviewees 

from the sub-category of ‘self-built houses’ who lives with his family 

in a three-storey villa with terrace and garden said that he likes his 

home and wouldn’t change it for any other one. His wife, however, 

prefers to move to an apartment as she found her house too big and 

difficult to maintain. For the other two, one said that his family and 

him are very happy with their home and the other who lives in a four-

storey villa with terrace said that she prefers a smaller villa with a 

maximum of two floors with a garden. She explains that the final 

design was dictated by the neighbourhood and the type of villas 

surrounding their plot. They are all designed with minimum three 

storeys so if they build a smaller house with garden, as they wanted 

it they would have problems of lack of privacy (being overlooked) and 

access to light. 

 

For the rest of the dwellers who live in apartments (privately/publicly 

financed schemes and social housing), the findings showed the 

same difference in opinion as for the first sub-category of dwellers 

(living in self-built villas). Some of the participants stated that they are 

used to living in apartments even though one of them experienced 

living in a courtyard house, which they enjoyed. 

 

Two females expressed their preferences for the traditional courtyard 

house but with some new changes to make it more appropriate to 

our time. One of them stated that she prefers a traditional house if it 

is occupied only by one family as in the past most of the courtyard 

houses were occupied by extended families. The other pointed out to 

the inconvenience of the open sky courtyard. She would like to keep 

the central court provided that it is covered with a translucent 

material to allow the light to get inside the house and at the same 
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time avoid any of the inconveniences of having it open, like having 

rain water in the open space as that would reduce the usability of 

space and makes it difficult to keep clean. One male in his fifties 

explains that it is a question of habit, given that he has always lived 

in an apartment and he is used to the typology he finds it very 

convenient and practical.  

 

• Internal communal spaces  
Given that this is in relation to the communal spaces, the analysis will 

be based on housing blocks typology; apartments from private/public 

finance scheme and social housing. The issues related to communal 

spaces call into question both the users’ attitude towards them and 

the people who provide management and maintenance of the 

buildings. All the interviewees raised the issue of lack of cleanliness 

inside the housing blocks and attribute it to both the inhabitants and 

the people in charge of the building. One can argue that even though 

the people in charge are not doing their job properly, if there is a 

sense of belonging to the community and the culture of respecting 

this kind of spaces, those will be in better conditions.   

 

In addition to the cleanliness issue there are some other problems 

related to the lack of technical maintenance. For example, all the 

high-rise housing blocks visited are experiencing problems with the 

lifts. Although they all have two lifts, only one is in service and 

according to the users it is out of order most of the time as it takes 

days for the maintenance company to come and repair it. One 

participant explains that in addition to the rent, they pay extra money 

to cover maintenance costs such as light equipment for the 

communal spaces inside the block, lifts repairs, gardening, cleaning, 

etc. According to her none of this gets carried out as the lifts are 

most of the time out of service, the trees are covering the entrances 

to the shops on the ground floor, the block is dirty and so on.  
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Other participants raised another issue questioning the behaviour 

and the attitude of the users towards the building, the participant 

(ANS1) from a newly built social housing blocks (built in 2014) felt 

very sorry for the state of the blocks, he says: “… the external space! 

Its not well maintained, and to be honest everything was made with a 

good standard for example they used marble for the stairs, but 

people living in do not respect the space; the staircase is always 

dirty”. Participant (ANA3) who lives in an apartment in a high-rise 

block gave another example of the waste chute for the collection of 

the rubbish that keeps getting blocked regularly as some occupants 

throw large waste items. Currently the chutes are completely out of 

action due to successive blockages, and the dwellers have to take 

their rubbish outside the block and put it in giant bins. 

Among these three different types of dwellings (within housing 

blocks), it is believed that the one from the privately financed 

schemes are of a better quality, well-maintained and present better 

living conditions. According to an interviewee who is living in an 

apartment from this kind, the quality is not as high as expected. He 

explains that even though the internal communal spaces are cleaned 

from time to time, it is not enough.  

 

• Outdoor communal spaces  
This point was particularly discussed with dwellers living in housing 

block apartments, where the outdoor spaces are communal and are 

most of the time an integral part of the housing developments. Most 

of the interviewees complained about the lack of green spaces and 

playgrounds, a place where they can get some fresh air, walk and 

have activities for their children. One of the participants who lives in 

an apartment from a new social housing estate completed in 2014 

says: “The external spaces were nicely made with green spaces and 

playgrounds but look at them now! There is no maintenance and 

people are not educated to respect this kind of public and communal 

spaces, for example there were occupants who took off some of the 

games in the playgrounds because they found that they make too 
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much noise and this is the only attraction that the children have 

here”. In this particular example it is more the behaviour of the 

dwellers that are to blame given that the neighbourhood was 

designed with the right accompanying spaces.  

For the other examples, the lack of maintenance of these outdoor 

communal spaces transformed them into empty and abandoned 

spaces, the dwellers found themselves living in dormitories with no 

communal outdoor spaces that could allow the dwellers to socialise 

or do any other activity. 

  

• Social life  
Social life that used to be part of the Algerian culture is well 

considered in the traditional designs where the roof terraces in the 

traditional houses of the Casbah are a good example. These are 

designed in a way that allows the access from one terrace to 

another; women used to go from one house to another by using the 

roof terraces and gather in one of them. That seems to be not 

considered in the new housing projects, the section above could be 

used as an argument for this statement. The degradation of the 

communal external spaces in some neighbourhoods and their 

absence altogether in other ones is not conducive to social 

interaction. According to one of the participants, who used to live in a 

traditional house, in the new housing blocks typology there is no 

social life inside the blocks or the neighbourhood. She explains that 

the courtyard in the traditional house, where she used to live, was 

the place where the family gathers and a place to socialise with the 

neighbours. She stresses that in the apartment type dwellings 

everyone is living on their own. 

 

• Acceptance through lack of choice 
When asked about the level of satisfaction with their dwelling, the 

interviewees from social housing apartments used the word 

‘Alhamdullah’ meaning ‘thanks god’. This means that even though 

the house is not fully adequate they are happy with it. The social 
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housing apartments are allocated to families in dire need, who used 

to live in shantytowns, insalubrious houses or with extended family. 

For such families, even a very small dwelling with all the commodities 

is something to be celebrated despite some inconveniences (such as 

the number of bedrooms compared to the household). One of the 

beneficiaries of a social housing apartment, who used to live in his 

parents’ house with his wife and his children, stated: “… we cannot 

ask for more…”, even though he is living in a 2 bedroom apartment, 

which is not large enough for his family (wife and four children). The 

apartment is located far from his place of work and where he lived for 

more than 50 years. He explained that he couldn’t get used to the 

new neighbourhood. Even on his days off work he doesn’t stay in the 

neighbourhood, instead he prefers to commute to the one where he 

grew up and where he has most of his friends and his parents to 

spend the day. Those who benefit from social housing schemes 

accept what they are given without questioning any aspect because 

of their situation.  

When the same question was asked of participants who bought their 

dwellings from either publicly or privately funded schemes, some of 

them did not complain about some of the inconveniences they 

experience as part of their everyday life. This is likely to be explained 

by the issue of affordability that dictates their choices, rather than 

needs and preferences. This issue was covered by Behloul (1991) in 

her thesis (see Chapter 3), where the author was referring to the 

non-physical factors having a stronger influence on the residents’ 

satisfaction than the physical ones. By non-physical, the same author 

(Ibid, 1991), gave the example of the low expectations in terms of 

housing market in the country.   

 

• The relationship architect-user 
The discussion about the relationship architect-user is based on the 

data collected from the participants living in the self/privately built 

houses given that they were involved in building decision making. 

Although the dwellers living in apartments acquired through privately 
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financed schemes, are under the first category ‘Users with 

opportunity for involvement in building decision making’, given that 

they didn’t get involved they didn’t offer any data with regard to this 

matter (The relationship architect-user). In an attempt to get 

information about the level of involvement of the users, several 

questions were asked to explore this particular point. All the 

participants explain that they started by discussing with the architect 

their first ideas about their house and how it should be. The 

discussion serves as the basis for a functional design proposal by 

the architect. They all had several consultations with their architects 

before agreeing on the final plans and facades, despite that not all 

the participants built their house according to the initial design. Two 

out of the three interviewees in this category made changes to the 

architect’s drawings. When asked about the reasons for the changes, 

one of them replied: “Because we wanted to have the plans so that 

we’ll start with the formalities in order to have the building permit as 

soon as possible. And we know that if we want to change later on 

during the building period we will not have a problem, as there wasn’t 

really a proper control for that”. While this participant opted for 

changes without seeking professional help, the second participant 

explains that even though he opted for few changes to the initial 

drawings he relied on an architect to carry them out. This is raising 

few questions with regard to the way the work of an architect is 

perceived by the Algerian society, this will be discussed further with 

the architects.  

In terms of the architecture (facades) of these houses, only one out 

of the three visited houses has few references to the traditional 

architecture. Surprisingly, this house with references to local 

architecture was designed by a foreign architect whereas the two 

others were designed by Algerian architects. This in turn, is raising 

another issue relating to the input of the Algerian architects.  
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7.2.2 The dwellers of Ghardaia 

Seven semi-structured interviews were conducted in Ghardaia; 5 of 

the dwellers represent the category ‘Users with opportunity for 

involvement in building decision-making’ and 2 represent the second 

category ‘Users without opportunity for involvement in building 

decision-making’. Reading through the transcripts helped to identify 

some issues and key words that are discussed as follow: 

 

 

• Guest room 
Five out of the seven visited dwellings have a room for the guests; it 

is either part of the design or part of an adaptation of the dwelling. 

Unlike some examples from the North, those spaces are not used by 

the families for any other activities then receiving guests. It should be 

near the entrance so that the guests will get a straight access to it 

without getting inside the house to ensure privacy. One of the 

dwellers, living in a self-built house (designed without guest room), 

expressed his intention to make some modifications in order to 

create one. 

 

This choice is not based on privacy only but on another cultural 

phenomenon expressed below by one of the participants. This latter 

is living in a dwelling from one of the publicly funded schemes, a 

small dwelling of two stories (ground and first floor) with a backyard 

and a terrace. The dwelling is designed with one living room and 

given that the bedrooms are in the second floor, it wasn’t possible to 

the occupant to re-adapt the space and create a second living room 

(as this was done by other dwellers). According to the participant, the 

importance of having two living spaces is to keep the main one 

always clean and tidy so when the visitors come, they’ll find it so. 

She explains that they use the living room all day, to watch TV, family 

gathering, her children sleep there. This constant use means that the 

space is always messy, and she pointed out that before receiving the 
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researcher she had to get the beds of her children upstairs and do 

some tidying up. 

 

Typically, guests are received in a room furnished for the purpose, in 

both the Algiers and Ghardaia examples. However, one of the 

dwellings in the category of self-built was designed with a bigger and 

different guest space comprising a living room with adjoining toilet 

and prayer room. It reflects the cultural and religious needs. With 

Islam being the dominant religion in Algeria, the practicing Muslims 

have to pray five times a day and before the prayers they need to 

use toilet and washing facility for their ablutions. The addition of 

these two spaces allows a higher level of privacy inside the dwelling 

as well as offering a space that is responding to the guest’s needs.  

 

          
 

Figure. 7.7. Sketch plan of the guest area, dwelling of participant 

GP1, Ghardaia (2017) 
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• Sqifa 
Sqifa, as described in Chapter 2, is very important in the traditional 

houses. This intermediate space is present in three of the seven 

visited dwellings; two of them are from the self-built category the third 

is found in the dwelling from Tinemmirine. Two out of the three self-

built houses have this intermediate space, and the owner of the third 

one expressed his interest in making changes to his dwelling 

including the creation of Sqifa. Although different from the traditional 

Sqifa (refer to Chapter 2 Section 2.4.1), these intermediate spaces 

play the same role in insuring privacy. The way this is achieved 

varies from one house to another. In the first one, a corridor 

separating the family spaces (the right) and the guest space (on the 

left) acts as Sqifa (see Figure 7.8). For the second one, although the 

corridor is taking straight to the central space (the heart of the 

house), the users created a transition space by putting a curtain just 

after the guest room door, which is on the right side of the corridor 

(see Figure 7.9). The dwelling from K’sar Tinemmirine was designed 

with Sqifa given that it is based on the traditional dwellings’ design 

combined with the needs of the society. In the rest of the dwellings, 

where there is not an intermediate space, privacy is provided by 

locating access to the guest room very close to the entrance door.  

   

 
Figure. 7.8. Sketch plan of a dwelling, participant GP1, Ghardaia 

(2017) 
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Figure. 7.9. Sketch plan of a dwelling, participant GP3, Ghardaia 

(2017) 

 

• Central courtyard and/or backyard   
Unlike the North, postcolonial houses in the South seem to have 

more references to the traditional architecture of the region. When 

considering the category of self-built houses, owners interpreted 

certain elements of the traditional M’Zab house (central courtyard or 

patio, back/front yard or garden, terraces…etc.) in using 

contemporary design and construction methods. Three of the seven 

visited houses have a front/back yard (see Figure 7.10). These 

spaces are used very often by the dwellers for family gatherings, tea, 

meals and as family rooms during summer nights (being cool and 

fresh).  
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a) Front yard                                            b) Garden 

Figure.7.10. External spaces in self-built dwelling, participant GP1, 

Ghardaia (2016) 

 

Five of the seven visited dwellings have a central space; two of them 

(a self-built house and the dwelling from Tinemmirine) have a 

traditional Wast-eddar with Chbek, one (a self-built house) has a 

courtyard type open Wast-eddar and the other two, which are 

apartments (private and social) have a covered central space. The 

traditional Wast-eddar in the South of Algeria (as described in 

Chapter 2) is a covered space with an opening in the ceiling having a 

lattice screen. According to Ballalou and Mahrour (2003; 112) this 

circulation space is also used for family gathering. These spaces, in 

contemporary apartments could be described as a big square shape 

hall in the centre of the house. In the case of the two visited 

apartments the central space is furnished and used as a living room 

where the family gathers and watch TV and this is what differentiate 

it from the traditional one, which is considered as a secondary space 

for gathering, in most of the cases they are left as open spaces and 

passages with no furniture. Tizefri is the room that could be defined 

as a living room in the traditional houses rather than the Wast-eddar. 

Figure 7.11 shows an example of a central space in an apartment 

and Figure 7.12 shows an example of an open central space in a 

self-built house. This latter is not representing the traditional 

courtyard in the M’Zab house, but the owner called it ‘beniane 

francis’ meaning the construction of the French, it is representing 

more the house design of the colonisers based on the traditional 

house.  
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Figure. 7.11. Central space in an apartment, participant GPP4, 

Ghardaia (2016) 

   

     

 
Figure. 7.12. Central courtyard in a self-built dwelling (GPP2, 

participant), Ghrdaia (2016) 
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•  Importance of the terrace  
“…in this region the terrace is important in summer nights to sleep, to 

gather and to do some of the domestic chores” this is a quote from 

an interview with one of the participants. Six out of the seven 

dwellings have a roof terrace; the seventh (a social housing 

apartment) has a small terrace located on the same level of the 

dwelling. The occupant explained that not having an upper terrace is 

not usual and it feels like there is ‘something missing’ in the house. 

Given that the apartment is on the second floor of the block, which is 

the last floor, the participant installed a ladder to get access to the 

block’s non-accessible terrace (see Figure 7.13 below).  

 

 

           
       Figure. 7.13. Terrace in an apartment with a ladder taking to the      

upper terrace, participant GNS1, Ghardaia (2016) 

 

For those who have a terrace there are different opinions on the way 

it is used. The various activities, that used to take place in the terrace 

of a traditional M’Zab house, include gathering, washing the laundry, 

sleeping in summer, …etc. According to the answers of the 

participants, sleeping in the terrace nowadays is mainly practiced by 

males. The two male participants state that they like to sleep on the 

terrace in summer while the females prefer not to. Two out of the 
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three females explain that they are used to the air conditioning and 

the third one states that the presence of insects, particularly during 

the long warm/hot season deprives her from using it for this purpose. 

This does not mean that the terraces are not used for any other 

activities but sleeping. One interviewee explained that she uses it 

just to dry the dates (domestic activity in the Southern regions) while 

two other participants use it to dry the laundry and sometimes for 

family gathering. For the rest of the activities that used to take place 

in the terrace, most of the participants showed a preference for 

undertaking them in their front/back yards instead.  

 

Based on the different answers given by the participants, when 

compared to the traditional M’Zab house the use of the terrace 

nowadays is confined to fewer activities than it used to be. This 

seems to be influenced by introduction of contemporary facilities 

such as air conditioning and white goods (i.e. washing machines).  

 

• Chbek  
Apart from the previously mentioned features from traditional houses 

still in use in contemporary dwellings, such as the guest room, the 

terrace and Wast-eddar, Chbek is another feature that is present in 

one of the newly built houses. It is not only a source of daylight 

(given that the openings are reduced in the traditional houses) but it 

has a thermal effect allowing constant ventilation and helps keep the 

inside of the house cool (Ali-Toudert et al, 2005). The house was 

built between 2006 and 2010, it has Chbek in the ceiling of first and 

second floors as this is shown in Figure 7.14. The opening is usually 

covered during winter to avoid rainwater ingress. The owner explains 

that there is no need to have a Chbek given that all the rooms have 

windows for ventilation and daylight, but he decided to keep it as he 

find it useful on some occasions. When he has to get something to 

the 1st floor or to the terrace, he passes it through that opening, as 

the stairs are too narrow. 
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a) Chbek in the ceiling of the ground floor 

                    
b) Chbek in the first floor 

                    
c) Covered Chbek in the terrace 

 

Figure. 7.14. Chbek in a self-built house, participant GPP3, Ghardaia 

(2016)  
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• Building materials  
An important point that was discussed with the dwellers in Ghardaia 

and not in the North is the materials used in the building. Their 

choice in the South is very crucial compared to the North given that 

the climatic conditions are different. The construction techniques and 

materials used in traditional buildings provide very effective thermal 

performance (thermal mass, self-shading, natural ventilation, etc.) 

compared to the contemporary building materials that have been 

widely used throughout the country since independence. For these 

reasons, it is justified to consider the fourth research question: How a 

combination of local materials; traditional crafts and modern 

production methods can lead to a culturally relevant community 

architecture for better urban dwelling models? Addressing such a 

question would require comparing case studies and other fieldwork 

data from the North and the South. 

 

Three of the privately/self-built houses used local materials and 

traditional methods for the foundations and ground floor while for the 

upper floors they preferred to use contemporary materials such as 

concrete block work for technical reasons. One of the interviewees 

explains that it is recommended to do so in order to reduce the 

weight and the forces transmitted to the foundations. Figure 7.15 

shows a house built with stones from the foundations to the 1st floor 

and the terrace was finished with block work. When asked about their 

experience in building with stone, the owner explains that the 

material is available in abundance as “Ghardaia is all stones” in his 

words, but the problem was with the authorities that were not 

allowing them to build with stones. He thinks that the reason behind 

this decision is to promote the new industrialised materials instead. 
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a) View of a house built with traditional local and contemporary materials 

 

        
b) Another view of the same house 

Figure. 7.15. Dwelling built with traditional local and contemporary 
materials, participant GPP3, Ghardaia (2016) 

 

• Relationship architect-user  
The way the architects are perceived in the South is different from 

the North. While the plans designed by the architects in the North are 

most of the time considered this is not the case in the South. Three 

of the participants who built their own houses explained that the 

architectural plans from the architects are used just to get the 

building permit. Participant GPP2 says: “Here in general we use the 
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plans of the architect just for administrative purposes only, we use 

the plans to get the building permit after that we build the way we 

want. It is really rare that someone follows the plans”. “Yes to have 

the building permit but after that we mainly built following our needs”, 

this is the answer of participant GPP3 when asked if he worked with 

an architect for the design of the house. 

 

7.3 Interviews with the professionals 
Ten professionals took part in this research where four of them are 

designers (three architects and one designers), four are decision 

makers and two are academics. The analysis of the semi-structured 

interviews with these professionals are presented below under three 

sub-categories: 

 

7.3.1 The designers’ points of view 
There were four participants in this category; two architects, who are 

practicing in Algiers, a third one who is the editor of an architecture 

journal and one engineer. The main findings from the semi-structured 

interviews with these interviewees are summarised below: 

 

• Housing just after the independence: A missed opportunity 
All the interviewees explained that the fact that an important number 

of houses became available for the Algerian to occupy, after the 

French left the country, the housing sector wasn’t considered as a 

priority in a country that has just regained its independence after 132 

years of colonisation. So the focus was on rebuilding the 

infrastructure sector of the country through the adoption of a policy of 

high profile publicly funded projects designed by international 

architects. This seems to have had an impact on the housing sector 

for the following years. According to Pagand et al (2003, 87), as 

mentioned in Chapter 3, 100 000 houses should have been built for 

every year that followed the independence in order to eradicate the 

precarious housing, to renew the housing stock and to rebuild what 

was destroyed during the war of independence but this wasn’t 
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considered. According to the participant DS3, just after the 

independence, the authorities launched important projects to rebuild 

the country, but the people who were in charge of these projects 

were not up to the task.  

 

• Housing policies 
Three of the interviewees gave a historical overview of the 

government’s strategy toward infrastructure in general and housing 

provision in particular in order to explain the current situation in the 

country. As discussed in the previous paragraph, the government’s 

initial strategy ignored the housing sector for few years by which time 

the crisis has worsened. From then on, the government tried to 

address the housing needs of the population by building ‘fast and 

cheap’. Following this strategy, most of the housing schemes were 

based on standardised architectural drawings that were being 

adapted to various sites across the country without taking into 

consideration neither the local culture nor the local climate and even 

less, the build quality. According to Heraou (2012; 37), during each 

of the many reincarnations of successive national housing policies, 

the sector was facing a number of specific constraints. However, all 

these policies have a common denominator in that their failure is 

attributed to the government’s monopoly over the whole of the 

housing sector including housing provision process, funding, 

feasibility studies, design and construction. The development of 

these policies was presented in Chapter 3 (Section 3.4). 

 

• Architectural practice 
According to the interviewees, the practice of architecture in Algeria 

since the independence went through different stages. Just after the 

independence architects were not allowed to practice privately as the 

Order of Architects was disestablished in 1968. As a result, all the 

architects ended up working for the public sector. The situation 

changed in the 80s with the liberalisation of the economy came 

deregulation of the construction industry that affected the role of the 
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architect as the self-build sector was making use of draughtsmen and 

masons’ drawings to create an architecture without architects. In the 

words of an interviewee, the new situation can best be described in 

terms of ‘deregulation and chaos’ and ‘so many damages’ (DS 1). It 

is only in 1995, when the Order of Architects was re-formed, that the 

practice of architecture became tightly controlled. This is not the end 

of the problems for the architects in Algeria, as the interviewees 

explained. The heavy-handed bureaucracy and restrictive regulatory 

measures, however, are reducing their work to the production of 

almost standardised architectural designs. This is blocking the 

creativity of the architects and slowing the building process, these 

different restrictions are also affecting the quality and outcome of 

architectural competitions that are supposed to be a place where the 

architects can express themselves and create extraordinary 

architecture (see Section 7.3.2).  

 

• The burden of regulatory powers 
According to the architects, this sector is facing major problems and 

restrictions, which are making the practice even more difficult. The 

bureaucracy on the one hand and the technical and regulatory 

processes on the other hinder the creativity of architects and slow the 

process. According to participant DS2, the changes imposed by the 

administrative and regulatory processes made some people adopt an 

alternative approach to build, as they prefer to start building without 

having a permit and then go through regularisation just to save time 

and avoid the administrative changes to their plans. While the 

interviewees discussed their own experience working in private 

practices, the study of Mouaziz-Boufentouch (2014) presented in 

Chapter 3 showed the same restriction for the architects working in 

public practices. The author explains that the architects have no 

choice but complying with the policies that are based on numbers, 

ignoring any other factors such as the quality and the needs of the 

Algerian society.  

 



	 263 

• The architects’ responsibility  
The two practicing architects state clearly that they are not the ones 

to blame for the bad quality of the built environment in general and 

the housing sector in particular in the country since the 

independence. According to them the most important decisions and 

the rules that are supposed to regulate the construction processes in 

the country where made by the inappropriate persons. One of them 

explains that while in the developed countries urban plans are made 

by urban/town planners and architects, in our country this is decided 

by politicians and administrators without involving any professionals. 

The political decisions took over this sector as one of them states 

clearly: ”we are not responsible for the problems of architecture in 

Algeria, even when we design a house they impose changes”.  

 

• Educating the society  
One of the points raised by all the designers is the need to educate 

the society to appreciate and value their own culture, heritage and 

their importance in building the future of the country. When talking 

about the society, one of the interviewees said: “They believe that to 

be modern they should go for concrete box houses”. According to the 

designers, architectural heritage has been and still is suffering from 

neglect. This seems to be the case wherever you are in the country, 

from the little villages to the big urban centres. This point could be 

supported by many researchers who looked into the attitude of the 

society towards their architectural heritage. According to one of the 

participants, it is important to see this attitude change, as he explains 

that educating the society to appreciate their rich culture and to get 

involved in activities related to raising cultural awareness could be 

one of the ways forward for a better architecture that is more 

sensitive to the socio-cultural values of the country. 

 

The other problem that the architects face is the attitude of the 

society towards them and the way it perceives their work. One 

interviewee stated that there is a section in the society that sees the 
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work of an architect as a formality to get the building permit. They 

believe that the masons are the ones that should be in charge of 

building their dwelling. This attitude is changing as the work of the 

architect becomes more and more appreciated, but there is still a 

need to spread the message about the importance of architects’ role 

among the wider society.  

 

• No involvement of the user, no reference to social context 
The way the authorities dealt with and are still dealing with the 

housing crisis has not involved the users (dwellers and society at 

large). All housing provisions, be there social housing or government 

assisted schemes, were designed without any input from or 

consideration of the users’ socio-cultural needs. One of the architects 

makes the point by citing the example of the Assisted Housing 

Ownership Scheme developed in the 2000s: “…the AADL towers for 

example, do not correspond neither to our cultural values nor to our 

attitudes towards maintenance”. As evidence for his claims, he 

referred to the lack of care and maintenance of the communal 

spaces. The occupants end up living in apartment blocks with 

communal spaces that are dirty, lacking basic functional amenities 

and sometimes in insalubrious conditions. He mentioned the 15 

storeys apartment block that has only one of its two lifts in service 

and sometimes none. In a study about the evolution of housing 

policies in Algeria, Heraou (2012, 58) states that the high density and 

the use of the towers design had a negative social impact. This issue 

was raised by the architects who explained that some 

neighbourhoods suffer from social unease, which they believe is due 

to the fact that the social context was ignored. In the work of Sibley-

Behloul (2002), presented in Chapter 3, the author stresses that the 

different modifications made by the dwellers to the publicly funded 

housings are providing ‘a number of lessons that cannot be ignored’. 
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• Hiding behind the urgent need  
While the most common response for the failure of what is being built 

in term of housing is “the urgent need to house the population”, the 

architects think that this is just an excuse as there are ways of 

building effectively and fast. One of the architects gave the example 

of 6 days creative challenge addressed to architectural students in 

their final year. According to the same participant, the results were 

very impressive as the students were able to produce designs that 

are adapted to the context with contemporary. According to another 

architect, these failures are due to the fact that ‘we didn’t and we do 

not have the right person in the right places’; instead of having 

professionally competent persons (architects, urban designers, 

planners…etc.) being involved in the decision making process, all the 

decisions were politically driven without due concern for social or 

urban issues. According to the architects, the consequences of these 

decisions are to be found in the lack of quality of the housing 

schemes, as well as the urban environment which these schemes 

are part of, where all the decisions were taken without any feasibility 

studies and with complete disregard for the existing context. One of 

the architects explains that the situation is getting worse, as what 

was built back in the seventies, that was seen back then as a failure, 

is now ‘chic’ compared to what is being built since then. Among those 

examples is the district of Bab Ezzouar presented in Chapter 5, 

where two of the case studies are located.  

 

• Culturally relevant architecture  
For a culturally relevant architecture, all the designers agreed on 

three changes that they think could make a difference to the quality 

of architecture in general and in urban dwellings in particular: 
 

Involvement of the user: This is an issue that the designers 

consider as important to the production of living environments that 

respond to the needs of the urban dwellers. One of the 

participants stated that: “If you want to build something relevant 
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you should consider different aspects such as urban density, 

tradition, climate and work with the society”. Another one stressed 

that designing and building without involving the person concerned 

means imposing a living space that is not adapted to his needs 

and this will not work. 

Decision making processes: having established the way politics 

is involved in the provision of urban infrastructure in the country it 

is clear from the interviewees’ responses that they all agree on the 

importance of having ‘the right person at the right place’.  Getting 

architects and urban designers involved in the planning decisions 

with the politicians will make a difference. The other responsibility 

of the authorities is to ensure the implementation of the various 

instruments that regulate the planning, design and construction of 

buildings and infrastructure.  

Consideration of the architectural heritage: this could be used 

to inform future designs and create urban environments that have 

references to the local context. 

 

7.3.2 The decision makers’ opinions 
Four decision makers took part in the investigation by answering the 

semi-structured interview questions; two of the four interviewees 

responded to the questions in a general way covering the country as 

a whole while the two others were more specific about the Southern 

regions as more specific questions were addressed to them in order 

to cover some of the issues that are related to the South. They 

identified eight issues that, according to them, have a direct impact 

on urban dwellings and the way these can contribute to providing 

adequate, meaningful and culturally relevant urban environments: 

 

 

• Dealing with housing shortage   
The response of the decision makers regarding the housing shortage 

in the country was the same, according to them. Building fast and 

cheap was the only solution for such urgent needs. One of them 
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explained that they had to use the ‘copy and past’ concept, meaning 

that the same architectural drawings were used in a number of 

projects in different locations.  All they had to do is adapt them to the 

new site’s physical characteristics. This so called ‘solution’ prioritised 

the quantity over all other aspects, such as the built quality, the local 

climate, the existing environment and the socio-cultural needs of the 

users.   

 

• Difference between North and South  
The architecture in the Northern and Southern cities presents few 

differences, which could be explained by the climate conditions, the 

culture, the existing and local materials and also the colonial 

influence. The attitude of inhabitants toward apartments in the two 

cities (Algiers and Gharadaia), for instance, is completely different. 

While this typology is widely spread in Algiers and most of the 

Northern cities it is rejected in Ghardaia. One of the interviewees 

from Ghardaia stated: “This typology didn’t work because it wasn’t 

adapted to our way of life here in Ghardaia. Because houses here in 

general do have courtyards, terraces, we use the terrace in the 

summer and the courtyard on everyday basis. They stopped building 

this way (apartment blocks) in the last few years as those were 

rejected by the society. Now, they are mainly building individual 

houses”.  

 

According to another interviewee, one of the reasons why the 

apartment type dwellings became the standard typology in the North 

and are rejected in the South is due to their introduction in the North 

to serve the needs of the European populations by the colonial 

authorities. Even those housing models intended for the indigenous 

population in the North were of similar designs (see Section 3.3). 

According to the same person, the fact that the Northern citizen grew 

up with this dwelling typology means that he is not in touch with his 

cultural heritage. This opinion seems to be supported by 

Boutefnouchet (1982), who states:  
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“Living in a flat in Algeria is an outcome of colonisation rather 

than social evolution. Instead of having had a process of 

adaptation of the housing to the family structure, it was rather 

the adaptation of the households to the type of housing 

available. This caused a clear divorce between the function of 

the flat as a type of housing and the life style of the large 

households whether extended households or households with a 

large number of children" (Boutefnouchet, 1982).  

 

This shows two different processes of adaptation in the two regions; 

in the North it is the adaptation of the household to the dwelling 

whereas in the South it was the apposite. According to participant 

DM3, in the South, the population grew up in individual and 

traditional houses, which created the attachment to the same values 

and to some architectural features that promote them. Because of 

this smooth transition some of these features are respected and 

appreciated even in the newly built ones. 

 

• Traditional versus contemporary dwelling design in the South 
According to the interviewees from the South, some of the post-

independence housing developments have few architectural features 

borrowed from the traditional ones. They don’t have the same 

architecture but few elements that are related to the cultural and 

social values of the inhabitants can still be found in the current 

designs. The principle of the inward looking houses, for instance, is 

still respected in the post-independence dwelling design despite 

having larger openings onto the outside than those found in 

traditional houses as confirmed by participant DM3 who stated:  

“…before, the dwellings used to have small openings in order to 

keep a certain temperature inside the house but nowadays with the 

air-conditioning and the heating systems we tend to have larger 

openings”. In addition to some similarities in design features, the use 

of local materials is another characteristic of the traditional house 

found in post-independence urban dwellings albeit for a minority of 
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cases. According to one of the interviewees, people who are building 

with local materials are not representing the majority. The other point 

is that, instead of building the whole dwelling with local materials (like 

the traditional ones) some prefer to mix between local and 

contemporary materials. They use local materials for the foundation 

and ground floor and brickwork or blockwork for the upper floors (see 

Figures 7.15, 7.26).  

 

Despite the presence of local bylaws and regulations that stipulate 

the need to have an architecture that is adapted to the region, some 

people build in a way that is similar to the North and different from 

what is described above.  

 

• Ignoring building regulations and guidance 
The interviewees explained that there are texts in the building 

regulations calling for an architecture that has certain references and 

respect for the local architecture, but these are most of the time 

neglected. The same interviewee explained that this is due to the fact 

that the society is not aware of the importance of respecting such 

regulations and guidelines. This comes on top of what was discussed 

in Chapter 3 (see Section 3.5), where ignoring the design brief was 

discussed. Ignoring such regulations and guidance can be at the 

expense of thermal comfort, for instance, as the use of local 

materials combined with other specificities (respect of buildings 

orientations, small openings, etc.) will lead to high thermal 

performances of the dwellings.  

 

• Towards a more culturally relevant urban dwellings in the 
South 
The decision makers have confirmed that there is a way to build 

differently even with the housing crisis and its urgent needs. They 

explained that although this was not considered in the past, they 

believe that this is going to change. During the interviews, they 

discussed new housing schemes based on a new and different 
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approach; new plots of land are created in the Uplands and the 

South of the country as part of an initiative from the government in 

collaboration with the local Order of Architects. The collaboration 

consists of developing design guidance that is based on traditional 

architectural references and features for each region that will be 

used in future designs. This initiative aims to promote the local 

architecture or architecture with local identity in those regions and 

create better living environments and urban landscapes. This 

initiative could be seen as a way forward for blueprints of future 

dwelling designs with references to local architectural heritage. 

However, what seems to be left out of the new initiative is the 

consideration of the social dimension. The interviewee DM1 

explained that such consideration was not part of this new approach. 

This might not be an issue for public buildings in general but it would 

be different for the housing sector, where such consideration can be 

crucial to having culturally relevant designs that fulfil the needs of the 

inhabitants and the users. 

 

• A more complex set of conditions in the North 

When the decision makers from Algiers were asked about any 

initiative like the one in the South, they explained that the situation in 

the North is different. According to participant DM1: “The urban fabric 

in most of the Northern cities is densely occupied, it was not possible 

to apply a similar approach to those in the Uplands and the South 

where the need for building land is not a problem”. According to the 

same participant, there is a need for more work in terms of 

management of what was built so far, in the Northern cities, in order 

to improve them and of course learn from the mistakes of the past.  

 

• Commissioning of public projects  
According to one interviewee the introduction of architectural 

competitions in the 90s is another positive initiative towards 

improving the quality of architectural design in the country as they 

encourage architects to be more creative outside the often stringent 
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and technically oriented design briefs. However, it seems that design 

competitions are not made full use of as the same interviewee 

declared: “the winning project is not always built following the initial 

design”. This point of view seems to reveal a number of issues 

relating to the practice of architecture in Algeria. These can be 

grouped under the following: 

• The working relationship between architects and engineers: This 

seems to lack the early design stage two-way collaborative 

approach that one expects, particularly when it comes to 

complex large buildings. 

• Issues relating to the training of both architects and engineers, 

that encourage each of them to think and design according to a 

‘tunnel vision” approach 

• The often-exaggerated safety margins relating to structural 

design continue to hamper the efforts of architects to be creative 

in their design approaches  

 

• Socio-cultural values in design, who needs to be aware of 
them? 
The decision makers shared the same opinion when they were 

asked about who should be aware of the importance of the socio-

cultural factors relating to the design of urban dwellings and who can 

make change. According to participant DM2, the different actors 

including decision makers, designers, educators and dwellers, all 

should be aware of the importance of considering the socio-cultural 

values and the ways the architectural heritage could inform the 

design of buildings in general and the urban dwellings in particular. 

One way of ensuring the socio-cultural factors are taken into account 

is to involve the users in the design process. It is incumbent on the 

designers and decision makers to consider and value their opinions.  

 
7.3.3 The academics’ viewpoints 
Two academics from two different schools of architecture in Algeria 

have been interviewed as part of this research. The main findings 
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from the semi-structured interviews with these interviewees are 

summarised below: 

 

• Inadequacy of the built environment 
The urban environment in post-independence Algeria suffers from a 

number of issues. These include a distinct lack of build quality, 

visual/aesthetics qualities that convey the cultural identity of the 

country and urban spaces that promote safe and healthy living. The 

first and common reason given by the two academics was the focus 

on the project costs regardless of their quality as one of them 

explains how the decision-makers focus on the number of meter 

squares and the price of a meter square rather than on the comfort 

and other considerations. Such considerations include the respect of 

the context, the environment and the socio-cultural values. One of 

the interviewees gave a reason; that of the housing policies. The fact 

that the state is building without any return on its investment lead to a 

compromise on the quality, as he explains: “The state builds 

thousands of houses and gives them away for dwellers who do not 

pay their rent, how is this going to work? This is impacting on the 

build quality because there is no return on investment. This is the 

reason behind the bad quality of our buildings and why we do not 

care about an adequate typology, the most important thing is to 

house the population”.  

 

This is another argument shared by the designers and decision 

makers, that the housing crisis and the urgent needs cannot be used 

as an excuse for the inadequacy of the housing schemes both in 

terms of the material/tangible and immaterial characteristics. One of 

the interviewees thinks that this stems from a general under-

appreciation of the cultural values due to ignorance.  

 

• Housing crisis 
One of the participants explained that the crisis didn’t have to happen 

as he declared: “it is us with our behaviour and our policies who 
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created this crisis, our political system made it last”. His first 

explanation for this argument was the rental housing sector, 

according to him a decade ago more than 1 million apartments were 

empty instead of being rented, because of the lack of policies 

protecting the landlords’ rights and properties. The second 

explanation is the involvement of the government in the housing 

projects; according to him this is a big mistake. He explains that this 

approach made most of the society relying on the government to 

provide them with a dwelling.  

 

• Educational system 
Having interviewed two educators from two different architecture 

schools it was clear that these two have different curricula and 

approaches. The educator in the Algiers school of architecture 

expressed the importance given to architectural heritage and to the 

consideration of the socio-cultural values in the design process. At 

postgraduate level (2 years Master), the students are given the 

opportunity to choose one of three pathways; Environmental Design, 

Urban Design and Sustainable Development and Heritage. In the 

case of the latter option, for instance, there are four different courses 

that the students take. These include Housing, Regulations and 

Codes of Practice, Architectural Language and Digital Modelling for 

Architectural Heritage. The studies include theoretical underpinning, 

organised field and study trips and engagement with the 

community…etc. The interviewee gave the example of an initiative 

that they started with the students in a village in the South of Algeria, 

working on a housing project. The students spend few days on site, 

where they conduct a field survey and a site analysis in which they 

record elements from the local architecture. The interviewee 

explained that the students get to live in the community and engage 

with it in a way that enables them to make an informed intervention in 

the site. According to the same interviewee, their work is including 

other contributions that promote the preservation of the local cultural 

heritage in general. Among those contributions; the work on the local 
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lexicon (terminology) for the different spaces that form a dwelling in 

order to develop it and preserve the identity of that place and trying 

to revive and update certain local sport activities and use them for 

the economic development of the village. All these different 

interventions are contributing to the creation of a harmonious living 

space that respects the socio-cultural values and the architectural 

heritage. This brief description of the curricula above shows an 

educational programme that is considering the socio-cultural values 

including the architectural heritage. 

 

The second interviewee, from a different Architecture school 

explained that the students are introduced to the socio-cultural 

aspects in their second year (undergraduate), where they study 

house typologies in relation to comfort, culture, environment …etc. 

He argued that introducing this in the second year might be the issue 

as he thinks that an element as important as this should be 

introduced at a later stage when the students have a better 

understanding of architecture. The other issue, according to the 

interviewee, is related to the lack of opportunities to experience 

practical hands on learning approaches in a curriculum dominated by 

theoretical teaching. He believes that there is either lack of funding or 

lack of management for the funding to introduce and support site 

visits and field investigations, which are important in this kind of 

programmes and should complement the theory. 

 

The difference between the two institutions is that the university is 

based on theoretical studies and lacks practice. Given that there is 

already what looks like an educational model that combines 

theoretical and practical approaches to learning, such a model could 

inspire other architecture schools throughout the country to follow 

suit.  
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• Public awareness of cultural heritage 
One of the interviewees argued that in order to involve the users 

(dwellers/community representatives, et.) in some of the urban 

projects, it is important to prepare them for this responsibility. The 

same participant explained that society tends to associate its 

heritage with poverty and this needs to change. The society needs to 

be aware of the importance of its heritage and its socio-cultural 

values. This particular issue was raised by one of the architects 

discussed above (see Section 7.3.1).  

 

• Place or responsibility of academics (The role of academics) 

The academics think that it is important to consider different ways of 

introducing the social and cultural aspects in design in the 

architectural education system. One of the interviewees believes that 

the academics that are aware of the importance of such aspects 

could contribute in developing curricula that are respecting them. 

From the experience of the same participant, the introduction of such 

aspects was very challenging and took time to be implemented in 

some schools of architecture in the country.  

 

 

7.4 Data from observations 
This section will provide a discussion of the main issues that came 

out of the observations conducted in both Algiers and Ghardaia. It is 

worth mentioning that the observations were supported by notes, 

photographs and sketches taken by the researcher. Using 

observations as a research method covered both internal spaces 

inside the dwellings and communal spaces inside and outside the 

housing blocks. In this section only the data from the communal 

spaces is presented, as the inside of the dwellings was dealt with in 

the previous sections. While some information regarding the external 

spaces were given by the participants and confirmed by the 

observations, the remainder was based on the observations 

conducted by the researcher. 
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7.4.1 Algiers 
 

• Changes to facades 
One of the most common observations on the different housing 

blocks visited by the researcher is the different modifications made 

on the facades. This point was discussed in Chapter 3 under the 

work of a number of researchers (Hadjri, 1993a, Behloul, 1991, 

Benali-Nouani, 2013). All these modifications contributed to the 

disfigurement of the facades (see Figure 7.16) of the buildings, these 

are of different scales. The cheapest way to cover the balconies in 

order to be able to use them is the use of curtains, some close them 

off with aluminium framed windows. Others close them with masonry 

and make their opening either with perforated walls of different 

designs or a wall/window combination. Figure 7.16 illustrates the 

different ways these modifications are made and show how these are 

affecting the facades of the buildings. The two examples in the same 

figure show two different types of housing provisions. The image in 

Figure 7.16 (a) is that of typical social housing blocks where most of 

the balconies are covered with curtains (the cheapest option). Figure 

7.16 (b) shows an example from an Assisted Housing Ownership 

Scheme where the balconies have been closed off with aluminium-

framed windows (costly modification). This is reflecting the two 

different social groups that are living in these two different types of 

housing. These changes are made to achieve a certain level of 

privacy in the house and to accommodate the space as this was 

discussed with the participants during the semi-structured interviews. 

Unfortunately, these are not the only factors that are disfiguring the 

facades of the housing blocks. In the last decade most of the 

households have split air conditioning units due to the affordability of 

such technology. The introduction of the AC system resulted in 

changes to the façade’s appearance as the outer halves of the split 

systems are hanged on an outside wall.  

 

 



	 277 

• External communal spaces  
Observations have shown that all the housing blocks, 

including the social housing as well as the publicly and 

privately financed schemes are lacking external communal 

and public spaces. Playgrounds and green spaces should be 

provided as part of any housing development in order to 

bring life to the neighbourhood with the different social 

activities that offer some entertainment for the inhabitants.  In 

the neighbourhoods visited, such spaces are very small 

compared to the urban density in use and they lack 

maintenance. The lack of maintenance turns them into 

muddy areas in winter and dusty grounds in summer, which 

renders them completely abandoned (see Figure 7.17 and 

7.18) 

           
a) Façade of a social housing    b) Façade of a housing block 
apartment block with different           from publicly financed 
modifications (Source: author)          scheme  (Source: author) 
 
Figure.7.16. Modifications on the facades of housing blocks, 

Algiers (2016) 
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Figure. 7.17. A ‘green’ space in a housing estate, Algiers (2016) 

 

 

       
 

Figure. 7.18. Playground in a housing estate, Algiers (2016) 
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• Parking spaces 
Another striking observation was the dominance of the cars and lack 

of car parks. The high density in the neighbourhoods with high-rise 

buildings created a high concentration of cars far beyond the car 

parking facility provided by the design of these schemes. This has 

led to people parking in inappropriate spaces such as over the 

pavements. In one of the housing estates, there were cars parked in 

the play areas and on the green spaces (considered as empty land 

because of its abandonment due to non-maintenance as explained 

above). 

 

       
  

Figure. 7.19. Cars parked on a playground, Algiers (2016) 

 

• Build quality 

The shoddy build quality of the housing sector is reflected in the fast 

rate of degradation of the housing blocks. Figure 7.20 shows a 

typical example of a pavement in complete disrepair in a relatively 

recently completed housing estate (completed in 2006). 

Degradation of the facades is another common issue in the housing 

sector. In addition to the different changes made by the inhabitants 

discussed earlier, the weathering of the materials is adding to the 

negative changes to the facades. Figure 7.21 shows an example of a 
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housing block that is in a poor state of fading paint colour combined 

with broken windows and stairs as well as pavements in an 

advanced stage of degradation. The balconies are closed off with 

masonry walls and metal screens with unsightly hanging laundry. To 

add to the ‘jigsaw’ of unsightliness, the ground floor shops have 

different materials, finishes and colours combined with a general lack 

of cleanness. 

 

        
Figure. 7.20. The condition of the pavement in a housing estate, 

Algiers (2016) 

 

        
Figure. 7.21 Façade of a housing block, Algiers (2016) 
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• Poor state of the internal communal spaces 
The issues related to the state of the internal communal spaces are 

discussed by the dwellers and the architects and confirmed by the 

observations. All the housing blocks visited as part of the observation 

exercise showed different levels of degradation, depending on the 

year of their completion. The most common signs of degradation are 

paint flakes peeling of the walls and handrails, broken windows 

(glass and/or handles), out of service lifts/lights, broken step noses, 

dirt, etc. This level of degradation is an evidence of the lack of 

maintenance and management as well as the attitude of the dwellers 

toward those spaces.  

 

              
 

             
 

Figure. 7.22. Poor conditions of the internal communal spaces in 

housing blocks, Algiers (2016) 
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7.4.2 Ghardaia 
The observations carried out in Ghardaia were conducted in the 

same way as those in Algiers. Some of them confirmed the 

information given by the participants and the rest informed the rest of 

the research.  

 

• Apartment blocks as a housing typology 
One of the points that have been raised by the professionals during 

the interviews is the rejection of the apartment typology and the 

apartment blocks in Ghardaia. From the observations, this type of 

dwellings is not dominating the urban landscape in the city of 

Ghardaia compared to the North (Algiers). The number of apartment 

block-based neighbourhoods is limited in numbers and reduced in 

size in comparison to the North. The other point of departure, 

compared to the North, is the height of the blocks, as they do not 

exceed three storeys (Figure 7.23). Commercial premises are usually 

on the ground floor with the first and second floors used as dwellings 

(Figure 7.24).  

   

          
Figure 7.23. A three-storey apartment block, Ghardaia (2016) 
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Figure. 7.24. An apartment block with commercial premises on the 

ground floor, Ghardaia (2016) 

        

• References to local architecture 
Most of the buildings in the region, whether be them dwellings or 

public buildings, have some references to the local architecture. 

Such references include, the use of a number of shades of a pale 

orange colour (based on the colour of the ground) for the external 

surfaces of buildings. Other references to local architecture can be 

found in the use of the local stone to build the walls and the 

extensive use of arcades as well as other architectural details that 

maintain a certain continuity and harmony in the urban landscape. 

However, the size and number of the openings (windows) in most of 

the facades are bigger than how they use to be. The facades of the 

traditional M’Zab houses have reduced and small openings (for 

climatic and privacy reasons). Figure 7.25 shows an example of a 

housing estate that has local references such as the small openings 

on certain facades, the colour of the external render, the architectural 

details (see roof terraces) and the shaded alleyways. These 

references are used in response to the socio-cultural needs of the 

users and the local climatic conditions. The terraces and backyards 

for instance are very important for the dwellers in the region as this 
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was highlighted during the semi-structured interviews. The shaded 

passages are another element that is traditionally used in Ghardaia 

to protect the users from the sun and provide shade. These 

references to the architectural heritage are not present in all the 

buildings, as there are few neighbourhoods that looked alien to the 

character of the region. This is likely to be the result of such buildings 

being built in an illicit manner and the local building guidelines were 

not followed as one of the interviewees explained.  

 

     
 

    
 

Figure. 7.25. A housing estate with references to the local 

architecture, Ghardaia (2016) 
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Figure. 7.26. A public building with references to the local 

architecture, Ghardaia (2016) 

 

• Building materials 
Traditional dwellings in the K’sours were built with local materials that 

consisted of stone, earth, lime, palm leaves/branches. The 

observations carried out in the neighbourhoods visited revealed that 

some of the post-independence buildings in Ghardaia are built with a 

combination of local/traditional and contemporary/industrial building 

materials. This was discussed with the participants (both the dwellers 

and the professionals) who confirmed what was observed. In some of 

the buildings that are yet to be completed (see Figure 7.27), the 

combination of traditional materials (stone) and contemporary 

brickwork is clearly shown. The most common choice of a material 

combination is to use the local stone for the ground floor and 

brickwork or blockwork for the upper floors. The observations have 

also revealed that some of the buildings in Ghardaia are built 

completely from contemporary materials (concrete, masonry, etc.). 
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Figure. 7.27. The use of a combination of traditional and 

contemporary materials, Ghardaia (2016) 

 
7.5 Discussion 
The analysis of the information from the field investigation has 

confirmed that the cultural relevance of post-independence urban 

dwellings in Algeria is one of the aspects that needs to be looked at 

and should be considered by the different stakeholders. The post-

independence urban dwellings typologies from the North don’t seem 

to have any references to the architectural heritage, and these newly 

adopted typologies are not fulfilling the needs of the dwellers.  

In terms of the spatial layout of the dwellings, the participants living in 

apartments from publicly/privately financed schemes, including social 

housings, expressed a number of shortcomings. These include; lack 

of privacy inside the house when receiving guests, the need for a 

second living room, inadequacy of the balcony space and general 

lack of space. Some of these shortcomings are purely functional 

while some are to do with reduced functionality due to socio-cultural 

considerations (balcony space, second living room). Given that these 

dwellers are from the category of those who had no opportunity to 

participate in the building decision-making process and since more 
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than half of them have expressed a desire to make or undertaken a 

change to the spatial layout of their dwelling, we can conclude that 

allowing people to get involved in the building decision making 

process is likely to lead to dwellings with spatial layouts that address 

the needs of the dwellers and would need less changes post 

completion.  

Having functional or otherwise issues with the dwellings does not 

affect too much the level of satisfaction of the dwellers with their 

homes. This is likely to be explained by ‘acceptance through the lack 

of choice’.  

Most of the dwellers from Ghardaia find the design of their dwellings 

satisfying and adapted to their needs. What was highlighted during 

the interviews with these participants is the importance of some 

architectural features that are derived from the traditional house 

design. Such features include; Sqifa, guest room/space, Chbek, 

Wast-eddar, terrace, yards, etc. These spaces serve different 

purposes such as ensuring privacy inside the dwelling, facilitating 

some socio-cultural activities (socialising, domestic chores, etc.), 

adaptability to the local climate and more.  

 

The discussions with the other stakeholders (designers, decision 

makers and educators) showed that they are all of the opinion that all 

what is being built since the independence in terms of urban 

dwellings is lacking references to cultural heritage and is of low build 

quality.  

The designers raised a number of issues that relate to the design, 

policies and planning related to urban dwellings. The most pertinent 

to this discussion cover a number of issues that contribute to 

culturally relevant dwellings. They all agreed on three changes that 

they think could make a difference to the quality of architecture in 

general and in urban dwellings in particular. These include; 

involvement of the user, root and branch review of the Decision-

making processes concerning the policy making, planning, design 

and management of the urban dwelling sector and consideration of 
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the architectural heritage, which could be used to inform future 

designs and create urban environments that have references to the 

local context. 

 

The decision makers, on the other side, clearly aware of the failure of 

the previous policies and decisions within the housing sector, tried to 

offer some ideas that could contribute to improving the urban 

environment in general and of the urban dwellings provisions in 

particular. Such ideas include the initiative which aims to promote an 

architecture with a local identity and reference in the South to create 

better living environments and urban landscapes. They also 

recognise the complexities of the situation in the Northern cities, 

which are densely occupied, something that makes any initiatives like 

those in the South difficult if not impossible to implement. As such 

they see the need for more work in terms of management of what 

was built so far, in order to improve those cities and learn from past 

mistakes to improve the future. The decision makers shared the 

same point of view as the designers regarding who should be aware 

of the importance of the socio-cultural factors relating to the design of 

urban dwellings. They are of the opinion that the different actors 

including decision makers, designers, educators and dwellers, all 

should be aware of the importance of considering the socio-cultural 

values and the ways the architectural heritage could inform the 

design of buildings in general and the urban dwellings in particular.  

 

Finally, the academics shed some light on architectural education in 

Algeria, the availability of an educational model that combines 

theoretical and practical approaches to learning could be used to 

inspire other architectural schools that seem to be using different 

curricula, which are lacking practical approaches in general and 

emphasis on the importance of heritage in design in particular. The 

efforts of the various actors (professionals) in the urban dwelling 

sector could come to fruition only if combined with the involvement of 
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a well-informed society, which is aware of the importance of its 

cultural heritage and socio-cultural values.  

 

The series of observations carried out in the field have indicated that 

for the North, sometimes the dwellings are subject to modifications 

and changes by the dwellers. These includes changes to the facades 

which contribute to their disfigurement. These modifications vary in 

scale and are usually made to fulfil socio-cultural needs on the one 

hand and to deal with issues related to practicality on the other. In 

addition to the different changes made by the inhabitants, the 

degradation of the buildings, the lack of communal public spaces and 

the general lack of maintenance are other common issues in urban 

housing. All these issues could be seen as an indicator that these 

dwellings were designed without considering the needs of the 

dwellers  

 

For the South, the new urban dwelling typologies in Ghardaia seem 

to have taken few references from the traditional house. The 

apartment typology for instance, which is the most dominant in the 

North and the least adapted to the way of life of the dwellers, is 

interpreted differently in the Southern region. It was adopted but with 

some adaptations in terms of its internal layout such as the 

consideration of Wast-eddar and the terrace. The other example of a 

reinterpretation of a Northern typology is the changes to the Assisted 

Housing Ownership Scheme, which, in the North, is characterised by 

high-rise tower blocks. In the South, this scheme comes as semi-

detached houses with features from the traditional house, such as 

the yard and the terrace.  
 

7.6 Conclusions 
This chapter presented the analysis of the information collected from 

semi-structured interviews, with the different stakeholder groups, and 

the observations. The conversations with the stakeholder generated 

many issues that were grouped under a number of themes relating to 
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the design of dwellings in the post-independence era. Such themes 

include; the role of cultural heritage in design, problems related to 

technical aspects of the building process (regulation, local 

bylaws/guidelines, etc.), the practice of architecture, architectural 

education and more. Data from the observations helped confirm 

some of the matters discussed with the participants and enabled the 

researcher to have first-hand experience of some of the issues that 

the interviews did not cover.  

The analysis of the data helped in shedding some light on the 

different issues that urban dwellings still suffer 56 years after the 

independence. Despite the many problems there is recognition 

among professionals and willingness to learn from past mistakes in 

order to work for future solutions.  
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Chapter 8  
General Discussion and Conclusions 
 
8.1   Overview  
This chapter presents the final discussions for the research and its 

conclusions. From the outset, this research was interested in looking 

at the relationship between architecture and culture in post-

independent Algeria, focusing on urban dwellings as an architectural 

typology for the rapid and often not well-planned expansion of urban 

centres in an attempt to cope with a massive increase in urban 

population fuelled by rural migration and other factors as discussed 

in Chapter 3. In order to approach the topic, a number of research 

questions were used to frame the discussion of the relationship 

between architecture and culture in the context of these post-

independence urban centres.  

 

The discussion of the findings of the research is presented under 

four themes that relate to the research questions in order to 

demonstrate how those questions were addressed by the research 

undertaken. This is followed by a section describing the contribution 

to knowledge and other findings that future researchers working on 

this topic may find useful. This includes the novel approach to the 

topic (introduction of the cultural dimension element into a topic that 

its traditional coverage is mainly of technical and/or social science 

nature), its methodological approach, the bibliographical database 

and others. Even though this research was carefully prepared there 

are few limitations and challenges worth mentioning, as those could 

be taken into consideration by other researchers and in a further 

research work that might be carried out by the researcher. These are 

two more topics (Research limitation and challenges and Further 

research work) that are presented in this chapter before the final 

reflexion and conclusions. 
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8.2   Addressing the research questions 
The Algerian urban landscape is still undergoing major changes and 

the concrete urban sprawls of post 1962 Algeria don’t seem to have 

delivered on both fronts; architecturally and culturally. This is 

reflected on the very bad quality of the buildings and their lack of 

identity, which is in contrast to what was built in the pre-colonial and 

colonial eras. 

 

This research project is interested in the ways socio-cultural factors 

can start to inform the design of urban dwellings in post-

independence Algeria, with a view to provide a better understanding, 

among planning, design and architecture professionals and decision 

makers, of the role of such factors in design.  

 

In order to address this issue and frame the debate, more specifically 

in the urban dwelling sector, these four research questions are used: 

 

• There is a considerable body of research into the technical 

issues relating to the poor provision of adequate urban 

dwellings in Algeria, yet not much on their socio-cultural 

failures. To what extent do built environment researchers and 

professionals recognise the need to better understand these 

failures and address them through design? 

 

• Given that both traditional and to a lesser extent colonial 

architecture contain many references to Algeria’s rich cultural 

heritage, what are the barriers to culturally conscious 

architecture in post-independence urban dwellings? 

 

• Given that architecture is not merely the resolution of a set of 

material and functional requirements/constraints, but also the 

outcome of a set of socio-cultural factors, how can these latter 

ones inform the spatial experience of the city dwellers? 
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• The design of new urban settlements is largely based on 

1950’s and 60’s European models of urban sprawl using 

concrete as the main material. How a combination of local 

materials; traditional crafts and modern production methods 

can lead to a culturally relevant community architecture for 

better urban dwelling models?  

Exploring the relationship between architecture and culture in post-

independence Algeria in the specific context of urban dwellings is the 

aim of this research. It was undertaken using a variety of methods 

including; (a) seeking dwellers and other stakeholders’ opinions and 

points of view relating to the spatial organisation and use of urban 

dwellings (semi-structured interviews), (b) observation of the use of 

external public spaces and (c) case studies representing the main 

typologies of urban dwellings.  

These approaches can be easily fit into qualitative research 

methods. 

The diagram in Figure 8.1 is a representation of the research 

questions and on how these have been addressed by the research 

work. Based on this, four themes were developed to show how the 

research questions have been addressed. 

  

 

 

 

Figure. 8.1 Diagram showing how the research questions have 

been addressed by the research work (2018) 

Data from semi- 
structured interviews 

Data from 
observations 

Data from case 
studies 

To what extent do build environment 
researchers and professionals recognize the 
need to better understand these issues and 
apply them to design? 

What are the barriers to culturally conscious 
architecture in post-independence urban 
dwellings? 

How can socio-cultural factors inform the spatial 
experience of the city dwellers?  

Data from Literature How a combination of local materials; traditional 
crafts and modern production methods can lead 
to a culturally relevant community architecture 
for better urban dwelling models? 
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The need to better understand the socio-cultural failures by built 
environment professionals  
This research, for which the aim as stated above is exploring the 

architecture culture relationship was undertaken using a variety of 

methods including seeking stakeholders’ opinions and points of view 

relating to the design and use of urban dwellings. The research has 

led to identifying a number of issues that have shed some light on 

the current failures that Algerian cities experience with regard to lack 

of identity and the production of an urban architecture that seems 

distant from its socio-cultural context. The semi-structured interviews 

with the architects, decision makers and educators have all informed 

the research in different but complimentary ways. Some of the 

questions that were addressed to all three categories tried to gauge 

the level of awareness of these professionals of any issues relating 

to the socio-cultural aspects of dwellings in the post-independence 

era. In response to that, the three different stakeholders have all 

agreed that what is being built since the independence in terms of 

urban dwellings is lacking identity and is of a low build quality. The 

fact that they agree on the lack of identity in the post-independence 

urban dwellings is taken here as an indicator of their awareness of 

such matters as those relating to the socio-cultural failures of housing 

provision in Algeria. What is even more interesting to this research is 

that all stakeholders were of the opinion that using architectural 

heritage as a reference and considering the socio-cultural values and 

the needs of the users is the way forward to improve the quality of 

urban dwellings. This is well supported by one of the case studies, 

which is based on the consideration of the values and needs of the 

local population and their cultural heritage. The new K’sar in 

Ghardaia (See Section 5.3.2) showed how the use of these criteria 

alongside others could make a difference for both the dwellers and 

their environment.  

 

The decision makers from the central government in Algiers 

explained that although the social and cultural aspects related to the 
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design of urban dwellings were not considered in the past, they 

believe that this situation is going to change, as they describe a new 

initiative for the urban dwelling sector. In the future, housing projects 

will be required to make use of soon to be introduced design 

guidance, which is based on the respect of the local architectural 

heritage (for more details see section 7.3.2). The aim of this initiative 

is to promote the local architecture or architecture with local identity 

in the regions and create better living environments and urban 

landscapes. This could be seen as an improvement and that finally 

there is hope that something could be done to start to address the 

failures of the post-independence urban dwellings.  

 

For the case of the educators, both participants showed their 

awareness regarding the importance of educating the new 

generation to appreciate the cultural/architectural heritage and make 

use of it in future projects as well as the involvement of the user and 

the society in general in the architectural debate. The difference is in 

the way it is interpreted in the educational programmes. While the 

impact of architectural curricula on the practice is relatively low and 

occurs at a slow pace, any initiatives that are likely to bear fruits in 

terms of changes to the way urban dwellings are designed and built 

are likely to take time to come to fruition. 

 

At present, the way urban dwellings are being designed and build is 

still unchanged. The data from both the case study analysis and the 

semi-structured interviews demonstrated that, so far, there is not a 

change in what is being produced in terms of urban dwellings. 

Although the examples from the South offered better results 

compared to the ones from the North, there is still a need for 

improvement. The examples from Ghardaia seem to have taken into 

consideration the socio-cultural needs of the dwellers and contain 

few references to the local architectural heritage.  The case is 

different in the North where the apartment typology is widely adopted 



	 298 

without any adaptation to the socio-cultural needs of the Algerian 

society.  

 

Recognising these issues is one thing but doing something about 

them is another. This will be discussed further in the section below, 

which is looking at the barriers to culturally conscious architecture in 

post-independence urban centres. 

 

The barriers to culturally conscious architecture in the post-
independence urban centres  
The housing shortage, that started to become one of the major 

problems in the country since the early years of the independence, 

was one of the arguments that were being used for years to explain 

the failures to provide adequate urban dwellings. Even though this 

was brought up during the interviews with all the professionals, they 

all seem to agree that better quality and designs could be proposed 

even in similar conditions and pressure (housing shortage and urgent 

needs). 

 
During the interviews, the decision makers were being made by the 

other professionals (architects, educators and the project manager) 

to shoulder a great deal of responsibility for the failure of the urban 

dwelling sector. They prioritised quantity over quality and focussed 

on building fast and cheap, by doing so they ignored the most 

important aspects in such projects. The users’ needs, the climatic 

conditions, the existing typologies and more, without questioning how 

this is going to impact on the dwellings, the urban landscape and the 

dwellers spatial experiences.  

 

The architects explain that the bureaucracy associated with planning 

and regulatory authorities are hampering their creativity and slowing 

the building process. These regulations are limiting the work of the 

architects on different levels. The project manager of the 

Tinemmirine K’sar (see Section 5.3.2) for instance, has faced several 
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problems mainly with the authorities despite him being in the process 

of introducing a new and innovative idea for the urban dwellings 

sector. The interviewed architects believe that the most important 

regulations that are supposed to regulate the many aspects of the 

building industry in the country where inappropriate. One of them 

explains that decisions regarding town planning and urban design, in 

Algeria, are taken by politicians and administrators. 

 

During the interviews, the decision makers described the introduction 

of architectural competitions as an opportunity to develop 

architecture in the country and promote a change. The Success of 

this initiative is very limited due to very restrictive earthquake related 

technical guidance and the fact that usually project budgets are not 

given prior to the competition launch. 

  

The housing policies that were based on the monopoly of the state 

and the vagueness of the design briefs are also considered as 

barriers that contributed to the bad built quality of the dwellings on 

one hand and to their lack of adaptability to the users’ needs on the 

other.  

 

Another issue is down to the fact that the users are not involved, in 

anyway, in the design process (except self-built or privately built 

houses). This was raised by the different participants and 

substantiated by the analysis of the layout of the dwellings in relation 

to the dwellers’ needs and preferences, where some of the 

participants want to make or have made changes to the inside of the 

dwelling to adapt it to their needs.  

 

In their interviews, the architects spoke about the barriers to a 

culturally relevant architecture. They argue that the role of the 

architect is perceived by society as a mean to going through the 

formalities of getting the building permit as most of the decisions 

involved in the production of the construction drawings are taken by 
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the builder. Although this attitude is changing over the years but still 

persists among certain sections of the society. The data from the 

semi-structured interviews with the dwellers in Algiers shows that the 

work of the architect is appreciated, whereas in Ghardaia the 

interviewees (self-built sector) showed the same attitude (relying 

more on the mason work than on the architect’s). However, those 

dwellings seem to have cultural references and are adapted to the 

needs of their users. 

Another issue that architects are facing in their dealings with the 

clients (dwellers) is the lack of awareness, on the part of these, of the 

values of the local architectural heritage and how it can offer 

possibilities for spatial arrangements within a contemporary context. 

The clients tend to ask for designs that they have seen either abroad 

(TV, online, travel) or in the neighbourhood without considering their 

own needs. The Algerian society (has always) related its 

cultural/architectural heritage to backwardness and always preferred 

what is western to the local. In the South for instance, the choice for 

building materials is very important due to the local climate (as this is 

explained throughout the thesis). According to the data from the 

decision makers from Ghardaia, some of the users prefer using 

contemporary and industrialised materials instead of the local 

traditional materials, which showed their high environmental 

performance throughout the years. According to one of the 

participants, the users associate heritage and tradition with lack of 

progress. The old urban centres ‘Medinas’ in the Algerian cities, for 

instance, are becoming the least favourite neighbourhood to live in, 

which is contributing to their continuous degradation as both dwellers 

and decision makers are ignoring their importance.  

This attitude has started to change in the last few years, but the 

society needs to be educated to appreciate their heritage and to 

choose what is more suitable for their needs rather than to copy what 

is not culturally relevant nor environmentally adequate. 
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The socio-cultural factors and the spatial experience of city 
dwellers  
Given the focus of the third research question, it was important to get 

the dwellers involved in the investigation. The semi-structured 

interviews with the participants were very important, as their views 

have highly informed the research. The list of topics used to inform 

the discussions as part of the semi-structured interviews related to 

matters dealing with the ways the internal spaces of dwellings were 

being used on daily basis and on special occasions. The idea behind 

this is to gauge the suitability of the space configuration to the needs 

of the users. The analysis of this specific point showed mixed and 

complex results, which varied according to the type of dwelling 

(participating and no-participating in the design process) and its 

location (Algiers as opposed to Ghardaia).  

 

The main issues raised by the dwellers are related to the provision of 

privacy and the use of the internal spaces. According to some of the 

participants, the spatial layout should allow for the separation 

between the spaces used by members of the family only and those 

that could be used by guests (living room and toilet/bathroom). This 

is in order to achieve a certain level of privacy inside the house, 

when receiving guests, who can use the spaces intended for that 

purpose without getting into the second part of the dwelling 

described as private space. 

 

A second aspect of privacy in the use of dwelling spaces is the 

second living room, which most of the participants have created 

either as part of re-adapting existing layouts or as part of newly built 

dwellings. They explained that in certain situations they prefer to 

separate between male and female guests. The main living room is 

usually used to receive males and is not used most of the time while 

the second living room is used to receive female guests and as a 

living space for the family during the day and as a bedroom by night.  



	 302 

The balconies in the dwellings are one of the topics that have been 

brought up by other researchers (Hadjri, 1993a, Behloul, 1991). The 

current study showed that most of the balconies are not used as they 

were initially intended by the design. The dwellers think that the 

highly exposed nature of such space and the complete lack of 

privacy made them unsuitable for family use. This situation seemed 

to have pushed dwellers to try to adapt these spaces to make them 

practical. In order to make their use practical, these spaces have 

seen a number of features (curtains, awnings, masonry walls, etc…) 

were added to convert them into useable semi-external spaces. What 

seem to be more needed in those dwellings, according to the 

participants is a loggia rather than a balcony (inward rather than 

outward external space, see Section 7.2.1.a). Such a space could 

host domestic activities that used to take place in courtyards of the 

traditional dwellings. The inappropriateness of such design features 

and the need to re-adapt them has led to unsightly additions to the 

facades of the dwellings and created unpleasant buildings and urban 

environments (see section 7.3). Some of these re-adaptations have 

been discussed by other researchers (Section 3.3 Chapter 3), but 

unfortunately this does not seem to have any impact on the design 

given that the architectural features of the 70s, 80s and 20s do not 

seem to be that different from each other. Although, as Sibley-

Behloul (2002) stress, these re-adaptations by the dwellers/users 

could be used to inform future designs.   

 

Those spatial layouts seem to be the most important aspect 

discussed by the dwellers in terms of their socio-cultural needs. The 

rest of the issues could be related to practicality, such as the general 

lack of space, although the study showed two contrasting results with 

regard to this matter. The self-built dwellings have very low room 

occupancy compared to the rest of the apartment type dwellings, 

which suffer from very high room occupancy. 

The lack of storage spaces is another issue related to practicality. 

This issue was mainly raised by dwellers living in apartments.  
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The apartment type dwelling is very dominant in the North and 

seems to be accepted by the dwellers (through lack of 

choice/opportunity or both) although it is not designed to fit their 

socio-cultural needs. The case is different in Ghardaia, where that 

typology is rejected by the society given that it does not reflect their 

way of life. One of the interviewees (decision makers), explained that 

the difference in attitudes towards that typology (between the North 

and the South) is related to the fact that this type of dwelling was 

introduced by the French during the colonial era and on a large scale 

in the Northern cities. He argues that this didn’t allow the urban 

dwellings typologies to evolve from the traditional to modern ones 

according to the needs of the society. It was a jump from a traditional 

dwelling typology to a European one making it a standard way of 

providing urban dwelling without any adaptation, reference to the 

existing context or questioning of its suitability.  

 

As part of this research on urban dwellings, the study looked at the 

external spaces; in addition to the discussions that covered the 

internal spaces others were about the use and the state of the 

neighbourhood. Unlike for the internal spaces where there are mixed 

results that varied according to the type of dwelling and its location, 

the discussions related to the external spaces didn’t present 

differences. Most of the participants (living in housing blocks) 

complained about the lack of building maintenance, which has led to 

a continuous degradation as this is highlighted in Chapter 7. This 

issue is also noticeable in the immediate surroundings of the 

apartment blocks, such as green spaces and playgrounds, when 

these exist, as often such spaces are completely inexistent.  

 

The issues discussed here, as well as those raised elsewhere, will 

inform the proposal for a number of recommendations that attempt to 

raise the stakeholders’ awareness of such matters and push the 

debate forward towards the production of design guidelines that 

would inform the design of future urban dwellings in order to make 
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them culturally relevant and offer a better spatial experience for the 

city dwellers. Such recommendations will be discussed in Section 

8.6. 

 
Culturally relevant community architecture 
The cultural relevance of traditional architecture in general and 

dwellings in particular is well established by several researchers 

(Rapoport, 2005; Rudofsy, 1964; Fathy, 1969). Given that this 

research is interested in understanding the relationship between the 

quality of architecture of urban dwellings and the lack of cultural 

reference, the idea of combining tradition (the use of traditional 

materials and techniques) and contemporary production methods 

(mechanised construction, financing and management methods) to 

produce community dwellings likely to improve the urban 

environment was considered as part of this research. This aspect of 

the research was addressed using multiple data sources (semi-

structured interviews, observation, case study analysis) from 

examples of urban dwellings in the South of Algeria (Ghardaia). The 

choice of examples of urban dwellings from the South was dictated 

by the fact that the apartment/house dwelling typology adopted in the 

North and the way they are produced would make it impossible to 

test such a hypothesis. The study of a number of urban dwellings 

complemented by conversations with dwellers and stakeholders have 

shown those urban dwellings to have strong cultural relevance to the 

heritage and traditional way of life on many levels (design features, 

use of traditional materials, respect of cultural values, etc.). These 

dwellings were produced using contemporary financing and 

management methods combined with traditional community-based 

values (such as Touiza, a form of community based co-operative 

system of self-help). Such a combination of old and new has led to 

the production of urban dwellings that meet the needs of the 

community on many levels. These dwellings are cost effective 

compared to contemporary apartment blocks. Furthermore, they 

have better climatic performance (and lower energy costs) and 
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contribute to strengthening social bonds within the community. It is 

easy to see why one would hope for the urban dwellings built as part 

of the New K’sour developments in the M’Zab region to become a 

blueprint for some urban dwelling models for the South. Such models 

could even begin to inform what could be done in the North in order 

to improve the quality of dwellings in the urban environment. 

 

8.3 Contribution to knowledge 
Undertaking this research project, albeit within the specific context of 

Algeria, has resulted in a number of outcomes that would be of 

interest to researchers in this field and particularly those interested in 

the architecture-culture debate within the MENA region and beyond 

where the geo-cultural characteristics are similar. Such a debate, 

which is still in its infancy, is needed if the architectural quality in 

those countries is not to become an identity crisis. 

 

8.3.1 Cultural dimension in architectural research 
The scarcity of published material on the topic showed that very little 

has been written about this type of research in the context of Algeria 

or similar geo-cultural conditions. Although architectural research on 

Algeria is available, it tends to be more technical with engineering 

bias and to a lesser extent some social science-based or design 

driven. Issues to do with ways of building and using traditional 

settlements in North Africa benefits from a good coverage in the 

literature. This however does not go far enough to connect the socio-

cultural dimension of the context to the built environment in general 

and the way of producing urban dwellings in particular. This research 

is offering a new approach that includes extending the discussion of 

the socio-cultural factors to analysing the extent to which designers 

and other stakeholders are aware of them and take them into 

account and how these factors can inform the use of urban 

dwellings.  
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8.3.2 Multi-methods approach 
This research is interested in looking into how the socio-cultural 

values can inform future designs and improve the quality of the urban 

dwellings. To do that, there was a need to examine the post-

independence urban environments with dwellings as a main focus. 

Studying such a multi-faceted environment required the use of a 

multi-methods approach; using semi-structured interviews, 

observations and case study analysis. The use of such a multi-

method approach enabled input from stakeholders from different 

backgrounds and disciplines to enrich the research. This 

methodological approach could be beneficial for other researchers. 

  

8.3.3 Multi-disciplinary participatory research 
By conducting this study, the researcher was able to elucidate a 

number of issues relating to the lack of cultural references in post-

independence architecture in Algeria, more specifically in the urban 

dwelling sector. Those issues are of interest to the different bodies 

that are involved in this sector. Such issues are related to 

architectural practice, education, regulatory authorities (technical 

regulations) and public awareness. The diagram in Figure 8.2 shows 

the input from and output to the various stakeholders taking part in 

the research. The former is the contribution that the respective 

participant groups make to the research, while the latter is what they 

are likely to get out of it.  

 
Figure. 8.2. Inputs and outputs for the multi-disciplinary participatory 

research (2018)  
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8.3.4 Bibliographical database 

Undertaking the literature review was very challenging given the 

scarcity of published research on the topic in the specific context of 

the project and using the research methods and tactics relevant to 

this kind of research. The bibliographical database developed as part 

of undertaking this research would be of use to researches on 

related topics and similar geo-cultural contexts. 

 

8.4 Research limitations and challenges 
Undertaking research into a topic that has not previously been 

covered sufficiently in the literature made the task of carrying out the 

study challenging. Some of the challenges that this research has 

experienced are described below: 

 

• Given the scarcity of published research work on the design of 

urban dwellings in post-independence Algeria in general and the 

significance of the socio-cultural factors in particular made the 

approach to this subject difficult and the gathering of relevant 

literature time consuming. 

 

• The difficulties experienced in the early parts of the project (see 

the previous bullet point) lead to the fieldwork being undertaken 

later than what was initially planned. As a result, the whole 

process seems to have been affected in terms of planning.  

 

• Difficulty in recruiting research participants: The project was faced 

with two types of difficulties in recruiting participants to take part in 

the research. This type of study is not known among Algerian 

researchers. This in turn made the subject of little appreciation 

among the general population. On another level, having different 

categories of dwellings and in different locations around the 

country made the logistical issues relating to recruiting participants 

and visiting them in their homes to carry out semi-structured 

interviews even harder. This is further compounded by local social 
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attitudes (most Algerians would not let a stranger into their home 

to talk about the way they live).  

 

• For the second category of participants (professional), though 

approaching them was easier than the first category (dwellers), 

arranging times for the semi-structured interviews due to their 

work commitments was difficult.  

 

The research used an interdisciplinary approach deployed using a 

multi method strategy. While the choice of research methods was 

justified (see Chapter 4), the applications of these methods was not 

without its limitations: 

  

• Acceptance through lack of choice: in some of the semi-structured 

interviews with the dwellers, it is believed that a number of the 

participants’ responses could have been biased. As for those who 

were allocated a social house, they were either leaving with an 

extended family or in a precarious house before moving to a 

modern apartment. Some of their answers are contradicting; for 

instance, despite the high level of occupancy per room, the 

occupants express satisfaction. 

 

• Given the number of dwellings under study and the time frame to 

conduct the field work, it was not possible to spend longer times 

with the families to observe the different ways of using the 

dwelling spaces under different conditions (receiving visitors, 

social occasions, etc..). 

 

• Post-independence self-built urban dwellings in the Southern 

region seem to have more culture/heritage related references than 

their counter-parts in the North. A more comprehensive analysis 

(beyond the three examples used as part of the semi-structured 

interviews) of this category of dwellings from the South may have 

resulted in shedding more light on this matter. 
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8.5 Further research  
This research looked at the post-independence urban dwellings in 

Algeria and their relationship with culture (socio-cultural factors) with 

a view to provide, for the dwellers, better built environments that is 

informed by a good understanding of the socio-cultural factors that 

come into play when dwellings are designed and built. In order to 

address the research questions, the thesis has put forward and 

undertaken a research programme using a multi-disciplinary, multi-

method approach. Although the findings have shed a great deal of 

light on the questions raised by the research, the topic under 

consideration would benefit from further research that would take 

along the path towards a greater understanding of issues relating to 

culturally relevant urban dwellings. Future research could focus on 

the following: 

• The current study sought points of view from various groups of 

stakeholders (dwellers, designers, decision makers, educators). 

Further in-depth research focusing on individual groups of 

stakeholders would offer a deeper understanding of the problem 

from each of the stakeholders’ groups.  
 

• Taking a design focussed approach could be a complementary 

approach to take this research further forward. Using design 

proposals inspired by socio-cultural values and cultural heritage 

could be used to elicit feedback from various stakeholders as a 

way to improve on the offering of current design models for urban 

dwellings in Algeria. 
 

• There are indicators that a combination of local materials; 

traditional crafts and contemporary production methods could lead 

to a culturally relevant community architecture that can lead to 

better urban dwelling models. This is well substantiated with the 

example of the new K’sar in the South Tinemmirine. A project 

based on the participation of the users as individuals and as a 

community and the use of local materials and traditional methods. 
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The project showed its success on different levels. This could be 

used as basis in future work [A culturally relevant architecture: 

Traditional methods and contemporary production methods]  
 

• Further research could be looking at the same issues but in 

different type of buildings. Given that the lack of identity in the 

Algerian cities is reflected in most of the projects including the 

public buildings and housing projects.  

 
8.6 Final reflection and recommendations 
This research looked at the relationship between architecture and 

culture in post-independence Algeria, and on how the socio-cultural 

factors can inform the way we design built environment in general 

and urban dwellings in particular. In order to do so, the focus of the 

research was on studying the different types of post-independence 

urban dwellings through the users’ point of views and then seeking 

the professionals’ opinions about the different issues in the housing 

sector.  
 

The study of the traditional dwellings showed that these latter were 

designed following the socio-cultural needs of the inhabitants and 

respecting the context such as the climate and the use of local 

materials; this resulted on dwellings that are adapted to the way of 

life of their inhabitants. Similar aspects should be acknowledged and 

considered in current designs by the different stakeholders; dwellers, 

architects, decision makers etc.  
 

This research has identified that the need for this kind of dialogue is 

very important now more than ever for several reasons. One of these 

is the extremely poor build quality and the complete lack of cultural 

references that seem to be worsening in the Algerian cities. The 

urban sprawls of the 80s that were described as a failure on all levels 

(urban, social, etc.) are now considered relatively successful 

compared to the recent urban developments. Another reason for the 
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importance of such a dialogue is the change in the quantity/quality 

equation and the increase in the level of affordability. 
 

This approach includes raising awareness among the society and 

educating it to appreciate the cultural heritage, which could affect the 

way they see their dwellings and the built environments. The same 

will be applicable on the professional level, which can then make an 

important contribution in making the urban environments as well as 

the urban dwellings culturally relevant.  

Based on the findings of the study, a number of recommendations 

are being put forward. These are arranged under the following 

categories: 
 

• User involvement 
The involvement of users in the design of their dwellings (even in the 

form of a consultation process) and community projects is very 

important for the development of the sector. The decision makers 

and the practitioners should use this aspect as one of the strategies 

to achieve an architecture that is relevant to the local culture and 

even contributes to its preservation. This involvement will offer better 

domestic and urban environments for the users. Before doing that, it 

is important to educate the society on matters of culture, heritage 

and choices of living environment. 
 

• Societal awareness   

Appreciating and valuing architectural and cultural heritage is 

important to the development of society. Educating society and 

raising its awareness of such heritage becomes the responsibility of 

everyone particularly those in the design, decision-making and 

educational spheres. On top of the general awareness among the 

society, educators ought to address issues of culture, architectural 

heritage and sustainable design as part of their curricula. 
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• Quality over quantity  

The result of prioritising quantity over quality in the urban dwellings 

sector showed more negatives than positives in the Algerian cities. 

The housing shortage is always a major problem in the country and 

the state of the built (low quality) is adding more pressure to the 

existing problems. It is important to focus on the quality rather than 

the quantity, as this will offer a better spatial experience for the 

dwellers with buildings that meet their needs. 

• Regulatory measures  
This research showed that; (a) urban planning in general and 

housing provision in particular are lacking enough input from 

specialist professionals and rely heavily on political decisions, (b) the 

design guidelines produced are generic in nature and lack specificity 

when it comes to socio-cultural considerations and (c) there is an 

inadequate regime of regulation implementation which can be 

explained by a lax system of control coupled with a lack of operators’ 

respect for some of the regulations in the building sector. These 

issues need to be addressed if the regulatory related difficulties 

affecting the planning, design and construction of urban dwellings 

are to be resolved. This is likely to lead to effective design guidelines 

that combine specificity, rigour, ease of implementation and flexibility 

that guarantees the pursuit of more creative solutions in the design of 

urban dwellings. 

• Attitudes towards maintenance 
This research has confirmed the anecdotal assumption that 

Algerian society does not value nor does it appreciate the role of 

maintenance (of buildings, spaces and infrastructures) in keeping 

a good working standard for these facilities and enhancing the 

experience of using them. This issue of maintenance, or the lack 

of it, came among the main issues raised by the stakeholders. 

Observations have shown the anecdotal assumptions to have a 

basis in reality, as the sorry state of communal spaces and shared 

facilities in neighbourhoods bear witness to those assumptions. 
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Appendix B: Full set of interview questions used during the pilot study and 
after with the users of self-built houses 
 
Set 1 (for pilot) 
 
• When you first wanted to build a new house, did you have an idea on 

how it should be (internal and external aspects)? 
• Did you deal with an architect? How was your relationship with him? 
• How did you proceed? 
• Did you ask your architect for a specific design? 
• Is the layout functional? Does it facilitate your everyday activities? Does 

it respond to your needs? 
• Do you want to change something in this layout? If so, what? 
• How do you deal with this issue or lack of x? 
• Do you know other layout for houses? 
• How do you feel in your house? 
 
 
Set 1 (after pilot) 
 
• When you first wanted to build a new house, did you have an idea on 

how it should be (internal and external aspects)? 
• Did you deal with an architect? How was your relationship with him? 
• How did you proceed? 
• Did you ask your architect for a specific design? 
• Is the layout functional? Does it facilitate your everyday activities? Does 

it respond to your needs? 
• How do you use the space (everyday)?  
• The use of space: When you receive guests or in special occasions. 
• Are there social or cultural activities that you cannot have anymore 

because of the layout? 
• Do you want to change something in this layout? 
• Are the external public spaces (play areas, spaces for gathering etc..) 

adequate? 
• Do you know other internal layout for houses? 
• Would you consider some form of a traditional layout in a contemporary 

context? 
• So overall, how do you feel in your house? 
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Appendix C: An original transcript of an interview with a dweller 
(participant APP1) 
____________________________________________________________ 
Interview avec APP1 (Le propriétaire, homme) 
Villa 4 niveaux (avec sous-sol et terrasse) 
Construite entre1976-1980 
Couple + 1 fille+ 2 fils en couple 
 
La personne a été contactée au préalable étant propriétaire d’une maison 
privée construite après l’Independence en 1976, une fois arrivée elle 
m’attendait. 
J’étais reçu par le propriétaire on est rentré a la maison au salon au 1er 
étage pour commencer l’interview. 
 
A.D: 
Comme je vous l’ai déjà expliqué au téléphone, je fais une recherche de 
doctorat sur l’architecture et la culture en Algérie donc je visite des maisons 
et je pose quelques questions aux occupants concernant l’adaptation de la 
demeure par rapport à leurs besoins et leur quotidien.  
Vous êtes combien à occuper la maison ? 
 
APP1 : 
Moi ma femmes, ma fille mes deux fils et leurs familles. Un fils a une petite 
fille et l’autre il a deux enfants. 
 
AD : 
Et vous m’aviez dit que elle date des années 70 ? 
 
P 1 : 
Oui on a commencé la construction en 1976 et on a terminé en 1980, on 
l’occupe depuis 1980. 
 
A.D : 
Quand vous avez décidé de la construire, avez vous une idée de comment 
elle devrait être (répartition intérieur et aspect extérieur) ? 
 
APP1 : 
Oui, on voulait une villa avec sous-sol pour servir de garage car on avait 
pas une très grande superficie pour laisser un espace pour la voiture et 
comme à l’époque dans cette zone la hauteur des constructions était 
limitée on a préféré que tout le RDC soit dédié a l’habitation. Donc on avait 
une idée général : sous-sol comme garage, puis le RDC et le 1er pour les 
chambres et autres espaces de vie cuisine, salon,… puis on voulait une 
terrasse avec une buanderie. Et puis après s’était à l’architecte de 
présenter quelque chose de fonctionnel à l’intérieur et qui va avec le 
voisinage de par l’aspect extérieur. 
 
A.D : 
Donc comment était votre relation avec l’architecte et comment avez-vous 
procédez ? 
 
APP1 : 
La maison a été conçu par un architecte algérien qui travaillait avec l’état (a 
l’époque il y’avait pas d’architecte qui exerce en prive. Elle a été conçu 
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suivant les normes et règlementations françaises (la hauteur, l’emprise au 
sol,…)  
Une fois que les plans étaient fait avec consultation avec l’architecte 
toujours, on a commencé la réalisation en respectant au millimètre la 
structure mais on a apporté des modifications à la répartition intérieure 
selon nos besoins et nos appréciations. 
 
A.D : 
Puisque vous avez fais des consultations avec l’architecte avant de donner 
le ok pour les plans finals pourquoi vous n’avez pas opter pour les plans 
que vous vouliez avec lui ? 
 
APP1 : 
C’est parce qu’on voulait en finir le plutôt avec toutes les formalités pour 
avoir le permis de construire le plutôt et puis on savait que si on voulait 
modifier après on peut vue qu’il y’a pas vraiment de contrôle dans ce sens 
la a l’époque. 
 
AD : 
Comment était elle conçu initialement ? 
 
APP1 : 
La cave était conçu comme garage, s’était un espace ouvert, au RDC il 
y’avait un salon avec salle a manger, cuisine, salle de bain et trois 
chambres. A l’étage ils avait crée un 2eme salon, un petit débarras, cinq 
chambres et un WC. Puis la terrasse avec buanderie. 
  
A.D : 
Et quels sont les changements que vous avez apporté ? 
 
APP1 : 
On a créé quelques cloisons a la cave qui était initialement un espace 
ouvert, maintenant il y a une petite partie réservée pour les voitures et on a 
créé une pièce qui sert d’atelier pour ma fille et une autre qui sert de 
débarras et a l’occasion quand on a une fête on débarrasse tout et on la 
transforme en salle de réception. Le RDC on a rien change, il est 
actuellement occupé par mon fils et sa petite famille ils ont leur cuisine, 
salon, sanitaires et 3 chambres. C’est au niveau du 1er qu’on a apporté le 
plus de modifications, déjà l’architecte avait conçu une seule cuisine celle 
qui est au RDC donc on a due créer une autre au 1er étage, elle a pris la 
place d’une des cinq chambres (on a choisi celle qui donne sur le 2eme 
salon) comme cela d’un cote elle donne direct sur le salon et de l’autre sur 
la cour d’entrée pour pouvoir surveiller et avoir un œil sur ce qui se passe 
en bas de la maison (l’entrée). A la place du débarras on a fait une salle de 
bain et les autres chambres sont restes tel quel avec le WC. Donc au lieu 
des cinq chambres plus salon plus débarras plus WC, maintenant on a 
salon, cuisine, salle de bain, WC et quatre chambres. 
Je peux vous montrer les plans. 
(la chercheuse a consulte les plans et a pris des photos) 
 
AD : 
Vous avez parlé de l’usage de la cave pour quelques occasions, pouvez 
vous me parler de cela? Et comment vous utilisez l’espace quand vous 
avez des invités ? 
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APP1 : 
Oui, comme on a une très grande famille, pour le mariage de notre fille par 
exemple, on a vidé la cave et on a met des chaises et des tables pour 
qu’on puisse recevoir nos invités (hommes) et les femmes ont occupés le 
RDC.  
Sa c’est juste parce que c’est une grande occasion, autrement on reçoit 
nos invités au le salon. On aime recevoir, familles ou amies, ils sont 
toujours les bienvenues. Pour ceux qui passent quelques jours avec nous 
ils utilisent la 4eme chambre pour dormir.  
 
AD : 
Vous avez parle des fonctions de la cave du RDC, et le premier vous 
l’occupez comment ? 
 
APP1 : 
Le salon comme vous voyez, on se repose ici, on se réuni et puis des fois 
on mange ici dans le coté salle a manger, la cuisine est juste a coté, une 
chambre je l’occupe avec ma femme, mon fils et sa femme et leurs 
nouveau née occupent une chambre, ma fille a sa chambre et la 4eme 
c’est la chambre de notre 2eme fille qui est mariée quand elle vient ou 
quand on a un invite il l’occupe. On a le balcon qui longe la façade 
postérieur on s’assoie souvent là-bas quand il fait beau et elles étendent le 
linge aussi. 
 
AD : 
Ok, et la terrasse? Vous l’utilisez ? 
 
APP1 : 
Euh la buanderie, c’est plutôt un débarras et la terrasse je monte pas 
souvent c’est les filles qui vont des fois le soir pour veiller surtout les 
soirées d’été. 
 
A.D : 
Trouvez vous votre maison maintenant après ces modifications confortable 
et adéquate ? 
 
APP1 : 
Oui en général on est bien dans cette maison, on a notre long balcon qu’on 
utilise très souvent quand il fait beau vu qu’il donne sur notre petit jardin 
vert et puis le jardin aussi est important on aime bien passer une partie de 
la journée a prendre soin des plantes et des arbres qu’on a implante. 
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Appendix D: A translated transcript of an interview with a dweller 
(participant APP1) 
____________________________________________________________ 
Interviewee: APP1 (Owner, male) 
Privately built house  
4 levels including a terrace and basement 
Built between 1976-1980 
Couple + 1 daughter + 2 married sons  
 
 
The person was contacted in advance, as she is an owner of a privately 
built house after the independence in the late seventies. She was waiting 
for me, when I arrived we went to the living room on the 1st floor to start the 
interview 
 
AD: 
As I said on the phone, I am carrying out a doctoral research about 
architecture and culture in Algeria after the independence, so what I do is 
vising some dwellings and ask the occupants some questions related to the 
way they use their space. 
Can you tell me how many people are living here? 
 
APP1: 
I am living here with my wife, our daughter and our two sons with their 
small families. 
 
AD: 
And you told me that the house was built in the late seventies? 
 
APP1: 
Yes, we started building in 1976 and finished in 1980, we are living here 
since 1980. 
 
A.D: 
When you first wanted to build a new house, did you have an idea on how it 
should be (internal layout and external aspects)? 
 
APP1 
Yes, first we wanted a villa with lower ground floor as a garage, because 
the size of the plot was not large enough for parking space. Also, the 
regulation at that time on this area limited the height of the constructions so 
we preferred to use the whole ground floor as a living space. Actually we 
had a general idea: lower ground floor for the cars, ground floor and the 1st 
floor for the bedrooms and other living spaces like living room, kitchen etc. 
then a terrace with utility room (washroom). At the end it’s the role of the 
architect to propose something functional in the internal layout as well as 
an external appearance that is in coherence with the neighbourhood. 
 
A.D: 
How was your relationship with the architect? How did you proceed? 
 
APP1 
The house was designed by an Algerian architect who was working in a 
public sector practice. At that time there were no architects practicing 
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privately. He designed it according to the standards (French Standards 
regarding the height, density…)  
Once we have agreed on the final plans after several consultations, we 
started to build by respecting mainly the structure but we made few 
modifications concerning the internal organisation, we changed for 
something we thought was more responding to our needs. 
 
A.D: 
You said that you were consulting with the architect before agreeing on the 
final proposal, what was the reason for the changes on site? 
 
APP1 
Because we wanted to have the plans so that we’ll start with the formalities 
in order to have the building permit as soon as possible. And we know that 
if we want to change later on during the building period we will not have a 
problem, as there wasn’t really a proper control for that. 
 
AD: 
How was it designed initially? 
 
APP1: 
Lower ground floor was an open space “a garage”, in the ground floor he 
designed a living room with a place for dining room, kitchen, bathroom and 
three rooms. First floor, there was a second living room, a small utility 
room, toilet and 5 rooms, then the terrace with the washing room (utility 
room). 
 
A.D: 
So, what are the changes you have made? 
 
APP1 
We created some separations in the lower ground floor that was initially 
open plan, so now we have a storeroom and another room that my 
daughter uses as her workshop and the other space I use it as a garage for 
the cars. In some occasions like weddings, we take out everything and we 
transform this space into a reception room for the party. 
We didn’t change anything in the ground floor, my son is occupying it with 
his small family as a proper apartment, they have their kitchen, living room, 
bathroom and 3 rooms. 
It’s in the first floor that we have made many changes; we started by adding 
a kitchen as the architect designed only one kitchen, which is the one in the 
ground floor. The kitchen took the place of a bedroom, we built it there 
because it overlooks the living room and at the same time it has a window 
to the courtyard so while you are in the kitchen you can watch out on what 
is happening there as it is overlooking the entrance. We converted the 
storeroom into a bathroom and the other bedrooms stayed as they were 
with the toilet. So instead of having 5 bedrooms, living room, utility room 
and toilet, now we have living room, kitchen, bathroom and toilet and 4 
bedrooms. 
I can show you the architectural drawings (the researcher consulted the 
plans and took pictures) 
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A.D: 
You have talked about using the lower ground floor as a reception area in 
special occasions, could you tell me more on how you use the space in 
those events and when you receive guests? 
 
 
 
APP1: 
Yes, because we have a big family so for example for the wedding of our 
daughter as I said we emptied the lower ground floor and we put some 
chairs and tables for our male guests to sit and dine, the ground floor was 
occupied by females. This is because it is a big occasion for the rest we 
use just our living room, we love receiving people family or friends so who 
ever is coming we welcome our guest in the living room. Those who are 
visiting for few days they use the fourth bedroom to sleep. 
 
AD: 
You talked about the function of the lower ground floor and the ground 
floor, how do you use the 1st floor? 
 
APP1: 
As you see, the living room is the place where we rest and gather, 
sometimes we do eat in the dining area over there, the kitchen is adjacent, I 
occupy one bedroom with my wife, my son, his wife and their new born 
baby have their own bedroom, my daughter has his own bedroom and the 
fourth one is for our second daughter, she is married now, she occupies it 
when she comes. It is used by our guests too when needed. We have a 
long balcony that overlooks the garden, we gather there when we have a 
nice weather and they dry the laundry there too. 
 
AD: 
Ok, what about the terrace? Do you use it? 
 
APP1: 
Euh, the utility room they use it mostly as storage space, the terrace I don’t 
go often the girls (daughters) like to gather there sometimes especially 
during summer evenings. 
 
A.D: 
Now, after all the modification, how do you find your house? 
 
APP1 
We are happy with the house. We have our long balcony that we use a lot 
in a nice and sunny days and it is overlooking our little garden. We like our 
garden too which is very important for us as we spend some time in the day 
to take care of the plants and the trees that we plant. 
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Appendix E: A translated transcript of an interview with an architect 
 
Interviewee: DS1 (Architect by background working as an editor for an 
architecture and urban design journal)  
The participant was contacted in advance to arrange a meeting for an 
interview. I went to the office on the day and the time agreed and was 
welcomed by the interviewee.  
____________________________________________________________
_____ 
 
A.D: 
As I said on the phone, I am carrying out a doctoral research about 
architecture and culture in Algeria I am particularly looking at this 
relationship in urban dwellings since the independence, all the existing 
types from private to public ones. I have some questions related to 
architecture in Algeria and to the production of urban dwellings since the 
independence.  
What can you say about the kind of architecture produced since the 
independence? 
 
DS1: 
After the independence there were different waves: 
In the beginning, just after the independence there were governmental 
interventions with the policy of les Grands projets (public buildings). At that 
time the architects were not allowed to practice privately as L’order des 
architects (the Order of Architects) was disestablished in 1968, all the 
architects were working in the public sector (for local and central 
governments) so it was not possible to see an identifiable expression of a 
specific architect apart from the international ones that worked here such 
as Niemeyer, Kenzo, Bofill, Pouillon etc. And if we talk about housing, just 
after the independence there wasn’t the necessity to provide for it, as there 
were more than 1 million of housing units were left behind by the French. 
There was the contribution of Pouillon, before and after the independence. 
Thanks to his tourist villages that put Algeria as one of the first countries to 
invent that typology.  His designs’ typologies, whether for these villages or 
other buildings were inspired by the local architecture just like the work of 
Ravereau in La Vallee du M’zab. There were other projects that showed 
their interest and sensibility to the Algerian identity and its diversity too, 
because Algeria is a continent country there are the northern cities, the 
Highlands, Aures, Kabylie and K’sour of the Sahara. 
After this, Bouchama made his first attempts with several projects. He tried 
to express something that belongs to the architectural heritage with the use 
of decorative features. He designed several projects that remained non-
documented, he made big efforts in interpreting Algerian traditional styles 
but we have never paid tribute to him. People know him through his Islamic 
institute with its minarets and other features, but he has other interesting 
designs such as the mosque of Hydra, with Berber patterns, which is 
considered as a very high intellectual effort. He designed other mosques 
and cultural centres that people didn’t hear about.  He was the first Algerian 
architect, after that there were other architects that started to practise 
privately like the developer Sahraoui.  
In 1988, with liberalization came deregulation and chaos as people were 
building using drawings made by draughtsman and masons. That was 
architecture without architects and that created so many damages, which 
lead to the creation of quarters that started from nothing (without proper 
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feasibility studies) that we need to manage now! This was during the period 
when local council were controlled by the islamists. The period of the DEC 
(Déléguée Exécutif Communale) completed this catastrophe! The 
government has other priorities so they let the society do whatever they 
want; with a stamped paper you have a plot generally of 100 to 150 m2 
juxtaposed one next to the other with no garden and no CES (coefficient of 
land use). That created the neighbourhoods that we need to manage now.  
The Order of Architects was created in 1995 (by a 1994 decree) and 
started functioning in the following year. This law framed the practice of 
architecture; the draughtsman has no longer the authority to sign 
architectural plans. 
1999, they launched the national prize for architecture. Many architects 
emerged since then but not much made efforts into the interpretations of 
the local identity. There are mainly on the private sector, where some 
architects are specialised in the Moorish architecture like Mustapha 
Delhoum. At that moment, people have already started neglecting the 
architectural heritage like the medinas in the north and the Kabyle villages 
where the concrete and the bricks took place over all other materials. Same 
in the south, in the laps of 30 years the society left the K’sour and do not 
want to leave in anymore or in Tob (mud) houses. They believe that to be 
modern they should go for a concrete box house. At this stage come the 
culture of the society, we lost our constructive traditions because the 
government is not building following certain criteria; there is no engagement 
with the society on itself and no training. 
After 2000 (with the end of terrorism), in 2004 the government launched the 
1million houses then 2 millions and this policy of emergency what does it 
produce? It produces one typology of dwellings and one typology for 
housing estates, urban planning with studies of adaptations to the site. With 
the rise of housing prices the architects found themselves designing a 
typology that is almost imposed. 
The thing that worsened all of this is that there were no prior urban studies, 
they used PV for the choice of a parcel of land with 2.000 houses here and 
1.000 there without caring about the real sense of a city.  
The French left a structure that is working properly in our historic centres. It 
is true that they demolished a part of the Casbah but they made a graft 
inside the Casbah, they put a classic style building inside a traditional 
fabric. The graft is success; if we go now to the Rue Randon it is always 
alive and vibrant. Despite all what they destroyed, the graft was success, 
on one hand we did destroy more than the French from the independence 
to nowadays! From January to now 30 houses collapsed and this keeps on 
happening despite having safeguard plans etc. on the other hand they 
made an extension of the city with no consideration or consolidation for the 
existing urban fabric that created a complete disconnect. 
There weren’t any urban studies, we were regretting the seventies that 
created Bab Ezzouar and other districts but now we see them as chic 
compared to what is being built nowadays. This means that we are not 
making progress; they create new typologies that have nothing to do with 
our way of life in Algeria in housing especially. The tour typology for 
instance, it is not in our culture to use the lifts or other aspects that they do 
impose to the society and they do this always with the alibi of the urgent 
state. In reality this is not true, if we are good architects even we are 
working urgently we can produce and design good architecture.  
We had an experience of creativity with young students in architecture; in 6 
days they proposed amazing designs! It seems that it is not something that 
they do care about, because there is a thing that the Algerians don’t like to 
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bother themselves too much and this starts from the government. Also, the 
government has a cold relationship with the society; they don’t allow any 
kind of exchange between them. There are proofs to what I am saying, the 
experiences in the south in Ghardaia like the K’sar Tinmirine is worth an 
international prize, the society can produce something and that is cheaper 
to what the government is building! 
 
AD: 
Do you see it as a success? 
 
 
DS1: 
Of course, yes! It is a real success because it was designed with a very 
particular and thorough respect to the needs of the inhabitants and to the 
site, with the use of local materials, with the participation of the users and 
much more. 
 
A.D: 
Do you think if we adopt this method we could make culturally relevant 
architecture? 
 
DS1: 
This is the only method in my point of view. If you want to build something 
culturally relevant you should consider different aspects such as urban 
density, tradition, climate and work with the society. 
Another point, is the laziness of the whole system that don’t bother at the 
same time the low salary of the architect doesn’t push him to work hard and 
produce something more appropriate. There is the problem of lead-time, if 
you are asking for 1000 houses in 4 or 5 months it is inhuman! There is no 
contest for ideas as the lowest bids get the commission. When building 
dwellings to rehouse people living in shantytowns we do not know the users 
and their needs. 
What kind of architecture could we produce in this environment? What kind 
of reflection can we have? What can we pass on to education? Nothing!  
 
A.D: 
There are no social studies? 
 
DS1: 
There isn’t, the sociologists are never asked to take part on any project. 
Given that they are very intelligent they put all the different social strata in 
the same area, you will find social housing for those living in a precarious 
housing next to the LPP houses designed for the middle class and houses 
of AADL designer for an upper middle class. They juxtapose the houses 
and housing settlement with no social link. What we see is that for example 
someone from the upper classes will do anything to change from the local 
institution for his children, so here you can tell that there is no social 
cohesion. Normally we are supposed to live in an environment mixt where 
the child of a barber plays with the child of an officer as this is creating 
constructive exchanges within the society. This is not the case in our 
society and this is increasing the social divide. 
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Appendix F: A translated transcript of an interview with a decision-maker 
(participant DM1) 
 
Interviewee: DM1 (Designer by background working in a central 
government office)  
The participant was contacted in advance to arrange a meeting for an 
interview. I went to the office on the day and the time agreed and was 
welcomed by the interviewee.  
____________________________________________________________
_____ 
A.D: 
As I said on the phone, I am carrying out a doctoral research about 
architecture and culture in Algeria I am particularly looking at this 
relationship in urban dwellings since the independence, all the existing 
types from private to public ones. I have some questions related to 
architecture in Algeria and to the production of urban dwellings since the 
independence.  
 
How could you classify the produced architecture in Algeria since 
independence: in relation to its identity? 
 
DM1: 
Architecture in Algeria after independence: 
Just after the independence the government was more concerned to meet 
the urgent and growing needs of the society (housings and different public 
facilities), so apart from building fast and cheap nothing else was taken into 
consideration; like to think about an architecture that will affirm the local 
identity or that will respond to the socio-cultural needs of the society. As an 
example, because of the housing shortage the high-rise housing blocks 
were built following the copy and past concept basically what we do is that 
we take the design of a building that was already built somewhere else in 
the country we adapt it to the site constraints and the technical 
requirements we adjust it in terms of the number of dwellings needed in 
that new region and the budget allocated to it and we plan the layout of the 
estate in the new plot, for example there are some regions where we need 
to build 3 housing blocks and others 6 so in general it is more about 
adjustments.  
 
A.D: 
So we can find the same building in the East, West, North and South? 
 
DM1: 
Unfortunately, yes! The urgent need and housing shortage made the 
quickest and the cheapest option as the ultimate one. 
 
A.D: 
While talking about this policy, you mentioned the technical side. There are 
new technical regulations in the last few years, could you talk about this 
briefly? 
 
DM1: 
All the attentions were turned to the construction sector in Algeria in 2003 
after the earthquake in Boumerdes. Previously, someone can use only the 
architectural plans to build his house or any other building but after this 
earthquake a civil engineering study needs to be submitted with the 
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architectural plans to have an approval or a building permit. What was 
done: after carrying several studies on the damages caused by this 
earthquake in the different affected regions of the country, seismic plans 
were created for each regions along with new regulations for constructions. 
New measures were introduced to take into account the seismic risks into 
account. 
 
A.D: 
Apart from those security measures, is there any other new regulations 
for… 
 
DM1: 
There are other inputs to architecture in our country, for example at the end 
of the 90s we started the architectural contests. It was time to stop the copy 
and past method and make use of the ideas of our architects that were put 
aside in order to follow the imposed designs rather then their own. Even 
though the willingness of favouring new ideas is not always reflected on site 
but it is a step forward… 
 
A.D: 
What do you mean with ‘not always reflected on the site?’ 
 
DM1: 
The winning project is not always built following the initial design; I mean 
the design with which the contestant won the prize. C’est la realite sur le 
terrain! For several reasons such as the restrictions and modifications 
imposed by the CTC (technical control of buildings) because of the seismic 
constraints that we were just talking about, the architecture and the design 
need to comply with the technical restrictions not the opposite. The other 
reason is the cost, the proposed design ideas are usually not within the 
financial envelope given that the budget is revealed after the price was 
awarded not in the beginning. In this case the winning contestant needs to 
adapt the design to the budget, which in most of the cases affects the initial 
design. But as I said, it is one of the problems that we are working on and 
try to solve, for example this last problem should be resolved in the coming 
contests as we are aiming to revealing the reserved budget at the start of 
the contest. 
 
A.D: 
What about the promoting an architecture with local identity, is there… 
 
DM1: 
As I said we were not able to think of an improvement under such pressure 
and conditions and this economic crisis is not helping! But, the government 
with the help of CLOA (Local Order of Architects) are planning to 
collaborate in a new project that is aiming to develop referential charters for 
each region in the country. They need to, first of all, identify the 
architectural references for each region to be able to integrate them to 
future designs. New decrees have been elaborated for allotments and 
parcels in the Uplands and Southern regions. Several projects were 
launched in the context of this approach in different localities in the regions 
that I have just mentioned (Uplands and South), and they should follow all 
these new requirements. 
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A.D: 
Did you consider the social studies in these new interventions? 
 
DM1: 
Unfortunately there wasn’t any social studies in these new projects. 
 
A.D: 
What about the North? 
 
DM1: 
The urban fabric in most of the Northern cities is saturated, it was not 
possible to elaborate a similar approach to those conducted in the Uplands 
or the South where finding an empty land for new developments is not a 
problem. There are design guidelines that call for the respect of the local 
architecture without being an obligation. Also, in the North we need to think 
of a way to manage and improve the existing first. It is true that there are 
mistakes that we don’t want to see happening again, like the building of 
Urban planning direction in Bechar; a city in the desert with the average 
temperature of 39-40 degrees and they used glass envelop! The same 
thing for the building of Ministry of finance in Algiers, they spend a lot in 
energy to make it liveable.   
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Appendix G: A translated transcript of an interview with an academic 
(participant ED1) 
 
Interviewee: ED1 (Architect and academic)  
The participant was contacted in advance to arrange a meeting for an 
interview. I went to the office on the day and the time agreed and was 
welcomed by the interviewee.  
____________________________________________________________
_____ 
 
 
A.D: 
As I said on the phone, I am carrying out a doctoral research about 
architecture and culture in Algeria I am particularly looking at this 
relationship in urban dwellings since the independence. I have some 
questions related to architecture in Algeria and to the production of urban 
dwellings since the independence also some questions in relation to the 
architectural education system. 
What can you say about the kind of architecture produced since the 
independence? 
 
ED1: 
What was built in its quantity and diversity is huge. Given that you are 
focussed on housing what I could say is that housing programmes have 
always been a priority in the country since the independence, in 2 years 
time we will reach 1million dwellings and until now this problem is still on-
going in the country.   
Talking about the quality, it is very poor, the spatial quality by which I mean 
the relation between meters squares/occupants for comfort as well as the 
occupation of the land or the parcel by the building in terms of their 
contextual adaptation, respect for the environment and the sociocultural 
values. 
Since 1962 till recently we kept in designing and building dwellings based 
only on one component (single data) which is the number of meters 
squares and the price of a meter square. This wasn’t the case in all the 
cities of the country; the most conservative kept some of their design 
features borrowed from local architecture but the rest was based only on 
that component.  
Fortunately in 2005-2006 they integrated the environmental dimension, 
preserving the environment and the economy of energy. This is to improve 
the quality of life in the world as well as in houses and apartments but the 
human and the cultural dimensions were not taken into consideration. We 
have amazing cultural diversities and rich values that are not considered 
because of different priorities they are not classified as one of the priorities 
hopefully one day they will. 
The situation is different in the southern cities, for example in Adrar and 
Bechar many efforts were deployed to preserve the traditional and local 
architecture. I should mention that in those regions, the climatic conditions 
imposed themselves, so we design and conceive with them and that 
favoured the cultural continuity, the typology and the architectural features. 
In the north it is different you can see a combination of Neoclassic and 
Moorish styles but we are not able to have an architecture that represents 
and express the Algerian identity. 
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A.D: 
Do you think that it is only because of the urgent needs for housing that we 
have this lack of consideration for the socio-cultural needs? 
 
ED1: 
There was the urgent need but at the same time I think there is ignorance 
too. We under estimated those values so we put them aside and didn’t 
respect them in design. So I think it wasn’t representing an important value 
in general and for architecture in particular. That’s why we didn’t design 
with it and we should remember that what was designed just after the 
independence was undertaken by foreign architects. It’s only by the end of 
the 70s that the architecture in Algeria become Algerian but the priority was 
to build the country. 
 
A.D: 
When you say Algerian architecture, are you referring to an architecture 
produced by Algerians? 
 
ED1: 
Yes, I am referring to the period where Algerian architects formed by 
Algerian schools and universities were approached for different projects. 
When we talk about this architecture and mainly in the private sector there 
is an important reflection but these latest are very little; they do not 
represent the post independence architecture. 
 
A.D: 
Do you think of solutions, or that there are solutions that could make the 
future Algerian architecture culturally relevant? 
 
ED1: 
I think that there is already! Here in the school, for instance, we do teach 
this and me personally I’ve always defended this idea; to compose with 
local environment and when we talk about environment there is the cultural 
dimension, the social, and creativity because we need creativity to avoid 
fetishism. We just need to implement this culture in modern and actual 
perspectives. We have revised several times existing codes of urban 
planning. There is a lot going on in this sector but their application is slow, 
why? We go back again to the problem of priority, because of the housing 
crises. There are three successive generation that are in need for housing, 
so it is important to respond to these needs and later on, once this demand 
is accomplished, we could think more about the quality of architectural 
products and the cultural dimension. 
 
A.D: 
So do you think that it is not possible to have an architecture that responds 
to the needs of inhabitants with this high demand and the housing 
shortage? 
 
ED1: 
If there is willingness, it is possible! Because everything is depending on 
the political willingness, even though there is priorities it is possible. We are 
able to design a house or apartment in a short period of time with 
respecting the cultural values. The problem is that it wasn’t taken into 
consideration, why? Because there are not specialists in the different 
disciplines that could make a difference in the way we design by imposing 
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some cultural elements or touches. We all know that it is all about political 
willingness, there are codes of practice that we should respect and those 
latter will guide us to our architectural vision, and I think that it will happen 
one day we just need to have that willingness. 
 
A.D: 
I want to know about the architectural programme, you have mentioned that 
you have this approach of appreciating the local and traditional 
architecture, what could you say about the programme? 
 
 
 
ED1: 
In the school there is diversity, there are several pathways, here for 
example in the Architecture, city and heritage option, for instance, we do 
work on heritage, the preservation of the architectural heritage and the 
introduction of new technologies in the heritage, which means that we 
preserve our heritage with appropriate updates. As we cannot dissociate; 
we cannot live with ancestral practices in this world. The good thing is that 
we are working on it, me personally I do work on K’sour and the South, to 
preserve this architecture because there are unfortunately so many 
damages, we lost an important part of our architectural heritage and we 
abandoned the craftsmanship. So now it is difficult to recover and restart 
from where we are now! I do work a lot on rural developments, why? 
Because we have an extraordinary heritage that we could safeguard, which 
is not the case in the North, which is saturated. In the rural regions we still 
have that architecture, the craftsmanship and the culture, even though it is 
not entertained but it is present, so we have the possibility of taking it under 
control before the urbanisation and the concrete take over it. 
 
A.D: 
And those three pathways, are they for every student or is it a choice? 
 
ED1: 
Yes, it is a choice, from the 4th year (postgraduate level), year one of 
master. Depending on the level and preferences, we have three pathways 
that the students could choose from; one specialised on the Environmental 
Design, one on Urban Design and Sustainable Development and one on 
Heritage. Each of these are divers, for example in Heritage, there is an 
office that works on Housing, one on Regulations and Codes of Practice 
and one on Architectural Language and Digital Modelling for Architectural 
Heritage 
 
A.D: 
We talked about the teaching unit that introduces future architects to a 
design process that takes into consideration heritage; do you cover the 
socio-cultural values in the design especially in housing?   
 
ED1: 
Yes, for example the students are working on a project, a small village in 
the south of Algeria which is in a constant degradation we are trying to 
represent it and to inscribe it in a perspective of development. We have a 
study on housing, and in this project we need to take referential elements 
from local architecture both in its external appearance or internal layout. 
We do more than this, as now we also develop the different places names 
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in the region, for example we do not use room and living room but we use 
the local lexicon in order to preserve the identity of that place.  
 
A.D: 
Do the students have any kind of contact with the community (type of 
engagement)? 
 
ED1: 
Yes, before starting any project, we first send them off to the site. Generally 
they spend like ten days; they live within the community, they engage with 
the local community, they see by themselves the architecture and its state 
in that place so that they can intervene on the site, as they cannot do it 
from distance. 
 
 
A.D: 
So do they engage with the inhabitants? 
 
ED1: 
Of course, to know what their needs are, what they are expecting and they 
think of the local architecture. Do they like it or not? Do they prefer high-rise 
buildings and glass bays or they prefer to stay in the actual scale; spaces 
with human scale? In order to respond to their everyday needs and other 
needs in relation to where they belong to along with the needs that didn’t 
used to be part of their life like the use of a laptop, going to school, 
practicing sport,… it is important for the students to do that in order to 
identify all these needs. 
In our projects, we do more than this, for example in sport, there are some 
local sport activities so we try to develop and update them in order to make 
use of them as an economic development for the village. 
  
 
A.D: 
This kind of approaches, do they exist in the rest of the universities of the 
country? 
 
ED1: 
I am not sure about the rest of the universities, but it should be more 
developed here because it is the only school of architecture in the country, 
the best students come here from the different regions. I think these 
approaches are transferred to other institutions given that many students 
who did their PhD went back so they try to implement those approaches 
there. 
 
A.D: 
Is what you are doing reflected  on the ground? To what extend? 
 
ED1: 
It is true that it is not reflected integrally but there are some indications, 
there are some initiatives too. I can cite an example, I work on an allotment 
on the South, in the western regions, some of our students had a chance to 
be in the executives of the DUCH (Direction of Urban planning, construction 
and housing) so they contributed for the improvement of some of the 
design guidelines and to different developments and urban planning of 
Adrar and they introduced the cultural dimension and the respect of the 
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architectural heritage, …and now if you go to those regions you can see 
that all what was built has references to local architecture. 
So what I am saying is that this is already a good initiative, they did this at 
school and once there they tried to make use of it. This is excellent and I 
am sure that it is going to develop more because there is more interest in 
the different regions of the country. It seems that we started to be more 
aware about the importance and the value of our heritage, thing that we 
didn’t have before, now we think twice before demolishing or covering any 
heritage because we used to have the approach of hiding and building with 
different ways, now we are designing with the existing or at least by 
respecting the existing. 
 
A.D: 
Why the South? 
 
ED1: 
Because we have already something to work with, in the north we don’t 
have it anymore. You can see in the North, especially the big cities, we lost 
a lot of our heritage the concrete and the big scale took over our heritage, it 
become more cosmopolitan. In the South it is different, even though there 
are changes there and damages too but there are some localities that kept 
the human dimension, the cultural values and the way of life too. They have 
their own way of life and this is for me a lesson of architecture we need to 
compose with it.  
I had the chance to work pretty much everywhere in Algeria, even in the 
very little villages on the Kabyle regions in remote places, unfortunately 
there is a big influence of the architects who came back from western 
countries where they studied so they bring with them a different 
architecture so even our villages are transformed and it is really a shame. 
But I come back to the awareness, the new generation is now more aware 
of the value of their heritage so they think twice before going to something 
more modern or tabula rasa. 
 
A.D: 
It’s true, in my interviews with some architects they mentioned that some 
clients go with a picture of an imported design and ask them to design the 
same thing for them 
 
ED1: 
Because some work needs to be done with the society too. They should be 
educated to and raise their awareness with regard to their values, for them 
all what is related to heritage is synonymous with poverty so this vision 
needs to change. They need to be aware that it is a treasure that should 
not be replaced by glass walls or anything else. In my opinion, sustainability 
is not in the durability or resistance of a building it is in durability of a given 
identity, that is what makes an architecture sustainable or not. 
 
A.D: 
Going back to awareness, outside university, do students engage with the 
public or organise activities? 
 
ED1: 
Yes, they work with different associations and they are very active. Three 
days ago, there are some students of mine passionate about photography; 
they took photographs of the authentic architecture of Algiers and the 
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quarter Tilimli to talk about Alger la Blanche (White Algiers) for an exhibition 
that they called Source Blanche (White Source). They tried to get these 
revealing images and witnesses of the Algerian architecture, and this was a 
very good initiative. They did this exhibition outdoors in central Algiers, so 
they offered this work for all the passing by as well as explaining and giving 
more information about this architecture. They are very active and they try 
to be useful and participate to this change and this raising awareness 
toward our multidimensional values. 
 
A.D: 
Have you noticed any difference throughout the years regarding the 
students’ attitude toward the importance of heritage? 
 
ED1: 
Yes, the awareness nowadays is much more important than how it used to 
be few years ago. Previously, the problem was not in the lack of 
awareness, the problem they were facing was the fact that they couldn’t 
practice, they are confronted to the red tape and to the no-negotiable codes 
of practice (cahiers de charges). It is the problem of ‘adaptation’ method; 
there is already an existing architectural plan that they need just to adapt to 
different site constraints. If they want to get a project they are not allowed to 
complain, this is the problem. The difference now is that there are 
specialists, and young architects who work in groups and create 
architectural firms where different specialists meet. 
 
A.D: 
So you, as an academic, do you have a role to play in order to influence 
these young architects to adopt design approaches likely to produce a 
‘culturally relevant’ architecture for this country? 
 
ED1: 
I have not stopped fighting for it since I started teaching because it is really 
important to me. It was really difficult in the beginning, when you come with 
different ideas you need to pass your messages without any confrontations. 
Step by step it’s everyone who adheres and now it become a must. 
Everyone working in the Heritage and cities programme needs to do 
introduce practical approaches such as visiting the sites, as they cannot 
work on sites without any concrete knowledge. This heritage is a pertinence 
for us so we need to design with it or at least draw from it in order to create 
and develop new ideas and concepts. 
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Appendix H: Some of the photographic records taken during 
observation 
 
 
 

       
 
 

         
 

          
 
 



	 362 

   
 

        
 
 

                 
 

                 
 
 
 



	 363 

   
 
 

     
 
 

                       
 
 

                        
 
 
   
 


