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Abstract:  

 

At a time of uncontrolled urbanisation and globalisation, cities are rapidly expanding 

to accommodate the increasing number of people and infrastructures, often 

neglecting human scale and leaving little or no place for community life to thrive. This 

has been facilitated by the Modern Movement which has inspired mass housing and 

gated communities and caused spaces to be empty and lifeless. The determinist 

interpretation of the Modern Movement has impoverished the relationships with past 

urban spaces, which were based on traditions and social interactions, and promoted 

urban models that have often disrupted the local lifestyle, character and spirit of 

culturally rooted spaces.  

The city of Algiers represents a significant example of the clash between the Modern 

Movement and the organicity of urban spaces designed according to local socio-

cultural values. 

Therefore, the present thesis aims to explore the potential contribution of El Houma 

to achieve socially sustainable neighbourhoods in Algiers, through studying the 

relationship between social behaviour and the built environment. 

El Houma is a term used in Algeria, and in the Maghreb, to indicate a neighbourhood 

or urban area characterised by the strong social sustainability and organic urban life 

that emerge from frequent and sustainable social use of the urban landscape. This 

thesis relies on understanding and reinterpreting the underlying principles of El 

Houma to inspire solutions to the shortcomings of current planning approaches that 

have led to lifeless urban spaces and social and spatial segregation within the city of 

Algiers. 

The current thesis follows a compilation style1. Thus, in addition to the introduction 

and general conclusion, the thesis consists of five papers that explain and provide 

evidence of the complex and versatile nature of El Houma in regard to different 

dimensions and facets of the urban landscape, and its potential contribution to the 

resilience of neighbourhoods.  

                                                             
1 The compilation style thesis (CST) is a PhD thesis in which the core is structured as a series of 
published or publishable articles. More information through: 
https://moodle.port.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/2081556/mod_resource/content/1/Compilation%20Style%
20PhD%20Thesis%20Guidance.pdf  

https://moodle.port.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/2081556/mod_resource/content/1/Compilation%20Style%20PhD%20Thesis%20Guidance.pdf
https://moodle.port.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/2081556/mod_resource/content/1/Compilation%20Style%20PhD%20Thesis%20Guidance.pdf
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The thesis will explore the symbiotic relationship between El Houma and 

sustainability, informality, urban resilience, inclusiveness, socio-cultural way of life 

and social behaviour, and architecture and urban forms.  

The study of El Houma will systemise the existing literature review and emphasise 

findings of previous key planners and researchers regarding the significant 

contribution of social use of urban space and urban life in achieving resilient urban 

environments. This thesis argues that the resilience of urban forms is achieved and 

evaluated by their capabilities to promote and maintain a social use of urban space 

while producing organic urban life in different spaces of the neighbourhood. The thesis 

focuses on three selected neighbourhoods in Algiers that represent three influential 

urban models, which are the medieval medina, the 19th century bourgeois city and the 

Modern Movement, represented in the Casbah, Bab El Oued and Cité Belle Vue Ain 

Benian, respectively. The selection of three different neighbourhoods will allow the 

analysis of the relationship between the physical design and social behaviour in three 

different urban settings. 

From the outset of this thesis, the investigation will be based on a people-centric 

approach through studying and observing people’s behaviour in urban spaces, in 

order to understand people’s way of life, needs and aspirations which form the basis 

of recommendations for the design of future responsive and socially sustainable 

neighbourhoods. The thesis relies on mixed methods and various strategies, which 

include literature review (historic, systematic and thematic), case study analysis, 

activity mapping (snapshot observations), and urban morphological analysis. 

The first paper of the thesis (Chapter 2) focuses on Algiers as a paradigmatic case 

study and sets out the overall aims and objectives of the research. It demonstrates 

how social use of urban space is an indicator of social sustainability and resilience 

and uses El Houma as a measurement dimension of the resilience of urban forms in 

the three selected neighbourhoods. Next, a more in-depth investigation on the failures 

of globalisation and modernism is provided in the second paper (Chapter 3), which 

explores the negative repercussions of globalisation and determinism of the 

modernisation and identifies their recurrent failures, which led to empty and lifeless 

urban spaces in developing countries.  

Away from the inertia of conformist urbanism, the third paper (Chapter 4) explores the 

heuristic potential of transdisciplinary researches on biology of evolution, architecture 

and urban planning, aiming to provide a new and creative way of reading the city, by 
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considering the different facets of the urban landscape like informality, social 

sustainability and urban resilience. 

The fourth paper (Chapter 5) deepens the research into urban informality and 

explores the relationship between informal urban practices and community resilience, 

by investigating how social use of space promotes individuals’ feeling of social 

cohesion, sense of belonging, trust and solidarity, which, in turn, allows residents to 

collaborate and react to their daily challenges. 

The fifth paper (Chapter 6) provides further review of the literature regarding social 

use of urban space and its contribution to liveliness and urban social sustainability, 

while demonstrating how placemaking contributes to social sustainability and 

community resilience. 

The findings of the research outline the different design features of the 

neighbourhoods that promote El Houma with the aim to reinvent such concept to 

design socially sustainable neighbourhoods. Additionally, they highlight the creative 

and unexpected pattern of social use of urban space and how it is influenced by the 

quality of the built environment. The thesis adds further arguments to the existing 

knowledge regarding the unsuitability of modernist neighbourhoods to local socio-

cultural way of life in comparison with the traditional medieval and 19 th century urban 

planning models. The findings also demonstrate the importance of social use of urban 

space in achieving urban resilience, through exploring the potential synergies 

between informality, urban social sustainability and urban forms.  
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Chapter 1. General introduction: 

 

Cities are enjoyable places to live in when they offer opportunities for a sustainable 

lifestyle and promote a sense of community. However, maintaining such degree of 

liveability is a significant challenge to the spatial structures of cities, since it is 

estimated that, by 2050, 80% of the global population will be living in urban areas, 

making a total of 6.7 billion people living in cities (United Nations, 2014). In this 

scenario, the uncontrolled urban growth is likely to cause cities to rapidly expand in 

order to accommodate the increasing number of people, housing and infrastructures, 

while ignoring the human scale and needs of inhabitants of those cities. Such scenario 

is already manifested as a result of globalisation and determinism of the Modern 

Movement and can be observed in many developing countries.  

 

The desire for a rapid development and a reflection of sustainability has led 

developing countries to import pre-defined design principles and apply them without 

a critical reflection on their potential transferability to local context. Consequently, a 

degradation of sense of community and social and spatial segregation can be noticed, 

while local people reject globalised urban forms for not corresponding to their lifestyles 

(Abdelsalam & Rihan, 2013; Elgendy, 2011; Rapoport, 2015). Such urban forms 

create neighbourhoods that fail to promote sense of community (Appadurai, 1996), 

as they are generic, with little, if no, reference to the nuances of the local character, 

place identity, cultural distinctiveness (Wheeler, 2004), and organic public life, and 

are often defined by vehicular traffic, mass housing and giant superblocks dispersed 

within ample public spaces (Rowe & Koetter, 1978) abolishing opportunities for 

community life to thrive.  

Designing for and achieving urban social sustainability requires a study of local socio-

cultural context by applying a human perspective, in order to design places that are 

responsive to people’s needs and aspirations (Gehl, 2010). Unlike physical 

determinism, which implies an approach that imposes urban forms dictating human 

behaviour in a specific way (Hillier et al., 1986; Lawhon, 2009) instead of a flexibility 

of choices for people to design and live in places that are in harmony with their 

lifestyles, something that accounts for most urban problems of cities of today (Feliciotti 

2018).   

 

This thesis doesn’t imply an uncritical acceptance of local traditions in designing and 

planning the built environment or the exaltation of the sense of identity. Instead, it is 
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oriented in considering diversity as an emergent need, and possibly a value to reflect 

on, before applying universal models which, over the years, have been insufficient to 

guarantee the quality of life.  

 

The Modern Movement, which emerged in the interwar period between the 1920s and 

the 1930s (Benevolo, 1971; Sharifi, 2016), was, in fact, applied extensively in several 

countries, around the world after the Second World War, with the assumption that its 

formula was internationally viable. Unfortunately, the standardised urban 

environments haven’t been able to fuel a discussion on past cultures, traditions or 

ways of life, or why their neglection resulted in empty and lifeless spaces with transient 

character, which Marc Augé (1995) termed ‘non-places’. Despite its failures, the 

Modern planning is still applied in developing countries today, causing spatial 

segregation with traditional existing urban neighbourhoods that were designed in 

harmony with regional environmental, economic, social and cultural conditions (Çelik, 

1997; Chabou, 2008; Frampton, 1983; Icheboudene, 2002; Madani & Tacherifte, 

2010; Sharifi, 2016). 

Europe between the two wars was the cradle of modern design and especially in the 

Mediterranean area, particularly in France and Italy, the expansion of the so-called 

international style had a notable impact generally, including in the colonies. 

The city of Algiers, one of the most representative Mediterranean capitals, is a good 

example that reflects the clash between urban planning models, acting as a ground 

for the medieval medina, 19th century bourgeois city and the Modern Movement. Such 

variety of built environment features makes the city a significant case study to 

investigate the resilience of each built environment with reference to the lifestyle of 

local residents. The resilience of urban forms in this thesis is measured by their 

capability to promote urban life and ensure a consistent social use of urban space.  

To do that, a combination of methods (which will be explained further in the thesis) is 

used to study the resilience of urban forms of three neighbourhoods in Algiers that 

represent the three urban models. These neighbourhoods are; the Casbah, which 

represents a medieval medina, Bab El Oued as an example of the 19 th century 

bourgeois city and Cité Belle Vue AinBenian which is a modernist neighbourhood (see 

Chapters 2, 4, 5). 
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1.1. Resilience as a measure of social sustainability in times of changes: 

the case of Algiers  

 

The adoption of the concept of resilience in this thesis is due to its practicality in 

measuring social sustainability of neighbourhoods. While sustainability has been 

vaguely and loosely used; resilience – as in this thesis – serves to measure and reflect 

the success of urban forms in terms of promoting social use of space and thus, El 

Houma. El Houma is a term used in Algiers to refer to a neighbourhood that is 

characterised by strong social sustainability (Dris, 2005; Grangaud, 2009). The 

concept of El Houma will be explained in the following sections and in the different 

chapters of the thesis.  

 

Throughout the thesis, the term resilience will be used frequently, to unite the different 

chapters, as a dimensional measure for social sustainability, as it is considered 

necessary to rely on a common dimension in the study of the city’s different facets 

and the analysis of the case studies. In this regard, resilience will help measure social 

sustainability of a physical context, like that of the selected neighbourhoods and, at 

the same time, the intangible aspects such as culture, social life and sense of 

community.   

Therefore, in this thesis, the term resilience is used in relation to these modalities and 

will reflect the degree of El Houma in each neighbourhood as a result of 

responsiveness of the built environment to residents’ lifestyles and its suitability to 

maintain urban life.  

Whereas, in line with current changes, cities are suffering from climate change, 

uncontrolled urban growth and social isolation, hence, the concept of resilience 

emerged to enable urban systems to survive and thrive, and communities to coalesce. 

It is, therefore, necessary to shed light on the emergence of this concept and how it 

has been linked and used in architecture and urban studies. 

The concept of resilience was first coined by the ecologist Crawford Stanley Holling 

in his seminal 1973 paper (Folke, 2006; Meerow et al., 2015), where he used 

resilience to refer to the ability of an ecological system to continue working and persist 

in its normal activity while going through disruptions, or to transform and reorganise 

so as to retain the same structure, function, identity, and feedbacks (Walker, Holling, 

Carpenter, & Kinzig, 2004). The concept was later adapted and integrated in many 

disciplines, including architecture and urban planning as a reaction to natural 

disasters and social disruptions the world had been facing (Ahern, 2013). Urban 

resilience has been at the centre of recent studies as a fundamental concept for the 
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durability and sustainability of cities, and their adaptability to global and local changes. 

In 2015, the United Nations established 17 new sustainable development goals, and 

goal 11 explicitly aims to “make cities inclusive, safe, Resilient and sustainable” 

(United Nations, 2015). Urban resilience is, according to Carta (2017), a paradigm 

that enables cities to positively move away from conventional forms of planning and 

the inertia of conformist urbanism that, for decades, increased greenhouse gas 

emissions  and intensively impacted human settlements and residents’ socio-cultural 

way of life. UN-Habitat (2018a) defines urban resilience as “the measurable ability of 

any urban system, with its inhabitants, to maintain continuity through all shocks and 

stresses, while positively adapting and transforming toward sustainability.” Therefore, 

this thesis argues for combining urban resilience and sustainability rather than dealing 

with the two concepts independently, whereby combining both concepts will form a 

holistic planning approach that helps urban systems to protect the environment, 

bounce from disruptions and provides a place for sustainable lifestyles. 

The concept of urban resilience is formed of tangible (physical) and intangible (social) 

components of urban systems (100 Resilient Cities, 2017). Therefore, this thesis 

argues that designing socially sustainable neighbourhoods is a significant step 

towards achieving urban form resilience, whereas aspects of social sustainability like 

solidarity, trust, social cohesion, sense of community, sense of belonging and place 

attachment encourage community members to collaborate and react to disasters, as 

demonstrated in Chapters 4,5 (Khemri & Melis, 2020; Leap & Thompson, 2018), on 

the other hand, urban life is a reflection of  the success of urban forms in promoting a 

strong relationship between people’s lifestyle and physical space (Lynch, 1981).  

In this respect, it is worth investigating resilience in multi-layered contexts, in which 

diversity of the built environment formed a ground for culture, social life and sense of 

community, all of which enabled urban systems with their different facets to respond 

positively to extensive socio-cultural disruptions, such as colonisation in the past, and 

climate crisis, social isolation and unplanned urban growth today.  

As previously stated, and will also be highlighted through this thesis, cities of the 

Mediterranean basin have demonstrated through their long and rich history, great 

versatility and adaptability thanks to a multi-faceted urban fabric that can be flexibly 

co-opted to accommodate and perform different functions and uses in different times 

and eras. Nonetheless, there is a long-established cultural bias of architectural 

research in focusing on western cultures, whereas according to Rudofsky (1987) 

"Architectural history, as written and thought in the Western world, has never been 

concerned with more than a few select cultures". Therefore, this research intends to 
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react to this pattern and to investigate the city of Algiers as archetypal of 

Mediterranean urban resilience. 

Algiers is a historic and multi-layered city that was the ground for many civilisations 

and invasions throughout history, affording the city a diverse mix of cultures and social 

ideologies within a variety of built environment features. It is a cultural melting pot 

highly interconnected with the historical nature of the Mediterranean region. Hence its 

medieval medina with its Phoenician and Greek-Roman root, which then evolved 

according to Arabo-Islamic oriental models and Ottoman expansion of previous 

settlements, in addition to its inherited French colonial city built according to 19 th 

century European urban planning and its modernist buildings and neighbourhoods.  

Algiers as a North African capital city occupies an important position between northern 

and southern Mediterranean countries, and, more importantly, is a meeting point 

between global north and global south. In this respect, the city presents a significant 

case study to investigate, for transferability of lessons, the resilience of three urban 

planning models that shaped Algiers and most Mediterranean countries and part of 

the global south. 

Algiers’s built environment is a manifestation of many influential urban planning 

models. One can perceive traits of the Mediterranean medieval compact city 

illustrated in the Casbah, and the French-inherited colonial city as an example of 19th 

century bourgeois city, and contemporary neighbourhoods and buildings as an 

expression of the Modern Movement, in addition to other architectural styles not 

covered by the current thesis. Therefore, this thesis takes Algiers as a case study to 

examine the relationship between the three urban strands and urban resilience, 

through investigating urban life in each neighbourhood, which is measured through 

the intensity of El Houma.  

El Houma is a term used in Algiers to refer to a neighbourhood or urban space that is 

characterised by strong social sustainability and organic urban life as a result of social 

use of urban space and intricate social relations between residents in a shared area 

of living and playing (Bouaouina, 2006; Dris, 2005; Grangaud, 2009). The intensity of 

El Houma is influenced by the suitability of urban forms in responding to people’s 

lifestyles and which is illustrated through social use of space and, thus, urban life.  

This thesis uses El Houma as a unit of measurement of the resilience of urban forms, 

analysing three neighbourhoods that have been designed in three different epochs 

according to three different urban paradigms, and investigating the different facets of 
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social use of space from informality to urban resilience and liveliness. In this regard, 

the thesis will investigate the intensity of El Houma, reflected in urban life, in each of 

the three selected neighbourhoods by assessing the capability of urban forms to 

promote or hinder social use of space, and, thus, to identify which urban paradigm 

promotes El Houma. 

El Houma is a term peculiar to Maghribi Arabic and is only used in North Africa;  it 

emerged during the medieval ages where the city was formed of enclosed quarters 

occupied by homogenous communities, unified by the same religion, ethnicity, family, 

or occupation (potters, jewellers, etc.) and overseen by a ‘Sheikh’, who was generally 

the nobleman of the quarter, acting as a judge and an informal government body 

within the quarter (Abu lughod, 1987; Çelik, 1997).  As a result, there was a great 

sense of belonging, sense of community and solidarity among residents, because 

they shared mutual rights and duties within the same area of living (Bouaouina, 2006; 

Grangaud, 2009). These quarters were a place of exchange, production and 

reproduction of local society (Bouaouina, 2007; Icheboudene, 2002) and were known 

for their strong social cohesion and sense of community. Since then, El Houma has 

evolved and been used to refer to neighbourhoods and urban spaces where urbanity, 

sustainable lifestyles and frequent social use of space take place (Bouaouina, 2007; 

Dris, 2005). 

EL Houma is an adaptive concept that can be reproduced in different built 

environment patterns as long as frequent social use of space is promoted. In Algiers, 

El Houma pertains to the residential area, which could be within the medieval medina 

(the Casbah), or in the neighbourhoods of the French-inherited colonial city, or in the 

contemporary neighbourhoods (Grangaud, 2009). People would consider their area 

of living as ‘El Houma’, only when aspects of urbanity and social sustainability are 

ubiquitous and effectively coexist, such as sense of community, sense of place, sense 

of belonging, social cohesion, intense social interaction, solidarity, trust and collective 

identity, all of which emerge from a social use of urban space.  

Nonetheless, according to many scholars, modernist neighbourhoods in Algiers fail to 

maintain a sense of El Houma between residents due to the mediocre quality of 

design that does not favour social relations between people, and human-space 

interaction (Icheboudene, 2002). Whereas, since the independence of the country in 

1962, the government have been commissioning foreign expertise to design 

neighbourhoods and expand the city, as a response to the growing population and 

demand for housing, and as a result, neighbourhoods were designed based on 



26 
 

Modern Movement planning approaches, which local population rejected due to their 

incompatibility with the local lifestyle (Chabou, 2008).  

Most neighbourhoods were constructed in prefabricated structures and were 

designed with standardised plans and facades in the form of longitudinal blocks with 

desolate spaces between them (Çelik, 1997). They were criticised for undermining 

social sustainability due to lack of parks, plazas or any forms of public space for social 

interaction (Grabar 2014), in addition to neglecting local architecture and way of life 

and the importance of social relations between residents that formed a very important 

construct of El Houma in the traditional neighbourhoods.  

Critics have condemned the modern movement for overlooking socio-cultural factors 

of the Algerian society, and that local climatic, social and cultural conditions were not 

considered in the design process. Additionally, a poor distribution of facilities led to 

the reliance on cars, while the leftover spaces between the longitudinal blocks are not 

appropriate for social interaction; consequently, residential areas are deserted during 

the day, causing social segregation and making people feel disoriented (Chabou, 

2008; Hadjri & Osmani, 2004; Madani, 2012). 

In this regard, the principal motivation for this thesis is the neighbourhood planning 

approaches followed in Algiers, which are based on globalisation and determinism of 

the modern movement, which created lifeless urban spaces (Chabou, 2008; 

Icheboudene, 2002; Madani & Tacherifte, 2010). Ironically, El Houma, which is an 

existing concept of neighbourhood based on Algerian traditions and local socio-

cultural way of life, was neglected and foreign inadequate neighbourhood design 

approaches were implemented instead. Hence, this study proposes El Houma as a 

concept that can help design socially sustainable and resilient neighbourhoods in 

Algiers. 

 

This thesis relies on a people-centric approach to study El Houma in order to provide 

an insight into the relationship between physical design of neighbourhoods and social 

life of people, illustrated through El Houma, with the aim to reinvent such concept to 

design socially sustainable neighbourhoods in Algiers. The investigation relies on 

urban morphological analysis to identify design features of the three neighbourhoods 

and understand the relationship between urban form components (Chapter 2), in 

addition to observing, mapping and recording people’s social life in their natural 

setting through activity mapping in order to understand people’s way of life and identify 

which spaces are responsive to their lifestyles (Chapter 2, 4, 5, 6).  
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According to Mumford (1937), the city is a theatre of social action, bringing people 

together to socially interact with each other and the space they share. Carta (2017) 

agrees with the previous statement and argues that the city is a hub for human 

interaction, community life and collective identity, as it provides a place for a 

sustainable interaction between tangible and intangible aspects that form fertile 

synapses, promote creativity and sense of community.  

However, this thesis focuses on the scale of the neighbourhood due to the practicality 

it offers in terms of measuring social life and identifying the spaces in which urban life 

occurs, in addition to the scope and time limit of the PhD. 

The neighbourhood has always been an important spatial unit within cities, whereas, 

since antiquity, human settlements have been spatially formed of neighbourhoods 

(Smith, 2010), due to their importance in accommodating and shaping people’s 

lifestyles. The neighbourhood is considered the best spatial unit at which sustainability 

can be applied and measured, to form sustainable cities and sustainable lifestyles 

(Marique & Reiter, 2011; Sharifi, 2016; Sturgeon et al., 2016). Additionally, many key 

planners and researchers, such as Lynch (1960), Jacobs (1961), Whyte (1980), 

Francis (1984) and Gehl (1987), to name but a few, have studied public life in urban 

spaces spread within neighbourhoods.  

In this regard, neighbourhoods are arenas of public life as they offer opportunities for 

people to socially interact, practise their daily life and satisfy their needs (Healey, 

1998; Smith, 2010). Rapoport (1977) emphasised the importance of the 

neighbourhood as a place that groups people around a common social identity and a 

space where residents practise their daily life to maintain their socio-cultural life.  

Such studies, among others, are important to design socially sustainable and resilient 

neighbourhoods, as they strive to understand human behaviour and its interaction 

with the built environment, which can lead to design urban spaces that are responsive 

to people’s needs and aspirations. On the other hand, the lack of such studies 

focusing on developing countries has led to the adoption of planning approaches that 

were intended for a different context, which has caused neighbourhoods to be empty 

and lifeless.  

Therefore, El Houma, which refers to a socially sustainable neighbourhood peculiar 

to the Maghreb region that is based on local socio-cultural practices and the space in 

which these activities take place, represents a substantial case study that could 

inspire future projects. On this note, Lynch (1981) states that successful urban 

settlements promote the continuity of people and their culture while strengthening the 
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connection between urban life and physical space. In this respect, this thesis 

evaluates the resilience (success) of urban forms according to their capabilities to 

promote urban life and, thus, El Houma, throughout time despite changes. 

 

1.1. Research gap and contribution to knowledge:  

Despite the vast literature on sustainable neighbourhoods, most studies focus on the 

Global North and deal mainly with the environmental and economic aspects of 

sustainability at the expense of social sustainability (Hagen et al., 2017; Murphy, 

2012; Sharifi & Murayama 2013). Globalisation and standardisation promoted a 

universal design approach usually led by globalised toolkits, neglecting the human 

scale and local character of the area as a result of the over-reliance on technology to 

bring about social change (Barthel, 2014; Doussard, 2017; Holden et al., 2015; 

Luederitz, et al., 2013; Sharifi, 2016). Projects that were designed according to 

globalised ideas had negative impacts on social life, whereas their urban forms tended 

to impose changes on the lifestyle of residents, which resulted in social and spatial 

segregation, the loss of sense of community and sense of place (Barton, 2000; 

Henderson, 1987; Holden et al., 2015).  

There is a lack of studies that focus on a cross-cultural understanding and adaptation 

of the sustainable neighbourhood concept in the Global South (Holden et al., 2015). 

The few existing sustainable urban projects in North Africa are considered as urban 

fantasies rather than authentic sustainable projects, as they do not respond to local 

needs and are inadequate with the lifestyle of the local people, because they are 

based on a top-down approach (Barthel 2014).  

Research works by Ahmed (2012) and Dixon and Woodcraft (2013) about the social 

sustainability of neighbourhoods in Al Ain in UAE and London, respectively, relied on 

measuring frameworks formed of principles and indicators related to the built 

environment and to social sustainability extracted from global literature. The 

measuring tools included surveys, local census, field observations and design 

analysis. However, these studies did not consider some intangible factors, and the 

investigation did not perform any activity mapping to understand the relationship 

between neighbourhood design and social life of residents, or to identify the important 

urban spaces that affect social sustainability. In the Algerian context, studies by Çelik 

(1997) and Hadjri and Osmani (2004) provide a useful background about the evolution 

of Algiers’ urban forms, recalling the different neighbourhood planning approaches 

used during the French colonisation and in the years after the independence in 1962, 
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while Chabou (2008) also analysed the different social housing policies in Algiers, 

from the colonial to the 2000s periods, discussing the impacts of the different 

neighbourhood planning approaches.  

The previously mentioned studies are qualitative and only relied on literature review; 

however, from these studies one can conclude how the integration of modernism in 

planning neighbourhoods caused disruptions to the lifestyle of Algerians due to the 

pace and poor design of housing and infrastructures, with no reference or respect to 

local character and way of life. However, these studies didn’t suggest alternatives or 

attempts to revolutionise the concept of El Houma. Moreover, two independent 

studies by Madani and  Tacherifte (2010) and Farida (2013) measured the pattern of 

social interaction in the outdoor spaces of two residential neighbourhoods, one 

located in a southern city while the other is in an eastern city of Algeria, using 

observations, questionnaires and walking tours with residents and argued that lack of 

shade and maintenance caused urban spaces to be lifeless. However, there is no 

explanation or rationality of the choice or the relevance of the indicators.   

 

Bachar's (2015) thesis on the degree of integration of sustainability principles in 

planning Algiers demonstrated how the uncontrolled urban growth compromised 

environmental and social sustainability, and that the Algerian government failed to 

move away from the conformist urbanism that, for years, relied on modernism and 

mass housing, instead of promoting an alternative neighbourhood design based on 

local way of life.  Furthermore, Djermouli’s (2019) thesis on the design of dwellings in 

post-independent Algeria features a comparative study between vernacular 

architecture and urban design and contemporary dwellings in the north and south of 

the country, using surveys on residents' satisfaction and interviews with architects. 

The thesis highlighted the lack of identity and local character in the design of urban 

dwellings, which produced an urban architecture detached from the local socio-

cultural context. On the other hand, the study concluded that the integration of local 

residents in the design and construction of urban dwellings in the new K’sour in the 

M’Zab Valley (southern Algeria), resulted in suitable and responsive urban 

settlements for their way of life. 

 

In this regard, there is a paucity of studies on socially sustainable neighbourhoods in 

the global south, especially in Algeria, and this research aims to fill this gap by 

reinventing El Houma as an authentic concept of community, based on local socio-

cultural practices. The investigation in this thesis is based on the seminal work of 
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Gehl, which consists in applying a human perspective to study and observing people’s 

behaviour in urban spaces, whereby understanding people’s lifestyle will help create 

spaces that are responsive to residents’ needs and aspirations and ensure organic 

urban life (Gehl 1987, 2010; Gehl & Svarre, 2013).  

 

Despite the vast researches regarding the built environment in Algiers, be it the 

Casbah, the colonial city or the modernist neighbourhoods, these are mostly 

concerned with the architectural styles and technical aspects of buildings (Gherbi 

2015; Kobis 2017; Mehibel, Pitts, and Gao 2015). However, they demonstrated the 

mediocre design of neighbourhoods that led to lifeless urban spaces, which adds 

more arguments to the relevance of this thesis. Therefore, there is a paucity of studies 

identifying how urban forms of neighbourhoods in Algiers affect the social life of 

residents and generate social sustainability. El Houma as a neighbourhood concept 

was only approached in the domain of sociology and urban sociology (Bouaouina, 

2006,  2007; Clancy-Smith, 2012; Dris, 2005; Gentz &  Kramer, 2006; Grangaud, 

2009, 2013; Icheboudene, 2002; McGuinness, 2000; Semmoud, 2006), where most 

researches are descriptive; discussing features of belonging to El Houma such as 

individuals‘ feeling of social cohesion, collective identity and other aspects of social 

sustainability. El Houma was never studied in the domain of urban design, and how 

the built environment can promote such sustainability aspects, this research aims to 

fill this gap by studying the concept of El Houma and its potential contribution to create 

socially sustainable and resilient neighbourhoods in Algiers and beyond in North 

Africa. 

 

Thus, this thesis is regarded as the first and original research about identifying 

features of the built environment that promote El Houma, in addition to studying 

people’s lifestyle in three different neighbourhoods that represent three influential 

urban planning models which are the Medieval Mediterranean compact city, the 19 th 

century bourgeois city and the Modern Movement.  

 

Unlike other researches which studied social use of space in one urban setting (street 

or public space) such as Whyte (1980), Carr et al. (1992) and Low (1996) who studied 

the use of public spaces, or Gehl (1987), Jacobs (1993), Mahdzar (2008) Kim (2015) 

and Lara-Hernandez (2019) who, on the other hand, focused on the use of streets, 

this thesis aims to study social use of urban space in more than one urban setting and 

use the neighbourhood as the scale of study in order to obtain more credible results 
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and identify which spaces are mostly responsive and used by residents. Hence the 

study will apply urban morphology and activity mapping, and will attempt to record 

social activities in different spaces of the neighbourhoods from public (squares and 

main streets) to semi-public (secondary streets) and private spaces (residential area 

and tertiary streets) to identify patterns of social use of urban space and the intensity 

of El Houma in each neighbourhood.  

 

1.4. Methodology:  

According to the aims highlighted in the premises, objectives include also the study 

of El Houma’s contribution to social sustainability and resilience of neighbourhoods. 

It considers neighbourhoods as arenas of urban life and aims to study its two 

fundamental elements; the physical (tangible) and social (intangible) aspects. On this 

note, this thesis relies on a transdisciplinary approach and on creative and innovative 

approaches to read neighbourhoods, and the city in general, through seeking 

synergies between disciplines of history, social science, biology of evolution and 

architecture and urban planning.  

 

The methodology used in this research can be considered original due to a 

combination of different methods to achieve the desired aims and objectives and 

could provide valuable transferable lessons for similar studies about social use of 

space or how to design socially sustainable neighbourhoods. The methodology used 

in this research is mainly qualitative, and relies on multiple methods to achieve 

rigorous and more credible results, whereby, according to Carmona (2015), mixed 

methods are useful in urban studies as the combination of different skills, as in this 

thesis, will help achieve better results and recompense for the limitations of a single 

research approach. This thesis combines urban studies and sociology research 

methods and relies on different methods, such as literature review (historic, 

systematic and thematic), which forms  the theoretical background for this research; 

allowing an understanding of the current debates on neighbourhood planning 

approaches and their consequences in Algiers and the Global South. The literature 

review also provides an understanding of El Houma, and illuminates the underlying 

principles of urban social sustainability and the different facets of the city spatial 

structures and social use of space.  

 

The thesis employs Case Study Research, which is commonly used in architecture 

and urban research works as it helps study the interaction between contemporary 
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phenomena and spatial settings. It allows, through an in-depth investigation, an 

understanding of a system or a series of events in a real-life context (Groat & Wang, 

2002), where the object of investigation cannot be detached from other factors 

occurring in its context. A case in point is this thesis is where El Houma, as the other 

selected neighbourhoods, are formed of a combination of tangible (physical design) 

and intangible (social life, culture, lifestyle) aspects. Case study research is also 

useful to explore and study new and complex processes and behaviours wherein, 

according to Yin (1994, p 13), such research method is particularly practical “when 

the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident”.  

Single and multiple case studies are used within this thesis depending on the aims 

and objectives of each paper. Single case study (as in Chapter 6) provides more 

details and in-depth investigation, on the other hand, multiple case studies (as in 

Chapters 2, 4, 5) allow comparative analysis and have greater potential for 

transferability.  

 

The thesis relies on urban morphological analysis to study the spatial qualities of the 

three neighbourhoods and examine the components of their urban forms and the 

relationship between them, in order to understand how places function and feel.  

Additionally, the thesis relies on activity mapping (also known as the ‘snapshot 

observation’), which is, according to Groat and Wang (2002), an ethnographic method 

that places the investigator in the actual world along with the object of inquiry, which, 

in this thesis, allows the researchers to map and record outdoor social activities as 

part of social use of space, allowing an understanding of the relationship between the 

physical design and social life of residents, building upon the work of Jacobs (1961), 

Whyte (1980), Francis (1984) and Gehl (1987).  

 

As mentioned previously, urban resilience is formed of tangible and intangible aspects 

of urban systems (100 Resilient Cities, 2017); therefore, the novelty provided in this 

thesis is in combining urban morphology and activity mapping to investigate the 

tangible and intangible aspects of neighbourhoods, by studying the relationship 

between urban forms and social use of urban spaces as an expression of El Houma, 

as illustrated in Chapter 2. 

 

A further explanation and rationality of the chosen methods will be provided in each 

paper of the thesis, additionally, the combination of the methods varies according to 

the aims and objectives of each chapter. 
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Another novelty worth mentioning is the use of the concept of exaptation from the 

discipline of biology of evolution as a way of reading the city. Exaptation, which refers 

to the ability of functional co-optation of features and forms to perform new and 

unexpected activities (Gould, 1982), will be used to study how the built environment 

of the three neighbourhoods allows various, creative and unexpected activities to 

occur within El Houma; Chapter 4 will provide a detailed study of this concept and its 

potential relationship with architecture and urban design.  

 

This thesis also aims to study the different facets of urban life and explores the 

potential of informality in achieving urban resilience. Chapters 4 and 5  conceptualise 

informality and its relation to urban and social resilience, and then demonstrate how 

local residents resort to informal urban practices to survive their daily challenges. 

Chapter 5 also explains how informality grants residents the right to the city and 

reflects democracy and inclusiveness rather than represents the deterioration of the 

built environment and signs of marginality.   

 

1.5. Research aims and objectives  

This thesis follows a compilation PhD2 style suggested by the University of 

Portsmouth. It is formed of five published and publishable papers, wherein each paper 

has its own research questions, aims and objectives that will be discussed where 

relevant, and their combination helps achieve the overall research aims and 

objectives of the thesis.  

 

The principal aim of the thesis is to understand the underlying principles of El Houma 

to derive design principles that can be applied in contemporary sustainable 

neighbourhood planning. 

It also seeks to develop an overall body of new knowledge that will be helpful for 

designing socially sustainable neighbourhoods in Algeria, and beyond in North Africa, 

which truly reflect the local context. 

 

 

 

                                                             
2 The compilation style thesis (CST) is a PhD thesis in which the core is structured as a series of 
published or publishable articles. More information through: 
https://moodle.port.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/2081556/mod_resource/content/1/Compilation%20Style%
20PhD%20Thesis%20Guidance.pdf 

https://moodle.port.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/2081556/mod_resource/content/1/Compilation%20Style%20PhD%20Thesis%20Guidance.pdf
https://moodle.port.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/2081556/mod_resource/content/1/Compilation%20Style%20PhD%20Thesis%20Guidance.pdf
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In order to achieve such aims, the thesis outlines the following research objectives: 

 

 To investigate and highlight how the lack of contextualisation of the concept of 

sustainable neighbourhood created lifeless and empty urban spaces (Chapter 

3). 

 

 To identify through literature principles of socially sustainable neighbourhoods 

and appraise their compatibility in the context of Algiers (according to socio-

cultural way of life) (Chapters 3,5) 

  

 To explore and corroborate the relationship between urban informality and urban 

resilience in order to achieve a comprehensive and rigorous understanding of 

the correlation between the two concepts (see Chapters 4,5). 

 

 To establish a common ground between urban social sustainability, urban form 

and urban resilience through investigating the intensity of El Houma in the three 

selected neighbourhoods (Chapters 2, 5).  

 

 To Identify and classify the relevant design elements of El Houma that contribute 

to create socially sustainable neighbourhoods, by understanding the relationship 

between the physical design and urban life, derived from observations in El 

Houma (Chapters 2,4,5,6). 

 

 To formulate policy and planning recommendations for a contextualised 

approach to design and plan socially sustainable neighbourhoods (Chapter 7). 

 

Even though these objectives are distributed over the different papers of the thesis, it 

is worth mentioning that these objectives are not to be treated as separate actions, 

but in sequence and all contribute to the main aim of the thesis.  

 

1.6. Research questions  

 

Throughout the thesis, many research questions will be mentioned in the relevant 

papers and will be answered through a variety of methods. The primary question that 

the thesis aims to answer is: How can the reinvention of El Houma contribute to create 

socially sustainable and resilient neighbourhoods in Algiers? 
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The thesis will attempt to answer other secondary questions that are used to frame 

the debate, such as: What is the relevance of El Houma to the current challenge? 

(Chapters 2, 5). Which of the three urban planning models contribute more to 

promoting El Houma? (Chapter 2). To what extent are social sustainable 

neighbourhood principles developed for the global North culturally appropriate to 

Algiers? (Chapters 3,5). To what extent do the informal urban practices of El Houma 

contribute to inclusiveness and community resilience? (Chapters 4, 5). Is there a 

social logic that informs the spatial distribution of social activities in neighbourhoods? 

(Chapters 2, 6). To what extent and in what context the different outdoor activities 

contribute to the liveliness of the place? (Chapter 6). What are the urban form features 

that promote social use of space? (Chapters 2, 4, 5). Other questions will be 

mentioned throughout the papers where relevant. 

The investigation of El Houma does not mean that the thesis promotes a nostalgic 

return to the old concept of neighbourhood and way of life in Algiers; however, it aims 

at providing explanations of a concept that has been part of city organisation and 

social life of residents for a long time, while some patterns of the city’s organisation 

and building pattern could be reproduced to inspire socially sustainable and resilient 

neighbourhoods in today’s context.  

 

1.7. Structure of the thesis  

 

The current PhD thesis follows a compilation style and is formed of five chapters 

(papers) excluding the introduction and conclusion, and their assemblage enables an 

understanding of El Houma and its potential contribution to achieving resilience and 

social sustainability. Figure1.1 explains the structure of the thesis and maps the key 

topics and notions that were used in each chapter to carry out this investigation. 

The first paper (Chapter 2) provides a rich background about the aims and topic of 

thesis and demonstrates how Algiers is a paradigmatic case study suitable to study 

the resilience of urban forms of three influential urban planning models. The chapter 

provides a critical discourse on the medieval Mediterranean Medina, 19th century 

European urban planning and the Modern Movement which were responsible for the 

urban development of Algiers and most Mediterranean cities, while situating the 

origin, evolution and practices of El Houma within these urban models. This chapter 

is meant to highlight the importance of social use of urban space for the resilience 

and success of urban forms, and uses El Houma as an authentic concept of urban 

life that emerged from the socio-cultural way of life of residents, allowing a local 
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(Algerian) way of reading the city, as opposed to the common Western-centric and 

top-down approach. The chapter will conclude with an urban morphological analysis 

of three neighbourhoods that represent each planning model and conduct activity 

mapping to measure the intensity of El Houma as a unit of measuring urban resilience. 

This paper was submitted to the journal ‘The Planning Review’ and is under review.  

The results of this  paper (chapter 2) stimulate a more in-depth investigation on the 

failures of globalisation and modernism, thus, the second paper (Chapter 3), 

investigates the negative repercussions of lack of contextualisation and the 

application of a globalised concept of sustainable neighbourhood in developing 

countries. The chapter aims to conceptualise the concept of neighbourhood, and 

review the relevant literature and planning initiatives to understand the design 

principles of the concept of sustainable neighbourhood and then group them into 

clusters based on themes. The chapter also explains each cluster and provides 

design guidelines on how to achieve the desirable goals. The second part of this 

chapter represents a discussion and critical analysis of the mediocre implementation 

and blind conformity with international standards of the sustainable neighbourhood 

concept, while the paper concludes with the identification of the recurrent failures of 

globalisation and determinism, and provides recommendations to avoid such 

mistakes in future projects. This chapter represents a supporting argument to the 

hypothesis of the thesis, which advocates the rejection of modernism and 

globalisation and that sustainable and resilient neighbourhoods should emerge from 

local context. The findings of this chapter were presented in the international 

conference ‘Cities’ identity through architecture and arts’ (3rd edition) organised by 

IEREK in Pisa. Italy. This Chapter has been published in the book ‘Cities’ 

Vocabularies: The Influences and Formations’, by Springer. 

 

In this regard, as an antidote to determinism, the third paper (Chapter 4) is more 

theoretical and attempts to explore a potential synergy between biology of evolution 

and architecture and urban design, with the aim to challenge conventional 

architecture taxonomies, including determinism, and advocate for informality to be 

considered as a sign of inclusiveness and creativity. By means of the concept of 

exaptation, the chapter analyses social behaviour of people in the three 

neighbourhoods with the aim of identifying which architectural and urban design 

elements promote social use of space inclusive of informality. Since the concept of 

exaptation reflects the process of functional co-optation of forms to perform 

unexpected activities, it seems suitable to be used to study informal social behaviour, 
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which, in this thesis, is seen as a resilient and unexpected way of living in the city 

rather than a sign of marginality. The paper will conclude with a comparison of the 

three urban planning models, reflected in the three neighbourhoods, to identify which 

urban model is resilient by measuring the intensity and diversity of social activities, 

and, thus, the redundancy of forms of exaptation. This paper has been recently 

submitted to the journal ‘Future Cities and Environment’ and is under review. 

The following paper (Chapter 5) explores the relationship between informality and 

urban resilience, arguing that informal urban practices of residents inspire resilient 

strategies against daily disruptions. The paper starts with an explanation of urban and 

social resilience and a conceptualisation of urban informality, while aiming to find the 

missing link between the two concepts. It then demonstrates how social use of urban 

space promotes social dynamics that are responsible for generating informal urban 

practices and resilient strategies. The empirical part of the paper consists of 

identifying informal urban practices in neighbourhoods of Algiers which can be 

considered as resilient strategies, promoted by individuals’ feeling of social cohesion, 

trust, solidarity and sense of belonging. This Chapter has been published in the book 

‘Informality through sustainability: urban informality now’ by Routledge. 

 

The fifth paper (Chapter 6) provides further review of literature regarding social use 

of urban space and its contribution to liveliness and urban social sustainability, while 

discussing the relationship between the global definition of neighbourhood and El 

Houma. The second part of the paper investigates the practices of El Houma in a 

square in Bab El Oued to demonstrate how placemaking contributes to social 

sustainability and community resilience. This paper has been published in ‘The 

Journal of Public Space’ and presented at the 10th World Urban Forum organised by 

UN-Habitat in Abu Dhabi in February 2020. 

 

Finally, this thesis aims to provide valuable lessons regarding El Houma and its 

possible reinvention, by identifying built environment qualities, features and criteria 

that are relevant for the design of socially sustainable and resilient neighbourhoods, 

contributing to fill the gap aimed by the current urban research agenda. Additionally, 

the thesis will carry out an original and novel investigation about the potential synergy 

between informality, exaptation and urban resilience. Moreover, the thesis aims to 

operationalise a bottom-up approach of analysing social sustainability in 

neighbourhoods by applying and combining a diverse range of methods. Such 

approach would lead to a better understanding of local socio-cultural context, people’s 
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everyday lives, (informal) urban practices and sustainable design in Algiers, and North 

Africa in general.   

 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Structure of the thesis 
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Preface of Chapter 2: 

The following chapter introduces Algiers as a paradigmatic case study, presenting its 

built environment features and their relation to urban resilience. It establishes the 

research aims and objectives of the following chapters and provides an overview of 

the investigation conducted throughout the thesis. It uses El Houma as a unit of 

measurement of urban resilience. Hence, it investigates the resilience of urban forms 

by studying the relationship between urban forms and social use of urban space in 

three neighbourhoods of Algiers. This paper has been submitted to The Planning 

Review journal, and the authors’ contribution disclosure is presented in the following 

table. 

 

CRediT – Contributor Roles Taxonomy3 

Title  Algiers as a paradigmatic Mediterranean City: El Houma as a 

measure of urban form resilience. 

Journal  The Planning Review 

Status Under review 

Authors Roles  

Mohamed Yazid 

Khemri  

Conceptualisation, Data curation, Formal analysis, 

Methodology, Investigation, Supervision, Software, 

Visualisation, Writing-original draft, Writing - Review and 

editing 

Alessandro 

Melis 

Formal analysis, Supervision, Validation, Writing - Review and 

editing 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
3 CRediT (Contributor Roles Taxonomy) represents a series of roles that can be used to 

represent the contributions of scholars in research outputs. For more information: 

https://casrai.org/credit/  

 

https://casrai.org/credit/
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Chapter 2: Algiers as a paradigmatic Mediterranean City: El Houma as a 

measure of urban form resilience. 

 

Abstract: 

Urban resilience has been in the centre of debates and studies as a fundamental 

concept to the durability and sustainability of cities, and their adaptability to global and 

local changes. However, despite the vast studies on urban resilience, there is a 

paucity of research on the link between urban form and resilience. This paper 

contributes to fill this gap by analysing urban form features and synthesizing 

theoretical and empirical evidence on how physical design of neighbourhoods 

promote or hinder urban resilience. 

This paper takes Algiers as a paradigmatic case study to explore the relationship 

between urban form and resilience in the Mediterranean region. It argues that the 

resilience of urban forms is measured by their ability to promote and maintain urban 

life. In this respect, the paper will base its investigation on the concept of El Houma 

which can provide an effective instrument to measure urban resilience. El Houma is 

a term used in Algeria to describe a neighbourhood or an urban area characterised 

by strong degree of social sustainability, based on local socio-cultural life of residents 

manifested in social use of urban space.   

In this respect, the paper will review features of three urban planning movements; 

Medieval urbanism, 19th century bourgeois city and Modernism. In this respect, the 

research will rely on urban morphological analysis and techniques of activity mapping, 

to investigate the relationship between urban forms and urban life, illustrated in El 

Houma, in three different neighbourhoods that represent the three urban planning 

strands.  

The paper concludes that the intensity of El Houma is high in the medieval and 19th 

century neighbourhoods due to features of urban forms that foster social use of space, 

and lower in modernist neighbourhoods due to lack of appropriate spaces for social 

interaction and forming social relations between residents. Findings indicate that 

urban form has major influence on social use of space, urban life and thus El Houma, 

and is the main driver for the sustainability and resilience of urban neighbourhoods. 

Keywords: urban resilience, urban forms, urban life, Algiers, El Houma. 
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2.1. Introduction  

As cities grow in scale and complexity, they become exposed to a wide range of 

challenges, from climate change to natural disasters to uncontrolled urbanisation and 

social isolation (Carta, 2017; Feliciotti, 2018). In the meantime, cities’ spatial 

structures undergo pressures to accommodate current needs, adapt to new emerging 

ones and enable urban systems to survive and thrive, conditions that are associated 

with the concept of urban resilience. 

The concept of resilience was first conceptualised in the seminal paper of the 

ecologist Crawford Stanley Holling in 1973 (Folke, 2006; Meerow et al., 2015), which 

was later adapted in many disciplines including urban planning due to the growing 

number of natural disasters and social disruptions the world has been facing (Ahern, 

2013). Urban resilience has gained a pivotal point in recent studies due to its 

significant importance to the durability and sustainability of cities, and their 

adaptability to global and local changes. In 2015, the United Nations ratified 17 new 

sustainable development goals, and goal 11 explicitly aims to “make cities inclusive, 

safe, Resilient and sustainable” (United Nations, 2015). UN-Habitat (2018a) defines 

urban resilience as “the measurable ability of any urban system, with its inhabitants, 

to maintain continuity through all shocks and stresses, while positively adapting and 

transforming toward sustainability”. Therefore, urban resilience and sustainability 

should not be regarded as independent or interchangeable, but, instead, they should 

be combined together to form a holistic planning approach that not only protects the 

environment, but also provides a place for sustainable lifestyles. 

The concept of urban resilience requires a holistic approach that is formed of tangible 

(physical) and intangible (social) components of urban systems (100 Resilient Cities, 

2017). However, as is the case for sustainability, resilience of urban systems is largely 

approached from an ecological and environmental perspective ignoring the role of 

urban forms in fostering social resilience (Marcus & Colding, 2014; Sharifi, 2019). 

Ensuring urban social sustainability is a significant step towards planning for 

resilience, whereas solidarity, trust, sense of community, place attachment and sense 

of belonging are fundamental to encourage community members to collaborate and 

react to disasters, as demonstrated in Chapter 5 (Khemri & Melis, 2020; Leap & 

Thompson, 2018).  

On this note, several studies highlighted how such social dynamics inspire urban 

residents to collaborate and recover from disruptions, for instance, in the villages of 

Philippines, residents are grouped by local culture, common identity and shared 
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values and rely on cooperation and collective problem solving to opt for strategies to 

survive and recover from landslides and floods caused by typhoons (Usamah, et al., 

2014). In Italy, Carta, et al., (2020) demonstrated how local collective identity and 

culture-based activities led to innovative and creative approaches to heritage 

preservation, resilient urban evolution and creative development, while in Algiers 

Khemri and Melis (2020) highlighted how El Houma emanates sense of belonging, 

solidarity and social cohesion that allow residents to perform informal street vending, 

informal gatherings to show support in case of weddings and funerals, street art to 

attract tourist and promote local economy (see Chapter 5). Such urban practices are 

found in well-designed urban spaces that foster social use of space and offer 

opportunities for communities to grow as creative and resilient hubs, while building 

alliance between urban social sustainability and urban resilience. 

Designing for social sustainability requires a study of local socio-cultural context and 

applying a human perspective in order to design places that are responsive to 

people’s needs and aspirations, unlike physical determinism which imposes urban 

forms that are not in harmony with people’s lifestyles and which accounts for most 

urban problems of cities of today (Feliciotti, 2018). Physical determinism implies that 

the designer imposes a pattern that affects human behaviour in a specific way; so the 

design acts as an independent variable in a process of cause and effect (Hillier et al., 

1986; Lawhon, 2009). A study conducted by Khemri, Caputo, and Melis (2020), 

presented in Chapter 3, unveiled the failures of applying a global concept of 

sustainable neighbourhood design in developing countries. The study reveals how 

globalisation and determinism led to loss of locality and degradation of community, 

social and spatial segregation, and loss of local identity and sense of place.  

In contrast, social life is fundamental for the resilience of urban areas, and many 

scholars have expressed the importance of social use of space. Jacobs (1961) argued 

that everyday life of residents creates lively and well-functioning neighbourhoods 

through numerous and improvised activities, while Gehl (2010) considers social urban 

practices a showcase of residents’ lifestyle. Similarly, Lefebvre (1991, p. 26) argues 

that ‘(Social) space is a (social) product’ and advocates for the association of space 

with everyday life and social practices. 

Furthermore, the influential anthropologist Marc Augé (1995) uses the term ‘non-

places’ to refer to spaces that fail to achieve a connection with their users, do not have 

a distinctive identity and do not promote place attachment. For Augé, a place is a built 

space encrusted with historical monuments and creative social life, while the lack of 
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social life turns spaces into ‘non-places’. This claim was supported by Appadurai 

(1996) who argued that the lack of social relations causes neighbourhoods and urban 

spaces to dissolve, while social life concretises locality and promotes a sense of 

place. 

The consistent use of space not only enhances the quality of the built environment 

(Dempsey 2006), but also promotes sense of place or ‘Genius Loci’ as Norberg-

Schulz termed it. A term that refers to meaningful spaces that reflect the culture and 

history of an area and provide appropriate physical setting for a frequent and enduring 

human interaction (Norberg-Schulz, 1979) all of which foster a sense of community. 

It is, therefore, particularly useful to study and try to understand resilience in urban 

contexts that are the result of multiple historical strata and whose evolution has 

involved the contribution of different cultures that have given rise to complex models 

of social development. Cities of the Mediterranean region offer numerous 

opportunities of research from this point of view; however, taken into consideration by 

the literature, more towards the south of Europe than the north of Africa. This paper 

intends to consider the case of Algiers as an example of historical complexity and as 

a crossroads of different cultures and social models, through which to understand the 

adaptive phenomena of the urban fabric and, therefore, its capacity for resilience. In 

this paper, the resilience of urban forms is measured by the intensity of urban life. 

2.1.1. Aims and Objectives: 

The principle aim of the paper is to bridge the gap between urban resilience and urban 

forms and provide an analytical tool based on local urban practices to assess urban 

form resilience. 

Thus, the paper intends to analyse the resilience of urban forms of three urban 

planning models that shaped Algiers through measuring the permanency of El Houma 

in three neighbourhoods that represent Medieval medina, 19th century urban planning 

and modernism respectively. El Houma is a term used in Algiers to refer to a 

neighbourhood or an urban area with strong social sustainability (the concept will be 

explained further throughout the paper). The use of El Houma as a unit of 

measurement allows a local (Algerian/North African) way of reading the city as 

opposed to top-down and western-centric approaches. 

As part of its overall objectives, the paper will provide a brief overview of the 

dominating urban planning models (Medieval, 19th century and modernism) using 

different cities as case studies to explain their planning approaches; highlighting 
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similarities and differences with Algiers, to demonstrate and acknowledge the origin 

of some urban planning principles that shaped Algiers. This examination is not carried 

out as a historian or a critic, but the intention is to understand the elements of 

composition of each urban model, and, given the limited scope of the paper, only three 

planning models that shaped Algiers will be reviewed. All of which will form the basis 

for an urban morphological analysis of Algiers in order to understand the development 

and characteristics of the city’s urban forms, in addition to results of activity mapping 

in the studied neighbourhoods to highlight the intensity of El Houma. 

The outcomes of the article enable on the one hand to understand how these three 

urban strands have contributed (or not) to community resilience, and on the other 

hand, a local reading of the city by using el Houma as a framework to assess the role 

of urban forms in promoting or hindering social use of urban space. 

The text is structured through sections which explore literature and objectives, 

necessary to achieve the principle aim. The limited scope of the paper imposed a 

more synthetic methodology rather than a study of the enormous, and almost infinite 

literature, on the history of urban planning, hence, the methodology used is based on 

urban morphology as an integrative method for understanding the resilience of the 

main urban development models, in addition to social activity mapping to depict urban 

life. 

Section 2 will explain the rationality behind the choice of Algiers as a case study. Next, 

a brief discussion on the influence of three urban planning models in the 

Mediterranean region, especially in Algiers, will be presented to understand to what 

extent it has been accompanied by attention to urban resilience. Following that, a 

discussion on El Houma is presented and accompanied by results of observations of 

El Houma in the three selected neighbourhoods.  

Together with the analysis of urban morphology and the observations, this historical 

excursus will help to understand the particular characteristics of the three 

characterising neighbourhoods of Algiers, like a synecdoche of Mediterranean urban 

phenotypes, and to undertake a discussion on El Houma as an instrument of urban 

resilience. 
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2.1.2.  Methodology: Literature review, urban morphology and social activity 

mapping  

A vast literature indicates that urban space is the meeting place between material and 

immaterial values, which constitute society as a whole. The latter, as mentioned, is 

largely the result of historical and cultural evolution as described previously. The 

former, on the other hand, mainly concerns the physical nature of urban space. In this 

case, it is essential to understand urban space’s materials, functions, adaptive 

potentials, with respect to what is described in the definition of resilience, also through 

the geometric characteristics of space. 

De Certeau (1984, p. 117) stated that “In short, space is a practiced place” and 

explains this further by adding “the street geometrically defined by urban planning is 

transformed into a space by walkers.” This means that a space is a frequented place; 

it becomes alive through social use of space. 

According to Lynch (1981), urban settlements are successful if they promote the 

continuity of people and their culture while increasing a sense of connection with 

social and physical space. In this respect, the resilience (success) of urban forms is 

evaluated according to their ability to promote social life throughout time despite 

changes. 

The studies on urban morphology, in particular, have proved pivotal in allowing a 

reading of the city through its morphological and geometric evolution. This research 

builds upon the work of the three important schools of thought that developed this 

method in the 1950s and 60s as a reaction to the failures of modernism and to 

understand spatial development of cities and recreate a link between the city and its 

architectural history (Venerandi et al., 2017). The German-British school of urban 

morphology, founded by Conzen, focused on studying urban forms for descriptive and 

exploratory purposes, for the purpose of developing a theory of city building, so to 

explain how cities are built and why (Moudon, 1997). The Italian School, founded by 

Muratori and his student Caniggia, focused on studying urban forms for prescriptive 

purposes in order to develop a theory of city design, in other words, how cities should 

be built, basing their studies on historical city-building traditions (Moudon, 1997). The 

French School on the other hand, founded by Paneari, Caster and the sociologist 

Depaule, adopted a more critical approach and developed both theories of the 

German and Italian schools, and ensured an interaction between social science and 

architecture (Moudon, 1997; Pinho & Oliveira, 2009).  
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The reliance on mixed methods in urban studies, combining different skills, including 

historic literature, urban morphology and the study of a paradigmatic case, through 

several forms of observations, will contribute to achieve better results and 

compensate for the limitations of a single approach (Carmona, 2015). This research 

connects urban planning and sociology research methods in order to investigate the 

relationship between urban forms and social use of urban spaces illustrated through 

the concept of El Houma in Algiers. 

As mentioned previously, urban resilience requires a holistic approach of tangible and 

intangible aspects; therefore, the novelty presented in this paper is combining urban 

morphological analysis and activity mapping in order to evaluate the resilience of 

urban forms in promoting El Houma. Whereas urban morphological analysis focuses 

on the tangible aspects of the city (Moudon 1997), and social activity mapping depicts 

urban life (Francis, 1984; Gehl, 1987; Whyte, 1980). The following table 2.1 presents 

an overview of the methods used in this paper to study the relationship between urban 

forms and urban life. 
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Table 2.1: Description of the methods of investigation 

Methods of 

investigation 

Description 

Urban 

morphology  

Moudon (1997) states that “Urban morphology is the study of the 

city as human habitat.” The urban morphological analysis will 

examine the city’s components (urban blocks, streets, parks and 

public spaces), and the relationship between them in order to 

understand how places function and feel, and evolved through 

time. 

Activity 

mapping  

According to Groat and Wang (2002), it is an ethnographic 

method used to map and record social activities in urban areas; 

as it places the researcher in the actual world along with the 

object of inquiry.  

Important planners and researchers like Jacobs (1961), Whyte 

(1980), Francis (1984), Gehl (1987), and Shirazi (2018), have 

used activity mapping (also known as the ‘snapshot observation’) 

to investigate the responsiveness of the built environment to the 

lifestyle of residents. This paper will build upon their works to 

study social use of space as a way of placemaking and liveliness 

that contribute to urban life. 

Observation technique 

The observations and mapping tried to capture and record all 

urban practices that contribute to urban life, but excluded 

activities related to political and antisocial uses. An open mode 

of data collection was followed to capture a variety of 

spontaneous, improvised and unexpected activities. 

The observations and mapping were conducted in public, semi-

public and private spaces of the neighbourhoods to identify the 

intensity of El Houma. 

Time of observation 

The observations were carried out during the last three weeks of 

August 2019 and during weekdays and weekends (Friday and 

Saturday constitute the weekend in Algeria), and throughout 

different times of the day to identify patterns of social activities 

and record their fluctuation during different days of the week and 

times of the day. 

Case study The urban morphological analysis and observations were carried 

out in three different neighbourhoods in Algiers; the Casbah, 

which is a medieval town, Bab El Oued which is a 19 th century 

neighbourhood, and Cité Belle Vue as an example of modernism. 
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2.2. Algiers as a paradigmatic case study 

Algiers, as with many other historic and multi-layered cities, presents an opportunity 

to study the resilience of urban models. Its strategic position as a crossroad of 

civilisations and cultures throughout history has granted it a diverse mix of cultures 

and social ideologies and a variety of built environment features.  

Even today, Algiers, as a North African capital city, represents a meeting point 

between global north and global south, and thus a significant case study to investigate 

for transferability of lessons. It suffers from many climate crisis-related issues, such 

as desertification as a result of the Sahara in the south of the country, which, in turn, 

will affect Europe in the future, and social isolation as a result of current planning 

approaches that have led to lifeless and empty urban spaces.  

As an interface between North and South Mediterranean countries, Algiers’s 

architecture and urban planning are a manifestation of many influential urban planning 

models. One can perceive the Casbah as an example of a Mediterranean medieval 

compact city, the French colonial city as an example of 19th century bourgeois city, 

and the Modern Movement in the design of buildings and neighbourhoods. Therefore, 

the study of Algiers as a case study will help understand the relationship between the 

three urban strands and resilience, by investigation urban life in three 

neighbourhoods, which is measured by the intensity of El Houma.  

El Houma is a term that has been used in Algiers since the medieval ages to refer to 

organic urban life as a result of close-knit quarters and sustainable local lifestyle. It is 

an adaptive concept that has recreated itself in different urban forms; since it can be 

perceived and measured in various urban areas. The intensity of ‘El Houma’ is 

influenced by the suitability of urban forms in promoting social use of space, and thus, 

enriching urban life (Khemri, Melis, and Caputo, 2020), as shown in Chapters 4,5, 6.  

Important urban planning models will be presented in order to locate Algiers within 

the global discourse of urban planning that shaped the Mediterranean and parts of 

Europe. This is not intended as a construction of a brief history of architecture, but 

rather to summarise the historical processes that are at the origin of the city of Algiers 

and that demonstrate how it is a cultural melting pot extremely interconnected with 

the historical nature of the Mediterranean basin. Hence its Greek-Roman root, which 

then evolved according to Islamic-oriental models, medieval traits and Ottoman 

domination, as an adaptation of the previous settlements, up to its reinterpretation in 

a colonial key and modernisation with its pros and cons. These aspects will be 

highlighted, especially those concerning the social complexity and the evolutionary 
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historicity of the city, which, as mentioned in the previous paragraphs, are elements 

that determine its greater or lesser potential in terms of resilience. 

2.2.1. Mediterranean medieval city  

The strategic location of the Mediterranean region attributed its cities a complex and 

rich history in terms of town planning. Informed by a mixture of ethnicities, and the 

succession of different civilisations with their planning approaches and military, 

political and economic forces developed an urban planning and specific socio-cultural 

way of life. All these factors overcame religious differences and shaped 

Mediterranean cities based on a similar urban pattern that can still be seen today in 

the organisation of both South European and North African cities (Brambilla, 2015).  

The urban layout of traditional Mediterranean cities is characterised by a system of 

irregular narrow streets cut through a dense and compact urban form that is formed 

of a hierarchy of spaces defined by degree of enclosure, height of buildings and width 

of streets, in addition to few open spaces and a plaza next to places of worship and 

markets (Von Gruenbaum, 1985). 

The major change from the Greco-Roman structure to the irregular street network 

started during the Byzantine era and continued to exist under Arabo-Muslim 

domination (Raymond, 1994; Von Gruenbaum, 1958). Whereas, in North Africa, 

compact urban forms and narrow street networks are believed to have existed before 

the arrival of Islam to the region in the 7th century. Certainly, the arrival of Islam has 

influenced some aspects of the existing town, where the mosque replaced the forum 

or the agora, and the avenues with colonnades, the basilica, and the agora of the 

antique city were transformed into the Souks, the Qaisariya, and the Khan, 

respectively, while the existing gridiron plan changed as a result of the build-up of 

individual quarters (Abu-lughod, 1987). Equally, socio-cultural and climatic conditions 

have also had a huge influence on the urban layout, with the irregular street network 

to ensure privacy and provide shade (Michell, 1995).  

Characteristics of Islamic settlements are still visible in Granada in Spain, or in Sicily 

and Apulia in Italy, manifested in public buildings, residential quarters and the irregular 

urban structure (Brambilla, 2015; Dickie, 1994), often referred to as Moorish style, 

while the association mosque-market in Islamic cities equals the association 

cathedral/church-marketplace in Medieval European cities (Raymond, 1994).   

The described urban morphologies have been acknowledged in a particular positive 

way during the Romanticism. In his book, Stones of Venice, Ruskin (1873) 
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complimented medieval towns and the conviviality of public life in the medieval urban 

layout of Venice, praising the plazas, the restored buildings and the houses with 

balconies. Additionally, Raymond Unwin (1909) stated that the irregular narrow 

streets and the picturesqueness of building details must be regarded as exceptional. 

Patrick Abercrombie (1933) also perceived the growth of medieval towns as gradual 

and organic rather than buildings that sprang into existence on an empty land, 

whereas Camillo Sitte (1945) argued that community life in medieval towns, and 

especially in Italy, had remained alive and intense throughout time. He praised Pisa 

and Florence and their irregular streets with their projecting elements to have a certain 

charm, while public squares and plazas were theatres of public life with their 

monuments, active markets, fountains and sculptures. 

2.2.2. The Casbah of Algiers: a model of Mediterranean compact city  

Algiers’ Casbah (also written as ‘Kasbah’ by the UNESCO) is a clear example of 

coastal Mediterranean Middle Age urban morphology as described in the previous 

paragraph. It is also the oldest settlement in Algiers and was first established by the 

Phoenicians in the 4th century BC as a trading post under the name ‘icosium’ thanks 

to its strategic location. Later, the town was occupied by the Romans, the Vandals 

and The Byzantines, and, in 944, the founder of the Berber Zirid Sanhaja dynasty 

Bologhine Ibn Ziri founded the present city. The Ottomans arrived in Algiers in 1516 

and built an extension to the remains of the previous civilisations surrounded by 

ramparts for protection (Benhamouche, 2003; Rashid, 2016). 

The urban layout and the spatial organisation of the Casbah are similar to other 

traditional Arab and Medieval European towns in the Mediterranean. It is built on a 

hilly site facing the Mediterranean Sea. It has a compact and dense urban form with 

streets oriented towards the sea to channel the fresh breezes (BenHamouche, 2003). 

The urban tissue is formed of continuous urban blocks formed of two to three storey 

buildings, intersected by a network of narrow streets and stairs laid out on the sloped 

site. Because of the high density, the urban fabric was parcelled into as many plots 

as possible, to create small mosques for each quarter, courtyard houses of medium 

size, and small houses with a light well (Khalil, 2015). 

The Casbah is divided into two main parts, the upper part and lower part. This division 

is emphasised further by Abderahmane Arbadji boulevard built during the French 

colonisation era.  

The lower part of the Casbah represents the public realm; it is more cosmopolitan and 

commercial and contains public, religious, political and commercial buildings with a 
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market and mosques (Icheboudene, 2002). The urban fabric originally extended till 

the harbour, but a big part of it was demolished and replaced by boulevards and a 

large plaza built straight after the French conquest in 1830s as part of a military 

engineering of the city. 

The upper part is the private realm and is mainly residential, made up of a series of 

quarters. In the past, each quarter satisfied its inhabitants' daily needs through a 

moderate mix of uses, while ensuring privacy and maintaining a separation between 

the hustle of public areas and private spaces. Every quarter had nearby a mosque, 

bakery, Koran school, fountains, Hammam (bath) and a small market; however, most 

shops are now closed except artisanal, pottery and few food shops.  

The streets are narrow and irregular to accommodate the introverted lifestyle that was 

centred around privacy (Von Gruenbaum, 1985), which also informed the architecture 

of buildings, where dwellings are inward looking and receive light, air and sunshine 

through a courtyard, while their facades are plain with few windows above the eye’s 

height to secure privacy (Çelik, 1997; Michell, 1995). 

The urban quarters are very dense and compact, wherein one house shares up to 

three walls with its neighbours; there is hardly any open space within the 

neighbourhood, except empty lands of demolished old houses, and wall-fountains 

placed at the intersection of streets, which create nodes in the form of small open 

spaces for informal gatherings and social interaction. They are also used by both 

residents and passers-by to drink and wash or do their ablutions before entering a 

mosque, and, with the addition of hanging vines, they provide a comfortable 

microclimate in summertime.  These urban form features encourage walking and 

increase people’s presence in the streets thanks to its human scale design, which, in 

turn, promotes a great sense of El Houma, safety and security since most people in 

the streets know each other and dead-end alleys are only accessible by residents, 

thus people become familiar with each other and the place they share. Additionally, 

the compact urban form with the hanging vines offers resilience to the harsh climate 



52 
 

of the area, and, in turn, encourages social use of space throughout different times of 

the day. 

Figure 2.1:  Plan of the Casbah and its fortifications in 1816. Source: (Pananti, 1818) 

 

2.3. The influence of the bourgeois city in the Mediterranean region 

 

Despite the emphasis on the ideal Renaissance city, the history of architecture shows 

that after the medieval transformation of the Roman city, important events occurred 

as part of the 19th century transformation of cities. Most of the Mediterranean cities 

were subject to large expansions and improvements through a revolution in town 

planning that introduced new design principles and features like boulevards, avenues 

and public spaces, which are considered quintessential characteristics of cities of 

today (Hall, 1997), and, especially due to the colonial thrust, highly influential in North 

African cities. 

Many of these features are due to Haussmannian Paris, which is considered a 

‘bourgeois city’ par excellence, thanks to Haussmann who demolished some of the 
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existing medieval neighbourhoods and applied a design based on percées and urban 

blocks (see figure 2.2).  

A network of percées formed of planted boulevards and avenues pierced the city while 

connecting important urban projects like stations, squares and public buildings, and 

producing districts, network of axis, blocks and perspectives to improve the image of 

public spaces and monumental buildings by creating visual connections from and 

towards them. This recalls the approach of intervening in cities in the early 

renaissance where the revision of the old city’s plans was done through opening new 

wide streets and regular spacious squares; the same approach was followed in 

Algiers by demolishing part of the Casbah to build boulevards and plazas. The 

Haussmannian block could be considered as a single building divided into apartment 

plots and surrounded by streets, with an inner courtyard used as ventilation and light 

wells (Panerai, et al., 2012).  

Some forms and elements in the Haussmann plan derived from characteristics of the 

Baroque city, like the networks that connect landmarks were inspired from the plan of 

Rome of Sixtus V. The tridents and stars shape of the network are derived from Rome, 

Versailles and the plans of le Nôtre (Panerai et al. 2012).  

 

Figure 2.2:  Percées and urban blocks of the Haussmannian plan in Paris. Source: (Panerai 
et al, 2012). 

On the founding characteristics of Haussmannian Paris, the major influences in urban 

planning culture in the Mediterranean are certainly attributable to the Barcelona 

models of Cerda and the ring of Vienna. 

Inspired by the work of Haussmann in Paris, Cerda developed his planning proposals 

based on extensive social, housing, demographic, economic, environmental and 

public health surveys of existing conditions. He based his reform plan on stormwater 
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and transportation systems and an extension of the city beyond the protective walls 

(Neuman 2011). 

The final version of the plan was approved in 1863 and proposed six surrounding 

independent towns at 5 km distant, with parks, plazas, gardens, markets and 

hospitals, and large diagonal avenues and boulevards that slash the open and 

decentralised layout of the grid and connect the expansion to the periphery (Neuman, 

2011). 

Cerda’s plans for Barcelona have been influential in the Mediterranean region, 

especially for the regular geometrical grid with perpendicular intersections, and the 

arrangement of housing and other buildings in octagonal blocks with interior open 

public space, and each corner of the blocks was cut out as a chamfer (Aibar & Bijker, 

1997). The Cerda plan expresses sense of wholeness and unity through urban blocks 

that he called intervías, and the planted parks that mark regularity and emphasise the 

openness of the avenues which provide abundant access to light and air (Neuman, 

2011).  

Despite the huge influence of Haussmannian percées that created triangular blocks 

in Algiers, Cerda’s influence could be seen in the French intervention in the lower part 

of the Casbah, and in some parts of Bab El Oued, as shown in figure 2.5, however, 

Cerda’s orthogonal blocks were not extensively applied as in Barcelona (see figure 

2.3). 

Figure 2.3: The plan for the transformation of Barcelona. Source: (Neuman, 2011). 



55 
 

From the morphological point of view, the Vienna project (1859) is generally 

remembered as a ring variant and localised with respect to the more extensive Paris 

project. However, this specificity has made it a particularly influential recede of the 

univocal transformation of military walls and pre-existing buildings in a bourgeois 

boulevard. The same transformation was carried out in the Casbah, by demolishing 

its ramparts at the expense of boulevards and plazas. 

It is a condition that is strongly linked to the demolition by Giuseppe Poggi (1865-

1895) of the wall structures in Florence (Ghirardo, 2013; Lasansky, 2003). Florence 

provides also a good example of a 19th century urban planning and preservation. 

Some spaces were preserved and re-configured making the old town an urban 

museum displaying characteristics of its medieval and renaissance buildings 

(Lasansky, 2003). 

The plan for the extension of Vienna was called the ‘Grundplan’, and aimed at erecting 

a ‘Ringstrasse’ which consists of a ring road with large green parks, public spaces 

and public buildings with planted wide streets, while the streets of the inner town were 

to be regularised and connected to the master plan with exits to the outskirts, as well 

as building new bridges and covered markets (see figure 2.4) (Collins & Collins, 1986; 

Hall, 1997; Sked, 2006).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4: The Grundplan (the 

Ringstrass plan). Source: (Sked, 

2006).  
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2.3.1. Bab El Oued neighbourhood: an illustration of 19th century urban 

planning in Algiers 

From 1830, Algeria was colonised by France for 132 years which participated heavily 

in the shaping of Algiers, as the city expanded from a medina to a metropolis. 

France ignored the existing socio-spatial city, and its first action after the conquest 

was the demolition of the fortifications of Casbah and a great portion of its urban 

fabric, reducing its area from 50 to 18 hectares (Icheboudene, 2002) and replacing 

the irregular street network by an orthogonal urban grid with large plazas to gather 

the troops and enable rapid manoeuvres (Hadjri & Osmani, 2004). 

Similarly, Madrassas (religious schools), mosques and public baths were demolished 

and replaced by military buildings, public spaces, boulevards and administrative 

buildings, in addition to the appropriation of houses, shops and other public buildings 

to house the new arrivals. France wanted to transform Algiers into an exemplar 

French capital in Africa segregated from the Casbah (Icheboudene, 2002). 

Consequently, Algiers underwent profound social, cultural, economic and spatial 

development, and important architectural styles were used, such as Neoclassical and 

Neo-Moorish for public buildings, while a Haussmannian style was used in 

neighbourhoods with apartment buildings. 

A completely new approach of urban planning was introduced in Algiers, and used to 

design Bab El Oued, which was based on the 19th  century European urban planning 

principles- the Haussmann style- which consists of percées -as used in Paris- 

regularity, proportion and symmetry for streets, planted avenues and boulevards with 

hierarchy of streets, open public spaces with vegetation and fountains, and the 

availability of public facilities (see figure 2.5) (Icheboudene, 2002; Kobis, 2017). In 

addition to an orthogonal organisation, with apartment buildings higher than houses 

of the Casbah, with regular facades, arcades and shops on the ground floor and 

balconies on the streets (Bouaouina, 2006).  



57 
 

 

Figure 2.5: plan of Bab El Oued, Algiers. 

 

2.4. Modern Algiers 

2.4.1. Overview of Modernism 

According to Benevolo, the Modern Movement refers to a number of visionary 

planning principles proposed by architects and urban planners in the interwar period 

between the 1920s and the 1930s (Benevolo, 1971; Sharifi, 2016).  

Especially after the Second World War, planners transformed most of the 

Mediterranean cities in a modern way. In the south of Europe, as in Italy, above all 

because of the housing emergency, and in North Africa, because of the persistence 

of colonialist policies that believed they were applying the same urban models at 

home and in the colonies. 

Similar to the 19th century city which rejected the medieval urban forms by considering 

them a disorder, modernism expressed a negation of the city and rejected centuries 

of urban design principles and traditions that were based on organic design and 

classical forms. 
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Key architects and planners of Modernism, such as Le Corbusier who in his book The 

City of To-morrow and its Planning (1927), describes medieval towns as dirty, dark 

and overcrowded, argues that Modernism can be a solution to such conditions, 

through planning a rational and clean city based on geometry and order to foster light 

and air (Lilley, 1999). 

Le Corbusier enacted principles of the Modernist city in the 1920s in France (Watson, 

2009). In their book ‘Collage City’, Rowe and Koetter (1978) qualify the city in 

Modernism as a collection of buildings distributed over a land in an ostentatious 

relationship. The buildings are giant superblocks of single use or self-contained, 

spread over ample open spaces and an urban structure defined by travel ways for 

cars and transit, which result in a spatial segregation and zoning as opposite to 

renaissance and medieval towns where the emphasis was on human scale design, 

walkable and mixed use areas (Dobbins, 2009; Panerai et al., 2012; Wheeler, 2004). 

The vast literature on modern planning, indicate critical analogies between what has 

often happened both in the neighbourhoods and in the cities of modern foundation, 

such as Brasilia, and what has been observed in the course of this research in the 

modern settlements of Algiers. The design of modern Brasilia, for instance, was based 

on planning principles derived from CIAM’s 1933 and the Chartes d’Athénes. Its 

deterministic design disrupted residents’ lifestyles, eliminated the figural street and 

intersections, and designed buildings as public monuments in large public spaces. 

Holston’s (1989) ethnographic research concluded that residents of Brasilia rejected 

the modernist design and modified urban spaces to reproduce the familiarity they had 

in the traditional urban plan.  

Brasilia’s design is similar to the modern city of Chandigrah, designed by Le Corbusier 

in 1951. Both are characterised by clear geometrical plan and residential zones called 

‘sectors’ that contain building towers surrounded by ample public open spaces and 

defined by urban arterial roads (Lang, 2011). The same philosophy was followed in la 

Ville Verte in 1930 as mentioned in his book La Ville Radieuse’ (Le Corbusier, 1935). 

Many scholars claim that Modernism caused ‘placelessness’ in cities, due to its large 

scale and non-contextual design, rational order, rigidity and hardness (Jacobs, 1961, 

Relph, 1987) while its design principles have been linked to antisocial behaviour 

(Relph 1987; Sommer 1974) and considered as anti-urbanistic (Talen, 2005). Most 

modernist urban renewal plans also caused social and spatial segregation by 

displacing poor people away from the city (Gillette, 2010). 
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2.4.2. Modernism in Algiers  

Modernism has been used in Algiers since the French colonialism till today, as plans 

based on quantity and pace, prefabricated structures, and standardised plans and 

facades in the form of bars with desolate spaces in-between (Çelik, 1997). Thus, most 

modernist residential areas in Algiers are designed in huge longitudinal bars defining 

interior courts and low degree of mix of uses while leftover spaces between the 

buildings are sometimes unanimated and desolate, making the bars look like 

independent enclaves spread in the landscape (Çelik, 1997).    

Critics have condemned modernism for overlooking socio-cultural factors of the 

Algerian society, from the family structure, to the importance of social relations 

between residents which were very important in the traditional neighbourhoods (Çelik, 

1997; Chabou, 2008). These residential units were described as dormitories, due to 

lack of public spaces for the inhabitants to socially interact or to play, which influenced 

the formation of El Houma (Hadjri & Osmani, 2004). Icheboudene (2002) summarised 

the crisis of El Houma in two factors, the lack of appropriate spaces for social 

interaction in the modernist neighbourhoods and the lack of social relations and 

cohesiveness between neighbours, and both factors are interdependent.    

2.4.3. Cité Belle Vue Ain Benian  

The neighbourhood is divided into two areas by means of a mixed-use boulevard. The 

eastern part only contains housing units and lacks necessary amenities and 

appropriate spaces for social interaction or leisure activities. This part contains 

longitudinal bars of apartment buildings parallel to each other and separated by 

streets. There is no public space in this area, and the only space available for kids to 

play is the small grass strips that separate buildings from the pavement, because the 

playground next to the boulevard is derelict with broken games. 

In the western part of the neighbourhood, there are three gated communities 

separated by wide mixed-use streets. Inside each gated community, apartment 

buildings of six to eight storeys surround open areas in the middle, while accessibility 

for cars is restricted to residents. There are also two small football pitches, a petanque 

court and a playground outside the gated communities. 

Walking through the neighbourhood, one can notice a difference in the spatial quality 

between the two parts. The gated communities offer more opportunities for social 

interaction through the open space inside them; however, they are rarely used due to 

lack of shade and appropriate design.  
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2.5. Discussion on El Houma  

Drawing on the historical analysis of Mediterranean cities, features of Algiers’s urban 

morphology will be assessed against social use of space to evaluate their 

responsiveness to people’s lifestyles and urban life. Thus, the next section will explain 

the concept of El Houma and how it is related to urban morphology and can be 

considered as a form of urban resilience. Following that, results of social activity 

mapping are presented in order to highlight the intensity of El Houma in the three 

selected neighbourhoods, and the resilience of their urban forms. 

2.5.1. The appearance of El Houma: 

During medieval ages, the Casbah in Algiers was made of a series of quarters 

connected to each other by means of thoroughfares. Quarters were closely-knit 

groups, inhabited by homogenous communities of people unified by the same 

family, religion, ethnicity, or occupation (potters, jewellers, etc.) and by association 

with a particular ‘Sheikh’ who was generally the oldest and the noble man of the 

quarter, acting as an informal government body; as a judge to solve conflicts and 

give blessings for marriages, etc.  As a result, there was a great sense of belonging, 

sense of community and solidarity among residents, because they shared mutual 

rights and duties (Abu lughod, 1987; Grangaud, 2009). These neighbourhoods were 

a place of exchange, production and reproduction of local society (Bouaouina, 2007; 

Icheboudene, 2002) and were known for their strong social cohesion and sense of 

community. Thus, the word for neighbourhood in Algeria was -and still is- ‘El Houma’ 

to refer to a neighbourhood characterised by such strong social relations between 

residents (Dris, 2005; Grangaud, 2013). It is equal to ‘Darb’ in some parts of 

Morocco, ‘Hara’ in Cairo and Damascus, ‘Haie’ and ‘Ferreeg’ in the Arabian 

Peninsula, and ‘Mahalla’ in Aleppo, Mosul and Baghdad (Hourani, Khoury and 

Wilson, 1993; Raymond, 2008). 

El Houma is a term peculiar to Maghribi Arabic, and only used in North Africa 

(Dickie, 1994). Whilst “El” is the Arabic definite article equal to “the” in English, the 

word “Houma” comes from the Arabic word ‘HA-WA-MA’ which means the 

environment, a circular perimeter within the eye’s purview; it also indicates a density 

of an area, main part; a quarter, a section of a city (Wehr, 1976).  

In Algiers, El Houma pertains to the residential area, be it the old neighbourhoods of 

the Casbah, the neighbourhoods of the French colonial city, or the contemporary 

housing units. People would call their area of living ‘El Houma’, only when aspects 
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of social sustainability are ubiquitous, such as social interaction, social cohesion, 

solidarity, trust and sense of belonging, which emerge from frequent social use of 

urban space.  

Although El Houma in Algeria receives no official recognition and no administrative 

definition, it weighs heavily on urban and social organisation of cities. It is a social 

quarter defined by social relations as opposed to the official and administrative 

neighbourhoods designed and delimited by the government (Grangaud, 2009). 

2.5.2. Observations of El Houma in the Casbah  

The division of the Casbah into two main parts, public and private realms, has greatly 

influenced the spatial distribution of activities in the town (see figure 2.6).  

The upper part of the Casbah is mainly residential, and most activities performed by 

residents in this area are playing and resting.  

The availability of shade through narrow streets and hanging vines in the Casbah 

allows a continuous use of space throughout the day. People sit at the footsteps of 

their houses and shops to chat, while others prefer the wall-fountains as a place of 

social interaction; beyond that, residents use them to wash, drink and clean the 

streets. Children, on the other hand, occupy open spaces which resulted from 

demolished houses, and are turned into small football pitches or public places with 

benches and trees for more passive recreational activities. Since cars are not allowed 

in the Casbah, due to narrow streets and stairs, children feel safe in the streets and 

use them as a playground, however, dead-end alleys are often deserted due to their 

dark and tight space. Safety also emanates from the fact that these residential areas 

are only accessed by residents where almost everyone knows each other (see figure 

2.10). 

Activities such as playing domino, selling and advertising, eating and drinking and 

street art were mapped in the highest and lowest points of the upper part of the 

Casbah, creating lively entrance points for tourists.  

Sidi Driss Hamidouche Street in the highest point of the Casbah is a wider street that 

allows people to use urban furniture to sit or perform different activities, making the 

area lively, in addition to restaurant, café, food and artisanal shops which promote 

sociability. It is also equipped with hanging vines and trees, which provide shade, and 

a wall fountain to supply water and refresh the microclimate. The area has also been 
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renovated in order to attract more tourists as a way to promote local heritage and local 

economy.  

The lower part of the Casbah is more cosmopolitan, the local market, mosques and 

food shops contribute heavily to the liveliness of the area. The area is considered as 

a resort to many people to satisfy their needs in terms of food, clothes and other 

products. Informal commerce activities are also performed by residents in their 

Houma to make ends meet as a reaction to unemployment while contributing to the 

liveliness of the area and gaining right to the city (see figure 2.11).  

The observations have emphasised the importance of shade in Algiers. It was noticed 

in Martyrs’ square (which is an erection of France during colonialism) that people 

perform most of their activities under trees, leaving other spaces deserted (see 

illustration in figure 2.9), it was also observed that people were using the air-

conditioned  metro station to wait, rest or talk to each other, or use its external wall as 

a shelter from the hot sun as alternative to trees. There is also a lack of benches in 

the middle of the square which leads people to sit on shaded pavements or grass.  

The availability of a fountain and a pavilion made the square active and stimulated 

social interaction. Not only the fountain helps cool the air in the area, but also attracts 

people to gather around it to take pictures, rest and chat while children run around it. 

Similarly, people used the pavilion to sit, chat, drink and eat while feeding the nearby 

pigeons. 

During daytime, most activities only take place in shaded areas, while empty spaces 

in the middle of the square were deserted and only used for walking. 

In this part of the Casbah, it was noticed a fluctuation in the pattern of activities. In the 

morning the square is empty, and one can only see people preparing their stalls, few 

others sitting and waiting for transport or the market to open, while others clean the 

square and its green spaces. 

In the afternoon, despite the hot sun, the area is very lively thanks to the informal 

market which attracts a very high number of people; however, besides walking, all 

activities are performed under trees while the middle of the square is empty. In the 

evening, the square is well-lit with unobstructed views and legible layout, thus it sends 

signs of safety and security which attract families to rest and chat while their children 

play around. 
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Figure 2.6: results of activity mapping in the Casbah. Source: Author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Legend: 

      Play cards/ domino                                              Rest/sit              Sell Food/ water/fruits           

      Cycling/running around                                      Chat/Talk           Sell products                        

      Play football                                                          Eat/drink            Advertise/display                

      Play marble games/with smart phones           Lay down                                                           

     Interact with fountain/ feed pigeons                Read                   
       
      Taking Photos, tourist activities           Cleaning, fixing and gardening        Paid work (shoe repair). 
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Figure 2.7: results of activity mapping in the residential area of the Casbah. Source: Author. 

 

 

Figure 2.8: results of activity mapping in the Martyr’s square (bottom part of the Casbah). 
Source: Author.  
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Figure 2.9: Illustration of the spatial distribution of activities in Martyrs’ square (the lower part 

of the Casbah) Source: Author 

 

Figure 2.2: Residential streets of the Casbah. Source: Author. 
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Figure 2.3: activities in the Casbah (upper and lower parts). Source: Author 

 

2.5.3. El Houma in the 19th century neighbourhood ‘Bab El Oued’  

After the independence in 1962, Algerians appropriated the European city and found 

themselves strangers to a new urban model and struggled with the social and cultural 

orders of the inherited city to form social relations with their new neighbours. In this 

regard, some sociologists claimed that it was impossible to create El Houma in the 

socio-spatial organisation of the appropriated European neighbourhoods. However, 

establishing a strong connection with people and space requires time and frequent 

use of space; therefore, among the younger generations, the feeling of belonging to 

a common community was established as a result of sharing the same school, public 

spaces and parks, participating in sport activities... Similarly, the older generations 

started building social relations as a consequence of using the same public spaces 

and amenities and attending the local mosque of the neighbourhood 

(Bouaouina,2006; Dris 2007). Eventually, residents adapted their lifestyle to the built 

environment and re-created El Houma in a different urban setting. 

Today, many urban sociologists consider Bab El Oued as a true embodiment of El 

Houma, due to the high degree of urban life, social cohesion and sense of community. 

This was also noticed through the conducted observations, while most spaces in the 

neighbourhood were socially used due to the suitability of the built environment to the 

lifestyle of people. The neighbourhood is compact and mixed-use, which contributes 

highly to the liveliness of the area as it encourages walking and using local amenities. 
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In public spaces- be they main streets, squares or parks- diverse activities are 

performed by residents, which contributes to promote social cohesion, sense of 

belonging, inclusiveness and right to the city. The planted boulevards and avenues 

allow various activities to take place, such as resting, chatting, reading, informal 

commerce activities- displays, advertisements and street vending- which contribute 

to urban life, grant people right to the city and help promote the  local economy (see 

figure 2.17).  

Taleb Abderahmane Square, which is at the centre of the neighbourhood, knows 

frequent social interaction and diverse activities, due to the availability of grass, trees 

and fountains all of which improve urban comfort and allow children to play marble 

games or run around, in addition to benches and seating areas which are used by 

people to rest, chat and play dominos (see illustration in figure 2.16). Although the 

square welcomes people of different gender and age, the types of activities divide the 

square into two parts. The lower part, which is open and has unobstructed views 

towards the sea and surrounding mixed use streets, is usually occupied by families to 

rest, chat, eat and drink, while their children play marble games on the grass, interact 

with the fountain or just run around. The upper part is mainly used by old and mature 

people who usually rest or read, but mainly play cards and domino (see figure 2.17).  

The neighbourhood of Bab El Oued is very densely populated, so children occupy 

residential streets to play as a result of feeling safe in their Houma. Small public 

spaces also exist inside residential areas away from the hustle of public areas and 

they are used by children to play football and/or marble games; these spaces 

contribute highly to promote social relations between children, which will help create 

sense of belonging to El Houma. 

The temporal pattern of activities in the neighbourhood is constant throughout the 

day, except early morning where few activities are performed, such as cleaning and 

gardening. On the other hand, on the weekend, and particularly on Friday, the number 

of activities increases significantly to reach its peak; one can see a great number of 

street vendors, in addition to overcrowded squares. In the evening, boulevards and a 

part of the square are lively thanks to the availability of lighting which sends signs of 

safety and security, unlike other spaces that are dark and empty. 
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Figure 2. 4: results of activity mapping in the Bab El Oued. Source: Author 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.5:  results of activity mapping in the neighbourhood of Bab El Oued. Source: Author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Legend: 

      Play cards/ domino                                               Rest/sit               Sell Food/ water/fruits           

      Cycling/running around                                       Chat/Talk            Sell products                        

      Play football                                                           Eat/drink             Advertise/display                

      Play marble games/with smart phones           Lay down                                                           

     Interact with fountain/ feed pigeons                Read                   
       
      Taking Photos, tourist activities           Cleaning, fixing and gardening        Paid work (shoe repair). 
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Figure 2.6: results of activity mapping in the neighbourhood of Bab El Oued. Source: Author. 

Figure 2.7: results of activity mapping in the neighbourhood of Bab El Oued. Source: Author.  
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Figure 2.8: illustration of the spatial distribution of activities in a boulevard and a public space 
of Bab El Oued. Source: Author 

Figure 2.9: social activities in streets and public spaces of Bab El Oued. Source: Author. 
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2.5.4. El Houma in the modernist neighbourhood ‘Cité Belle Vue Ain Benian’  

The neighbourhood has been inhabited for more than 10 years now, where most 

residents were relocated from other areas and have been sharing the same area of 

residence and play.  

Activities in the area are informed by type of buildings and the available space. The 

eastern part of the neighbourhood is mainly residential, and few activities were 

observed in this area, such as resting, chatting and playing. Since there is no public 

space for people to socially interact, people gather in the intersection of streets. 

During the observations, residents of Cité Belle Vue approached the author and 

expressed their frustration about having no place to gather, rest and chat, and how 

privacy prevented them from siting in the streets, they said “there is no public space 

in this area, so we sit in the intersection of streets to avoid facing dwellings and their 

windows.” Since the only playground in the area next to the boulevard is derelict, 

children use the small grass strips that separate the buildings from the pavement to 

play marble games, whereas buildings are single use; thus, the ground floor doesn’t 

animate street life (see figures 2.18, 2.22). 

As a form of placemaking and informal use of space, residents of the neighbourhood 

have transformed an existing empty space, which was previously planned to be a 

public space, into a mosque and an informal car park. 

The boulevard that separates the eastern residential area and the western part where 

the gated communities are, is usually busy with cars and people shopping or walking. 

The boulevard is mixed use and the few activities performed are advertising and 

displaying goods, informal vending and resting. However, there are no trees in the 

boulevard and shade is only provided through the height of surrounding buildings 

during particular times of the day.  

People sit on the shaded steps of closed shops, while a few commerce activities take 

place on the pavement or in the streets. Football and marble games take place in a 

leftover space behind the buildings that define the boulevard (see figure 2.22). 

The gated communities privatise their open spaces and restrict people’s access, so 

the only activity performed inside is playing, which happens in late afternoon due to 

lack of shade during daytime. 

The quality of the open space inside one of the gated communities is derelict, as there 

is no grass, the fountain and benches are broken, and the trees are not well-placed 
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to offer shade for children to play or for residents to rest. Thus, the space is barely 

used, and children use a shaded space in late afternoon to play football (see figure 

2.22). 

The football pitches, petanque court and playground that are located at the extreme 

western side of the neighbourhood, are only used in late afternoon due to lack of 

shade during the day.  

The temporal pattern of activities varies throughout the day, whereas activities are 

dependent on shade. The intensity of activities is low in the morning and early 

afternoon due to lack of shade, but increases significantly in late afternoon. On Friday, 

the number of activities increases significantly, but this can only be noticed in the 

football pitches, petanque court and playground, as only these spaces offer 

opportunities for sports and social activities; the other areas of the neighbourhood do 

not experience ay changes in the activity pattern.  

Figure 2.10: results of activity mapping in the Cité Belle Vue. Source: Author.: Author. 

 

 

 

 

Legend: 

      Play cards/ domino                                               Rest/sit               Sell Food/ water/fruits           

      Cycling/running around                                       Chat/Talk            Sell products                        

      Play football                                                           Eat/drink             Advertise/display                

      Play marble games/with smart phones           Lay down                                                           

     Interact with fountain/ feed pigeons                Read                   
       
     Taking Photos, tourist activities           Cleaning, fixing and gardening        Paid work (shoe repair). 
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Figure 2.19: results of activity mapping in the residential area of Cité Belle Vue. Source: 

Author  

Figure 2.11: results of activity mapping in the residential area of Cité Belle Vue. Source: 

Author. 
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Figure 2.12: illustration of the spatial distribution of activities in a boulevard and a gated 
community in Cité Belle Vue. Source: Author. 

Figure 2.13: social activities, streets and public space of a gated community in CIté Belle 
Vue. Source: Author. 
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2.6. Conclusion 

This paper provided an overview of three of the most influential planning models that 

have shaped Algiers and most parts of Mediterranean Europe, all of which formed the 

foundation for an urban morphological analysis of three neighbourhoods in Algiers 

that represent the three urban strands. The latter was combined with social activity 

mapping to evaluate the resilience of urban form in promoting urban life and, thus, El 

Houma. 

This research concludes that it is not the city as a mere object that generates urban 

problems, but the way it is planned and inhabited. It can be observed that Medieval 

and 19th century neighbourhoods promote urban life and contribute less to social 

isolation than do modern urban forms.  

Medieval urbanism is still inhabited today and considered an architectural heritage 

and a manifestation of history; it continues to prove its suitability for the lifestyle of 

Mediterranean people, as medieval urban forms provide shade and promote 

walkability, which, in turn, result in intense social interaction and social cohesion 

among community members. 

Nineteenth century urban planning also displayed great urban form features that 

stimulate urban life through planted avenues and boulevards and many public spaces 

with vegetation and fountains which host various activities, making neighbourhoods 

safe, inclusive and lively. 

Conversely, modernism movement can be held responsible for causing 

placelessness, whereas the observations carried out in Cité Belle Vue showed low 

number of activities compared to the Casbah and Bab El Oued, causing spaces to be 

lifeless and empty. This is due to lack of appropriate spaces for social interaction and 

forming social relations, which are the basis of El Houma.  

This paper demonstrated the importance of studying the relationship between urban 

forms and social life of residents, emphasising the importance of both tangible and 

intangible aspects of urban systems to foster resilience.  

The study of residents’ urban practices is particularly useful to gain an insight on the 

suitability of urban forms to the lifestyle of people and discover how residents 

improvise and use spaces according to their behaviour in cases of lack of appropriate 

spaces for social interaction. 

https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1GGRV_enDZ764DZ764&q=Place+and+placelessness&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgecRYxi3w8sc9YancSWtOXmNM5-IKzsgvd80rySypFNLgYoOy5Lj4pLj0c_UNzAoqkixKNBikeLiQ-Er6Roq7Lk07xyYtyAAEHQ6hDkp8nEBWQ_7f-_a2IDEtBgfGpn0rDrGxcDAKMPAsYhUPyElMTlVIzEtRKACxclKLi_OAGAB0olFZlQAAAA&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiy882r4r7rAhXFQkEAHX7sB1AQ6RMwFHoECAsQAg
https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1GGRV_enDZ764DZ764&q=Place+and+placelessness&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgecRYxi3w8sc9YancSWtOXmNM5-IKzsgvd80rySypFNLgYoOy5Lj4pLj0c_UNzAoqkixKNBikeLiQ-Er6Roq7Lk07xyYtyAAEHQ6hDkp8nEBWQ_7f-_a2IDEtBgfGpn0rDrGxcDAKMPAsYhUPyElMTlVIzEtRKACxclKLi_OAGAB0olFZlQAAAA&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiy882r4r7rAhXFQkEAHX7sB1AQ6RMwFHoECAsQAg
https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1GGRV_enDZ764DZ764&q=Place+and+placelessness&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgecRYxi3w8sc9YancSWtOXmNM5-IKzsgvd80rySypFNLgYoOy5Lj4pLj0c_UNzAoqkixKNBikeLiQ-Er6Roq7Lk07xyYtyAAEHQ6hDkp8nEBWQ_7f-_a2IDEtBgfGpn0rDrGxcDAKMPAsYhUPyElMTlVIzEtRKACxclKLi_OAGAB0olFZlQAAAA&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiy882r4r7rAhXFQkEAHX7sB1AQ6RMwFHoECAsQAg
https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1GGRV_enDZ764DZ764&q=Place+and+placelessness&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgecRYxi3w8sc9YancSWtOXmNM5-IKzsgvd80rySypFNLgYoOy5Lj4pLj0c_UNzAoqkixKNBikeLiQ-Er6Roq7Lk07xyYtyAAEHQ6hDkp8nEBWQ_7f-_a2IDEtBgfGpn0rDrGxcDAKMPAsYhUPyElMTlVIzEtRKACxclKLi_OAGAB0olFZlQAAAA&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiy882r4r7rAhXFQkEAHX7sB1AQ6RMwFHoECAsQAg
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Some of the observed activities in this paper can be considered informal as they are 

unexpected, unplanned or unusual; however, they reflect the level of democracy and 

inclusiveness and can be examples of social resilience. For instance, street art was 

performed in the Casbah as a reaction to the deplorable state of some parts of the 

neighbourhood and was fuelled by strong sense of community, sense of belonging 

and solidarity that emerged from frequent social use of space. Similarly, in Bab El 

Oued, members of El Houma who feel greater sense of community grant themselves 

the right to occupy streets informally to perform informal vending, which not only 

contributes to urban life but is also a reaction to unemployment.  

The study of local social life enables the design of responsive urban projects for the 

lifestyle of residents, unlike the deterministic approach that imposes urban models on 

people without studying their needs, aspirations or the local context, whereas 

designing spaces that foster social use of space promotes solidarity, trust, social 

cohesion and sense of belonging which are fundamental drivers for  resilience. 
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Preface of Chapter 3 

The previous chapter presented Algiers as a paradigmatic case study and analysed 

features of its urban forms to evaluate their resilience in terms of promoting urban life. 

It compared the intensity of social use of urban space in three neighbourhoods, The 

Casbah, Bab El Oued and Cité Belle Vue, which represent the medieval medina, a 

19th century bourgeois city and the Modern Movement, respectively. The findings 

indicate the unsuitability of modernist urban forms to the lifestyle of Algerians, since 

the observations recorded a lower amount of social activities in the modernist 

neighbourhood. The next chapter conducts an in-depth investigation, on a wider 

scale, about the failures of globalisation and determinism of modernism in developing 

countries. It argues that sustainable neighbourhoods should emerge from local 

context and not be based on globalisation and pre-defined urban forms. The second 

part of this chapter will consist on identifying the recurrent negative repercussions and 

provide recommendations for future projects. This paper has been published as a 

book chapter in the book Cities’ Vocabularies: The Influences and Formations by 

Springer, and was presented at an international conference in Pisa, Italy. The 

contribution disclosure of the authors is presented in the following table. 

 

CRediT – Contributor Roles Taxonomy 

 

Title  The drawbacks of a global concept of sustainable 

neighbourhood in developing countries. 

Book Cities’ Vocabularies: The Influences and Formations. Springer 

Status Published 
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Mohamed Yazid 

Khemri  

Conceptualisation, Data curation, Formal analysis, 
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editing 

Silvio Caputo Formal analysis, Supervision, Methodology, Validation, Writing 

- Review and editing 

Alessandro 

Melis 

Formal analysis, Supervision, Validation, Writing - Review and 

editing 
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Chapter3. The drawbacks of a global concept of sustainable neighbourhood in 

developing countries 
 
 

Abstract 

A sustainable neighbourhood is generally considered a key spatial unit for cities, 

enabling sustainability to be applied as a set of urban planning, social and 

environmental principles.  

However, the concept of sustainable neighbourhood was developed in the global 

North, thus reflecting a city form and social context that do not apply to developing 

countries, which have different cultures, goals and priorities. Yet, in the global 

South, the uncontrolled urbanisation led to adopt the sustainable neighbourhood 

concept as developed for cities of the global North, in an attempt to attain a more 

sustainable urban development. Ironically, this is inconsistent with the notion of 

sustainability that advocates a planning and design process customised to local 

context. As a result, a rejection of globalised projects by local people for not being 

responsive to their lifestyles leads to spatial and social segregations.  

This paper aims to demonstrate the twofold hypothesis that the sustainable 

neighbourhood concept of the global North cannot be generalised, and a truly 

sustainable model should emerge from local context. In order to do so, the paper will 

review the relevant literature focusing on the concept of sustainable neighbourhood 

and will uncover the negative repercussions of this imported model in developing 

countries. Building on the literature review of several case studies, the paper will 

mention the failures of the globalised projects, such as the loss of locality, 

degradation of sense of community, social and spatial segregation, and 

globalization, and then provide recommendations. The outcomes of the paper are 

useful for contemporary and future sustainable urban projects to learn from past 

mistakes, which can be avoided in order to facilitate the achievement of a more 

sustainable neighbourhood development. 

 

 

Keywords: Globalisation, Sustainable neighbourhood, Loss of locality, Degradation 

of sense of community, Social and spatial segregation 
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3.1. Introduction 

Cities can be pleasurable places to live in when they are designed in accordance 

with human needs, are responsive to people’s lifestyle and provide opportunities for 

people to live according to their local socio-cultural norms. However, the rapid rate 

of globalisation and urbanisation forced cities to rapidly grow to accommodate the 

large number of inhabitants, buildings and infrastructures without serious 

consideration of human scale and needs of people. In this respect, gated 

communities and mass housing units are being constructed as a response, which 

caused privatisation of public spaces decreasing opportunities for social interaction.  

In order for cities to function properly and remedy these problems, a concept of 

sustainability recognising the critical contribution that communities can play needs to 

be included in their planning and development strategies. One of the constitutive 

elements of a sustainable city is the sustainable neighbourhood, which embodies 

the space and place enabling communities to thrive with minimal impact on the 

environment (Farr, 2008). A large number of planners and designers consider the 

neighbourhood as the best scale at which sustainability can be applied as a set of 

planning, social and environmental strategies to form sustainable cities and ensure 

sustainable lifestyle (Sturgeon et al., 2016). However, a sustainable neighbourhood 

project should be highly specific to the local context and responsive to local 

conditions. 

A review of literature and planning tools suggests that the concept of sustainable 

neighbourhood is developed in reflection of lifestyles and models of urban growth 

typical of the global north, thus not being suitable for developing countries 

(Nagendra et al., 2018; Yazdani & Dola, 2013). In the global south, the fast rate of 

urbanisation and an ambition to develop cities sustainably lead to the adoption of 

principles for the design and implementation of sustainable neighbourhoods as 

developed for cities of the global north. Ironically, this is inconsistent with the notion 

of sustainability that advocates a planning and design process customised to the 

local context.  

Globalisation is more than an economic phenomenon; the circulation and application 

of models of urban development worldwide (e.g. the compact city, the 24-hour city 

and urban renaissance) are another example of globalisation. Similarly, the concept 

of sustainable neighbourhood who first emerged in North European countries has 

travelled and has been adopted by different countries worldwide since the 2000s 

(Srir, 2016). 
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Despite the emphasis on the local context in sustainable design approach, the 

desire for a rapid development and a reflection of sustainability in certain countries, 

led decision makers to commission foreign expertise and opt for international 

standards, which usually apply globalised sustainable neighbourhood approaches 

without paying attention to the local conditions of the region (Rapoport 2015). This 

results in a reliance on energy-intensive air conditioning systems, and the design of 

socio-culturally inappropriate urban spaces that are segregated and lifeless 

(Elgendy, 2011; Abdelsalam & Rihan, 2013). 

But poor responsiveness to climatic conditions is not the only negative impact of a 

globalised approach to the design of neighbourhoods. A lack of understanding of the 

local context leads to the blind conformity with international standards, causing a 

loss of locality and a degradation of community by creating lifeless and unattractive 

neighbourhoods lacking vitality and human scale (Ahmed, 2017; Rudlin & Falk, 

1999). They become ghost neighbourhoods with fewer people and businesses when 

compared to the available space, as is the case of most Chinese eco-cities that are 

considered ghost towns (Saiu, 2017).  

Social sustainability is the least researched aspect of sustainable planning (Hagen 

et al., 2017), which could be the reason why sustainable neighbourhood projects 

around the world often pay less attention to the social dimension of sustainability, 

focusing more on achieving environmental targets and economic prosperity 

(Murphy, 2012: Sharifi, 2016), thus the use of high cost technologies and the 

creation of gated communities, which result in social exclusion and spatial 

segregation (Saiu 2017). Moreover, international master planners often provide 

designs that were once developed for a different context, which means the 

importation of foreign architectural styles and planning approaches that are not in 

harmony with the local context, causing a degradation in the sense of place and 

place identity, thus local residents no longer feel identified with a place that was 

once socially and culturally responsive (King 2004). 

Despite vast researches that focus on the importance of linking local context with 

the concept of sustainable neighbourhood, there is a paucity of studies unveiling the 

negative consequences of the globalised concept of sustainable neighbourhood. 

This paper will review the literature which focuses on the implementation of global 

sustainable neighbourhood models in developing countries, in order to provide more 

arguments and credibility to emphasise the findings. The aim is to highlight the 

recurrent mistakes that prevent the full success of sustainable projects, and their 
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impact on the city image and its components. It illustrates that the blind imitation of 

international standards is responsible for the achievement of partial results despite 

the multiple objectives of a sustainable neighbourhood. 

To analyse these issues, three major repercussions of a globalised sustainable 

neighbourhood concept are identified. The three issues are: 1) Loss of locality 

(degradation of community), 2) Social exclusion (social injustice and spatial 

segregation), 3) Internationalisation and globalised image (loss of local identity and 

sense of place). The literature review shows that these three issues are the most 

common results of globalisation, and that they are not necessarily alternative, 

however they can happen simultaneously or in different combinations. 

The paper is formed of two important parts, the first part provides a general 

understanding of the concept of sustainable neighbourhood and its principles as 

mentioned in the literature, while offering some strategies on how to achieve the 

desired goals. As for the second part, the paper critically analyses and uncovers the 

impact of the lack of contextualisation of some principles of sustainable 

neighbourhood in developing countries. In this regard, the paper is organised in 

three main parts (section1-4). First, section 1 is an introduction and an overview of 

aim and methods used in the investigation. Next, in section 2 which is divided into 3 

subsections, the paper reviews the concept of neighbourhood, refers to the different 

movements that led to the development of a sustainable neighbourhood paradigm, 

and provides different definitions of the paradigm as well as the identification of key 

principles and indicators of sustainable neighbourhood. In the following section 3, 

the negative repercussions of the globalised sustainable neighbourhood projects are 

reviewed, through providing specific examples in order to highlight the impacts of 

the three issues outlined above. Finally, section 4 is a conclusion recapitulating the 

findings of the paper and provides some recommendations, in order to avoid the 

recurrent failures and help future projects achieve sustainability. 

3.1.1. Aims and objectives  

The main aim of this chapter is to highlight the gap between theory and practice and 

the fact that the lack of contextualisation of the concept of sustainable neighbourhood 

iss responsible for the negative impacts of globalisation.  

This research aims to qualitatively assess some contemporary sustainable 

neighbourhood projects in developing countries and to highlight the impact of the blind 

absorption of globalised principles of the concept, and to identify the recurrent 

obstacles that hinder the full success of sustainable projects.  
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As part of the overall objectives of the paper, after the analysis of different case 

studies, recommendations are provided to avoid the recurrent problems in the future. 

In the meantime, the research will identify the different principles of sustainable 

neighbourhood and group them into clusters to facilitate the creation of sustainable 

neighbourhood guideline. These clusters in turn will be used as a framework to 

analyse the identified case studies (see section3.3),  

The findings of this research enable on one hand to systemise the existing literature 

on the concept of sustainable neighbourhood and its principles, and on the other, to 

highlight some aspects that could be used as criteria for a qualitative evaluation of 

future projects. Such criteria may be developed further, by adding more criteria and 

measurable indicators to create a thorough evaluation framework. 

3.1.2. Methodology  

The method used in this chapter is qualitative and based on a critical and extensive 

literature review. Key authors and several initiatives were reviewed to identify the 

different principles of sustainable neighbourhood which then were grouped into 

clusters according to themes. Additionally, several projects were identified from the 

literature and were critically analysed to evaluate the implementation of different 

principles of sustainable neighbourhood concept.  

The literature search was conducted through the University library, Google Scholar, 

Science Direct and Scopus search engines, and some documents were identified 

through the reference list of the reviewed documents. The search included all source 

types, ranging from peer-reviewed journals to conference proceedings, book series, 

PhD theses and books, all written in English.  

The following topics were researched: 1) Sustainable neighbourhood, 2) The 

drawbacks of the sustainable neighbourhood concept in the global South or in 

developing countries, 3) Failures of sustainable neighbourhoods, 4) Cross-cultural or 

socio-cultural sustainable neighbourhoods. The search string was defined according 

to the following keywords: sustainable neighbourhood, Eco-urbanism, eco-

neighbourhood, éco-quartier, while including and excluding words like global north, 

global south, and developing countries. The relevant papers to the research were 

selected after reading the content and the abstract and skimming through the main 

body.  

The main aim of the literature review is to provide an overview of the concept of 

sustainable neighbourhood and its principles, and to identify and explain the main 

negative repercussions of the globalisation of the concept.  
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The analysis of the case studies is done through a thematic analysis of particular 

issues related to the concept of sustainable neighbourhood, the case studies are 

critically analysed and evaluated according to a framework of indicators based on 

sustainable neighbourhood principles, in addition to a systematic review of the 

relevant literature, an in-depth explanation of the process with examples are provided 

in section3.3. 

3.2. Background paradigms and underlying principles 

3.2.1. Conceptualising the neighbourhood 

Historically, human settlements have been spatially formed with districts and 

neighbourhoods, and today, the importance of the neighbourhood continues to hold 

an essential part within the fabric of the city, both socially and spatially (Sharifi 2016; 

Smith 2010). Many scholars claim that it is hard to define a neighbourhood precisely 

‘but everyone knows it when they see it’ (Galster, 2001). Some scholars claim that a 

neighbourhood is subjective as it can be defined according to several parameters, 

such as the residents’ perception, features of the place, the availability of facilities, 

population size and the social relations between residents (Rappaport, 1977; Barton 

2000). Yet, most definitions of the neighbourhood agree that two are the critical 

components of a neighbourhood; its physical design and its social context. 

The first component defines the neighbourhood as a spatial/functional construct that 

is bound by its physical design (the built environment) and the availability of services, 

while the second component is an interpretation of the neighbourhood as a social 

construct, featuring the notion of community and social relations between neighbours 

(Barton, 2000; Briggs, 1997; Choguill, 2008; Forrest & Kearns, 2001; Galster, 2001; 

Hallman, 1984; Jenks & Dempsey, 2007; Martin, 2003; Meegan & Mitchell, 2001, 

2001; Rohe, 2009; Sharifi, 2016; Smith, 2010; Suttles, 1972).  

Neighbourhood and community are overlapping terms. The neighbourhood is defined 

as a spatial unit that contains residential or mixed-use areas, while the term 

community refers to a network of people with overlapping interests and mutual support 

and solidarity (Barton, 2000; Jenks & Dempsey, 2007).  

The emergence of the concept of sustainable development in 1987 stirred up 

approaches to achieve sustainability through planning at the neighbourhood level 

(Barton, 2000; Farr, 2008; Komeily & Srinivasan, 2015; Sharifi & Murayama, 2013; 

Rudlin & Falk, 1999; Wheeler, 2004). Urban sustainability, which is a key component 

of a broader strategy for sustainable development, can be regarded as a course of 

actions that aim to create vibrant, safe, inclusive and socially cohesive communities, 
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while protecting the environment and enhancing the socio-economic aspect of the 

neighbourhood (Dempsey et al., 2011; Hagen et al., 2017). 

3.2.2. The concept of sustainable neighbourhood 

The concept of sustainable neighbourhood can be regarded as a continuation of 

urban planning approaches that sought to create better and liveable neighbourhoods 

from the early 20th century onwards. Following Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City 

Movement in 1898, who inspired Clarence Perry to create the Neighbourhood Unit 

concept in 1923, Clarence Stein and Henry Wright picked up the concept and 

developed it further in the planning of Radburn in 1929. Later on, Mumford (1937, 

1954) showed support for the neighbourhood unit as a concept to promote community 

feeling and social interaction among residents (Choguill, 2008; Rohe, 2009; Sharifi, 

2016). In 1960s, Kevin Lynch, Jane Jacobs and Christopher Alexander, among 

others, urged planners to revise the neighbourhood planning approaches used at the 

time, by stating some principles that provided a basis for creating better 

neighbourhoods (Fatani et al., 2017).  

The neighbourhood is considered as an important element of the city fabric at which 

sustainability principles can be applied to form sustainable cities and ensure a 

sustainable lifestyle (Marique & Reiter, 2011; Sharifi, 2016; Sturgeon et al., 2016). 

The Sustainable urban neighbourhood is a combination of important factors, the term 

sustainable indicates the ability of the neighbourhood to function while protecting the 

environment. The term urban relates to the location of the neighbourhood and its 

physical design, whereas the term neighbourhood refers to the built environment, and 

the economic and social aspects of the area (Rudlin & Falk, 1999). 

Sustainable neighbourhood is also defined as a lively mixed-use development that is 

based on locality and social interaction and aims to enhance the quality of life of 

residents by creating jobs and enhancing their wellbeing (Barton, 2000; Carley & Kirk, 

1998; Churchill & Baetz, 1999). Frey (1999) describes the sustainable neighbourhood 

as a high dense area that allows sustainable mobility through walking, cycling and 

public transport and promote social interaction and vitality by providing necessary 

amenities and recreational facilities nearby, in addition to social and housing diversity. 

Moreover, the sustainable neighbourhood maintains the function of the traditional 

neighbourhood as an area where people practice their daily life and groups people 

around a common identity. It promotes social interaction and energy performance 

through an environmentally friendly planning (Wheeler, 2004). Farr (2008) based his 

definition on the Charter of the Congress for the New Urbanism, stating that a 
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sustainable neighbourhood aims at satisfying people’s needs in terms of housing, 

workplace and leisure through compact and well-connected urban forms (Farr, 2008). 

3.2.3. Principles and indicators of sustainable neighbourhood 

Vast literature discussed the concept of sustainable neighbourhood (Barthel, 2010; 

Barton, 2000; Choguil, 2008; Condon, 2010; Coyle, 2011; Farr, 2008; Fraker, 2013; 

Frey, 1999; Friedman, 2014; Holden et al., 2015; Jabareen, 2006; Joss, 2011; 

Luderitz et al., 2013; Medved, 2017; Rudlin and Falk, 1999; Salheen et al., 2015; 

Sharifi, 2016; Wheeler, 2013). Additionally, various initiatives and planning 

approaches were developed as guidelines to create sustainable neighbourhoods 

such as New strategy of sustainable neighbourhood planning, the Charter of New 

Urbanism, urban smart growth, UN-Habitat, A Sustainable City of Neighbourhoods 

Project, to name but a few. In 2015, the General Assembly of the United Nations 

enacted the 2030 agenda that includes 17 goals of sustainable development (SDGs). 

Goal 11 promotes the building of sustainable cities and communities, table 3.1 shows 

the targets that can be applied to create sustainable neighbourhoods.  

Table 3.1:UN goal 11 to create sustainable cities and communities. Source: United nations, 
2015.  

Goal 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities 

Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable 

 By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and affordable housing and basic 

services and upgrade slums 

 By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable transport 

systems for all, improving road safety, notably by expanding public transport, with 

special attention to the needs of those in vulnerable situations, women, children, 

persons with disabilities and older persons 

 By 2030, enhance inclusive and sustainable urbanization and capacity for 

participatory, integrated and sustainable human settlement planning and 

management in all countries 

 Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s cultural and natural heritage 

 By 2030, significantly reduce the number of deaths and the number of people 

affected and substantially decrease the direct economic losses relative to global 

gross domestic product caused by disasters, including water-related disasters, with 

a focus on protecting the poor and people in vulnerable situations 
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 By 2030, reduce the adverse per capita environmental impact of cities, including by 

paying special attention to air quality and municipal and other waste management 

 By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible, green and 

public spaces, in particular for women and children, older persons and persons with 

disabilities 

 Support positive economic, social and environmental links between urban, peri-

urban and rural areas by strengthening national and regional development planning 

 By 2020, substantially increase the number of cities and human settlements 

adopting and implementing integrated policies and plans towards inclusion, 

resource efficiency, mitigation and adaptation to climate change, resilience to 

disasters, and develop and implement, in line with the Sendai Framework for 

Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, holistic disaster risk management at all levels 

 Support least developed countries, including through financial and technical 

assistance, in building sustainable and resilient buildings utilizing local materials 

 

The method used to identify principles of sustainable neighbourhood concept in this 

chapter is qualitative, key authors and several initiatives were reviewed, following that 

a thematic analysis has been designed in order to identify themes and recurring 

patterns. After an extensive review of the previously mentioned literature and 

initiatives, principles and indicators were grouped into clusters based on themes, and 

each cluster represents a specific dimension of the concept of sustainable 

neighbourhood. The chosen technique to group principles is to break down every 

single dimension of urban sustainability into manageable tasks to ease the 

development of a guideline to create sustainable neighbourhoods.  

The following section aims to elaborate on the principles and indicators of 

sustainability at the neighbourhood level within the limited breadth of the relevant and 

comprehensive literature.  

The principles mentioned in this paper are highly interdependent; they derive from the 

global literature and are considered as generic key guiding ideas to be applied in 

different contexts, however, they cannot have equal outcomes as they need to be 

contextualised. It is acknowledged that it is difficult to develop a comprehensive set 

of sustainable neighbourhood principles, given the various and repetitive definitions 

available. The aim is to group the most commonly used and agreed upon principles, 

however, it is possible that the research have unintentionally missed out some 

principles.  
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Based on reviewing the previously mentioned literature and initiatives, it is possible to 

conclude that the main sustainable neighbourhood principles can be clustered as 

follow:  

 Sustainable urban metabolism 

 Sustainable built environment  

 Satisfaction of human needs 

 Urban social sustainability  

 Natural environment  

 Economic sustainability 

The following section gives more insight about each cluster and then presented them 

in Table3.2.  

3.2.4. Sustainable urban metabolism  

Sustainable urban metabolism requires the reliance on a circular cycle of metabolism, 

through a reduction in resource input and the exploitation of the output as a source 

for the input, and the reliance on an on-site power generation system and the use of 

renewable energies. In addition to the exploitation of natural resources such as rain, 

wind, sun and promotion of local food production (Barton, 2000; Rudin & Falk, 1999), 

and provision of clean water and a thorough water management system that ranges 

from rainwater collection to storm and flood management, and infrastructure for 

sewage recycling to use water for watering gardens and cleaning the streets (Barton, 

2000; Farr, 2008; Luederitz et al., 2013). Segregation of waste and recycling all waste 

outputs to use them as productive inputs, this will reduce solid waste pollution, provide 

an alternative to generate power and transform compost waste into fertilizer for local 

gardens and allotments (Fraker, 2013).  

Apply bioclimatic design strategies to reduce heating and cooling demand, and water 

use, through the use of low embodied energy materials, recyclable materials, 

insulation, and taking into consideration orientation of the building and local natural 

resources (Rudin & Falk, 1999).  

3.2.5. Sustainable built environment  

According to Jabareen (2006), six important elements, when combined, form a 

sustainable urban form, and these are compactness, sustainable transport, density, 

mixed land uses, diversity, passive solar design and greening. Compactness 
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indicates urban continuity and connectivity, it can be achieved through an increase in 

the density of the area, and the development of previously existing buildings and 

urban lands. Compact urban forms reduce transportation of energy, water and people, 

increase social interaction, liveliness and ease accessibility to services (Jabareen, 

2006)   

Mixed use developments refer to a variety of activities in a common area, such as 

residential, commercial, industrial, and institutional, as well as transportation 

infrastructures (Frey, 1999; Jabareen, 2006). Mixed-use developments promote local 

economy by encouraging local farmers’ markets and providing necessary facilities 

within walkable distances from housing units, in order to reduce the use of cars and 

encourage sustainable mobility which also requires appropriate paths equipped with 

trees for shading and resting areas (Farr, 2008). Mixed use areas create a viable and 

lively neighbourhood, the availability of local facilities increase the presence of people 

in the streets, and thus create focal points and public spaces which increase social 

interaction, safety and security (Barton, 2000).  

Transport can be a serious issue for the environmental sustainability of 

neighbourhoods, urban forms have a big impact on the travel patterns of residents, 

whereas they should provide opportunities for walking, cycling and efficient public 

transport. A sustainable urban transportation system is powered by renewable energy 

sources and limits emissions, it is efficient, affordable and accessible by all people 

(Jabareen, 2006). So, it is important to create sustainable public transport that 

ensures connectivity to, from and within the neighbourhood to adjacent districts. 

Density enables social interaction and liveliness within a neighbourhood, it also 

supports local economy and encourages sustainable mobility (Farr, 2008; Jabareen, 

2006). In areas of high density, urban buildings lose less energy than detached and 

semi-detached houses, whereas the exposed walls increase heating demand (Barton, 

2000; Rudlin & Falk, 1999). Density requires diversity in housing typologies, residents 

with different background, social class, age and culture, and necessary amenities 

(Truog, 2006).  

Health must be considered in neighbourhood design by enabling all residents to have 

access to health services (McKenzie, 2004), and designing a cycling and pedestrian 

friendly neighbourhood that increases physical activity and reduces the use of cars. 

Physical activities must be encouraged by enhancing the quality of streets and 

providing green parks (Farr 2008). 
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Connectivity aims at creating a well-connected street network that is safe from traffic 

and is pedestrian friendly, and it also offers different walking options and direct 

walking routes in order to reduce travel distances (Truog, 2006). Permeability of the 

neighbourhood not only encourages walkability, but also fosters solar access to 

houses and public spaces, reducing the need for heating in wintertime (Rudlin & Falk, 

1999).  

Flexible structures must be designed to respond to current and future inhabitants’ 

lifestyles and their changing behaviour. Local characteristics must be promoted to 

reflect the history and culture of the area and consider placemaking and sense of 

place (Frey, 1999, Rudlin & Falk, 1999).  

3.2.6.  Satisfaction of human needs  

To increase social inclusion and cohesion within society, the needs of the elderly and 

disabled people must be considered. Additionally, a variety of housing typology, with 

affordable prices and flexible layouts, is important for social diversity by 

accommodating different income classes (Chiu, 2004; McKenzie, 2004). 

Social justice is also achieved through enabling residents to have equal opportunities 

to access services and participate in community activities to tackle social exclusion. 

Safety and security are also important principles of a sustainable neighbourhood; they 

can be achieved through appropriate density, mix of uses, and a well-connected street 

network that fosters the presence of people in streets while walking, cycling or using 

local facilities (Jabareen, 2006). 

Privacy is considered as an important factor of planning sustainable neighbourhood, 

however, it is mostly considered in Arab and Muslim countries due to its social and 

cultural importance, achieving privacy requires a careful design of the street layout, 

the position of public spaces, and the hierarchy of spaces and housing plots (Ahmed, 

2012). 

3.2.7. Urban Social sustainability  

Urban social sustainability is defined as social equity and sustainability of community 

(Dempsey et al., 2011; Dempsey et al., 2012). A socially sustainable neighbourhood 

can be achieved through urban environments that help create a sense of community 

and belonging, common identity, solidarity between members of the community. They 

offer opportunities for social interaction between residents which strengthens social 

cohesion and inclusion, sense of place and place attachment (Dempsey et al., 2012; 

Ghahramanpouri et al., 2013; Hemphill et al., 2004; Vallance et al., 2011; Yiftachael 
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& Hedgcock, 1993). These urban environments should include urbanity, attractive 

public realm, affordable and diverse housing typologies, mix of uses, open public and 

green areas, and compact urban forms that encourage walkability  (Dixon & 

Woodcraft, 2013).  

Liveliness of urban spaces sends signs of safety and security and promotes liveability 

within the neighbourhood, it invites people of different backgrounds and different 

social classes, age and gender to gather in public spaces and perform different 

activities, fostering social interaction and social cohesion within the community as 

shown in chapters 2,6 of the thesis (Khemri et al., 2020). Community cohesion can 

be achieved through an upgrade and a reanimation of public spaces, creating an 

inclusive public realm which fosters social relations and solidarity within a society, and 

encourages residential stability (Ahmed, 2012; Luederitz et al., 2013). Public open 

spaces can include parks, restaurants with outdoor seating, green spaces and playing 

areas. 

Residents must participate in decision-making regarding the current and future 

challenges of their neighbourhood, which will increase their sense of belonging and 

social sustainability. Awareness about sustainable use of resources and 

environmental protection among the residents must be raised, through teaching 

programs, workshops and community activities.   

3.2.8. Natural environment  

Resilience must be embedded in the design by building infrastructures that can 

protect and adapt the neighbourhood to natural crises to maintain its functionality, for 

instance, the provision of green areas to protect from flooding.  

Urban green spaces not only encourage biodiversity, but also enhance psychological 

health of people and provide a comfortable microclimate (e.g. shade and protection 

from cold wind); they also improve air quality and provide leisure spaces (Ritchie & 

Thomas; 2008). Green spaces require a careful design with the right density, they 

should incorporate different areas for different activities and be part of the public 

realm, whereas large green spaces require maintenance and can be empty and 

isolated and thus can create safety problems (Barton, 2000).  

The presence of green spaces promotes liveliness of the area, whereas green spaces 

invite people to gather, interact or relax, they also offer a playground for children to 

play and an arena of social interaction for their parents to gather and socialise (Khemri 

et al., 2020). 



91 
 

3.2.9. Economic sustainability  

Mixed-use developments must be created with the necessary facilities at walking 

distance. Employment opportunities must be increased by creating local jobs. Local 

economy must be promoted by encouraging local food production, local markets and 

local craft activities in order to increase the diversity of economic activities in the 

neighbourhood.  

Table 3.2: Principles of sustainable neighbourhood. Source: author 

Sustainable  

urban 

metabolism 

Energy  

 Local ecological energy supply system 

 Renewable energies 

 On-site power generation 

 Local food production 

Transport 

 Efficient and affordable public transport 

Waste and Water management 

 Reduction and conversion of residual waste to energy 

 Rainwater collection 

 Storm and flood management 

 Sewage recycling 

 Improve water quality 

Sustainable  

built 
environment 

Materials  

 Recyclable materials 

 Ecological materials 

Sustainable urban forms 

 Bioclimatic urban comfort 

 Adaptable urban form to the lifestyles of current and 
future residents  

 Urban design that fosters social interaction 

 Retain cultural characteristics that reflect the residential 

history and consider placemaking dynamics of a 

community 

 Distinctiveness of the place 

 Aesthetic 

 Cultural built heritage 
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 Density 

 Permeability 

 Liveability 

 Diversity/Richness 

 Flexibility/Adaptability 

 Taming the car 

 Sustainable mobility (walking and cycling) 

 Open public spaces 

 Connectivity 

Land use 

 Redevelop inefficient structures  

 Appropriate mix of uses 

Satisfaction  

of human 

needs 

 Affordable housing 

 High quality of life 

 Housing diversity 

 Social diversity 

 Social interaction 

 Safety 

 Design for the elderly and disabled people 

 Privacy 

 Local community facilities 

Natural 

environment 
 Air quality 

 Land use 

 Biodiversity 

 Integration of nature 

 Low pollution 

 Neighbourhood resilience 

Social 
sustainability  

 Social cohesiveness 

 Urban design that fosters social interaction 

 Access to green spaces  

 Cultural identity and social diversity 

 Participation in decision making 

Economic 
sustainability  

 Neighbourhood retail, encourage local facilities and 
community markets  
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 High density and mix of uses 

 Promote local jobs, local farmers’ markets and local craft 
activities 

 

3.3. The drawbacks of Globalised concept of sustainable neighbourhood. 

It is important to stress that this chapter does not aim to criticise sustainable 

neighbourhood principles as presented in the literature, but to discuss how they were 

imported and implemented in different countries without contextualisation, highlighting 

the fact that no single approach fits everywhere. There are numerous projects and 

vast literature regarding urban sustainability, which allowed the design and 

implementation of remarkable and ambitious projects. By reviewing the relevant 

literature, this paper acknowledges that designing sustainable neighbourhoods in 

developing countries can contribute positively to the development of cities, only if they 

are designed with serious consideration of the local context. However, a lack of cross-

cultural understanding and implementation of some principles of the concept of 

sustainable neighbourhood led to several failures. In order to demonstrate this, the 

implementation of some principles will be analysed. 

The identification of the failures is made through a systematic review of the literature, 

several sustainable neighbourhood projects in developing countries were selected 

and analysed (see table3.3) to investigate how successful the implementation of 

certain elements of sustainable neighbourhood concept was. 

The framework used for the analysis is made of indicators and variables; the 

indicators used as a unit measure of evaluation are the sustainable neighbourhood 

principles (mentioned in section 3.2.3), the projects were critically analysed and 

evaluated according to these principles, in addition to the reliance on the relevant 

literature. 

The aim of this investigation is to highlight the gap between theory and practice; how 

sustainable neighbourhood principles are portrayed and how they contribute to 

sustainability in practice. The method of investigation used in this research is through 

comparison and evaluation of how those principles are promoted to achieve 

sustainability and their outcomes when applied in developing countries, which allows 

identifying the three failures of the global concept of sustainable neighbourhood.  

The projects are qualitatively analysed according to certain principles, to see how well 

the principles achieved their initial goals of reducing energy consumption, social 

inclusion, promoting a sense of community, respecting the cultural heritage of the city, 

etc. In the next section, the main failures identified are presented as a result of the 
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lack of contextualisation of certain principles which will be mentioned at the beginning 

of each sub-section. 

The sustainable projects presented here as case studies are all located within the 

global south (developing countries), and different contexts are analysed (North Africa, 

Central Africa, Middle East). Therefore, the huge difference between policies, 

decision making processes, contexts and urban design approaches followed by each 

country, make it difficult and complicated to compare different projects to define which 

one is more sustainable than the other, which is also beyond the scope of this chapter 

and irrelevant for this research. The selected case studies are not to be compared 

between each other but to prove the existence of recurrent failures due to lack of 

contextualisation.  

It is also important to highlight that most of the neighbourhoods presented and 

analysed in this chapter as case studies are real estate developments that target 

upper middle class population, use high-end technology and claim sustainability, 

whereas, in reality, they use the label of sustainability with a promotional purpose 

while encouraging urban segregation and gentrification, very different from the 

attempts to create some form of “social housing” also in the global south. 

Table 3. 3: Case studies used to identify the failures of globalised sustainable neighbourhood 

concept 

Name of the project  Country Year Developer  

Bneguerir Green town  Morocco 2012 OCP, Moroccan 

Phosphates 

company (private) 

Gated communities 

(Utopia, Qatamiya 

Height, Palm Hills, 

Jolie-VilleMena Garden 

City, Dreamland) 

Egypt 1990s Egyptian Private 

developers  

Sodic city gated 

communities (Beverly 

hills, Allgeria, 

Westown) 

Egypt 2000s Sodic properties 

Shaubat Al Wuttah United Arab 

Emirates 

 Al Ain Municipality 

Andalucia  Jordan 2012 Taameer Jordan 
Holdings 

Greenland Jordan 2006 Kurdi Group 
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3.3.1. The importance of contextualisation: loss of locality and degradation of 

the community 

One of the aims of the concept of sustainable neighbourhood is to create vibrant, 

strong and cohesive communities, in order to do so, necessary facilities need to be 

locally available within a pedestrian friendly neighbourhood, thus the presence of 

people in the streets while walking, cycling or using the local facilities will enhance the 

liveliness of the area and promote social interaction. Mix of uses and sustainable 

mobility are considered as important principles of sustainable neighbourhoods; 

however, their implementation needs to be critical. The following section 

demonstrates the negative results following a lack of contextualisation of the two 

principles.  

Before designing a sustainable project, a study on the local context and people’s 

preferences is fundamental in order to avoid generalisation and actions that are not 

in harmony with people’s lifestyle, as was demonstrated in the previous Chapter 2, 

how the modernist neighbourhood doesn’t offer opportunities for social interaction nor 

match people’s lifestyles, because it is based on generic planning approaches. 

Moreover, the use of local facilities and sustainable mobility are important elements 

of a sustainable neighbourhood, however, they cannot be implemented in all contexts. 

To highlight this point, in the past children used to walk to school, which allowed them 

to meet their friends and benefit from the physical activity of walking; also, their 

parents can meet on the way or at the school gates which fosters social interaction 

and creates a local network of mutual support. Nowadays, in some areas, parents 

drive their children to school, missing out the regular exercise of walking; also, the car 

drop-offs of children cause a loss of locality, unhealthy lifestyles, empty streets and 

social fragmentation, and an increase in traffic congestion and greenhouse gas 

emissions (Barton, 2000). Consequently, the streets are devoid of urban life and 

people are replaced with cars, which decreases the vitality of streets and the use of 

local facilities, whereas people are dependent on their cars and tend to use facilities 

Hummar Hills Jordan   

The Royal Village Jordan 2006 Bayan Holding 

Company 

Kigali Rwanda 2008 Oz Architecture 

Luanda  Angola  Dar el Handasah 

Shair  

Nova Vida Angola 2016 Aurecon 
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that are near their workplace or in the big shopping malls located outside the city 

(Rudlin & Falk, 1999). This is also related to the design of the neighbourhood, its 

consideration for walking and cycling activities, the density, the mix of uses, the type 

and quality of the facilities available in the area and their distance to the housing units 

(Rudlin & Falk, 1999). 

An example of the negative effects generated by uncritically applying some globalised 

principles of sustainable neighbourhood concept is the Benguerir green town in 

Morocco, where the construction started in 2009 and is expected to finish in 2020, it 

was designed by a US-based consulting firm, with the ambition to design an eco-city. 

It followed the sustainable development approach outlined within the “ECO-TOOLKIT” 

LEED that is developed in the US for a global market. The mainstream eco-urbanism 

approach followed, led to design a town based on a top-down approach, mainly 

concerned with the global image of the city and the eco-certification. The desire to be 

labelled as sustainable led the developers to design a green town according to the 

international standards of sustainable neighbourhood. Consequently, the project did 

not study the lifestyle of local residents and designed public spaces that are not 

adequate to the local context and did not serve the residents eventually. The project 

also promoted walking and cycling, which are practices believed to be very 

sustainable within a global idea of sustainable neighbourhood. However, there is no 

evidence that this proposal was based on social surveys or social demands, and in a 

hot arid region like Benguerir, it is unlikely that people would walk or cycle and 

abandon their cars (Barthel 2014).  

Similarly, in the UAE, the sustainable neighbourhood Shaubat Al Wuttah was 

assessed by Ahmed (2017) through a matrix of sustainable urban form principles 

based on global literature of sustainable urbanism. The design of the neighbourhood 

incorporates several international standards. The analysis showed how the replication 

of the globalised principles of sustainable neighbourhood affects negatively the 

liveliness of the place. The blind conformity with international standards and the 

mediocre design led to the inappropriate distribution of facilities. For instance, the 

primary and secondary schools and the only nursery in the neighbourhood are 

situated far from most of the houses, the lack of some important facilities like 

healthcare centres and low level of mix of uses do not encourage residents to walk or 

cycle or use local services, thus residents prefer to drive and shop outside their 

neighbourhood. Additionally, facilities are not located within walking distances and the 

circulation paths do not offer comfortable environments for walking and cycling, thus, 
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the use of car is predominant, and the lack of appropriate public spaces reduced 

social interaction significantly (Ahmed 2017).  

3.3.2. Social exclusion: social injustice and spatial segregation 

The aim for low energy consumption and creating sustainable buildings as part of  a 

sustainable neighbourhood paradigm can lead to the incorporation of high technology 

to ensure environmental performance, which in turn denies housing and social 

diversity, social inclusion and equal accessibility, which are also important elements 

of a sustainable neighbourhood. Other important elements such as safety and 

security caused a social and spatial segregation through the design of gated 

communities. This section illustrates the negative impacts of bad interpretation of 

some sustainable neighbourhood principles like energy saving, high performant 

buildings, safety and security.  

Sustainable neighbourhoods promote social equity by creating diverse and inclusive 

communities, however, the cost of green technologies makes most sustainable 

projects affordable only to wealthy elites (Saiu 2017), as is the case in North Africa 

(Barthel 2014), whereas according to Zhan and de Jong (2017) the literature on Eco-

city suggests that “under the banner of green technology, inhabitants are forced to 

pay higher costs for their use of facilities in eco-cities”. Furthermore, most popular 

case studies show that sustainable neighbourhoods have been designed using high 

costly technologies and infrastructures to ensure environmental protection and energy 

savings, aiming for a better urban environment and quality of life. However, they have 

been criticised for their high cost and social exclusion, because they are not 

accessible to all social classes (Holden et al., 2015), they penalize the poor who 

cannot afford to buy or rent an apartment within, so unable to access new 

technologies. In developing countries, workers cannot afford to live in new sustainable 

neighbourhoods or eco-cities which, in the first place were designed to accommodate 

thousands of inhabitants, but end up often in unoccupied residential blocks 

resembling ghost towns (Caprotti, 2014)  

The high costs of rental and purchase, are indicators of the specific social class that 

benefits from this sustainable urban developments, causing social injustice within the 

society, between those who enjoy access to eco-innovations and well-designed 

neighbourhoods with abundant green spaces and mix of uses and those who remain 

within conventional neighbourhoods (Saiu 2017). Social and residential segregation 

based on the level of income could cause distrust within society and decrease the 

overall social bonds within communities. Such segregation could weaken social 
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cohesion and cause social exclusion, and therefore compromise the creation of 

socially sustainable society (Myllylä & Kuvaja, 2005; Yigitcanlar et al., 2015).  

Benguerir green town was designed in a large dry area that has no real natural assets 

or buildings and is located near a poor town (see figure 3.1). The design of the green 

town followed a global “eco-toolkit” aiming for a high level of performance that was 

assessed with LEED. The aim to achieve high performant buildings led the designers 

to use costly eco-technologies, raising the prices of the residential units to be 

accessible only by high-end class, so excluding other social classes. Ironically, it is 

doubtful that in Arab countries, the wealthy class will restrict the use of air conditioner 

and cars due to subsidised energy (Barthel 2014). Additionally, the green town was 

not connected to the existing nearby poor town, a lack of social and housing diversity 

creates spatial and social segregation within the region (Barthel, 2014).  

In Africa, Watson (2014) claims that the first eco-cities in the sub-Saharan region are 

“urban fantasies” rather than authentic sustainable projects. They have been 

constructed in the image of Dubai, Shanghai and Singapore, reflecting green Neo-

liberalism. The majority of the urban populations live in poverty and in informal 

settlements with poor urban services, and these fantasy projects are an extra boost 

for marginalisation and inequality within societies. For instance, the conceptual 

master plan developed for Kigali, the capital of Rwanda, designed by the Oz 

Architecture team, which is a firm based in the United States. The plan was adopted 

by the Rwandan Parliament in 2008 and it suggested high rise buildings, which are 

too expensive and unaffordable to local residents, whereas, in 2010 UN-Habitat 

reported that 90% of the population of Kigali live in informal or unregulated housing 

(UN-Habitat, 2010). Moreover, the conceptual plan has caused evictions of local 

residents of Kigali to make room for the new urban projects, and the relocation of the 

evicted residents is not clear. 

Furthermore, in the Angolan capital Luanda, a range of satellite cities including the 

well spread Chinese ghost towns have emerged; these cities comprise high-end tower 

blocks of apartments that are worth between US$ 150,000−200,000 each, whereas 

most Angolans live on less than US$ 2 a day. These new urban fantasies are 

considered as a luxury development, built on a land that was occupied by low social 

class citizens, which were evicted and relocated, thus pushed to the outskirt of the 

city, far away from work opportunities and essential urban facilities. Nova Vida is 

another Luandan satellite city designed to accommodate 30,000 people, but seems 

like a ghost town because it is financially unaffordable to most Angolans (see figure 

3.2) (Watson, 2014). 
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Several neighbourhoods in Amman, Jordan, like Andalusia, Greenland, Hummar Hills 

and the Royal village represent gated communities and housing enclaves targeting 

very rich elites, promising them a paradise on earth through their marketing slogans 

(e.g. “the joy of living”, “provide distinctive homes that will redefine everyday life”), 

these self-proclaimed sustainable communities are exclusive and lack social and 

housing diversity (Daher, 2011). Gated communities have also been constructed in 

Cairo, and Denis (2006) describes them as exclusive places to high-end elites, 

characterized by luxury and private lifestyles; whereas the proliferation of this urban 

design trend, led to social exclusion and made urban spaces empty and lifeless. Farid 

and Ahmed (2018) named the gated communities Allegria, Westown City, PalmHills 

as Luxurious gated because of the social status of their residents, causing social and 

spatial segregation within the community (see figure 3.3). Daher (2013) considers 

gated communities in Arab countries as neoliberal city projects that led to urban 

geographies of inequality and caused social displacement within a society. The open 

public spaces inside these gated communities are privatised and controlled leading 

to exclusion and spatial/social segregation. As was also shown in the case of Cité 

Belle Vue in the previous Chapter (2). 

 

 Figure 3.1: The green town Benguerir in Morocco built in a hot and dry area with no assets 
and next to a poor town. Source : sadbenkirane.com/projet/ville-verte-mohamed-vi-
benguerir/ 

 

Figure 3.2: New housing units ‘Nova Vida’ in Luanda. Angola. Source: aurecongroup.com 
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Figure 3.3: Master plan of Sodic city gated communities (Beverly Hillds, Allegria and 

Westown). Source : https://api.sodic.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/The-Portal-

Conceptual.pdf  

3.3.3. Internationalisation: the desire for a global image and its impact 

on the local identity and sense of place 

This section shows how the desire to contribute to environmental protection, energy 

performance, and exhibition of sustainability can result in a loss of identity and sense 

of place, where the main aim of developers is to receive certification from world leader 

rating systems, through the use of expensive high technology and international 

architectural styles.  

Globalisation has led to a standardisation of architectural styles, building technologies 

and urban public spaces, which significantly affect the design of cities and 

neighbourhoods in developing world  (Beynon, 2010; Zalloom & Aboutorabi, 2014; 

Zetter & Watson, 2006). The destruction of local character and soul of indigenously 

designed and developed neighbourhoods makes the residents feel disoriented, as 

they no longer recognise the place that was once culturally rooted and locally 

produced, and is now occupied by imported models that are often deficiently adapted 

to local needs (King 2004). Furthermore, the replication of imported models affect the 

https://api.sodic.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/The-Portal-Conceptual.pdf
https://api.sodic.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/The-Portal-Conceptual.pdf
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place identity of urban spaces, interrupting the continuity of sense of  locality, and 

produce a globalised built environment (Zetter & Watson, 2006) 

In Morocco, the implementation of the globally recognised sustainable neighbourhood 

principles to design Benguerir green town was aimed merely at receiving a 

certification and to be recognised internationally. A consultant in the project was 

interviewed by Bartherl (2014) and stated that: “we have no experience of labels in 

Morocco, so for the moment we just accept them”. This explains the uncertainties and 

the failures of some objectives of the project. 

The gated communities Andalusia, Greenland, Hummar Hills, and the Royal Village 

in Amman, are an expression of globalized sustainable neighbourhoods, which not 

only target high-end clientele but their design also attempts to offer an American way 

of life. The architecture is a poor understanding and interpretation of the orient, 

illustrated through unsophisticated use of oriental architectonic elements attached to 

buildings, representing an oriental vision of the American style, through single family 

houses with front yards, a garage and a basketball ring (see figure 3.4) (Daher, 2011). 

Similarly, the architecture of Sodic West city in Egypt reflects a European style with 

no reference to local character. Additionally, the use of tilting roofs which are not 

suitable for the warm and dry climate of Egypt, and the white paint on the facades are 

inadequate to the Egyptian dusty weather, which will, in turn, require a lot of 

maintenance (Nazmy and Kim, 2018).  

The identity and sense of place of an area are made of an inclusive public realm that 

offers opportunities for people to socially interact and strengthen their social cohesion 

(Ahmed 2012); while, the physical attributes of the city reflects the area’s history.  

With the proliferation of eco-technologies and sustainable neighbourhood principles, 

the replication of international architectural styles and urban designs has led to a 

degradation in the identity and sense of place. People feel disoriented and dependent 

on cars, missing out on opportunities for social interaction and social cohesion within 

communities (Chang 2017).  

The conceptual plan of Kigali (capital of Rwanda), proposes high-modernism glass 

box towers inspired by the image of Dubai, these towers do not reflect the character 

of the region, and are based on the international image of mega-cities, totally different 

from local architecture that was once appropriated by local residents (see figure 3.5) 

(Watson, 2014). 

Built environments have become places where local identity and way of life are 

obsolete in front of globalisation, Relph (1976) states that “the identity of something 
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refers to a persistent sameness and unity which allows that thing to be differentiated 

from others”. Kevin Lynch (1960) defines the identity of a place as that which creates 

its individuality and distinction from other places and creates a basis for its recognition 

as a different entity. Therefore, designing buildings that all look the same, diminishes 

the identity of place and its cultural distinctiveness (Wheeler, 2004) 

Losing a sense of a place can cause a degradation in the sense of community and 

liveability of the area, whereas the absence of people in the streets, as mentioned in 

previous sections, contribute significantly to the loss of a sense of place. The 

interaction between people with similar interests in streets, buildings, public spaces 

and in other expressions of urban landscape send messages that serve to unite 

communities and give the residents of the place the same identity as the place itself 

has, and vice versa (Relph, 1976). The quality of the place is defined and enhanced 

by the presence of people in the streets while walking, cycling and meeting, which 

increase social interaction as well as creating a sense of belonging and vitality 

(Barton, 2000).  

 Figure 3.4:  Gated community Greenland in Amman, Jordan. The building facades are 
based on international style and do not reflect the local character. Source: 
https://www.greenland.jo/ 

Figure 3.5: Kigali Conceptual Model that is based on globalisation, inspired by global mega 
cities such as Dubai, Singapore and do not reflect the African or local character. Source: 
Watson (20014) 
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3.4. Conclusion and recommendations 

In developing countries, the desire for a rapid development led to the importation of 

foreign-born models, while, the desire to acquire a label of sustainability has also led 

to adopt a design that is not responsive to the region. In other words, neighbourhoods 

were built and labelled sustainable without being contextualised and without meeting 

all the requirements of a sustainable neighbourhood paradigm. 

The negative impacts of the replication of the globalised concept of sustainable 

neighbourhood can also be related to the mediocre implementation of sustainability 

principles, as it was mentioned in previous sections, including the inappropriate 

density and lack of certain facilities, which force residents to use their cars instead of 

walking. Also, the provision of walking and cycling paths is not enough if they are not 

appropriately designed to protect pedestrians from the harsh weather conditions, and 

if facilities are not within walking distance. Thus, the negative impacts are not only 

related to globalisation but also to the way urban sustainability principles are 

interpreted and implemented. Whereas providing few shops and offices does not 

reflect mix of uses, whilst some necessary facilities are important for a neighbourhood 

to be sustainable such as food shops, newsstands, open public spaces, parks, 

primary and secondary schools, post offices, supermarkets, restaurants and 

healthcare centres (Hagen et al.,  2017). Furthermore, these facilities need to be 

accessible by walking or cycling, in which a compact urban form is thought to be 

appropriate for that, thus increasing the presence of people in public spaces. Which 

in turn can create inclusive public spaces that are used by all categories of the society, 

which increase social cohesion, social interaction, liveliness, identity and sense of 

place (Ahmed, 2012).  

Other examples of poorly interpreted sustainable neighbourhood principles are safety, 

security and low energy consumption, which resulted in the design of eco-

neighbourhoods that are affordable only to high-income groups. This results in the 

privatisation of public spaces and pushing the poor to the outskirt, away from work 

opportunities.  

Many strategies can be used to reduce social inequalities and exclusion, for instance, 

the design of affordable bioclimatic houses, with affordable eco-technologies for all 

social classes, in addition to design inclusive public spaces by allowing different social 

classes to attend and accept various activities, formal and informal, rather than 

creating gated communities to exclude people.  
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The failures of sustainable projects in developing countries are due to lack of 

environmental, economic, social and cultural consideration in the design, projects do 

not seem to be based on social demands or include residents in the decision making 

process, in addition to a lack of local environmental policies and regulations, and the 

excessive dependence on international standards and labels. 

It is important to take into consideration people’s lifestyles, needs and asp irations in 

the design process in order to create spaces that are adequate to their needs and 

ensure the liveliness of urban spaces. 

 

Table 3.4. Conclusion and recommendations for future sustainable neighbourhood projects. 

Source: Author. 

Criticism Recommendations  

Imbalanced approach: 

Priority is given to 

environmental 

performance at the 

expense of social and 

economic sustainability. 

A thorough approach should be implemented and 

contextualised to exploit local natural resources and 

enable sustainable projects to achieve the three 

interrelated sustainability aspects (environmental, 

social and economic). 

The desire for rapid 

development led to the 

importation of foreign-born 

models 

Sustainable projects should emerge from local 

context, be based on local features and respond to 

local needs and aspirations. 

The mediocre 

implementation of 

sustainability principles 

Contextualisation of sustainable neighbourhood 

projects according to features of the place, lifestyle 

and culture of local residents.  

Misinterpretation and 

misunderstanding of the 

concept of sustainable 

neighbourhood. 

 

A sustainable neighbourhood is not an assemblage 

of eco-bling gadgets or high-end buildings, and it is 

not dependent on labels. It is a lively mixed-use 

development which embodies the space and place 

enabling communities to thrive with minimal impact 

on the environment. It should be designed to satisfy 

people’s needs in terms of quality of life, social 

interactions without harming the environment. 
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The inappropriate density 

and the lack of necessary 

facilities. 

The provision of necessary facilities such as food 

shops, newsstands, open public spaces, parks, 

primary and secondary schools, post offices, 

supermarkets, restaurants and healthcare centres 

are fundamental to encourage sustainable mobility 

and liveliness of urban areas. 

Dependence on car use  Provide local facilities with approximate shaded, 

comfortable, safe and secure walking and cycling 

paths. 

Empty and lifeless public 

spaces. 

Compact urban form with appropriate density and 

mix of uses promote the presence of people in the 

streets. 

Inclusive public spaces promote social cohesion, 

social interaction, liveliness and sense of place. 

Gated communities and 

privatisation of public 

spaces. 

Housing and social diversity strengthen the sense of 

community and create cohesive communities.  

Allowing and accepting various social classes and 

formal and informal activities, for inclusive and 

resilient urban spaces.  

Social exclusion Provide affordable and low-cost housing for the 

different social classes to ensure social inclusion.  

Lifestyles are not 

considered in the design 

process  

 

The design approach should be based on social 

surveys and the study of people’s lifestyles (as 

demonstrated throughout the thesis)  to identify 

people’s needs in order to design spaces that 

respond to their needs instead of imposing new 

urban spaces to a different lifestyle. 
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Preface of Chapter 4:  

The previous paper (Chapter 3) added arguments to the existing knowledge about 

Modernism and emphasised the findings of Chapter 2 regarding the unsuitability of 

modernist neighbourhoods to the lifestyle of Algerians. It also demonstrated how 

globalisation, standardisation and determinism of the Modern Movement produced 

empty and lifeless urban spaces, as opposed to traditional medina and 19th century 

neighbourhoods which promoted El Houma and urban resilience.  In this regard, the 

following chapter aims to challenge current taxonomy in architecture through 

demonstrating the potential of the unplanned city and informality in achieving creative 

and unexpected ways of using the space reflecting the resilience of urban forms. It 

explores the potential synergy between biology of evolution and architecture and 

urban planning, by using the concept of exaptation to read the relationship between 

the physical design of neighbourhoods and social behaviour of residents. It provides 

a new and creative way of analysing the resilience of urban forms in terms of 

promoting urban life, demonstrating how the resilient design of the traditional medina 

and 19th century bourgeois city allows the functional co-optation of architectural and 

urban design elements to perform new and better functions, to respond to new and 

emerging needs of residents, as opposed to the rigidity of Modernism. This paper has 

been recently submitted to the journal of ‘Future Cities and Environment’, and the 

contribution disclosure of the authors is presented in the following table. 

 

CRediT – Contributor Roles Taxonomy 

 

Title  Informal Design as an expression of Architectural exaptation: 

the emblematic case of Algerian El Houma  

Status Under review 

journal Future Cities and Environment 

Authors Roles  

Mohamed Yazid 

Khemri  

Conceptualisation, Data curation, Formal analysis, 

Methodology, Investigation, Supervision, Software, 

Visualisation, Writing-original draft, Writing - Review and 

editing 

Alessandro 

Melis 

Formal analysis, Methodology, Supervision, investigation, 

Validation, Writing - Review and editing 
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Chapter 4. Informal Design as an expression of Architectural 

exaptation: the emblematic case of Algerian El Houma  

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

The paper intends to highlight the importance of “deep time” reading of resilience, to 

understand the relationships between the biology of evolution and the informal 

approach to design. In the second part of the text, the Algerian El Houma will be 

considered as an emblematic case study which demonstrates the positive 

relationships between an informal approach and resilience. We will therefore 

conclude with a reflection on transdisciplinary interpretation as an opportunity to 

rewrite architectural taxonomies, in the light of the new discoveries of 

Palaeoanthropology, and of neuroscience. 

 
 
 

 

Keywords: exaptation, informal use of space, community resilience, El Houma, 

Algiers 
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4.1. Introduction: 

The objective of the present study is to explore the architectural expressions that have 

been overlooked due to a reification of the deterministic perspective of design. We 

will show that the centrality of determinism is the result of the conventional taxonomy 

of architecture, since the impact of non-deterministic architecture, which we define 

informal, is even quantitatively superior. 

In 2018, the United Nations estimated that around 23.5% of the population lived in 

slums or informal settlements. The informal, in the cited case, defined by UN Habitat 

as an euphemism to describe slums, as overcrowded settlements that lack durable or 

permanent housing and are characterised by inadequate living space with no easy 

access to safe water and sanitation, and other infrastructures (Warah, 2003; UN-

habitat, 2007). 

The influence/scope of the informal, however, involves many spheres and goes far 

beyond the slums. In fact, in agreement with the Martin School of the University of 

Oxford, informal cities operate outside the common legal and regulatory framework 

and yet are intricately intertwined in the functioning of the city. Thus, informality is 

relevant to the spatial aspects of a city, as well as its economic and political 

organisation, and represents socio-cultural way of life of people (Hernández et al. 

2010). This informal sector covers the whole social and economic picture of places 

such as Brazilian favelas or South African townships. Globally, the informal sector is 

estimated to account for over 60% of cities, with the vast majority of jobs in many of 

the world's emerging economies considered informal 

Informal architecture, understood instead as complementary to the deterministic one, 

affects a part of the human environment that goes far beyond the slums, or the 

criticism, often with a social or political background, on the international and 

globalizing aspiration of the modern movement, in the wake of seminal texts such 

as ‘Housing by People: Towards Autonomy in Building Environments’  by Turner 

(1976), ‘Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture of Resistance’ 

by Frampton (1983) and ‘Architecture without architects: a short introduction to non-

pedigreed architecture’ by Rudofsky (1987). 

In this respect, informal in architecture and urban design prevails a wider vision and 

include urban phenomena like the social use of space, whereas recent studies such 

as those on the informal appropriation of spaces (Lara-Hernandez & Melis, 2018; 

Khemri & Melis, 2020), show, for example, that the informal also concerns the legally 
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admissible use of public and private urban spaces, and of architectural components 

outside the planning expectations. 

However, architectural literature, starting from the pivotal texts of history, is aimed 

exclusively at the interpretation of architecture as the formal result of a formalized 

design or creative process, with a precise and usually unique function or final use of 

a certain place or space (Benevolo, 1977; Collins, 1998; Scully, 2003; Tafuri & 

Verrecchia, 1980; Zevi, 1978). 

Within this position, the approach nuances and philosophical interpretations, often 

subtle, against or in favour of a certain urban model or perspective, fuel the 

architectural debates deeply influenced by a "heroic" phase of the historiography of 

the 60s-80s. 

The dialectical opposition among supporters of one or another current of architectural 

thought, while still within the limits of considering the design as the only tool to 

designate functions and uses of architecture, helps to exclude an expansion of the 

terms of the discussion in a taxonomic key. 

The lack of interest in the informal, understood as an urban fabric that is the result, in 

large part, of forms of functional co-option, and of non-design processes, is not, 

therefore, proportionate with respect to its actual impact, at least according to the data 

quantities available to us. 

The actual impact of informality in architecture and urban design can be linked to its 

contribution to urban resilience. For instance, the informal use of urban spaces not 

only grants people the right to the city and promotes social resilience but also express 

forms of functional co-optation of architectural elements. 

Functional co-optation is a term used in biology of evolution to refer to process of 

exaptation. Exaptation which implies a process by which characters are co-opted to 

serve new and unexpected functions (Gould, 1982). This concept will be further 

explained throughout the text. 

Despite the potential application and synergy between biology of evolution and 

architectural design practice, there is no significant research on the relationship 

between the two disciplines and how biology can be a potential contributor to a 

paradigmatic change in the design process and its principles, whereas, in such times 

of global crisis it is necessary to re-think the way cities are designed (Melis, 2020). 
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This paper attempts to bridge the gap between biology of evolution and architecture 

through exploring analogies between natural selection and architectural design and 

informal behaviour. This analogy was also confirmed by many biologists who worked 

on principles of evolution and adaptation (Pievani, 2008), which are often 

interchangeable with those used by architects when discussing architectural design 

and sustainable projects. 

Considering the numerous possible analogies between biology of evolution and 

architecture, the present article will focus on the concept of exaptation and its 

contribution to novelty and innovation. The concept of exaptation will be used to study, 

analyse and describe an urban phenomenon which is social use of urban space. In this 

respect, the paper will rely on the seminal work of Stephen Jay Gould (1982) on exaptation 

as the main reference of the study. 

Hence, the principle aim of this research is twofold. Firstly, to attempt to fill the gap by 

linking the concept of exaptation with architecture and urban design to find new ways 

of reading the city. Secondly, to explore the relationship between the urban design 

landscape and behavioural patterns in achieving resilience through the lens of 

exaptation. 

This article takes Algiers as a case study, and analyses patterns of social use of urban 

space as an illustration of the concept of El Houma, which is a term used only in North 

Africa to refer to a neighbourhood or urban area that features a great level of social 

sustainability as a consequence of frequent social use of urban space, be it formal or 

informal. El Houma is formed of a combination of physical and social constructs, 

whereas the suitability of urban forms and architectural elements are fundamental for 

maintaining enduring social use of urban space, and thus a variety forms of 

exaptation. 

The choice of Algiers as a context of study is due to its pivotal position as an interface 

between global north and global south, as well as to the variety of the built 

environment features the city has accumulated through history, therefore, the 

investigation will be carried out on three neighbourhoods that represent three 

influential architecture and urban planning models, which are Medieval, 19th century 

urban planning and modernism. 

The use of El Houma to measure exaptation and thus resilience, will allow a local 

(Algerian/North African) way of reading the city as opposed to deterministic 

approaches of designing and predefining use of buildings and spaces. 
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The article will start by clarifying the concept of informality and its relevance and 

importance to current challenges, next, the paper explains the concept of Exaptation 

and explores its analogy with architectural design and informal behaviour. After that, 

the origin, development and practices of El Houma are presented to provide an 

overview of the concept. Finally, case study analysis to report the findings of activity 

mapping to highlight the intensity of El Houma as forms of exaptation. 

 

4.2. Urban informality, possible definitions and its relevance to current 

challenges 

This paragraph intends to demonstrate that the denial, or underestimation of 

indeterminism in architecture, has also had negative results with respect to the 

impacts of today's epochal crises. 

The most obvious example concerns the CO2 emissions that are largely due to 

buildings. The per capita impacts of the designed buildings, especially after the heroic 

phase of modernism and after the second world war, are the main sources of 

emissions (Sharifi, 2016). 

If the deterministic approach can be considered the main cause of global crisis, it is 

worth investigating the potential role of informal behaviour in alleviating its impacts 

today.  

Informality, as an antidote to determinism, offers a variety of scenarios and strategies 

that potentially can lead to resilience, unlike the invariant presumed rationality of the 

ordered city.  

The complexity/richness of informality has seen the concept referred to in several 

studies in a more or less indirect way, such as the ecological position of the work of 

Serge Latouche (2009) on ‘degrowth’, Timothy Morton’s (2016) work on the 

overcoming of the Anthropocene, and more directly, the works of Khemri and Melis 

(2020) on the theme of resilient communities.  

Informality represents phenomena that are not prescribed by planners, architects or 

policy makers, and independent from any predefined plans or scenarios for the city 

and its urban spaces. In fact, informality emerges from people’s aspirations and 

needs, and at the same time showcasing their cultural and social life (Revell 2010).  

De Soto (1989) states that informality in urban design doesn’t refer to individuals as 

informal, but their activities and way of life. Roy (2009) agrees with this claim and 

explains informality through the example of possessing and using a land disregarding 
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the prescribed laws. For Roy (2009), informality is a complex notion and is difficult to 

precisely define because it represents a blurry relationship between authorised and 

unauthorised, legal and illegal, legitimate and illegitimate. 

Social use of space can be sometimes qualified as informal, when the activities are 

out of the ordinary or opposite to the intended objectives of the designed space, or 

what Devlin (2018) considers ’off the books’ or ‘under the radar’ activities, Douglas 

(2014) on the other hand call them unauthorised and unexpected activities. Activities 

like the spontaneous occupation and illegal inhabiting of lands and territories, self-

building of dwellings, and informal settlements at the edge of cities, etc (Revell 2010). 

Other examples of informal urban practices include unauthorised modifications and 

occupation of urban spaces such as street art interventions, graffiti, street dance and 

music, guerrilla knitting and gardening, guerrilla theatre and performance, 

happenings, street games, place hacking and space hijacking, temporary occupation 

of space and ‘do it yourself’ urban design interventions, street vending, vernacular 

practices of ‘everyday’ urbanism, public art activism and many others (Devlin, 2018; 

Douglas, 2014). These practices can have impacts on different scales and are 

informed by several motivations, however, they contribute heavily to shaping cities 

and enriching urban life.  

Urban life is complex since it is formed of diverse urban practices that could be 

considered formal and informal. Nonetheless, informal urban practices are 

fundamental for creating inclusive urban life and are considered drivers for resilience 

as they promote social cohesion, collective identity, sense of community, trust and 

solidarity which encourages residents to collaborate and fight against any disruptions 

as will be demonstrated in the next chapter (5).  

Informal urban practices allow residents to feel part of the community and grant them 

a right to the city. The concept of right to the city was coined by Lefebvre (1968) who 

argued for the freedom of people to use urban spaces freely, which makes spaces 

public and inclusive and contribute to urban life. The right to the city enables people 

to adapt the built environment to their way of life and modify the status quo of the city 

accordingly, it frees them from the deterministic design of professionals and 

designers, and allow them to show diversity and creativity through unexpected 

activities in urban spaces (Harvey, 2003; Huchzermeyer, 2011; Simone, 2005). 

In this respect, Roy (2005) argues that urbanity is based on diversity and richness of 

urban life, and planning approaches should acknowledge and integrate needs, 

aspirations and peculiarities of people’s way of life. Yiftachel (2009) added that people 
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whose practices are informal, through behaviour and work, are part and contribute to 

the overall economy, urban community and space. Additionally, Landry (2006) 

advocates for accepting informal urban practices as creative actions rather than 

aspects of marginality, whereas their combination with other formal activities develop 

simultaneous and creative ways of ‘making the city’. 

 

4.3. The need of a new architectural taxonomy: learning from Biology 

 

Conventionally, the taxonomy is affected by recent discoveries and their impact on 

society. Therefore, there is a need for a rethinking of conventional architectural 

taxonomies for the following reasons: 

A. the existence of forms of architecture that escape the conventions of language 

such as informal architecture and deterministic design; 

B. Quantitative relevance of informal architecture and its impact on the 

inhabitants of the planet, 

C. Inadequacy, up to now, of conventional deterministic planning in proposing 

resolving solutions regarding environmental crises, 

Ironically, the way in which the formal city was designed is considered the first cause 

of climate crisis, whereas, 40% of CO2 emissions is a result of deterministic 

architectural design (Melis & Medas, 2020). Paradoxically, informal settlements suffer 

the most, however, they often present creative and unexpected solutions, as the ones 

in Algerian form of community resilience will demonstrate 

The transdisciplinary study in this case is particularly useful given that, for example, 

taxonomy is an essential method of approach in the study of disciplines, such as 

biology. 

In recent times, the taxonomy of biology has been subjected to profound reflections 

that derive precisely from the belief of many scholars that some mechanisms, such 

as exaptation, had been underestimated compared to the mechanisms of adaptation 

in research on natural selection (Gould & Vrba, 1982) 

Another analogy between biology and architecture, on the emergence of a new 

taxonomy, concerns the fact that even in biology, adaptation indicates a deterministic 

interpretation of natural selection, with respect to the indeterminism of exacting 

mechanisms. 



114 
 

For this reason, in investigating the potential of informal architecture and non-

deterministic design, reference will be made, in the text, to the terms of architectural 

and urban exaptation. 

Gould (1996) argued that in the field of biology, taxonomies can be influenced by 

prejudices and may experience errors due to the identification of trends that when 

experimented on a larger population or compared to a time period would be seen as 

simple fluctuations. 

 “The common error lies in failing to recognize that apparent trends can be 

generated as by-products, or side consequences, of expansions and 

contractions in the amount of variation within a system, and not by anything 

directly moving anywhere. Average values may, in fact, stay constant within 

the system (as average batting percentages have done in major-league 

baseball, and as the bacterial mode has remained for life)—while our 

(mis)perception of a trend may represent only our myopic focus on rare objects 

at one extreme in a system's variation (as this periphery expands or contracts). 

And the reasons for expansion or contraction of a periphery may be very 

different from causes for a change in average values. Thus, if we mistake the 

growth or shrinkage of an edge for movement of an entire mass, we may 

devise a backwards explanation” (Gould, 1996). 

Similarly, this pattern also exists in architecture, whereas informal in architecture has 

been overlooked and underestimated when compared to the formal and/or 

deterministic approach, despite the equivalent impacts of formal and informal 

settlements in terms of world population (Melis & Medas, 2020). 

The use of the term exaptation in architecture is not ubiquitous and can only be found 

in few recent papers by Furnari (2011) and Faulders (2014). These authors have 

demonstrated through case studies that in design, like in biology, innovation by 

exaptation can be contrasted to innovation by adaptation, which implies evolution of 

a trait towards a better function. On the other hand, exaptation indicates the 

unforeseen relationship between an existing characteristic and a new function, 

different from the function for which the characteristic/feature was initially designed 

for (Furnari, 2011). A famous example Faulders (2014) used to illustrate exaptation is 

the wing of a bird, in which the initial function of the feathers was to trap the air and 

protect against cold weather, which then transformed this function into a new set of 

possibilities for airborne mobility. Therefore, feathers that were fit for a role of 

regulating temperature were co-opted to perform a new and unexpected one which 

flying.  
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Stephen Jay Gould stimulated an interesting discussion in the field of biology 

concerning the definition of the evolutionary mechanism of adaptation, which took 

place between the 1960s and 2000s. The discussion was based on an extensive 

review of existing literature from Williams (1966) to Bock (1967, 1979, 1980; Bock & 

Von Wahlert, 1965), which led to a substantial article by Gould and Vrba on exaptation 

in 1982. In that article, the authors questioned the traditional taxonomy around the 

term adaptation, justifying their intention with the fact that adaptation refers 

exclusively to the process through which form follows a certain function, whereas 

process in which forms were co-opted by a function is no longer attributed to the 

concept of adaptation, but to exaptation. Subsequently, the authors defined the term 

aptation as the set of both processes, and exaptation refers to functional co-optation 

(Gould & Vrba, 1982). 

For Gould and Vrba (1982: 6) ‘characters, evolved for other usages (or for no function 

at all), and later "coopted" for their current role, be called exaptations’. The authors 

make a distinction between the two concepts; according to them, adaptation refers to 

a character that promotes fitness and was built by natural selection for its current role, 

whereas exaptation indicates an evolutionary process expressed by functional 

change of a character. So, characters that were fit for their current function, were later 

co-opted for an unexpected one, in other words, ‘Adaptations have functions, 

exaptations have effects’ (Gould & Vrba, 1982). 

The definitions of aptation-adaptation-exaptation (Gould & Vrba,1982; Pievani 2008) 

reveal a great potential of transferability of this discussion to the field of architecture. 

However, the two disciplines have developed their own linguistic code based on their 

independent taxonomies. Therefore, a transdisciplinary approach based on 

articulated connotations derived from biology could lead to a new way of reading 

architecture through the meaning of function, away from the rationalism of modern 

movement (Benevolo, 1977; Collins, 1988; Tafuri & Verrecchia, 1980; Zevi, 1978; 

Scully, 2003).   

Exaptation operates within an open setting where reactions of the unexpected change 

the design process, a state in which a combination of (in)dependent characters 

creates a novel characteristic to respond to a novel function. Thus, exaptation 

identifies a third channel that inspires the emergence of novelty, through an 

evolutionary process of a functional shift of an existing character for a function for 

which it wasn’t originally designed (Andriani and Cattani 2016). Thus, exaptation does 

not respond to a pre-defined need, or occur when a new phenomenon is discovered, 
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but the other way around. Exaptation answers the question “Now that I have come to 

a result, what problem have I solved?” (Wiener, 1993: 22).  

The process is based on the hypothesis that forms/features have an unpredictable 

creative potential which is expressed in the emergence of novel functions for which 

the forms were not originally designed for (Andriani and Cattani 2016). 

Thus, the introduction of exaptation in architecture could challenge the conventional 

architectural positions which undermine any uses of buildings and urban spaces 

outside the designer’s framework and expectations and exclude them from the 

paradigms of the design process considering them informal or out of ordinary.  

Analysing this urban phenomenon, one can find positive adaptations not anticipated 

in the urban design, these features of resilience - as according to biology exaptation 

reinforces the resilience of organisms - are indicated with the term spandrel in biology 

to refer to features that are by-products of the evolution of other features.  

Similarly to the process described by biology of evolution, in architecture the term 

spandrel refers to the redundancy of features and relationships that enable nature to 

adapt to unexpected environmental conditions, whereas exaptation, according to 

Gould, is about the survival and balance of ecosystems. 

The spread of city spandrels, according to a definition borrowed from biology of 

evolution (Gould & Lewontin, 1979), that result from designed functions that have 

become obsolete, short-lived or emerged from incorrect predictions, goes far beyond 

the collaterality of doctrines such as conservation, or the degeneration of the urban 

fabric, due to economic, social and political reasons The same applies to the 

consequent functional co-option (Pievani, 2008), of spaces and architectural 

components, according to non-designed, that is, non-adaptive modalities (Williams, 

1966; Bock, 1980). 

If we continue with the analogy with the biology of evolution, the reasons for the 

underestimation of non-design or non-adaptive mechanisms may lie in a prejudice 

(Gould, 1996) that considers determinism as the most refined product of our 

intelligence, deriving from linear thinking. According to this interpretation, design, 

through the expectation of uses and functions consistent with future scenarios, as the 

etymology of the term “project” (=throw beyond) suggests, would therefore represent 

an advanced expression of intelligence. 

However, the so-called "deep time" of transdisciplinary research (Melis & Pievani, 

2020) allows us to overcome this position: recent paleoanthropological studies 
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describes the associative thinking as the mechanism of the origin of man's creative 

process, particularly relevant in times of environmental crisis (Pringle, 2013). 

Similarly, evolutionary biologists have described exaptation, the biological version of 

functional co-option, as the fundamental mechanism of natural selection, 

complementary to the historical origin of adaptive functions (Gould & Vrba, 1982). 

Therefore our prerogative would not be the ability to predict the future, exclusively on 

the basis of logic (whose products have often failed), but would reside in creativity, 

which is an expression of associative thinking, through which we are able to develop 

ideas, manipulating objects, making tools, apparently without a function and use. Art, 

science and technology emerge from these activities, which, from the point of view of 

paleoanthropology and neuroscience, are equivalent manifestations of associative 

thinking (Pringle, 2013). 

The position advantages of a part of the world of architecture, especially of those who 

have interpreted the project with apparent success, and even the lack of harmony 

between exponents of the different architectural currents, while equally founded on 

the principles of determinism, contribute to the inertia the debate on the limits of 

taxonomy. 

Yet the discoveries that require a taxonomic revision are not lacking. Neuroscience, 

for example, has demonstrated the correlation between the proliferation of 

interconnections in the human brain, regardless of its increase in volume, and 

associative thinking, corroborating the interpretations of paleoanthropology and, even 

archeology, regarding the origin of creativity and art. 

According to the current criteria of functionality, for example, archetypal architectures, 

such as the temple of Gobekli Tepe or the wall temple of Santa Cristina, are difficult 

to decipher (Melis, Davis, & Balaara, 2017; Laland, O’Brien, 2010). 

In a hypothetical new taxonomy of architecture, we should therefore consider the 

informal as a non-deterministic architectural expression that is, achieved through the 

redundancy of functionally co-optable structures, or the convergence, even chaotic, 

of several functions. These architectural components, which operate, in an ecological 

dimension, beyond the principle of the designed functions, reflect, for example 

through the post-nationalization of the design, in an architectural key the relationship 

between associative thinking, creativity and the unconscious (Melis, 2019). They also 

confirm the thesis of the geneticist Ewan Birney, according to which all creative 

structures, in nature, are redundant, without predefined functions, but rich in 

relationships, like “a jungle populated by strange creatures”. This description can be 
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applied to both the genome and the human brain, to the associative thinking that gave 

rise to creativity and manifestations of this such as rock paintings (Pringle, 2013). The 

drawing is the way through which the first creatives, transferring the subject (the 

thought), into the object (the drawing), downloaded, like a sort of computer, the 

redundant and apparently useless data of the associative thought, in a hard disk -

'artwork. 

The drawing is therefore the place to start to update the architectural taxonomies and 

to imagine a more resilient future through the exploration of associative thinking. 

Through the synthetic capacity of drawing, the city, in its formal and informal 

ensemble, is the product of creativity and creative structure in turn, available for the 

functional co-option of its redundant, variable and interconnected components. 

Consistent with the multi-scalar relationship genome-brain-design-city creative 

structures (but we could go much further), the city would be intrinsically ecological 

and, consequently, resilient. 

Therefore, thanks to transdisciplinary studies we realise that like in biology of 

evolution, functional co-optation (exaptation) should be embedded in architecture and 

urban design in order to achieve resilience. Whereas architectural exaptation in this 

case is intended as an urban variability and redundancy of forms and relationships 

that promote the adaptation to constantly changing environments in order to ensure 

the survival and balance of ecosystems. 

 

4.4. Algiers as a paradigmatic case study 

 

This section presents Algiers as a case study of this research and the concept of El 

Houma which will be used as a measure of resilience through observations and 

identification of exaptation in the built environment. 

The method used in this research is ethnographic and consists of activity mapping, 

and it is also known as snapshot observation. According to Groat and Wang (2002) 

this method is ethnographic because it locates the researcher in the actual world with 

the object of investigation.  

Activity mapping was used by several influential planners and scholars to study the 

relationship between the built environment and social life of people (Francis, 1984; 

Gehl, 1987; Jacobs, 1961; Shirazi, 2018; Whyte, 1980). This research builds upon 

their works, while conducting observations and mapping of social activities in different 

spaces of three neighbourhoods in Algiers, be they private, semi-public and public 
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spaces, and were conducted during different times of the day and different days of 

the week. 

The aim of the observations is to identify the behavioural patterns of people and 

record spontaneous and unexpected activities, whether formal or informal, as long as 

they have the potential to present examples of exaptation and thus resilience of urban 

spaces in Algiers.  

Algiers, like many other Mediterranean cities, is a cultural melting pot, as it has been 

the ground for many civilisations and cultures which shaped the city and granted it a 

variety of built environment features and a diverse mix of cultures and social 

ideologies. 

Algiers as a pivotal North African capital city, is a manifestation of influential urban 

planning models. Hence its medieval town with its Phoenician and Greek-Roman 

origin, which then evolved under Arabo-Islamic domination and Ottoman extension, 

in addition to its inherited French colonial cities and contemporary modernist buildings 

and neighbourhoods. 

In this respect, the variety and richness of forms and architectural features that Algiers 

possesses have the potential of inspiring forms of exaptation, creativity and 

innovation. Whereas each part of the city is built and occupied differently, depending 

on its architectural elements, producing a diverse urban life which sometimes includes 

informal use of urban space. This is consistent with the claim, made by the 

Paleoantropologist Heather Pringle (2013), that the proliferation of forms and artefacts 

without predefined functions is the source of creativity, and most expressions of 

creativity and innovation are a manifestation and illustration of associative thinking 

(Pringle, 2013). 

In this paper, the investigation on architectural exaptation is carried out in three 

neighbourhoods. The first neighbourhood is the Casbah which represents the 

Medieval medina, the second one is called Bab El Oued which is a manifestation of 

19th century bourgeois city built during the French colonialization of Algeria (1830-

1962), and the third one is a contemporary neighbourhood built according to principles 

of the modern movement, called Cité Belle Vue located in Ain Benian district. The 

choice of three neighbourhood is to evaluate which of the three urban planning models 

contribute to the creation of El Houma and thus illustrate a rich amount of exaptation 

and resilience.   
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As mentioned previously, exaptation in this paper is linked to the informal use of space 

as an antidote to predefined uses and architectural determinism, and it is illustrated 

through ‘El Houma’.  

4.5. El Houma as evidence of the relationship between informal behaviour and 

the built environment 

El Houma is used to refer to a quarter or neighbourhood in North Africa that is 

characterised by a strong degree of social sustainability (Dris, 2005; Grangaud, 

2013), which originates from frequent social use of urban space. Residents of El 

Houma feels a great sense of belonging, which grant them the right to use the space 

formally and informally to practice their daily life.  

In the Middle East and North African region, there is no unanimous agreement on a 

specific definition of the term quarter/neighbourhood, whereas the word for quarter 

varies across regions. In the Maghreb, the term used for a neighbourhood is “El 

Houma” (also written as Hawma or Hûma)”, but the word “Darb” can also be found in 

some parts of Morocco, whilst in Cairo and Damascus the term used is “Hara”, and in 

the Arabian Peninsula is “Haie” and “Ferreeg”, whereas in Aleppo, Baghdad and 

Mosul they use “Mahalla” (Hourani, Khoury and Wilson, 1993; Raymond, 2008). 

In Algeria, the pronunciation of the term differs slightly across regions due to the 

variety of accents. In Algiers, people pronounced it “Houma” or “Huma”, which are 

also the most common pronunciations in the country and both spellings and terms 

can be found in written documents, whereas in the eastern and western regions of 

Algeria, people pronounced it “Hawma” (Grangaud, 2009). 

The term ‘El Houma’ is only used in the Maghreb and it comes from Maghribi Arabic 

(Dickie, 1994). Whilst ‘El’ is the Arabic definite article equal to ‘the’ in English, the 

word ‘Houma’ originates from the Arabic word ‘HA-WA-MA’ which means a circular 

perimeter within the eye’s field of view, it also denotes an environment, main part or 

density of an area, a section of a city, a quarter (Wehr, 1976).  

Similarly to the concept of community resilience which is defined by tangible and 

intangible aspects of urban systems, El Houma is defined by two important concepts, 

social and physical. The social aspect is enriched by intricate social ties between 

residents and social use of space, and the physical design refers to the built 

environment that accommodates such activities. 

El Houma is not just a typical neighbourhood that houses people, but is a socio-spatial 

product beyond the deterministic design of a neighbourhood, one which boundaries 
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fluctuate with the intensity of social interaction (Grangaud, 2009). A neighbourhood is 

considered as an expression of El Houma by its inhabitants, only when it offers 

opportunities for residents to practice their socio-cultural life and when aspects of 

urban social sustainability are present, such as social cohesion, solidarity, place 

attachment and sense of belonging etc.  

The concept of El Houma was taken into consideration precisely for these 

characteristics that define principles and qualities independent from design 

determinism and linked to the informal vision of the use of space, whereas belonging 

to El Houma grants residents ‘the right to the city’ which enables them to transform 

architectural and urban space elements to suit their needs, while performing 

spontaneous and various activities. Therefore, the intensity of El Houma is measured 

by the frequency of social use of space and the variability and redundancy of forms 

that are functionally co-optable to perform new and better functions. 

El Houma is a local experience of social life in the city through social use of urban 

spaces; members of El Houma feel a strong sense of belonging to the area and grant 

themselves the right to appropriate the space formally and informally to occupy streets 

to chat, rest, play cards or domino, play football and other leisure activities, participate 

in community activities, gather around houses to show support and solidarity in cases 

of funerals or weddings, to perform informal commerce activities, social meetings, and 

celebration of national and religious event in public spaces, etc. (Dris, 2005; Gentz & 

Kramer, 2006; Grangaud, 2009).  

In this regard, El Houma is seen as an urban institution in urban sociology (Grangaud, 

2009) as well as an abstract concept of urban life independent from the larger district 

defined by administrative and policies. It represents a set of memories and 

experiences shared by residents within a common area of residence and play. 

 

4.6. Practices of el Houma  

Some social urban practices performed by residents in El Houma are seen informal, 

but they reflect a high degree of diversity and inclusiveness and can be used to 

measure social sustainability and resilience of urban neighbourhoods (Khemri & 

Melis, 2020). 

In fact, looking closely at this phenomenon, one can perceive positive forms of 

exaptation, not foreseen in architectural and urban design processes. Scholars have 

demonstrated how informal behavioural pattern increases the resilience of urban 
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spaces, whereas in their study of informal use of space in El Houma, Khemri and 

Melis (2020) (see chapter5) showed how a wall in neighbourhoods of Algiers can 

become either an exhibition space, a place to conduct informal commerce, or a place 

to organise community events such weddings or funerals (see figure 4.1,4.2, 4.3). 

Despite the potential of these informal urban practices in achieving resilience, they 

are still underestimated. 

My Houma refers to one’s area of residence, the experiences and relations with 

neighbours and playmates. El Houma groups local children by means of activities and 

practices in their common place of residence, and as adults, they recognise each 

other during ceremonial gatherings or receptions, for instance; when one of them gets 

married and invites all the residents of el Houma to share a meal together (Grangaud, 

2009). Similarly, when someone dies, people of el Houma gather around their house 

to show support and solidarity. For the individual, El Houma is a social reality as well 

as a geographic/spatial one, it must be considered and recognised in social 

circumstances. 

El Houma remains the place where people very often go back to return to a lifestyle 

better rooted in the cultural tradition and upbringing, meet with friends, chat, play, gain 

support or celebrate with their neighbours who have been part of their daily lives for 

a long time. People say they no longer have a Houma, not when they are homeless 

but when they lose contact with their neighbours (Grangaud, 2009), when they cannot 

reproduce social relations with their new neighbours, or when they can’t practice their 

socio-cultural life due to lack of appropriate space, hence El Houma is proportionate 

to the potential forms of exaptation a place has. 

In El Houma, one feels at home and assumes that he is allowed some forms of 

appropriation that he considered legitimate and ordinary. For instance, parking in the 

centre of the road to buy a cigarette or to greet a neighbour, block the street to provide 

space for family celebrations, or play football in the middle of the road, etc. What 

seems elsewhere as informality and transgression of the rules of the civic system, 

inhabitants of El Houma consider it ordinary because they feel “at home” (Dris, 2005). 

The social life in El Houma is a dynamic process of using the urban space; the strong 

sense of belonging and place attachment allow the inhabitants to improvise and 

create a daily space for their behaviour, even if this requires modifying existing 

architectural and urban design elements to meet their current or new emerging needs. 

In fact, the possibility of transforming spaces to perform new functions indicates 

exaptation which on the other hand reflects a high degree of El Houma and thus urban 
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resilience, hence the use of El Houma to measure urban resilience, as it is an antidote 

to determinism, and illustrates informality as an expression of exaptation. Although El 

Houma in Algeria, has no administrative definition and no official recognition, it has a 

significant impact on urban organisation and social life of residents. It is a social 

quarter; defined by residents and their social activities, which expresses forms of 

exaptation illustrated through informality but have a significant impact on resilience. 

Unlike the official neighbourhood, which is called “Hayy” and refers to the official and 

administrative neighbourhood designed and delimited by the government (Grangaud, 

2009).   

 
Figure 4.1: Public spaces of El Houma are co-opted to accommodate various (in)formal 
activities such as socialising, relaxing, playing or celebration of weddings. Source: 
Photographed by Boucetta 

 
 

4.7. Case study  

Three neighbourhoods in the city of Algiers were investigated through activity 

mapping in order to understand the relationship between the built environment and 

social urban practices as forms of exaptation.  

The Casbah represents medieval medina, through its compact and dense urban form 

with stairs laid out, convoluted narrow streets and courtyard houses of Moorish-style. 

The second neighbourhood is Bab El Oued and represents the inherited French 

colonial city built according to 19th century urban planning and exhibits planted 

avenues and boulevards, public spaces with vegetation and fountains, apartment 

buildings with arcades and soft edges at the ground floor.The third neighbourhood is 

Cité Belle Vue, and is a contemporary neighbourhood built according to principles of 

the modern movement through longitudinal apartment buildings separated by streets, 

gated communities and functional zoning. 
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The concept of El Houma was a main driver and motivation to carry out this research, 

as it is a concept based on local socio-cultural life of residents and expresses a high 

degree of social sustainability that promotes resilience. 

The results will also provide an overview on which urban model among the three 

studied neighbourhoods reflects a high degree of exaptation, thus creativity and 

innovation to suit people’s needs and aspirations, in addition to insights on how 

informal urban practices contribute to community resilience. 

 

4.7.1. Analysis and discussion  

During the field work, several (in)formal activities performed by residents were 

observed in different parts of the neighbourhoods, as forms of exaptation while 

contributing to resilience and urban life.  

Some parts of the Casbah were in a derelict state due its long existence of and lack 

of maintenance. However, thanks to strong sense of belonging and solidarity, 

residents of the Casbah collaborated in beautification projects in order to enhance 

the image of the place, create a safe environment, and attract tourists to fuel local 

economy. Belonging to El Houma granted residents a right to occupy and modify the 

appearance and function of spaces according to their needs, thus, they performed 

street art and exhibit artwork on housing walls. Therefore, a wall that had a function 

of an envelope of the dwelling and separate public (street) from private space 

(interior of house), was co-opted to be an art gallery (see figure 4.2). 

Figure 4.2: Street art exhibition by residents of the Casbah in order to improve the image of 
the neighbourhood and revitalise the space. Source: author 
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Walls in the Casbah as well as in Bab El Oued, were co-opted to perform other 

activities like organising community events within the context of a funeral and informal 

commerce activities. As a sign of solidarity and sense of community, members of El 

Houma show support to the deceased’s family by attending and helping with the 

funeral and then gather next to their house as a sign of respect and solidarity. 

Residents will occupy streets while standing and/or sitting next to walls using urban 

furniture or movable chairs (see figure 4.3). 

 

Figure 4.3: Groups of people gathering around a deceased’s house to show support and 
solidarity using movable chairs. Left: the Casbah, Right: Bab el Oued. Source: author 

 

While streets are places of mobility, they were attributed different functions in Algiers. 

Informal street vending was performed in streets where shade is available through 

trees or the arcades on the ground floor of the apartment buildings, and this was 

noticed in Bab El Oued which features arcades and planted avenues (see figure 4.4). 

Shaded streets in residential areas were also used as an arena of football and other 

games. In Cité Belle Vue Ain Benian, a grass strip that was planted with flowers and 

used to separate buildings from the pavement, was squatted by children to play 

marble games due to lack of playgrounds and public space in the neighbourhood 

(figure 4.6). 

 

Figure 4. 4: Informal commerce activities in El Houma, enabled by the size and design of the 
street and right to the city. Selling food and various products.  Source: author. 
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Similarly, entrances of apartment buildings in Bab El Oued were appropriated to 

perform informal commerce activities; these entrances are considered part of the 

streetscape and they are wide enough to allow circulation and perceived as useful 

spaces as they provide shade and are located within lively streets. Even though such 

activity is unauthorised and thus informal, members of El Houma squat these spaces 

to conduct informal vending to make ends meet as a reaction to unemployment, while 

other residents tolerate such activities as a sign of solidarity to their neighbours.  

The Casbah is considered a place of peculiar history, architecture and urban planning 

in Algiers, the streets are convoluted and narrow, and defined by courtyard houses of 

Moorish style architecture. Some of these houses were co-opted and transformed into 

museums and restaurants to attract tourists, exhibit and raise awareness of the city’s 

history, architectural heritage and local way of life (see figure 4.2).  

Other activities were observed in the neighbourhoods that modified the function of 

some architectural elements, for instance, urban steps in the Casbah and building 

steps in Bab El Oued and Cité Belle Vue were originally designed to allow circulation 

and entering buildings respectively, were co-opted and used as seating areas to rest, 

chat and relax (see figure 4.5). 

Figure 4 5: People use urban and building steps as seating areas. Left photo: the Casbah. 
Middle photo: Bab El Oued. Right photo Cité Belle Vue. Source: Author 
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Figure 4.6: Children create their own space of play according to their needs. Left photo: the 
Casbah. Middle photo: Bab El Oued. Right photo Cité Belle Vue Source: Author 

 

In Taleb Abderahmane square in Bab El Oued, a fountain, trees and benches are 

provided in order to offer a comfortable microclimate and a resource for seating. The 

square is inclusive as is attended by different members of the society; however, types 

of activities have separated the square into two parts. One part is attended by families 

to chat and relax while their children play different games like marble games, running 

or cycling. The other part is attended by old and mature men mainly to play domino 

and cards, and in this part of the square wooden benches are provided. However, 

through placemaking, people modified the benches that were originally designed for 

seating and adapted them to their needs. Whereas these benches are used by people 

to play cards and domino which require four players facing each other, thus, the 

backrest is removed to free the obstruction and allow the players to face each other. 

While other benches in the square are made of metal as one element that cannot be 

modified (see Chapter 6). 

In addition to trees, fountains in the squares of Bab El Oued and bottom part of the 

Casbah are used to improve the microclimate through evaporative cooling, however, 

the fountain performed more functions by acting as an aesthetic element and make 

the space active by attracting children to interact with it (see Chapter2). On the other 

hand, in the Casbah, there is hardly any empty space within the dense compact urban 

form, therefore, the wall-fountains at the junction of streets were transformed into 

informal gathering spaces, whereas they were originally designed to provide water to 
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drink, wash, clean the streets or do the ablutions before entering the mosque, but they 

were transformed into small public spaces for social interaction (see Chapter2). 

4.8. Conclusion 

This research demonstrated a strong correlation between urban informality and 

community resilience, highlighting how informal urban practices as forms of 

exaptation resulted in various resilient strategies of urban neighbourhood residents.  

 

Some of the activities observed in the three neighbourhoods and presented in this 

paper could be considered informal because they are out of ordinary, improvised, 

spontaneous or take place in a space that was originally designed for a different 

activity, so people improvised and created their own daily life spaces. Nonetheless, 

these activities contribute heavily to urban life, sustainability and community 

resilience. For instance, the derelict state of some buildings, lack of safety and 

unemployment led people to be creative and resort to unexpected and informal urban 

practices to enhance the image of the city and improve their way of living, like street 

art exhibition and transformation of a house into a museum, thus co-opted to perform 

new functions. 

El Houma was used in this paper as a local model of a resilient community, formed of 

socio-cultural practices of residents and their interaction with the built environment. El 

Houma was used to measure urban resilience which was achieved through informal 

urban practices as forms of exaptation and as an antidote to determinism. It was 

highlighted in this research that El Houma is not restricted to a specific built 

environment but is an adaptive concept with the particularity of existing and evolving 

in various urban settings that offer opportunities for organic urban life. Nonetheless, 

the intensity of El Houma varies significantly across the three neighbourhoods, 

representative of the three urban models as demonstrated in chapter2. 

The observations highlighted that the intense El Houma is, the more enjoyable city 

life is, and urban fabric is more resilient when and where it is more possible to have 

a variability of forms, spaces, and redundancy of structures, like in the Casbah, 

because all these elements support the growth of relationships (interconnections) 

and favour the functional co-optation of the space. These aspects define 

architectural exaptation.  

The informal activities observed in Algiers concern the functional co-option that has 

been possible in the compact historical city ‘the Casbah’, or in other urban fabrics, 

that are mixed use and richer, more redundant and variable in terms of built 
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environment features, and which, unlike the planned city, contribute greatly, thanks to 

urban resilience, to the mitigation of the effects of environmental crises. 

Therefore, most of the activities were observed in the Casbah which is mostly defined 

by exaptation, since various creative activities took place in addition to the co-optation 

of forms and functions of buildings and urban spaces to accommodate new uses. 

Conversely, the modernist neighbourhood Cité belle Vue Ain Benian does not offer 

examples of exaptation due to the rigidity of its urban plan and functionalist style of its 

buildings, providing very few opportunities for creativity and innovation to suit the 

emerging needs of its residents. So, the neighbourhood is not resilient since its 

deterministic design doesn’t allow easily the functional co-optation (exaptation) of its 

architectural components. On the other hand, the 19th century European architecture 

and urban planning place Bab El Oued in the middle. Even though it was designed 

with a certain deterministic approach, when compared to the traditional medieval 

town, but its spandrels have allowed more exaptation through the variety and richness 

of its architectural and urban design elements. 

It is fundamental to rethink the taxonomy in architectural design, whereas informal 

behaviour and the co-optation of houses and urban spaces to new functions should 

not be regarded only through a deterministic or order-oriented approach of planning.  

The transdisciplinary study of architecture and biology of evolution seems now more 

relevant than ever given that global environmental crisis is of anthropic origin and the 

hope that such combination of studies will form synergies to reduce environmental 

impacts.   

The use of the concept of exaptation in this paper demonstrated how variability of 

forms and their potential evolution can inspire creative and innovative ways to face 

disruptions and adapt to unpredictable conditions.  

Through the lens of exaptation, informal use of space could redefine the paradigms 

of human coexistence with the built environment and should be seen as drivers to the 

resilience of urban fabric. 

 

Therefore, architectural exaptation intended here as an urban redundancy of forms 

and functions can inspire the survival and balance of ecosystems, by promoting the 

adaptation to changing environments. This could be considered for further studies, for 

example, how can informal behaviour contribute (or not) to reduce energy and 

resource consumption, or to promote human coexistence with other species? 
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Preface of Chapter 5: 

The previous chapter (Chapter 4) investigated the potential application of exaptation 

in studying the relationship between the physical design and social life of residents in 

three neighbourhoods. It argued for rethinking the taxonomy of architecture and urban 

design to consider the potential contribution of informality to urban life, inclusiveness 

and urban resilience. The findings of the previous paper demonstrate the urban 

resilience of the medina and the 19th century neighbourhood due to the variety and 

redundancy of forms and built environment features which allow diverse activities to 

take place, including informal urban practices, and, thus, promoting a higher degree 

of El Houma.  On this note, the next paper (Chapter 5) explores the relationship 

between urban informality and urban resilience. It demonstrates how social use of 

urban space promotes social dynamics that are responsible for encouraging residents 

to collaborate and perform resilient strategies to overcome their daily challenges, 

wherein belonging to El Houma emanates feelings of trust, solidarity, social cohesion 

and sense of belonging, which group residents around a common identity to care 

about a common cause. The chapter presents results of field work observations in El 

Houma to demonstrate how informal urban practices of local residents could be 

considered resilient strategies, since they are based on local way of life to survive 

local and daily disruptions. The paper has been published as a book chapter in the 

book Informality through sustainability: urban informality now’ by Routledge. The 

contribution disclosure of the authors is presented in the following table. 

CRediT – Contributor Roles Taxonomy 

 

Title  Achieving community resilience through informal urban 
practices: the case of El Houma in Algiers 

Book Informality through Sustainability: Urban Informality Now. 

Routledge. 
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Chapter 5. Achieving community resilience through informal urban 

practices: the case of El Houma in Algiers 

 

 

 

 

Abstract  

It has been widely claimed that social cohesion, solidarity, place attachment, trust and 

collective identity contribute highly to resilience, and, by means of these features, 

people would consider fighting disruptions as their collective duty and collaborate to 

respond to disasters.  

This chapter takes Algiers as a case study, highlighting the relationship between 

urban informality and community resilience. The research attempts to provide an 

understanding of the two concepts and illustrate the correlation between informal 

activities and resilience in urban areas. 

The research will demonstrate how informal urban practices can enable community 

resilience as a result of social dynamics among urban neighbourhood residents. The 

case studies reviewed in this research are an embodiment of the concept of El 

Houma, a term for a North African neighbourhood that is characterised by strong 

social relations between neighbours and a design that allows local socio-cultural 

practices to take place. It illustrates the social life of residents through social use of 

urban space that promotes social dynamics, which, in turn, foster social cohesion, 

trust and solidarity between neighbours.   

Building upon urban sociology and urban design theories and mapping technics, this 

research relies on activity mapping to investigate informal urban practices performed 

by residents as resilience strategies to survive local disruptions. The findings of the 

research demonstrate that informal local urban practices are not only part of urban 

life, but also contribute to community resilience.   

 

 

Keywords: Community resilience, urban informality, El Houma, Algiers, social 

dynamics  
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5.1. Introduction  

Cities around the world are exposed to a growing range of challenges in the 21st 

century, from climate change-related issues to rapid urbanisation and population 

growth to inadequate infrastructures to disasters. In the meantime, more urban areas 

are expected to be built since it is estimated that over 70% of the world population will 

be living in urban areas by 2030 (Komeily &  Srinivasan, 2015).  

Recently, the concept of resilience has been a focal point as a subject of study and 

debate among many disciplines, whereas resilience is fundamental to the 

sustainability and durability of cities, as it helps urban systems to resist to disruptions, 

adapt and prepare for (un)expected challenges, and bounce back (100 Resilient 

Cities, 2017). The concept of resilience is defined as the capability of urban systems 

to withstand, resist and bounce back from disruptions. In order to achieve that, a 

holistic approach that integrates tangible and intangible aspects of urban systems 

needs to be promoted and implemented.  

There is a growing belief that ensuring social sustainability at the neighbourhood level 

is a significant step towards planning for resilience. The concepts of sustainability and 

resilience have been at the centre of debate over the last few decades, whereas, 

looking closely at the two concepts, many scholars have rejected the idea of replacing 

one with the other, but instead, of combining them both into achieving a more holistic 

planning approach.  

The concept of sustainability has been vaguely defined and used, portrayed as a 

development that balances three important pillars, which are environmental, social 

and economic. However, it has been claimed that the social aspect is the least 

researched element among the three, whilst its importance in achieving sustainability 

and resilience is as important as the other two. For instance, many scholars have 

argued that social sustainability aspects, such as solidarity, trust and sense of 

belonging, are crucial to get community members to collaborate and respond to 

disasters (Leap & Thompson, 2018).  

Moreover, the lack of intensive research and consideration of the social aspect has 

caused several failures to urban planning and architectural projects around the world, 

especially in the global south (as demonstrated in Chapter 3) (Khemri et al., 2020); 

these failures are a result of ignoring local contexts and local socio-cultural way of life 

in the design process. Many of the so-claimed sustainable projects in the global south 

are criticised for their social failures, as a result of ignoring local lifestyle and 

incorporating a planning approach designed for the global north or by being inspired 
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by the modern movement, which has equally caused social and spatial segregation 

in European cities.  

Many scholars consider the urban practices of residents as powerful tools in achieving 

sustainable and resilient communities, whereby these urban practices serve as a 

showcase of the lifestyle of people, which can be used to tailor urban spaces that are 

responsive to their social needs (Gehl, 2010). Jacobs (1961) argued that the everyday 

life of people produces lively and well-functioning neighbourhoods, through 

improvised and innumerable activities.    

Residents’ social activities and urban practices not only contribute to urban life, but 

also serve to achieve urban resilience. Some of these urban practices are considered 

as an expression of “informality”, because they are performed outside the framework 

of architects, urban planners and policy makers. Devlin (2018) considers them as “off 

the books” or “under the radar” employment activities, public transportation and 

informal housing… These informal practices, among others, performed in some urban 

spaces, are informed by several factors, such as quality of the built environment (as 

shown in Chapter 4), living in proximity, social ties among residents and sense of 

belonging … all of which contribute to social cohesion and solidarity within the 

community.  

Some of these urban practices contribute highly to resilience, for instance, informal 

commerce helps people to be resilient against unemployment and to make ends meet, 

or hosting various activities in public spaces ensures social inclusion and justice in 

the face of social exclusion and discrimination. 

Despite the large expansion of research on social resilience, this body of knowledge 

has not paid enough attention to resilience strategies employed locally by residents 

in urban neighbourhoods in the face of their local challenges (Pu & Qiu, 2016).  

While most of the literature on resilience discusses how cities and neighbourhoods 

fight against natural disasters, this chapter takes Algiers as a case study and draws 

on the local informal urban practices employed by residents of urban neighbourhoods 

in the Algerian capital, as a way of resilience to local disruptions. These urban 

practices emerge from being part of “El Houma”, which is a concept of neighbourhood 

peculiar to North Africa that is characterised by strong social relations and social 

cohesion. This concept is explained further in Section 4 of the chapter, and throughout 

the thesis.  
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The aim of this chapter is to shed light on different approaches of social resilience, 

undertaken by residents as signs of solidarity, trust, social cohesion and sense of 

belonging that emerge from social interaction and sharing a place of residence. The 

chapter also attempts to bridge the gap between theory and practice of social 

resilience in urban areas by answering the following questions: what is the relationship 

between urban informality and resilience? How do residents of El Houma adapt and 

respond to social disasters? How can local informal urban practices be considered as 

social resilience strategies? How do these urban practices emerge? 

The urban practices studied in this research as a form of resilience were found in 

neighbourhoods that are considered as true embodiment of El Houma, as many urban 

sociologists have highlighted the presence of strong social relations, social urban 

practices and positive lifestyles (Bouaouina, 2007; Dris, 2005; Grangaud, 2009; 

Icheboudene, 2002) and demonstrated in this thesis in chapters 2 and 4.  

The chapter is formed of two important parts; the first part provides a general 

understanding of the concepts of resilience and urban informality and identifies the 

relationship between the two concepts. As for the second part, the chapter critically 

uncovers how informal urban practices serve as social resilience strategies in urban 

neighbourhoods, while presenting examples from case study analysis of El Houma in 

Algiers. In this respect, the chapter is formed of five sections. Section 1 includes the 

introduction to the research and outlines the aims and methods used in the 

investigation. In Section 2, the chapter conceptualises the concept of resilience, 

providing definitions and explanations of urban and social resilience. Next, in Section 

3 which is divided into two subsections, the chapter sheds light on the literature 

regarding urban informality and its contribution to resilience and explains how informal 

urban practices contribute to social resilience. In the following Section 4, the concept 

of El Houma is introduced and explained, and examples of informal urban practices 

and their contribution to resilience are presented through case study analysis. Finally, 

Section 5 offers a conclusion recapitulating the findings of the chapter while 

highlighting the correlation between informal urban practices and resilience.  

5.1.1. Aims and objectives  

 
The main aim of the chapter is to bridge the gap between theory and practice in urban 

resilience, and to demonstrate the correlation between urban informality and social 

resilience in urban areas. 
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The chapter will present results of mapping informal urban practices in urban 

neighbourhoods to highlight how residents react to local disruptions by means of 

solidarity, trust and sense of belonging.  

As part of the overall objectives of the chapter, the research will identify the main 

drivers (social dynamics) that promote resilience strategies, and how social use of 

urban spaces can create these social dynamics. 

The outcomes of this research enable, on the one hand, to systemize the literature 

on the concepts of urban informality and community resilience and, on the other, to 

present examples of how people in urban neighbourhoods seek the right to the city 

by performing informal urban practices to achieve resilience and resistance to local 

disruptions. 

5.1.2. Methodology  

The methodology used in the chapter is qualitative and is formed of a critical analysis 

of the literature, case study analysis and activity mapping. The literature review 

focused on exploring the concepts of resilience in urban planning and social science, 

as well as urban informality. A critical analysis of the two concepts allowed an 

identification of the main drivers that inform informal urban practices and their 

correlation to community resilience. 

The main aim of the literature review is to provide an overview of the concept of 

community resilience and urban informality, and to identify and explain how informal 

urban practices can contribute to resilience. 

Activity mapping, also known as snapshot observation, is also used to investigate the 

case studies. It has been used by many pioneers of urban design to study public life 

in urban areas, such as Jane Jacobs, William Whyte and Jan Gehl. The method used 

in this research is based on their methods and techniques to identify informal urban 

practices that lead to community resilience.  

This method of observation is a combination of urban planning and sociology research 

strategies, which allows for a study of human activities within urban spaces. It has 

been developed to study social life in urban areas (Francis, 1984) and people’s 

activities in urban spaces (Gehl, 1987; Mahdzar, 2008; Shirazi, 2018). 

This strategy is considered as an ethnographic approach by Groat and Wang (2002), 

because it inserts the researcher in the actual world with the object of inquiry, in order 

to identify urban practices in their natural setting. 
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The observations of the different urban practices in El Houma were conducted in two 

different neighbourhoods in the city of Algiers; the two neighbourhoods are explained 

in Section 4 and 5. 

The observations and mapping focused on urban practices, formal and/or informal, 

that have the potential to inform resilience strategies, such as informal commerce, 

street art, informal use of urban spaces, informal gatherings, etc. The list of activities 

was identified from the literature review; however, an open mode of data collection 

was followed to capture spontaneous and unexpected activities. 

The observations of urban practices were conducted during weekdays and weekends 

of the last two weeks of August 2019, (Friday and Saturday constitute the weekend 

in Algeria). The observations were conducted during different times of the day, in 

order to capture different and unexpected urban activities on different days of the 

week, and different times of the day. The observations and mapping were carried out 

in different spaces of the two neighbourhoods, from public (public spaces, squares 

and main streets), to semi-public (secondary streets) to private spaces (residential 

areas) of El Houma.  

The following section attempts to conceptualise resilience and the different facets of 

the concept, which will pave the way towards an understanding of potential resilience 

strategies. 

5.2. Underlying principles of resilience  

5.2.1. Conceptualising resilience 

The concept of resilience has gained significant importance in the last few decades 

among many academic disciplines and research fields, ranging from biology, ecology, 

socio-ecological studies, social science, psychology and engineering to urban 

planning and sustainability (Folke, 2006; Brand & Jax, 2007; Keck & Sakdapolrak, 

2013). 

Although there is no single agreed upon definition of the concept, most definitions 

share an intentional repetition of the fact that resilient systems should be resistant and 

able to bounce back from disasters.  

Initially, when it first emerged, resilience as a concept only concerned natural 

disasters and climate change-related issues. Subsequently, attention has been 

devoted to broadening resilience application in order to respond to other urban and 

social disruptions.  
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The concept of resilience was researched and applied in the discipline of urban 

planning. UN-Habitat (2018) defines urban resilience as the ability of an urban system 

with its residents to ensure continuity and survival when exposed to various kinds of 

disruptions, while positively adapting, adjusting and transforming towards 

sustainability. A resilient city has the ability to plan, prepare and act to respond to 

hazards - be they natural and or human made, expected or unexpected, chronic or 

acute- with the aim to protect and improve people’s lives, ensure development and 

positive change (UN Habitat, 2018a). 

Urban resilience is defined as the capability of individuals, communities and other 

various formal institutions, businesses and systems within a city to survive, resist, 

recover and bounce back from disruptions, be they chronic stresses and or acute 

shocks (100 Resilient Cities, 2017). 

In order to achieve urban resilience, a holistic approach needs to be researched and 

implemented. This holistic approach combines both tangible and intangible 

components of the city, starting with an understanding of the different constituents of 

the city and their interdependencies, and the potential risks they may face (100 

Resilient Cities, 2017). 

Several studies have acknowledged the informal strategies developed by urban 

residents to recover from disruptions, for instance, in the Philippines, residents of 

villages rely on cooperation and collective problem solving that emerge from trust, 

social cohesion, and shared culture and values among neighbours, in order to survive 

and recover from landslides and floods caused by typhoons (Usamah et al. 2014). 

5.2.2. Social resilience  

In social sciences, resilience is defined as a cooperative action in the face of 

disruptions that caused damage to infrastructures and disturbed normal operating 

conditions (Comfort et al., 2010). Most social resilience definitions are based on the 

collaborative work between social entities; whether individuals, organisations or 

communities, and their capabilities to tolerate, survive, resist, cope with and adapt to 

various kinds of environmental and /or social threats (Keck & Sakdapolrak, 2013).  

Maguire and Hagen (2007) argue that social resilience refers to the ability of a social 

entity, be it a group or a community, to “bounce back” and to react positively to 

stresses and disasters, and state that the society’s capacity is related to three 

approaches of how people respond to disruption: “resistance, recovery and creativity”. 
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Social resilience acknowledges the various roles played by social entities and the 

independent responses taken by members of the community, or, with the help of 

formal organisations, to be prepared for uncertainty and surprise and recover from 

shocks and stresses (UN-Habitat, 2018b).    

Social resilience in cities refers to the capability of urban systems, with all their socio-

ecological components and socio-technical networks, to perform across temporal and 

spatial scales. The main aim is to deal with disruptions, both in the present and in the 

future, through an urban ecosystem that is able to protect, resist and return to function, 

while adapting and preparing for future (un)expected disasters (Meerow, Newell, and 

Stults 2015) 

While there is a growing body of research on social resilience, there is still ambiguity 

and lack of consistency on how the concept is applied by communities (Saja et al. 

2019). Social resilience of urban areas can be achieved through a series of factors 

that are embedded within communities, namely trust, solidarity, social cohesion and 

sense of community, social interaction, shared community activities, communication 

and information (Gibberd, 2017; Wang, Guo, & Kuo, 2020). 

In this respect, this research attempts to demonstrate how urban practices within 

neighbourhoods of Algiers, even when considered informal, serve as resilience 

strategies to local challenges. The urban practices mentioned in this study as 

resilience strategies were informed by individuals’ feeling of solidarity, trust, sense of 

belonging, social cohesion and support. 

The following section sheds light on urban informality and its implication with everyday 

urban life and resilience.  

5.3. Urban informality  

De Soto (1989) argues that, when talking about informality in urban design, it doesn’t 

refer to the individual as informal, but, rather, their actions and activities. Supporting 

this claim, Roy’s (2009) definition of informality refers to a state of deregulation, a 

state where the possession, use and purpose of land are not defined by any 

prescribed rules or laws. For Roy (2009), informality lies in the blurry relationship 

between legal and illegal, legitimate and illegitimate, authorised and unauthorised. 

The complexity of the notion of informality involves many spheres, it is a term that 

describes and theorises not only the spatial aspects of a city but also its economic, 

social, cultural and political organisation (Hernández et al. 2010).  
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Informality is not predefined by policy makers, planners, architects or any decision-

makers at the city or neighbourhood level, who plan and design spaces for the use of 

people. In fact, informality is defined by people’s needs and aspirations to support 

their way of life. Informal practices react and respond to local culture and community, 

and can evolve and adapt according to people’s developing needs and lifestyles 

(Revell 2010). 

Various situations and activities can be considered informal, like the spontaneous 

process of occupying and illegal inhabiting a land or territory, constructing and self-

building of dwellings, temporary occupation of spaces, self-organising and developing 

urban areas at the edge of cities, etc. (Revell 2010). Informal urban practices can also 

refer to unauthorised and place-based modifications and occupations of urban 

spaces, examples of these phenomena being graffiti, street dance, street art, guerrilla 

knitting, guerrilla gardening, guerrilla theatre, happenings, street games, art 

interventions and art exhibitions, space hijacking and place hacking, craftivism and 

artivism … the list goes on to include the occupation of public spaces and ‘do it 

yourself’ urban design activities and many others. These activities are informed by 

different motivations and have impacts of different scales, yet they can be considered 

as urban practices performed by individuals or informal groups who challenge and go 

against normal and expected uses of urban spaces through unauthorised and 

unexpected actions (Douglas 2014). Other informal urban practices mentioned by the 

literature are street vending, community gardens, informal housing, squatting, 

vernacular practices of ‘everyday’ urbanism, public art activism and informal physical 

planning (Devlin 2018). 

Qualifying some activities as informal, unauthorised or unwanted indicates a strong 

denial of urban residents’ right to the city. According to Lefebvre (1968), the right to 

the city gives people the right to occupy urban spaces, which does not only include 

certain economic elite or specific class of the society, but every resident. Allowing 

residents to express themselves through social use of urban spaces, without 

excluding any member of the society, promotes inclusiveness and urban life and 

allows the city to express itself as an oeuvre. In this respect, the right to the city allows 

every citizen to access, appropriate and use urban spaces to perform various 

activities.  

Harvey (2003) claimed that the right to the city should enable residents to contribute 

to the development of the city through a rich urban life that is formed of collective 

urban practices. The right to the city does not include accessing city space and merely 
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accepting what professionals have designed in terms of urban spaces but is a right to 

show the diversity of the city’s inhabitants through expressions of their lifestyles 

(Harvey, 2003; Huchzermeyer, 2011; Simone, 2005).  

Roy (2009) suggests that activities that happen in urban areas that lead to gain the 

right to the city or sense of belonging are considered informal when they are out of 

the ordinary or against the intended objective of the designed space.  

However, Landry (2006) argued that informal practices should not be considered as 

processes of marginality but should be framed as concepts that could mix with other 

formal activities to develop simultaneous ways of “making the city”. Yiftachel (2009) 

added that the urban population who work and live within informal sectors are part of 

the overall urban community, economy and space.   

Roy (2005) argues that urbanity is very complex and requires a new planning theory 

that attempts to acknowledge and accommodate the diversity and richness of urban 

life. In this respect, contemporary urban life is complex and diverse, and composed 

of different urban practices that are considered both formal and informal; whereas 

most of these activities not only serve to promote urban life, but also to illustrate 

resilience strategies undertaken by urban neighbourhood residents.  

It is important to reframe how resilience is understood and applied. Since the essence 

of resilience is to fight against disruptions, a greater understanding of residents’ 

lifestyles and how they collaborate to improve their local conditions could highly inform 

holistic and more effective resilience strategies.  

5.4. Social dynamics as drivers for resilience  

In this study, social resilience strategies are linked to solidarity, trust, social cohesion 

and sense of belonging, among other aspects of social sustainability and urbanity. 

The next section explains how these social aspects can be sustained through 

(informal) urban practices.  

As mentioned previously, a combination of both tangible and intangible aspects is 

fundamental in order to form a holistic resilience approach. 

The physical (tangible) elements of a city need to be flexible to support residents’ 

activities, while, at the same time, enable frequent and continuous use of these 

spaces by community members to promote social sustainability and social resilience 

of the area. 
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There is a growing belief among researchers in social sciences that social dynamics 

are drivers for social resilience (Berkes & Ross, 2013; Clarke & Mayer, 2017; 

Davidson, 2010). These social dynamics are defined as an individuals’ feeling of 

cohesion, sense of belonging and solidarity with other members of the community 

(Hunt & Benford, 2004). All of these, in addition to trust, collective identity and place 

attachment, encourage people to work together to respond to disruptions (Adger, 

2003; Pretty & Ward, 2001).  

The notion of collective identity emerges whenever there is a positive and shared 

sense of belonging, and social solidarity, because a collective identity indicates who 

does and does not belong to the community (Gamson, 1997; Taylor & Whittier, 1992). 

Collective identity and sense of belonging help uniting individuals and aligning their 

perceptions of what, to whom and how they ought to apply resilience strategies 

(Polletta & Jasper, 2001). On the other hand, the lack of social solidarity causes 

difficulties for individuals to cooperate and gather their forces to respond to disruptions 

(Leap & Thompson, 2018).  

These social dynamics emerge from social relations and social interaction between 

people and their built environment. This research argues that social use of urban 

space, while performing informal urban activities, promotes and enhances resilience, 

as it creates the fundamental basis for social resilience, which comprises trust, 

solidarity, social cohesion sense of belonging and right to the city.  

The next paragraph shows how social use of urban space contributes to strengthening 

the different social dynamics that are required for social resilience.  

5.5. Social dynamics: a construct that results from social use of urban space  

Some activities, which are part of social use of urban spaces, contribute to resilience  

but can be considered informal. However, the right to the city strongly advocates that 

these activities should be accepted. Mehta (2014) called the variety of activities in 

urban spaces as meaningful activities, given their importance in making public spaces 

inclusive. 

Mitchell (2003) argues that a space becomes public when it is socially used by people 

to fulfil their needs. Debates on the use of public spaces often focus on the types of 

activities and behaviours that are acceptable and permitted, whereas inclusiveness 

consists of a flexible design that accommodates and supports various activities and 

behaviours of people (Mehta, 2014). Additionally, diverse activities in public spaces 

promote social sustainability between people and enrich urban life (Gehl, 2010). 
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Meaningful spaces are also considered useful spaces, because they are the arena 

for a variety of activities and diverse people (Mehta, 2014). Phenomenology studies 

argue that such spaces encourage repeated and frequent visits, which generate 

familiarity with the spaces and the people that attend them, creating a sense of place 

and building trust and collective identity between users (Jacobs, 1961; Seamon, 

1980). The consistent social use of urban spaces reflects the level of democracy 

within the area, whereas the more diverse people and activities take place, the more 

social cohesion and inclusion increase, as well as awareness and acknowledgement 

of the presence and diversity of each other (Arendt, 1958; Mehta, 2014). 

An inclusive public space is open and accessible to different members of the society 

and provides opportunities for various activities to happen in a safe and secure 

environment (Mehta, 2014). Inclusiveness of urban spaces refers to the notion of the 

‘Right to the City’, which as mentioned previously was initiated by Henri Lefebvre 

(1991) and recalled by many authors, such as David Harvey (2003) to advocate for 

the right of the users to re-invent and recreate the physical aspect of the city and, in 

turn, recreate themselves and the urban society 

By attending public spaces regularly, users build a relationship with the place and the 

people they see there, which is fundamental for building relationships and trust 

(Gibberd 2017). Public spaces are arenas for social interaction, they provide a space 

for planned and unplanned meetings, and for residents to interact and perform various 

activities enriching urban life, which, in turn, promotes a sense of belonging, and 

increases residents’ attachment to their locality (Dines et al., 2006; Low, 2000; 

Worpole and Knox, 2007). 

Place attachment and sense of belonging are centrally important to community 

resilience, while feeling identified with the space encourages people to care about the 

area and generates a feeling of responsibility to react to disruptions. 

Collective identity groups people around a common identity and gives them a common 

cause to fight for. Collective identity can be achieved through social interaction in 

urban spaces within a neighbourhood, whereas social interaction unites communities 

and grants people a common identity with the place and with each other (Ralph, 

1976). 

A flexible design of urban areas allows community members to display and promote 

their culture, through art shows, food festivals, music and dance performances, all of 

which strengthens the collective identity of the area and its residents and increases 

awareness of diversity (Thomas, 1991). 
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Public spaces also provide a place for socialising and interacting; a place where 

people can play cards, domino and other games, chat, read, eat and drink or just 

relax, a place where informal commerce could take place through people selling 

products or street food for visitors. They are a resource for children to play away from 

the hustle and traffic while their parents can meet to watch over them and create a 

local network of acquaintances and mutual support (as shown in chapters 2, 6) 

(Khemri, Melis and Caputo, 2020; Mehta, 2014) 

Placemaking through regeneration of space contributes to solidarity and sense of 

belonging. Whereas, placemaking is a result of a collaborative action by community 

members to re-shape and revitalize the area socially and physically and the process 

is informed and accomplished by solidarity and common identity between people and 

the space they share (PPS, 2010).  

Placemaking also fosters a sense of community and collective identity, by enabling 

different people to participate in community activities to transform and improve their 

shared area of living (Aravot, 2002; Dixon & Woodcraft, 2013; Kohon, 2018). 

5.6. The case of El Houma 

 
This research presents the results of an investigation into how informal urban 

practices within a neighbourhood can be considered as social resilience strategies. 

These informal practices are the consequences of being part of El Houma, which is a 

term specific for North African neighbourhoods that are characterised by strong social 

cohesion.  

As mentioned previously, social resilience in urban areas is based on individuals’ 

feeling of solidarity, trust, social cohesion, sense of belonging and sense of 

community. These aspects, when grouped together create a socially sustainable 

neighbourhood. In Algiers, which is the area of this investigation, the term for socially 

sustainable neighbourhoods is “El Houma”, a term peculiar to North African 

neighbourhoods with strong social sustainability. 

The concept of ‘El Houma’ was the main driver to carry out this research, wherein 

various activities are performed within the area that contribute to social resilience. The 

different activities performed by residents could be considered informal because they 

are out of the ordinary, however, because people feel identified with the space, they 

deem all activities appropriate and normal. 
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5.6.1. Origin and evolution of El Houma  

El Houma (or El Hawma) is an expression for a neighbourhood in the Maghreb, one 

that is defined by social relations rather than territorial boundaries (Dris, 2005; 

Grangaud, 2013).  

In Algeria, El Houma holds an important part in the city’s organisation and people’s 

lifestyles. It is pronounced slightly different around the country, because of the variety 

of accents across regions. In Algiers, the capital, it is pronounced and written ‘Houma’ 

or ‘Huma’, and both words can be found in several written documents, on the other 

hand, in the western and eastern parts of Algeria, it is pronounced ‘Hawma’ 

(Grangaud, 2009).  

El Houma is a North African concept and it is equivalent to ‘Mahalla’ and ‘Hara’ in the 

Middle East (Hourani et al., 1993). El Houma comes from Maghribi Arabic and is only 

used in North Africa (Dickie, 1994). While ‘El’ is the Arabic definite article for ‘the’ in 

English. The origin of the word ‘Houma’ comes from the Arabic word ‘HA-WA-MA’, a 

word that means the environment, a circular perimeter within the eye’s purview, it also 

means a density of an area, a quarter, a section of a city (Wehr, 1976). 

The concept of El Houma is believed to have emerged in Algiers since the first 

settlement and developed during the medieval ages. The first settlement was made 

of a series of enclosed quarters that were inhabited by homogenous communities, 

which were formed of people from the same tribe, clan, family, religion, ethnicity or 

profession (Abu-Lughod 1987). Every quarter housed residents that share mutual 

rights and duties, and occupied the same area for living, playing and working, which 

strengthened their sense of common identity, solidarity, trust and sense of community.  

5.6.2. El Houma in contemporary times 

A neighbourhood can be considered El Houma only when some aspects of urban 

social sustainability are ubiquitous, such as intricate social ties among neighbours, 

social interaction, social cohesion, trust, solidarity and sense of belonging, etc. These 

features emerge from sharing life and experiences between people in a common area 

of residence. For residents, El Houma is as much as a social reality as it is a spatial 

one; it is a place that accommodates everyday life, and a place that people attend 

daily to chat, play and socially interact with their classmates, playmates and 

neighbours who have been part of their life for a while (Grangaud, 2009). 
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 As a result of intricate social ties that members of El Houma share, they support each 

other during different events of their life, for instance, when one gets married, 

members of the community get together and occupy the space to host the wedding 

ceremony and share a meal in the public space of El Houma. This is also similar in 

the case of funerals; as a sign of support, members of El Houma gather around the 

deceased’s house to show support during the crisis. These informal occupations of 

the space are informed by a sense of belonging and a right to the city, whereby people 

feel identified with the space and reclaim the right to appropriate it informally to satisfy 

their needs.  

El Houma is a socio-spatial reality formed by strong social ties between residents and 

the space that accommodates their shared activities (Grangaud, 2013). The 

boundaries of El Houma fluctuate with the intensity of social interactions (Gentz & 

Kramer, 2006), and its physical unit is a space that hosts local socio-cultural practices;  

as for its social construct, it concerns a community of neighbours sharing a common 

identity, sense of solidarity and belonging to El Houma (Bouaouina, 2007; Grangaud, 

2009).  

El Houma can be considered as a representation of local social life through social use 

of urban space, it shows how people express their sense of belonging through 

occupying and using spaces, both formally and informally. Belonging to El Houma 

gives its members the right to appropriate the space to perform various socio-cultural 

practices, such as: appropriating the space to chat, relax, play cards or dominos, play 

football or any other games, informal commerce activities, social meetings, gathering 

around houses to show support in weddings and funerals, etc, (Dris, 2005; Gentz & 

Kramer, 2006; Grangaud, 2009) also shown in chapters 2, 4. 

It could be concluded that the definition and attributes of El Houma are aligned with 

claims that these social dynamics not only contribute to creating socially sustainable 

neighbourhoods, but also to inform collaborative actions by community members to 

tackle local disruptions, as a result of, solidarity, sense of belonging, social cohesion 

and trust. 

The next section will illustrate the different resilience strategies performed by 

residents of El Houma as a result of the strong social relations between them. 
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5.6.3. Case study: design overview of El Houma  

 
Algeria was exposed to many invasions and colonisations throughout history which 

contributed to creating its rich and diverse culture and built environment (Saoudi and 

Belakehal 2018). 

 

Algiers is the capital city and is located north, opening up on the Mediterranean Sea. 

The city’s built environment has been influenced by the several civilisations the 

country has hosted, from Phoenicians to Berbers, to Arabs, to Ottomans and French, 

and, in 1962, the country regained its independence.  

Nowadays, the influence and remains of some of these civilisations are still apparent 

and inhabited by people and, therefore, eligible for a contemporary study on the way 

of life of residents. The most apparent and influential styles are the Medieval and 

French (19th century European bourgeois city), due to their planning principles that 

proved to be adequate for Algerian way of life; in other words, residents were able to 

adapt their lifestyles to the existing planning. Two neighbourhoods that embody the 

concept of El Houma are investigated in this research, one represents the Medieval 

Medina (The Casbah) and one based on 19th century European urban planning 

designed by France (Bab El Oued). 

 

The Casbah, which represents the Medieval Medina, is a compact and dense urban 

town, built on a hilly site and is divided into two main parts, based on a hierarchy of 

spaces dictated by socio-cultural factors (Raymond, 1998). The town is characterised 

by a clear separation between public and private spaces, the public realm, is in the 

bottom part of the town and includes economic and religious activities and public 

services, such as Hammams (public bath), mosque, bazaars, markets and many other 

shops, whereas the upper part of the town is the private space that contains the 

residential area, and is formed of clusters that contain houses and a few necessary 

shops. The two parts are linked by a network of narrow irregular and winding streets 

and dead-end alleyways. The shape of the town is believed to be informed by the 

topography of the site, but also to benefit from the fresh breezes coming from the sea 

by introducing them into the town through streets oriented towards the sea. The 

narrow streets are to ensure privacy and provide shade for passers-by and reduce 

the area of the house exposed to the hot sun, thereby reducing cooling demand 

(Michell, 1978) 
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With the arrival of the French in 1830, they sought to modernize and civilize the city 

through changing its status of an Arabo-Muslim medina into a metropolis. They 

applied an urban renewal plan based on 19th century European principles of urban 

planning, starting by demolishing a portion of the lower part of the Casbah and 

introducing large plazas and a boulevard. They also extended the city by building 

neighbourhoods with apartment buildings of regular façades and arcades at the 

ground floor, public spaces with vegetation and streets characterised by regularity, 

proportion and symmetry (Grabar 2014; Icheboudene 2002; Kobis 2017). 

 

In 1962, Algeria regained its independence  and the Algerian population repossessed 

the city of Algiers, and some moved to live in the inherited French colonial city and 

adapted the built environment to their socio-cultural life, by means of frequent 

socialisation of urban spaces and occupying the spaces, both formally and informally, 

which led to the recreation of El Houma- in a different urban setting- which was also 

informed by strong social relations (Bouaouina, 2007; Dris, 2005). 

5.7. Informal practices and social resilience in El Houma  

The informal practices were observed in two different neighbourhoods (The Casbah 

and Bab El Oued), and each neighbourhood is characterised by a peculiar urban 

planning and architecture related to a time in history and design principles, as 

mentioned in the previous section (more information about the neighbourhoods and 

their design principles are provided in chapter2).  

 

El Houma is a place where social cohesion between residents is strong and leads to 

create solidarity between neighbours. Residents of El Houma, like any other 

neighbourhood, face many challenges from environmental, to economic and social, 

and they have responded to the different challenges through social activities that 

could be classified as informal.  

As mentioned in the previous sections, social resilience in urban neighbourhoods can 

be achieved through social cohesion, solidarity, trust and collective identity, among 

others. These aspects are a result of residents’ social interaction among themselves 

and with their built environment.  

 

5.7.1. Resilience strategies linked to place attachment and sense of 

belonging: Informal spatial practices  

During the observations, the author encountered several informal activities 

performed by residents in order to face different disruptions. The derelict state of 



148 
 

some parts of the Casbah -due to its long existence, previous earthquakes and lack 

of maintenance- has made the area unsafe and unpopular among tourists. 

Therefore, residents of the neighbourhood got together to collaborate in 

beautification/revitalisation projects financed and run by themselves. Being part of 

the neighbourhood or El Houma gives them the right to occupy urban spaces and 

modify them according to their needs. This sense of belonging to the area and the 

community naturally encourages people to care about their neighbourhood and work 

together to respond to disasters and bounce back.  

Street art was performed in different parts of the Casbah as a form of placemaking 

and resilience to bounce back from the lack of safety and poor quality of the area 

(see Figure 5.1). In fact, another disruption in the area tackled by this resilience 

strategy was unemployment. Many people in Algiers suffer from unemployment and 

they tend to rely on informal commerce activities to survive. Street art performance 

in the neighbourhood helps attracting tourists and visitors to the area, thereby 

improving the local economy by setting up restaurants and souvenir shops. Some 

houses have even opened their doors to visitors to raise awareness about the 

architectural heritage and history of the town and grow a sense of community. 

 

Even though these spatial performances through street art galleries are informally 

conducted, they contribute, however, highly to the resilience of the neighbourhood, 

through improving the deplorable state of the area, attracting tourists and improving 

local economy. 
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Figure 5.1: Street art in the Casbah, designed in order to revitalize the space and enhance the 

image of the neighbourhood. Source: author  

  

5.7.2. Resilience strategy linked to solidarity and support  

Informal use of urban space  

Disruptions are not just shocks and stresses related to natural disasters, death is also 

considered as a disruption that causes people discomfort, sadness and stress. As a 

sign of social cohesion and sense of community, members of El Houma show support 

and solidarity to the deceased’s family, by attending the funerals and gathering around 

their house to show solidarity. People will occupy streets and/or public spaces using 

urban furniture, movable chairs or just standing (see Figure 5.2). 

Algiers, as any other Mediterranean city, is known for its hot summer days, which 

cause people to be thirsty and need water to refresh. Another sign of solidarity is 

providing water for passers-by and members of the community. In large streets and 
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boulevards, and next to informal markets, residents of El Houma set up drinking water 

dispensers for people (see Figure 5.3).  

Despite these activities being categorised as informal occupation of urban space, they 

contribute highly to resilience and represent local resilience strategies performed by 

members of El Houma to fight against chocks, discomfort and heat. 

Figure 5. 2: Groups of people gathering around a deceased’s house to show support 
and solidarity using movable chairs. Top: the Casbah. Bottom: Bab el Oued. Source: 
author 
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Figure 5.3: Providing drinking water dispensers for passers-by in summertime, as a sign of 

solidarity and support. Top: lower part of the Casbah. Bottom: Bab el Oued. Source: author 

 

5.7.3. Resilience strategy linked to right to the city  

Informal commerce activities   

Informal commerce activities have been considered by many scholars as a strategy 

to achieve community resilience, whereby people who practice this activity tend to 

seek right to the city and use it as a way not just to survive, but to integrate into urban 

life. 

Unemployment, as a disruption, leads people to opt for informal commerce to make 

ends meet which is an activity that was considered as informal (Devlin 2018; Roy 

2009), but necessary for urban poor residents to resist stresses like poorness and 

unemployment. It is considered informal because it takes place in a space that was 
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not designed for such activity, and, in some contexts, this activity is against 

regulations.  

Informal commerce activities are ubiquitous in Algiers, people use streets, building 

entrances, public squares and plazas … to sell different products and/or food. These 

activities are informed by both tangible and intangible aspects of the neighbourhood 

(see chapters 2, 4).  

The intangible aspects are right to the city and sense of belonging. As mentioned 

previously, members of El Houma grant themselves the right to occupy spaces, 

formally or informally, to fulfil their needs and consider all their activities appropriate, 

like using a space to socially interact and/or as a place of work, thus occupying a 

space that was not dedicated for such activities. 

Street vending, which may cause places to be overcrowded or untidy, seems as a 

solution against unemployment and contributes to urban life by increasing people’s 

presence and, thus, safety. On the other hand, the right to the city indicates that 

people of different social classes can access public spaces, and are able to recreate 

and modify the physical space to suit their needs, and, in turn, reinvent the social 

aspect of the space by changing its uses and meanings.  

The design implications for street vending or informal commerce activities could be 

understood from the investigation carried out in two neighbourhoods of different urban 

planning, also presented in the previous chapter 4. Informal commerce activities can 

take place in various urban planning scenarios. As mentioned before, the Casbah is 

divided between public space in the bottom part and private space in the upper part. 

The lower part of the Casbah is more cosmopolitan and contains public buildings and 

various shops, which encourage people to occupy streets and public spaces for 

informal activities and to contribute to urban life.  

In the French designed neighbourhood, Bab El Oued, it was noticed during the 

observations that street vending took place mostly in the arcades on the ground floor 

of buildings, or in the main and secondary streets that are equipped with trees. The 

arcades play an important role in fostering urban life and informal commerce, whereby 

not only do they provide protection from the hot sun, they are also wide enough to 

allow circulation and stalls to take place. These activities can also take place when 

the dimension and design of the space allow; large avenues and boulevard encourage 

these activities to take place, due to trees that offer shade, large number of passers-

by and enough space to accommodate different activities, and, in some areas, these 
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activities take place in secondary streets, due to the shade made by trees  and/or the 

height of the buildings that limit the street. 

 

Figure 5.4: Informal commerce activities in El Houma, enabled by the size and design of the 
street and right to the city. Selling food and various products. Top: lower part of the Casbah. 
Bottom: Bab El Oued. Source: author 

 

5.8. Conclusion  

This research demonstrated the strong correlation between urban informality and 

community resilience, highlighting the different disruptions that a community may face 

and the various resilience strategies of urban neighbourhood residents.  

It is fundamental to reframe how resilience is understood and applied, since resilience 

aims to enable communities to resist and bounce back from disruptions. As such, a 

deeper understanding and acknowledgment of residents’ way of life and their local 

socio-cultural practices are important to understand how they collaborate to improve 

their living conditions. 

A holistic resilience approach requires a balance and integration of tangible and 

intangible aspects of urban systems. This research proved how the social dynamics 

of a community and the place in which they take place could achieve community 

resilience. 
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Informal activities should not be considered as illegal or a sign of marginality, they are 

called informal because they can be unexpected, unplanned and unusual and, as 

such, the opposite of what designers planned or anticipated; however, they constitute 

an important contribution to urban life and community resilience.   

The research emphasised the fact that solidarity, trust, social cohesion and sense of 

belonging should be incorporated into future considerations of resilience strategies. It 

also showed how different facets of social use of urban space contribute to create and 

promote social dynamics that are responsible for achieving social resilience. 

The analysis of El Houma as case study allowed an understanding of how social 

dynamics within neighbourhoods of Algiers encouraged residents to seek right to the 

city, express themselves in urban areas and apply resilience strategies against local 

disruptions.  For example, street art was used as a strategy to enhance the image of 

the deplorable state of some urban areas, and, thanks to a strong degree of sense of 

belonging, place attachment and sense of community, members of El Houma worked 

together to improve their neighbourhood and, at the same time, to encourage visitors 

and promote local economy. While some people consider this activity as informal, in 

fact it serves as an initiative to both strengthen social relations between neighbours 

and to bounce back from a disruption.  

Showing solidarity and support in funerals by gathering in streets and public spaces 

is also an important element of keeping a sense of community alive. This kind of 

activity happens when people need support; therefore, making informal occupation of 

urban space acceptable.  

Lastly, informal commerce activities have been discussed by many scholars and 

considered as a way of seeking right to the city. In this research, these activities were 

also considered as a resilience strategy to fight against employment. In the meantime, 

the right to reserve a spot on the street emerges from a sense of belonging to the 

area. 

The chapter presents more arguments to the hypothesis that the study of local 

contexts prior to designing urban projects is fundamental, whereby studying people’s 

lifestyle and their behaviour not only helps understanding how to design responsive 

projects for local population, but also to gain insights on the peculiar resilience 

strategies each community is taking in order to survive disruptions.  
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Preface of Chapter 6:  

The previous paper (Chapter 5) demonstrated the relationship between urban 

informality and urban resilience by highlighting practices of El Houma that contribute 

to community resilience, arguing the importance of inclusiveness in promoting urban 

resilience, and providing more evidence to the focus of this research about urban life 

as a reflection of urban resilience. In this regard the next paper (Chapter 6) will explore 

through extensive literature review the relationship between social use of urban 

space, liveliness and urban social sustainability. It also presents results of field work 

observations of social activities in a public square in Bab El Oued to demonstrate how 

placemaking contributes to social sustainability and community resilience. This paper 

has been published in The Journal of Public Space and presented at the 10th World 

Urban Forum organised by UN- Habitat in Abu Dhabi. The contribution disclosure of 

the authors is presented in the following table. 
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Chapter6. Sustaining the liveliness of public spaces in El Houma 

through placemaking: The Case of Algiers 

 

 

 

Abstract: 

This paper takes Algiers as a case study, it will highlight the social use of urban spaces 

in El Houma, in the Algerian capital as a form of placemaking, intended here as a 

people-centred approach that aims at improving urban spaces within a 

neighbourhood.  

El Houma is a word for neighbourhood in North Africa, synonymous with Hara and 

Mahalla in the Middle East. El Houma is not a typical neighbourhood that only houses 

people, but is a socio-spatial product formed by social relations between residents of 

the same neighbourhood. It is, therefore, a way of representing urban space through 

social practices, creating a strong sense of community, a sense of place and social 

interaction. 

Based on theories and mapping techniques from urban sociology and urban design, 

the research applies activity mapping, in order to investigate patterns of outdoor social 

activities in public spaces and their correlation with the physical design of the 

neighbourhood. The research will measure the liveliness of public spaces exploring 

how people adapted their lifestyle to the built environment and vice versa. The findings 

demonstrate how the different social activities are spatially distributed, and their 

impact on the liveliness of el Houma.  

 

 

Keywords:  Placemaking, el Houma, social use of urban space, liveliness, Algiers 
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6.1. Introduction  

Cities are enjoyable places to live in when they are designed as meeting places, and 

provide opportunities for people to socialise and strengthen their sense of community. 

However, at a time of uncontrolled urban growth, cities are rapidly expanding to 

accommodate the increasing number of people and buildings, ignoring the human 

scale and needs of people. For example, the proliferation of gated communities and 

mass housing units are gradually eating up public spaces, leaving little or no space 

for community activities, and decreasing the opportunity for communities to coalesce 

(Wang, 2017; Yigitcanlar et al., 2015).  

A city should provide opportunities for walking, cycling and enjoying public life in a 

safe and comfortable environment; through a human-centred design of streets, 

spaces and parks, it should increase the presence of people in public spaces, their 

safety and their liveliness. A human-centred city creates a pleasurable atmosphere 

for visitors and for those who live, work, and play there. It offers spaces based on 

human scale that encourage social interaction and social cohesion. Richard Rogers 

in the foreword of Gehl’s book “cities for people” (2010) argues that people should 

have equal and easy access to public spaces, exactly as they should have to clean 

water, he also emphasised the importance of socialising, through creating places for 

sitting, talking, interacting and playing. 

It has been widely claimed that liveliness of urban spaces enhances social 

sustainability within the neighbourhood, through frequent social use of space, which 

contributes to achieving safety, social interaction, social inclusion, sense of belonging, 

liveliness to name but a few (Jacobs, 1961;  Schipperijn et al., 2010; Worpole and 

Knox, 2007). Social use of space or life between buildings as Gehl (1987) termed it, 

refers to outdoor activities, which can be divided into three categories; the first 

category comprises the necessary activities, which are everyday tasks, like going to 

work or school, waiting for a bus or shopping etc. The second category regards 

optional activities like taking a walk to promenade, sitting, standing to watch urban life 

etc. The third category is about social activities, which are related to the interaction of 

people in public spaces, like children at play, meetings between people, communal 

activities, greetings and chatting…  

Social activities are the most influenced by both the physical and social environments, 

whereas the necessary activities are to some extent compulsory and take place 

throughout the year, under all weather conditions. Conversely, the optional activities 

only happen when the weather and place are favourable. Social activities can also be 

termed as resultant activities, as they evolve from the other two categories, so in high 
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quality and inviting public spaces, people tend to stay longer and perform different 

activities that result in increasing social interaction and social cohesion of the 

community (Gehl, 2010). Social activities can also happen in residential streets, 

parks, near workplaces, corners of streets, public spaces and squares, and between 

neighbours or people with mutual interests or through a simple contact between 

unknown people. 

Several studies condemn the modernism era for rejecting the city as an urban space, 

where people meet, live, work and play. In developing countries, designing human-

scaled cities is complex and neglected; the reliance on modern approaches in 

designing cities and the importation of foreign-born models led to lifeless and 

segregated urban spaces (see Chapter 3) (Ahmed, 2017; Rudlin & Falk, 1999; Zhang, 

Yung, & Chan, 2018).  

In order to design socio-culturally appropriate urban spaces, there is a need to 

understand people’s way of life, through observing, mapping and analysing their use 

of urban space, to identify people’s aspirations and needs. In a time of rapid 

urbanisation and population growth, it is estimated that by 2030, over 70% of the world 

populations will be living in urban areas (Komeily and Srinivasan 2015); therefore, 

more efforts should be focused on designing liveable, equitable and socially 

sustainable neighbourhoods around the world.  

Many scholars consider the neighbourhood as the most suitable urban element at 

which sustainability can be applied in order to create sustainable neighbourhoods, 

and thus sustainable cities (Marique & Reiter, 2011; Sharifi, 2016; Sturgeon, Holden, 

& Molina, 2016; Zhang et al., 2018). A neighbourhood comprises a variety of spaces, 

where each space varies in terms of use and accessibility, within a suitable size for 

studying and strengthening public life.  

This research will investigate the liveliness of a public space within a neighbourhood, 

demonstrating how different activities occurred in the space according to the 

characteristics of the space (size, land use, urban furniture, and location). The paper 

aims to present results of the mapping of social activities in a public space, in order 

to answer the following questions: what are the types of outdoor social activities? How 

are these activities spatially distributed? Is there a social logic that informs the spatial 

distribution of activities? To what context the different outdoor activities contribute to 

the liveliness of the place? How do these activities contribute to placemaking? Did 

these activities enhance the social aspect of the space through liveliness? 
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This paper takes Algiers as a case study; it will highlight the social use of urban spaces 

in El Houma, which is a word for neighbourhood in North Africa that is characterised 

by strong social sustainability. The neighbourhood studied in this paper is considered 

as a true embodiment of El Houma, a place characterised, as several urban 

sociologists highlighted, by the presence of strong social relations, social practices 

and positive lifestyles (Bouaouina, 2007; Dris, 2005; Grangaud, 2009; Icheboudene, 

2002). Public spaces are a resource in which political and social movements - 

including political protest and/ or religious activities - can take place (Mitchell 1995). 

This paper focuses on the public space as a space open to the general public, 

regardless the age, gender or social class, but it does not extend its analysis to 

political and antisocial uses.  

This paper is divided into 4 sections. Section 1 is made of two sub-sections, one 

includes the research background and aims of the paper, and one where the 

methodology used in the case study is explained. In section 2, the paper 

conceptualises the concept of neighbourhood and provides definitions and 

explanations of the concept of El Houma. In the following section 3, the paper sheds 

light on the literature regarding the correlation between liveliness and placemaking, 

and their contribution to urban social sustainability. Finally, in section 4, the case study 

is introduced, analysed and discussion of the findings along with concluding remarks 

are presented.  

 

6.2. Methodology: space-society and mapping  

Mixed methods are particularly useful in urban studies; combining the strengths of 

different methods will help to achieve better results, instead of the limitations of a 

single approach (Carmona, 2015). By using mixed methods, the research will analyse 

the relationship between the built environment and the social activities occurring in a 

square of El Houma as an expression of social sustainability and liveliness through 

unstructured interviews and social activity mapping. Numerous pioneers of research 

and planners have studied public life in urban spaces, in order to provide 

recommendations to create better neighbourhoods and public spaces, such as Jane 

Jacobs (1961), William Whyte (1980), and Jan Gehl (1987, 2010). This research will 

build upon their methods and techniques in order to understand the social life of 

residents in El Houma and identify what spaces respond well to their lifestyle. 

This study connects the discipline of urban planning and sociology research methods 

in order to shed light on the relationship between urban space and social life of 
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Algerians, illustrated through the concept of El Houma. Ethnographic methods of 

observation will lead to the mapping of social activities and their direct impact on the 

use of urban spaces. This method is the “snapshot observation”, also known as 

“activity mapping” that has been developed to understand the social life in urban 

spaces (Francis 1984) and people’s activities in urban spaces (Gehl, 1987; Mahdzar, 

2008; Shirazi, 2018). According to Groat and Wang (2002), this technique is 

considered as an ethnographic approach, because it locates the researcher in the 

real world with the object of inquiry in order to investigate the social life of residents 

in its natural setting. 

The mapping of social activities will allow a better understanding of the social use of 

space as a way of placemaking and liveliness contributing to the social sustainability 

of the area. 

The observations of the social activities were conducted in an open public space 

located in the middle of a neighbourhood, which is attended by many people of 

different ages and gender. The observations and mapping focused on the different 

social activities happening in the space, such as chatting, playing, strolling, shopping, 

eating, drinking, resting, jogging, dancing, playing music, participating in community 

activities (Gehl & Savarre, 2013), and any other activities that contribute to social 

sustainability and liveliness of the neighbourhood. This open mode of data collection 

will allow capturing spontaneous and unexpected activities.  

The observations of the social activities were conducted during the last days of August 

2019, during weekdays and weekends (Friday and Saturday constitute the weekend 

in Algeria) and at different times of the day, in order to capture the different patterns 

of the social use of space on different days of the week, and the fluctuation of activities 

during a single day from morning to late afternoon.  

The observations and mapping were carried out on many spaces of the 

neighbourhood, public (open public spaces, main streets), semi-public (secondary 

streets) and private spaces (residential area or tertiary streets) of El Houma, as part 

of an ongoing research (PhD). However, for this paper, results that focus on one 

square will be presented to discuss the social use of urban space as a factor of 

liveliness in el Houma. (more results were presented in the previous chapters) 

The following section attempts to conceptualise the neighbourhood, which will pave 

the way towards an understanding of the concept of El Houma  
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6.3. Background paradigms and underlying principles 

6.3.1. Conceptualising the neighbourhood 

Since antiquity, neighbourhoods held an important part within the fabric of the city, as 

they spatially formed human settlements and have always been considered the 

nucleus of community life (Sharifi 2016; Smith 2010).  

The definition of the neighbourhood could be subjective, whereas it can be dependent 

on different parameters, such as the physical design of the place, the availability of 

amenities, the residents’ perception of the area, population size and the social 

relations between residents  (Barton 2000). However, most scholars agree that a 

neighbourhood is formed of two interconnected and important components; its 

physical design and social aspect. 

The physical design of the neighbourhood refers to the spatial and functional aspect 

that is defined by the built environment and the availability of facilities and services, 

while the social aspect is an interpretation of the neighbourhood as a community held 

together by social relations, grouping people around a common identity (Barton, 2000; 

Briggs, 1997; Choguill, 2008; Forrest & Kearns, 2001; Galster, 2001; Hallman, 1984; 

Jenks & Dempsey, 2007; Martin, 2003; Meegan & Mitchell, 2001; Rohe, 2009; Sharifi, 

2016; Smith, 2010; Suttles, 1972).  

Neighbourhood and community are overlapping and correlated terms, while each one 

has a different meaning, they can exist only when they are together; the former is the 

spatial unit that is made of residential or mixed use development, and the latter is the 

social construct referring to a group of people with shared interests, support and 

solidarity (Barton, 2000; Jenks & Dempsey, 2007).  

From the early 20th century, several neighbourhood planning theories appeared with 

the aim to create better and liveable neighbourhoods, the most influential ones started 

in 1898 when Ebenezer Howard introduced the idea of the Garden City, which 

stimulated Clarence Perry to develop the Neighbourhood Unit concept in 1923. 

Subsequently, the Neighbourhood Unit concept was developed further by Clarence 

Stein and Henry Wright in the planning of Radburn in 1929. From then on, several 

authors urged planners to opt for a neighbourhood planning that promotes a sense of 

community and social interaction among residents, like Mumford (1937, 1954), as well 

as Kevin Lynch, Jane Jacobs and Christopher Alexander in 1960s, who provided 

recommendations for creating better and liveable neighbourhoods (Fatani, Mohamed, 

and Al-Khateeb 2017).    
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Lefebvre (1991) claims that urban spaces are material and functional production of 

society; they reflect the way of life of residents who interact with the built environment. 

Their daily activities are informed by local culture, social life, weather and built 

environment. Hence, the conception, perception and use of urban spaces vary around 

the world, as each society produces a distinctive social space that meets its social 

and cultural aspirations and needs (Lefebvre, 1991). 

Accordingly, in Algiers, the social activities that happen in urban spaces are translated 

into a concept called El Houma, which refers to a neighbourhood characterised by 

strong social relations. Hence, this research takes Algiers as a case study, discussing 

the social use of urban space as a form of placemaking that contributes to the 

liveliness of the area. 

6.4. Neighbourhood in Algiers: El Houma 

6.4.1. Origin of El Houma:  

El Houma (or El Hawma) is a typical expression for a neighbourhood in North Africa 

that is defined by social realities rather than territorial divisions as the notion of 

neighbourhood suggests (Dris, 2005; Grangaud, 2013). 

El Houma in Algeria is considered a vital part of the city’s organisation and the lifestyle 

of its residents. It is pronounced slightly different around the country, depending on 

the accent of the region. In the capital, it is pronounced and written “Houma” or 

“Huma” by the residents of Algiers, and both names can be found in many written 

documents; it is pronounced Hawma in the eastern and western part of the country 

(Grangaud, 2009). Whilst “El” is the Arabic definite article equal to “the” in English. El 

Houma is a term peculiar to Maghribi Arabic, and it is only used in North Africa (Dickie, 

1994). It is synonymous with Mahalla and Hara in the middle east; it comes from the 

Arabic word HA-WA-MA which means the environment, a circular perimeter within the 

eye’s purview; it also indicates a density of an area; main part; bulk; main body; a 

quarter, a section of a city (Wehr, 1976). The verb is HAMA, which connotes to hover, 

swarm; circle, to go around. 

 

El Houma is believed to appear in Algiers since the first settlement and evolved since 

the medieval ages, where a town was constituted of many enclosed quarters occupied 

by homogenous communities that are formed of people from the same tribe, family, 

religion, ethnicity or occupation (potters, jewellers, etc) (Abu-Lughod, 1987). The 

quarters were closely knit groups, where residents shared mutual rights and duties 
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among each other, which increased the sense of common identity, solidarity, sense 

of community and security. Each Houma was accessed through one or two gates, 

which were usually closed at night for safety, the gates marked the boundary between 

the public and private spaces (Abu-Lughod, 1987; Burckhardt, 2009; Von 

Gruenbaum, 1958). El Houma was a model of sustainable community where every 

quarter was a mixed-use development to some extent, satisfying the necessary daily 

needs of residents. Each Houma was equipped with the necessary amenities nearby 

such as a public bath, a bakery, a place for prayer, local small shops, and sometimes 

a local market shared between neighbouring quarters (Bouaouina, 2007; Grube, 

1978). With the arrival of the ottomans in the 16th century, the city expanded following 

the same pattern of homogenous communities to what is today known as the Casbah.  

6.4.2. El Houma in contemporary time: 

A neighbourhood is considered as an expression of El Houma by its inhabitants, only 

when some aspects of urban social sustainability are present, such as social 

cohesion, solidarity, trust and sense of belonging etc. These features are a result of 

sharing life, experiences and events with people within a common place of residence 

and play. For the individual, El Houma is a social reality as well as a geographic or a 

spatial one; it is a place where one goes to everyday to play or chat with their 

playmates, classmates or neighbours who are or have been part of their daily lives for 

a while creating intricate social ties (Grangaud, 2009). Members of El Houma 

recognise and support each other in the different events in their life, for instance; when 

one of them gets married, they invite all the residents of El Houma to share a meal 

together (Grangaud, 2009). Similarly, when someone dies, people of El Houma gather 

around their house to show support and solidarity (as shown in chapters 4,5).  

People say they no longer have a Houma when they lose contact with neighbours 

who had been part of their lives (Grangaud, 2009), or when they move out and cannot 

recreate a Houma in their new place of residence because of weak or lack of social 

relations, and not because they are homeless.  

El Houma is a socio-spatial concept characterised by strong social relations between 

residents and the space in which these relations take place; its boundaries fluctuate 

with the intensity of social interactions (Grangaud, 2013; Gentz and kramer, 2006). 

Its physical construct is a support for local socio-cultural practices and social 

interactions, while its social construct is a community that groups people around a 

common identity creating a sense of solidarity and belonging to El Houma 

(Bouaouina, 2007; Grangaud, 2009). El Houma is composed of public and private 

spaces; the distinction lies in the type of activities performed in the built spaces 
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creating a hierarchy of spaces and privacy, which is important in the culture and urban 

planning of Muslim countries due to its social and cultural values (Ahmed, 2012; 

Bouaouina, 2006).  

El Houma is a representation of local social life through the use of urban space; it 

creates a sense of belonging in residents that gives them the right to appropriate the 

space formally and informally (see chapters 4,5). It allows residents to practice their 

lifestyle and socio-cultural practices such as: occupying the streets to chat, rest, play 

cards or dominos, play football, social meetings, gathering around houses to show 

support in cases of funerals or weddings, informal commerce activities, occupation of 

public spaces to celebrate national and religious events etc (see figures 6.1, 6.2) (see 

also chapters 2,4,5) (Dris, 2005; Gentz and kramer, 2006; Grangaud, 2009).  

El Houma today is still apparent in the Ottoman Medina (the Casbah) in Algiers, as 

people built and occupied the urban spaces according to their lifestyles. The Casbah 

is divided into public, semi-public and private spaces, and each space is occupied 

differently, creating a certain organisation of urban life (BenHamouche, 2003; 

Grangaud, 2013; Icheboudene, 2002; Grube, 1978). 

El Houma is also manifested in the old neighbourhoods of the city of Algiers - the 

inherited French colonial city- which is the area of investigation of this research. The 

neighbourhoods were designed according to the nineteen-century European 

principles of urban planning such as regularity, proportion and symmetry for streets, 

boulevards, hierarchy of streets, open public spaces with vegetation and fountains, 

regular facades with arcades at the ground floor, soft edges, and the availability of 

public facilities (Icheboudene, 2002; Kobis, 2017). These design principles and 

services ensure social sustainability and liveliness of the neighbourhood (Gehl, 2010), 

therefore, apply to el Houma as well. After the independence, Algerians moved, from 

the Casbah and other settlements, to occupy the inherited French colonial city, and 

because of its flexible urban structure, they were able to adapt the urban spaces to 

their lifestyle and socio-cultural practices (Dris, 2005). 

As it can be seen, the definition and features of El Houma are consistent with the 

definition of socially sustainable neighbourhoods and communities, whereas urban 

social sustainability is defined as social equity and sustainability of community 

(Dempsey et al., 2011; Dempsey, Brown, & Bramley, 2012). A socially sustainable 

neighbourhood consists of a viable urban social unit that aims to create a sense of 

community and belonging, common identity, solidarity, community stability, sense of 

pride, sense of place and place attachment, safety and security, social interaction, 
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cohesion and inclusion, while responding to people’s lifestyle  (Dempsey et al., 2012; 

Ghahramanpouri et al., 2013; HACT, 2015; Hemphill et al., 2004; Vallance, Perkins 

and Dixon, 2011; Yiftachael and Hedgcock, 1993). 

 

Figure 6.1: The flexible urban structure of El Houma allows different uses of the space as 
shown in the picture; public spaces can be used to socialise or to celebrate weddings, and 
other community and cultural events. Source: Habib Boucetta  

 

Figure 6.2: Left: Picture shows a gathering of people to show support for their neighbour 
during the day of a funeral. Right: Belonging to EL Houma gives the right to appropriate the 
space for informal trading, as shown in the picture. Source: author  

 

6.5. Liveliness of public spaces and urban social sustainability  

The liveliness of public spaces allows people to walk and cycle safely and 

comfortably, it encourages and invites people of different backgrounds, age and 

gender to gather and use public spaces to perform various activities, promoting social 

interaction and social cohesion.  

Density and liveliness are interrelated concepts; city life requires quality and quantity 

in terms of number of people, design of the place and the availability of routes and 

local facilities. A coherent city design with compactness and reasonable population 

density, appropriate walking and cycling paths and good quality public spaces, 

increases the liveliness of an area by allowing various activities to take place. The 
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lively city is a relative concept, the presence of few people in a narrow street indicates 

a lively place, while a crowded place is inviting and welcoming. Conversely, large 

spaces make people feel lost and insecure, and they are often lifeless. Similarly, tall 

buildings that make streets dark, construct psychological barriers discouraging people 

from passing through (Gehl, 2010).   

The ground floor of buildings is an important element of the lively city, because it is 

on the human scale, and is the immediate field of vision where indoor and outdoor life 

interact. Soft edges along the ground floor provide opportunities for people to interact 

with buildings and experience city life; they invite people to spend time in the streets, 

stop to chat, have a coffee or stare at the window shop, all of which ensure 

consistency of life in the street (Gehl, 2010).  

The liveliness of public spaces in a city is fundamental to social sustainability, whereas 

public spaces are considered as arenas for social interaction and social cohesion. 

They provide a place for members of the community to coalesce, interact and perform 

different activities participating in urban life, consequently, fostering a sense of 

belonging and place attachment, as the users build relationships with the place and 

the people they see there frequently (Low, 2000). 

6.6. Social use of public spaces:  

Public spaces are considered arenas of social interaction. They are fundamental to 

social life of communities, while their social value consists on providing a ground for 

planned and unplanned meetings between people, increasing liveliness, community 

cohesion and promoting people’s attachment to their locality (Dines et al., 2006; 

Worpole & Knox, 2007).  

The availability of vegetation in public spaces contributes highly to the health and well-

being of people. According to several studies, not only green spaces serve as a 

resource for physical activity, but also help reduce stress level, mental fatigue and 

mortality (Schipperijn et al. 2010). Vegetation also cleans the air, reduces pollution, 

and protects from the hot sun and noise (Ritchie and Thomas, 2008). 

Public spaces are places where people can display their culture, through artworks, 

food festivals, music and song performances, strengthening the identity of the place 

and increasing awareness of diversity (Thomas, 1991). They are considered as the 

nucleus of the community, creating local attachment, providing resources for 

socialisation and a quiet space away from the hustle of the city, a place where people 
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can read, play cards or domino, chat or just relax, children can play away from cars 

while their parents talk and create a local network of mutual support (Mehta 2014). 

The social use of urban spaces increases levels of place attachment and sense of 

belonging, which in turn encourage residential stability (Ahmed, 2012; Luederitz, Lang 

and Von Wehrden, 2013), as was discovered by several studies; the more people 

interact with their built environment through outdoor activities, the more the level of 

place attachment increases (Seaman and McLaughlin 2014).  

Social interaction between people in public spaces such as streets, parks or other 

expressions of landscape contribute to unite communities and grant people a 

common identity with the place, and vice versa (Relph, 1976). Whereas, the quality 

of the place is defined and improved by the presence of people and the variety of 

activities (Barton, 2000). 

Mehta (2014) reviewed the literature to suggest five fundamental elements that a 

successful public space should have. The five criteria are inclusiveness, meaningful 

activities, safety, comfort and pleasurability. 

Inclusiveness refers to the ability of every member of the community to access and 

use public spaces. The social use of public spaces illustrates the level of democracy 

within the area, whereas public spaces are considered as a resource for people to 

come together, interact, and acknowledge the presence and the diversity of each 

other (Arendt, 1958; Mehta, 2014). An inclusive public space is open and accessible 

to different members of society and provides opportunities for various activities to 

happen in a safe and secure environment (Mehta, 2014). Inclusiveness of urban 

spaces refers to the notion of the ‘Right to the City’ initiated by Henri Lefebvre (1991) 

and recalled by many authors such as David Harvey (2003). The right to the city refers 

to the right for the users to re-invent and recreate the physical aspect of the city and 

in turn recreate themselves and the urban society.  

Mitchell (2003) states that the use of urban space by people to fulfil their needs makes 

the space public. Debates on public space are often focused on which activities and 

behaviours are deemed appropriate and permitted in space, whereas, inclusiveness 

refers to a design that is flexible to accommodate various activities and behaviours of 

its users (Mehta, 2014), whereas the various activities that happen in public space, 

promote sociability between the users and contribute to liveliness (Gehl, 2010) 
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Meaningful activities refer to multiple and diverse activities that take place in public 

spaces, which in turn require a flexible design to accommodate them. These urban 

spaces are called useful spaces, because they help satisfying human needs in terms 

of entertainment, socialising, eating, drinking, meeting and gathering (Mehta. 2014). 

Phenomenology studies suggest that these spaces encourage repeated visits and 

increase the recurrent use of the space, which in turn generate familiarity with the 

space, creating a sense of place and place attachment (Jacobs, 1961; Seamon, 

1980).  

Moreover, safety is the most important aspect of public spaces, whereas lack of safety 

reduces significantly the liveliness of public spaces no matter how sophisticated the 

spaces are. Alternatively, safety promotes a constant presence of people and vice 

versa (Newman 1972). Safety can be achieved through maintenance of the space, 

presence of people of different genders, age and ethnic background, variety of 

activities, availability of facilities nearby, presence of streetlights and private planting 

(Perkins, Meeks, and Taylor 1992; Perkins et al. 1993). 

Additionally, comfort in public spaces is relevant to numerous factors, such as safety, 

familiarity with people and space, the physical condition of the place, the weather and 

so on, all of which promotes outdoor activities (Bosselmann et al. 1984). 

Pleasurability is related to imageability, whereas spaces are pleasurable when they 

have a high level of spatial quality, and a recognizable image of the area. In the work 

on how people navigate the city, Lynch (1960) discovered that people have a mental 

image of their city, and the places with high imageability are the most comfortable and 

pleasurable.  

The success of public spaces does not solely rest on the architect or the urban 

designer; it is also achieved by the presence and behaviour of people using and 

managing the space. People make places more than places make people (Worpole 

and Knox 2007).  

6.7. People make places: placemaking of public spaces 

“Cities have the capability of providing something for everybody, only because, and only when, 

they are created by everybody” Jane Jacobs (1961) 

Placemaking as a concept has gained attention after it became obvious that urban 

design should consider cultural, social, economic, political and spatial aspects as well 

as people’s perception of the urban space, people’s behaviour and ways of use of 

urban spaces (Carmona et al., 2010). Placemaking is a collaborative process of re-
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shaping and revitalising public spaces by members of the community, in order to 

create better and responsive places to their needs. This process promotes solidarity 

and common identity between people and the place they share, enhance the physical, 

cultural and social identities of the place (PPS, 2010).  

Placemaking contributes to the social sustainability of neighbourhoods, whereas it 

fosters social interaction and social network within the community by encouraging its 

members to participate in (re)shaping the space, thus promoting a sense of 

community (Dixon and Woodcraft 2013).  Placemaking also promotes a sense of 

belonging and a sense of place, as the transformed public space is a result of the 

imagination, interaction and work of people (Kohon 2018). It is also vital for well-being, 

safety and security, it also creates a unique identity of the place shared between 

people of common identity (Aravot, 2002). 

Placemaking aims at creating successful urban spaces that are responsive to 

people’s lifestyles and expectations, they are shaped by residents according to their 

aspirations and shared interests. Successful urban spaces, as was stated in previous 

sections, should be inclusive, safe, comfortable, and provide opportunities for various 

activities and satisfy human daily needs.  

Placemaking is not new; ground-breaking ideas were introduced in 1960s by Jane 

Jacobs, William H. Whyte, and Jan Gehl in 1970s, in order to design cities for people, 

focusing on the social and cultural aspects and the liveliness of neighbourhoods and 

public spaces. They encouraged designers to design spaces for the users in order to 

take ownership of the public spaces through performing different activities creating 

vibrant public life (PPS, 2007). This research designed the methodology based upon 

their methods and techniques in order to study the social use of urban space in a 

square in El Houma. 

6.8. Case study: a general profile of the neighbourhood  

Algeria is a country located in North Africa, between Morocco and Tunisia, and is the 

largest country in Africa. Because of its strategic location facing the Mediterranean 

Sea, the country housed many civilisations as it was exposed to several invasions 

and colonisations, all of which shaped its culture and built environment (Saoudi and 

Belakehal 2018). 

The capital of the country is Algiers. It is the most populated city and it is located 

North, opening up on the Mediterranean Sea. Algiers was founded by the Phoenicians 

in 1200 BC, then in 944, the Berber Bologhine Ibn Ziri erected the city of El- Djezair 
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(Algiers), which then evolved under the Ottoman Empire from 1516 until 19 th century, 

becoming what is today known as the Casbah or the Ottoman Medina. In 1830, 

Algeria was colonised by France, and a new urban renewal plan was introduced in 

order to modernise and civilise the city; to change its status of an Arabo-Muslim city 

by building a European city. The planning of the new neighbourhoods was based on 

the nineteen-century European principles of urban planning which consist on 

regularity,  proportion and symmetry for streets, boulevards, hierarchy of streets, open 

public spaces with vegetation and fountains, regular facades with arcades at the 

ground floor, soft edges, and the availability of public facilities (Grabar, 2013; 

Icheboudene, 2002; Kobis, 2017). 

Following the independence in 1962, the Algerian population repossessed Algiers, 

and adapted the (new) built environment to their socio-cultural life recreating the 

concept of El Houma through social use of urban space, social interaction, and 

participation in community activities as an expression of placemaking (Bouaouina, 

2007). 

The case study area is a neighbourhood called “Bab El Oued” located in Algiers, in 

an area of 1.21 km2, and a population of 68,364 (Wilaya of Algiers, 2016). It is a 

neighbourhood built during the French colonisation based on 19th century European 

urban planning, as it is clear from its homogenous facades of the apartment buildings, 

the availability of public spaces, and large boulevards and avenues facing the 

Mediterranean Sea.  

The neighbourhood is known for the strong social relations and social cohesion 

between the residents; sociologists relate this to the social homogeneity of the 

inhabitants, and to the fact of living together and sharing the same space for various 

outdoor activities. It is a compact mixed-use neighbourhood known for its lively public 

spaces, be it the main streets, plazas or parks (see Chapter 2). This research studies 

the liveliness of a square within the neighbourhood, to demonstrate how social use of 

urban spaces contributes to liveliness.  

 

6.9. Social use of space: analysis and discussion 

Taleb Abderahmane square: placemaking process 

The square is located in the centre of Bab El Oued, surrounded by mixed-use 

buildings and streets and separated from the seafront by a vehicular street (see figure 

6.3). The square fits well with the surrounding physical design; adapted to the slightly 

hilly site, it allows visual accessibility and offers panoramic views over the 
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Mediterranean Sea. It also allows physical accessibility through a permeable layout, 

while providing a resource for various activities (see Chapter 2). The mixed-use 

streets that surround the square, offer a variety of functions that contribute to the 

liveliness of the square namely: restaurants, cafes, ice cream shops, boutiques and 

a nearby local market. The square successfully delivers social benefits to the 

neighbourhood, as it is considered a gathering point -a third place- for the residents 

and the passers-by. It houses a great variety of activities, age and gender. It 

contributes to the urban outdoor comfort, being equipped with benches for people to 

sit, trees, grass, and fountain to provide comfortable microclimatic conditions through 

shade and natural ventilation. 

Figure 6.3: Location of Taleb Abderahmane square within the neighbourhood and the area 
studied. Source: modified after google earth by the author.  

Figure 6.4: The three parts of Taleb Abderahmane square studied in this research. Source: 
modified after google earth by the author 
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The placemaking in the square is illustrated through the different activities performed 

by the users, which increase social interaction and social cohesion, building a resilient 

community characterised by solidarity, trust and common identity which are needed 

to resist against any potential social disruptions.   

The square has various stimulating elements for social activities and social 

interactions. First, a comfortable microclimate is provided through shade and natural 

ventilation by means of trees, grass and fountain. Second, benches offer a place for 

people to sit, rest, read, eat or play cards. Third, the consistent presence of people in 

the square sends a sign of safety and security and invites people to join. Table 6.1 

shows the number of all the outdoor activities in the different parts of the square. The 

highlighted ones are the social activities used for the analysis. 

Table 6.1: Number of all the outdoor activities in the square recorded over the period of 
observations. 

Taleb Abderahmane Square 

 S1 S2 S3 

Type of 

activities 

All Week

day 

Wee

kend 

All Weekd

ay 

Week

end 

All Weekd

ay 

weeke

nd 

Sell food 

/ fruits 

6 4 2 10 7 3 8 4 4 

Sell 

products 

   18 8 10 16 12 4 

Rest 581 381 200 309 189 120 129 79 50 

Talk/chat 106 36 70 94 42 52 52 16 36 

Lay down 38 14 24 14 6 8    

Kids play 

football 

13 4 9       

Kids play 

marbles 

29 18 11 26 17 9 14 4 10 

Kids 

play/ 

running 

around 

53 38 15 13 8 5 7  5 

People 

play 

cards/do

minos 

   106 56 50    

Reading 25 17 8 38 26 12 8 4 4 

Eating / 

drinking 

47 32 15 25 19 6 9 1 8 

Taking 

photos  

14 8 6       

Cleaning 6 4 2 3 1 2 2 1 1 

Gardenin

g 

2 2 0 3 3 0    
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Although the square is accessible by everyone, it is divided into three areas based on 

the types of activities that occur in each part, and their implications with the urban 

design, furniture and users. The park is divided into three parts (S1, S2, S3), and 

separated by vehicular streets; each part has a different meaning to people, informed 

by the urban furniture, the categories of people and the type of activities that take 

place in it (see figures 6.4, 6.5, 6.6). 

The lower part of the square (S1), where the fountain is centrally located, has 

unobstructed views towards the sea and the streets around it. It is an open space that 

sends a sign of safety unlike enclosed spaces, which look private and unwelcoming. 

Thus, it is used by people of different gender and age. Families usually gather in this 

open space, where there is more space for their children to run around, play and 

interact with the fountain, they also play football and marbles games in the earthen 

parts around the trees and the grass (see figure 6.5). The presence of children 

increases the vitality of the area, as Gehl (2010) stated; when children see other 

children play, they hurry to join them. Children from the neighbourhood come to play 

in this square, as it is rare to find an open space with earth and grass where marbles 

games can take place, hence this square is considered as a place that groups children 

to play and share experiences, increasing social relations between them, which is 

important in forming El Houma. In El Houma, relationships between neighbours are 

as strong as family ties, because neighbours usually study together, play together and 

hang out together, with time a sense of community, common identity and trust grow 

in them and last forever.  

The activities of eating and drinking are also common; people can buy food from the 

restaurants in the surrounding streets, and then sit on benches or on the grass to eat 

while enjoying public life. The availability of trees attracts people to sit, rest, chat or 

read a newspaper, whereas, in the lower part of the space, people lay down under 

trees enjoying the fresh breezes coming from the sea.  

 

Taking 

care of 

children 

2 2 0       

Paid 

work/ 

shoemak

er 

   8 6 2    
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Figure 6.5: Different activities performed in Part S1 of the square (chatting, resting, laying 
down, playing, eating and drinking…). Source: Author 

 

In S2, the central part of the square, the main activity is playing cards/domino, it is 

occupied mainly by mature and old people, who sit there comfortably during summer 

time and during different periods of the day, benefitting from shade, and enjoying the 

company (see figure 6.6). The benches are made of wood, and are flexible enough to 

be adapted to the needs of people; the availability of two seats facing each other allow 

four people to sit in front of each other. In addition, the removal of the backrest frees 

the obstruction and allows people to face each other to play cards and/or domino. 

Unlike the benches in the lower part of the square S1; they are made of metal as one 

element that cannot be modified, so people who play games that require four players 

facing each other prefer to use the square S2.   

In a conversation with some users of this part of the square, which are residents or 

ex-residents of the neighbourhood, the author sensed a high level of place attachment 

and sense of belonging with the area by the users. 

People spend almost their entire day in the space, playing domino, chatting or reading 

a newspaper, some of them even take naps in the grass under trees. Some of the 

users, who grew up in the neighbourhood, had been relocated to other 

neighbourhoods, but they still come to their Houma every day to take part in the urban 

life that was part of their daily life for many years. These users consider this place as 

their Houma, while they see their new houses as dormitories. They come to the 
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neighbourhood in the morning, spend their whole day there and return to their house 

in late afternoon. They are used to the urban life, lifestyle, architecture and urban 

characteristics of the place, and most importantly, they still have strong social ties with 

members of el Houma with whom they shared life and experiences. It was also 

pointed out to the author, that this place is also crowded in winter; and when it rains, 

people gather in the arcades of the surrounding buildings seeking shelter from the 

rain, and when the rain stops, they get back to play domino. According to the 

interviewees, there is a need for a tent or a structure that protect people from the rain, 

because this is the only leisure activity that old people have in the area, they, 

unfortunately, do not benefit from any organised excursions or other activities. 

As a sign of placemaking, users of the space adapted the benches to their needs 

seeking comfort and practicality, however, as this space is only used by people who 

play domino, they expressed their desire to have chairs and tables ready to play on, 

rather than transforming a bench into a table. They also asked for comfortable seats, 

as the users of this space are mainly old, therefore comfort is essential for them. The 

author also found out that young people usually socialise in the main streets, 

participating in a different urban life, Hence, users of this part (S2) feel identified with 

the place, and grant themselves the right to use or modify any benches or space 

within this part freely. Whereas during the observations, the author witnessed a bunch 

of mature/old people asking a group of youth, who were just sitting and doing nothing 

to free up a bench for them so they can play their game. They asked them nicely for 

the bench: “if you are going just to sit here, it is better to sit somewhere else and let 

us use this bench, because we want to play domino”.  

Informal commerce activities are not present inside the square, however, they are 

present on the main street that separates S2 and S3, where people sell fruits, toys, 

clothes or books, aiming for passers.  

The space S3, is small and has a hilly triangular shape, it is usually empty because it 

lacks trees and maintenance. Consequently, fewer activities take place in this space 

comparing to the other two spaces, which is noticed by the degree of liveliness of the 

area (see figure 6.7).  

The side of the space S3 that faces the main street offers shaded sitting areas, where 

people sit there to chat, eat or read a newspaper while waiting for public transport, or 

watching urban life. The upper part leads to a semi-public street, which is usually quiet 

and occupied by residents of the area. This part of the square is usually occupied by 
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people, who want to have a conversation in a quiet place, sitting on the few benches 

that exist.  

Figure 6. 6: activities performed in part S2 of the square (chatting, resting, drinking, playing 
marbles, playing card games and domino). Source: Author 

Overall, the temporal pattern of activities varies during the day; there is a fluctuation 

in the intensity of activites. The number of activities is quite low in the early morning, 

but during the afternoon, the intensity of activities remarkably increases. During the 

weekend and especially on Friday, when most people do not work, the intensity of 

social activities increases reaching its zenith and the square becomes very crowded. 

Various activities take place; they are about double or more than in the other days 

and last longer and this pattern persists from the afternoon until the evening. The 

lights are only provided in S1, where families usually hang out, and children play and 

interact with the fountain, thus, the space is lively in the evening because it is 

perceived safe and welcoming. Unlike, S2 and S3, which are unilluminated at night, 

hence they are empty or occupied by homeless or young people (see figure 6.8)  
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Figure 6.7: Lack of activities performed in part S3 of the square due to the poor quality of the 
space. Source: Author 

 

Figure 6.8: Left: the space S2 lacks lights, is empty and lifeless. Right: space S1, is lit, lively 
and safe. Source: author  

 

6.10. Conclusion: 

‘Cultures and climate differ all over the world, but people are the same. They will gather in 

public if you give them a good place to do it.’ (Gehl, 2010, cited in Matan & Newman, 

2016, p.40). 

It is important to acknowledge the various activities that happen in public spaces, 

which can inform the design of future projects to be responsive to people’s needs and 

aspirations, as the notion of sustainability advocates. In order to design cities for 

people, it is fundamental to apply a human perspective, through observing and 

analysing people’s behaviour in public spaces. Understanding people’s lifestyle will 

help create spaces that are responsive to the social needs of residents and ensure 

liveliness of urban spaces. 

The examined case study showed how the features of the place plus the presence of 

people define the liveliness of the area and in turn contribute to urban social 

sustainability. The observations of the social activities during different days of the 

week and during different times of the day demonstrated how frequent the space is 

used, and which activities are ubiquitous in the space. Additionally, the unstructured 

interviews helped gain an insight on how members of El Houma feel about the space.  
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The characteristics of the square are fundamental in grouping people and allowing 

them to express themselves through the various and multiple activities, the availability 

of vegetation provided comfort and shelter from the undesirable climate conditions 

and the availability of the fountain made the space active. 

The design of the lower part of the square S1 as an open public space with 

unobstructed views ensured the consistent presence of families and children. The 

presence of different categories of people in the square performing various activities 

made the square inclusive, safe, comfortable and useful, all of which increase 

liveliness and community cohesion. Unlike S2 which is used mainly by mature and 

old people performing at most three activities; reading, resting but mainly playing 

domino, the presence of one category of people and one type of activity limit the 

inclusiveness of the space, and make the space poor in terms of diversity and 

complexity, it is true that the space is lively but it lacks diversity and discourages other 

people from visiting the space as it does not satisfy their needs.  

The analysis of the square in El Houma proved how placemaking as a people-centred 

approach can enhance the liveliness of the area. The observations of the social 

activities provided an overview of how well the square is responsive to people’s needs 

and aspirations, the presence of people in the square and during different times of the 

day is relevant to many parameters; like weather conditions, design of the space, day 

of the week, category of people, urban furniture and types of activity. 

The square S1, is very lively during the day and at night as well, thanks to its flexible 

design which allows various activities to take place; the large area around the fountain 

allowed the kids to run around, play football, or even ride a bike, while their parents 

sit on the benches in front them. The presence of children sends signs of safety and 

invites other children to join, thus increase the liveliness of the area. The parents can 

rest on the benches or the grass and start a conversation with other visitors of the 

square, and at the same time watch over their children, all of which help create social 

relations between people. 

It was noticed that the vegetation in the square contributes highly to the liveliness of 

the area through providing comfort, as it enables children to play marble games and 

provide people with a shelter from the hot sun and hustle of the vehicular streets. 

People sit under the trees or lay down in the grass while enjoying the view and the 

fresh breezes coming from the sea. 

A strong sense of belonging in the residents was sensed during the observations, 

accordingly the residents felt the right to customise the space and its use according 
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to their needs. For instance, the part S2 of the square is used by people who have 

been part of El Houma for a while and feel identified with the area, so they 

appropriated the space according to their needs. Benches were modified to suit their 

aspirations to perform the dominant activity in the space which is “playing domino”.  

Being part of El Houma not only created a strong sense of community but also place 

attachment, as the users of the square still visit the area despite being relocated to 

another neighbourhood, therefore, placemaking and liveliness of the square are 

important elements that highly fostered the sense of community and social 

sustainability in the area. 

The availability of lights in the evening creates a sense of safety and maintain the 

liveliness of S1, unlike the other two parts of the square. The upper part of the square 

S3 is rarely used due to the lack of maintenance, vegetation and urban furniture, and 

being unilluminated at night. 

As was demonstrated through this research, social use of urban spaces as a way of 

placemaking can reinforce the sense of community and social cohesion, whereas 

placemaking as a collaborative process allows the community to re-imagine and re-

make its public spaces according to their needs. It contributes to the liveliness of 

public spaces; it enhances their image and inclusiveness and allows people to 

participate in community activities, strengthening their sense of community and place 

attachment. A successful public space is inclusive, safe, comfortable, attractive and 

lively. It serves as the heart of the community, it groups people in a common place, 

where they can interact, participate in urban life, and acknowledge the diversity and 

existence of each other, and it strengthens the identity of the place by allowing cultural 

activities to take place.  

In a hot city like Algiers, people tend to seek shade and comfortable spaces while 

spending time outdoors. Spaces that are mostly used by people are the ones covered 

by trees. Urban furniture has also an important role in achieving liveliness, as was 

demonstrated in the previous sections, people tend to use seats that are suitable for 

their needs or transform them according to their activities. Safety and security are 

fundamental in attracting people from different background, gender and age to 

participate in urban life. 
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7.General conclusion:  

 

This final chapter aims to recapitulate the research work and findings of the current 

thesis; it highlights the gap in knowledge that formed the basis of the research 

questions and outlines the original contribution that aimed to fill this gap. This 

contribution was defined by aims and objectives set at the beginning of the thesis and 

will be mentioned in this chapter to provide context. This chapter will also provide a 

discussion on the main findings of the research, mention limitations of the work and 

will suggest avenues for further research. 

This research was undertaken with the aim to establish a better understanding of 

some of the issues around designing socially sustainable and resilient 

neighbourhoods in Algiers, and beyond, based on local socio-cultural practices as an 

antidote to globalisation and determinism. 

Overall, this thesis can be described as qualitative research, as discussed in previous 

chapters, mainly due to the research methods employed to study social behaviour of 

people in the built environment as a representation of El Houma. The qualitative 

research methods used to carry out the investigation to attain the aims and objectives 

of the thesis are literature review (historic, systematic and thematic), activity mapping 

(snapshot observations), urban morphology and case study. These methods were 

combined to form a holistic and rigorous approach capable of answering the research 

questions, whereby, in urban studies, mixed-methods are very useful and efficient to 

achieve the desirable goals, whilst each method can compensate the limitations of 

another (Carmona, 2015). The novelty of this thesis was also to combine urban 

morphology and activity mapping to depict the tangible and intangible aspects of El 

Houma. 

Although the current investigation was not about traditional versus contemporary in 

terms of urban settlements and people’s way of life, but it looked at good examples 

where neighbourhoods were designed harmoniously with the environmental, 

economic  and socio-cultural aspects of local context  and promote great degree of 

sustainability and resilience. Therefore, traditional settlements and urban practices 

were critically analysed to offer lessons that could inspire current and future resilient 

approaches of planning the city. One of the key aspects reviewed in this research is 

El Houma, to illustrate how the built environment responded to people’s needs and 

aspirations, forming resilient communities based on organic urban life and local socio-

cultural practices. El Houma was researched through literature review to identify its 
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origin, evolution and practices in the past, but was also researched in current urban 

settings by conducting field work (through activity mapping and urban morphology) in 

order to understand this concept in traditional and contemporary settlements.  

The present thesis demonstrated how applying a people-centric approach to plan, 

design and research is vital to produce spaces that are responsive to people’s 

lifestyles and understand their local resilient strategies.  

This thesis focused on studying neighbourhoods as arenas of urban life, through 

investigating its two fundamental components; the physical (tangible) and social 

(intangible) aspects, by means of a holistic and rigorous approach, and through 

seeking synergies between disciplines of history, social science, biology, architecture 

and urban planning.  

It has investigated El Houma as a sociological urban concept and traced its origin and 

evolution from medieval ages to current times, questioning and discussing its 

relevance to current challenges and its intensity / degree in different urban settings. 

The investigation was carried out in three different neighbourhoods that reflect 

different patterns of architecture and urban planning movements, which, in turn, 

influenced and informed social behaviour of people (see Chapters 2, 5). The thesis 

also explored the potential synergy between biology of evolution and architecture and 

urban planning, providing a new and innovative way of reading the city through the 

lens of exaptation (see Chapter 4). 

The thesis has provided an insight into the specific socio-cultural context of North 

Africa. It used Algiers as a paradigmatic case study given its importance as a North 

African capital city and occupying a pivotal point between northern and southern 

Mediterranean countries and, more importantly, between the Global North and Global 

South. The thesis relied on El Houma to investigate the relationship between social 

behaviour and the built environment. As mentioned throughout the thesis, El Houma 

is a concept peculiar to Algiers and exists only in the Maghreb, referring to a 

neighbourhood or urban area that features a great level of social sustainability as a 

consequence of frequent social use of urban space. It illustrates social life of people 

in a neighbourhood or urban spaces. Hence, El Houma was used as a unit to measure 

resilience of urban neighbourhoods.  

The focus on neighbourhood scale rather than the city’s is due to the focus of the 

neighbourhood as an arena of people’s daily life due its status as a community that 

groups local residents around a common identity (Smith, 2010), whereas Healey 

(1998) also claims that the scale of the neighbourhood is practical for studying the 
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social relations of ‘everyday life-world’. On the other hand, the city is vague and more 

difficult to define, in addition to being formed of different aspects irrelevant to the focus 

and scope of the current thesis. Hence, the thesis focused on the neighbourhood to 

study both tangible and intangible elements that are responsible for the creation or 

failure of El Houma.  

Since El Houma was formed and based on local socio-cultural practices within a 

resilient urban environment that foster social use of space and urban life, from the 

outset of this thesis, the investigation was based on the fact that sustainable 

neighbourhoods should emerge from local context and that creating responsive 

spaces requires a study of people’s behaviour and lifestyles, rather than imposing 

exogenous urban models that were designed for a different context which often results 

in social and spatial segregations (as demonstrated in Chapter 3).  

The motivation behind this research is the disappearance of El Houma in 

contemporary neighbourhoods that were designed based on globalisation and 

determinism of the modern movement, as they were a response to the growing 

population and demands of housing and infrastructure. Therefore, the Algerian 

government commissioned foreign expertise based on price and pace, which resulted 

in lifeless urban neighbourhoods with no reference to local character (Chabou, 2008; 

Icheboudene, 2002). The lack of consideration of El Houma in the design of 

neighbourhoods is the research gap that this thesis aimed to fill, since El Houma was 

only approached in the domain of sociology and urban sociology, whereby 

researchers only provided definitions and traced its existence to the Ottoman period 

(Grangaud, 2009). This thesis aimed to fill this gap through an original contribution to 

knowledge by studying El Houma in the domain of urban design and in contemporary 

urban neighbourhoods based on field work (activity mapping and observations) and 

an urban morphological analysis of the components of the built environment, in 

addition to the relevant literature on the history and sociological formation of this 

concept.     

In this regard, Chapter 2 of the thesis critically analyses three urban planning models 

that shaped Algiers, and most of the Mediterranean region, which are the medieval 

Mediterranean compact city, 19th century bourgeois city and the modern movement, 

and concluded by investigating how each urban planning strand  contributed or not to 

the creation and continuity of El Houma. Cities like Paris, Barcelona and Vienna were 

used as examples to identify the origin and motivations behind some of the planning 

principles that became quintessential in neighbourhoods of Algiers, like the planted 
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boulevards, avenues and public spaces. The chapter used El Houma as an abstract 

concept to measure and assess the resilience of urban forms of the three different 

planning models-by using urban morphology to study the physical design of 

neighbourhoods and activity mapping to depict social use of space- in order to 

understand how each model of urban form contributes or not to urban life, and, thus, 

El Houma. The chapter concluded that the Casbah and  Bab El Oued 

neighbourhoods, which represent a medieval medina and 19 th century 

neighbourhood, respectively, are suitable to people’s lifestyles, as they ensure a 

frequent and enduring social use of space through shaded boulevards, avenues and 

narrow streets, public spaces and availability of local amenities at walking distances, 

all of which produce a rich and diverse urban life, which is translated into the concept 

of El Houma. On the other hand, the modernist neighbourhood Cité Belle Vue, which 

is made of a poor mix of uses and single use buildings separated by streets and bleak 

and sterile public spaces, offers fewer opportunities for social interaction; therefore, 

the intensity of social use of space recorded was low due to lack of opportunities for 

human-space interaction. This is also due to the gated communities within the 

neighbourhood that caused social and spatial segregation and in reducing residents’ 

sense of community and social cohesion, which was also confirmed by the literature 

review in Chapter 3. 

This investigation provides more arguments to support the criticism of modernism 

made by key researchers like Mumford (1937, 1954), Jacobs (1961), Relph (1976), 

Sommer (1974), Wheeler (2004) and Talen (2005), among others, and argues that 

Modernism is anti-urbanistic and is linked to antisocial behaviour, and caused 

placeness, degradation of locality, social and spatial segregation, confirming that 

social improvements and sustainability cannot be achieved through physical 

determinism, which was also the case in Algiers, as explained throughout the chapters 

and which, in fact, was the principal motivation for this thesis. 

While conducting the literature review, it was noticed that globalisation and 

determinism have impacted many cities around the world and especially in the global 

south, thus, a wider research was conducted to identify the negative repercussions of 

implementing sustainable neighbourhood principles in developing countries without 

contextualisation. In this regard, the thesis conducted an in-depth study through a 

systematic literature review and analysis of several so-claimed sustainable 

neighbourhoods in developing countries and identified failures of applying a 

globalised concept of sustainable neighbourhood in developing countries due to lack 

of cross cultural understanding and contextualisation, mass housing, gated 
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communities and globalisation. This study is presented in Chapter 3, where a thematic 

literature review was used to critically and extensively analyse the relevant literature 

and sustainable neighbourhood initiatives to identify sustainable neighbourhood 

design principles. The principles were gathered into clusters according to the themes 

and were later used as a framework to analyse several so-claimed sustainable 

projects and identify recurrent failures of globalisation and determinism. The findings 

demonstrated that the negative repercussions of globalisation and determinism are 

the loss of locality and degradation of community, social injustice and spatial 

segregation, internationalisation and its impact on local identity and sense of place. 

Such failures are due to lack of environmental, economic, social and cultural 

consideration in the design, wherein projects were developed without including 

residents in the decision-making process or conducting social surveys to identify their 

needs, in addition to excessive dependence on international standards and labels. 

Moreover, the chapter concluded with recommendations to avoid such failures in 

future projects, such as the need of contextualisation of sustainable design principles 

according to the features of the place, lifestyle and culture of the residents, compact 

urban form with appropriate density and mix of uses and the provision of necessary 

facilities nearby with shaded, comfortable, safe and secure walking and cycling paths 

to encourage sustainable mobility and liveliness of urban areas as well as housing 

and social diversity to create inclusive urban environments and socially cohesive 

communities.  

 

Such investigation emphasised the inadequacy of conventional deterministic planning 

that imposes foreign born and generic urban models, which fail to match people’s 

lifestyles and achieving resilient urban environments. These findings were also 

considered as supporting arguments to the renunciation of determinism and that the 

focus should be on local socio-cultural practices, hence the suitability of using El 

Houma, with its different facets, to inspire future resilient urban forms.  

 

As antidote to determinism, the thesis advocates for informality to be considered as 

an integral part of a city’s complexity and its critical contribution to sustainability and 

resilience of urban areas. Hence, Chapter 4 explored a potential synergy between 

biology of evolution and architecture through using the concept of exaptation to read 

the city’s various facets and investigate the resilience of the different urban forms 

within the city of Algiers. Exaptation, which refers to the ability of features to be 

functionally co-opted to perform new and better functions, was used to measure 

resilience of urban forms and analyse the intensity of El Houma in three 
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neighbourhoods. The chapter argued for a new architectural taxonomy, 

demonstrating how informality should not be seen as a result of the deterioration of 

built environment or a sign of marginality and deregulation, but, instead, as a 

fundamental factor of creativity, inclusiveness and resilience. The chapter highlights 

forms of exaptation in the three studied neighbourhoods of Algiers reflecting the 

intensity of El Houma. It argued that the more intense El Houma is, the more enjoyable 

urban life is, and that the urban fabric is more resilient since when and where it 

provides a variability of forms and spaces and redundancy of structures that 

encourage the growth of relationships and interconnections, favouring the functional 

co-optation of architectural and urban design elements.  

It concluded that the urban fabric of the Casbah is highly resilient thanks to the 

possible functional co-optation of its architectural elements to perform new 

(unexpected) and better activities, unlike the planned city that is represented in the 

Modernist neighbourhood Cité Belle Vue, in which its deterministic design, 

represented in rigid urban forms and single use buildings of functionalist style, is not 

resilient because it does not allow easily the functional co-optation of its architectural 

components to respond to the emerging needs of its inhabitants. On the other hand, 

Bab El Oued rests in the middle. Even though its 19 th century European architecture 

and urban plan were designed with a certain deterministic approach, when compared 

to the traditional medieval town, its spandrels have allowed more exaptation through 

the variety and richness of its architectural and urban design elements. 

 

The thesis took a step further by researching the relationship between urban 

informality and community resilience and demonstrated how informal urban practices 

not only contribute to urban life and to gain the right to the city, but represent also 

resilient strategies undertaken by local inhabitants. The investigation carried out in 

Chapter 5 advocated for a rethinking of the concept of resilience and that an 

understanding of residents’ daily challenges is important to recognise informal urban 

practices as resilient strategies. For instance, thanks to a sense of belonging and 

sense of community, residents of El Houma grant themselves the right to appropriate 

the space (in)formally, so, as a reaction to unemployment, they occupy streets and 

public spaces to perform informal commerce activities to make ends meet. 

Additionally, streets, squares and even walls were informally occupied by people to 

gather during funerals to show support and solidarity to the concerned person in such 

time of crisis. Street art was exhibited and performed on many walls of the Casbah as 

a reaction to the derelict state of the area in order to enhance its image, promote 

liveliness, safety and local economy by attracting tourists and visitors. These 
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activities, among others, were carried out in the Casbah and Bab El Oued, confirming 

the investigation on urban form resilience and exaptation, whereas numerous 

(in)formal activities were allowed through a flexible design that favours relationships 

and functional co-optation of forms and building features, for instance, in Bab El Oued 

the wide shaded boulevards, avenues and streets and the arcades at the ground floor 

of buildings allow various activities to take place, such as informal vending and other 

paid work, like shoe repairing, advertising, browsing, resting, chatting and playing 

football and other games. These in addition to eating and drinking, playing cards and 

domino, and informal gatherings which can also be found in public spaces that are 

large and equipped with vegetation and fountains to offer comfort. Similarly, in the 

narrow streets of the Casbah, children feel safe to play marble games and football, 

while graffiti and art exhibition take place and are considered as beautification 

projects, funded and carried out by local inhabitants, in addition to old men playing 

domino and card games in the wider streets or the small public spaces. 

All of these activities are part of the social use of urban space, and, thus, urban life, 

and contribute to gain right to the city, inclusiveness and community resilience, and, 

in Algiers, they are translated into the concept of El Houma which emanates a strong 

sense of belonging, social cohesion, solidarity, trust and sense of community.  

On this note, Chapter 6 provided more arguments on how social use of urban spaces 

contributes to liveliness and promotes social sustainability, it also presented results 

of an investigation on the practices of El Houma, demonstrating  how placemaking in 

a square in Bab El Oued contributed to social sustainability and community resilience. 

 

As mentioned previously, El Houma as a concept of urban resilience is made of both 

tangible and intangible aspects. Therefore, to recapitulate on the findings of the thesis, 

it is worth mentioning the tangible (spatial) aspects of the neighbourhoods that 

promote urban life and, thus, El Houma, which can also be considered as 

recommendations for the design of socially sustainable neighbourhoods and the 

creation of El Houma in neighbourhoods of Algeria, and North Africa in general. 

To start with, human scale design, which was advocated  for by many key planners 

and researchers, such as Sitte (1945), Lynch (1960, 1981), Jacobs (1961), Relph 

(1976), Alexander et al (1977), Gehl (1987, 2010, 2013), Whyte (1980) and Calthorpe 

(1995), among others, can be achieved through proportionate height-width of streets 

and building-public space, soft edges, urban furniture, walkable neighbourhoods;  

these elements ensure the consistent presence of people in urban areas, which is the 

basis for urban life. Such elements could be found in abundance in the Casbah, since 
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buildings vary from one to three storeys with proportionate streets and public spaces 

of modest size, in addition to a moderate mix of uses. Similarly, in Bab El Oued, the 

planted boulevards and the arcades at the ground floor of apartment buildings provide 

shade and encourage walking along the soft edges, while trees on the streets protect 

the buildings from the traffic noise. The other extreme is the hard edge, which could 

be found in the modernist neighbourhood Cité Belle Vue, which abolishes street life 

and streets become boring and uninviting. 

The Casbah, with its narrow winding streets, stairs, hanging vines and wall-fountains, 

artisanal and food shops and small public spaces, creates a promenade rather than 

rows of houses or longitudinal blocks. The hierarchy of spaces within the Casbah 

creates a town inside a town, thanks to the variety of heights and degree of enclosure, 

and types of buildings and activities. Such urban design elements encourage people 

to walk to amenities located nearby, to gather next to wall-fountains or in small public 

spaces to socially interact, and enable children to play in the streets safely due to lack 

of cars.  

The Casbah is more organic as its neighbourhoods mingle into each other, forming a 

continuous urban fabric, whereas the modernist neighbourhood is made of isolated 

longitudinal apartment buildings parallel to each other and separated by streets filled 

with cars, reducing people-space interaction. As claimed by Gehl (2010), people who 

live in giant superblocks tend to promenade in the city less often than those who live 

in lower buildings of moderate height, in which residents have visual connections with 

the outdoor space and the journey in and out is not seen as long or difficult.  

  

Human scale design is also relevant to the design of public spaces, since large spaces 

require maintenance and can cause safety issues, whereas public spaces that are 

carefully designed with permeability and legibility and within appropriate density of the 

area  are enjoyable and safe to visit, such as Martyrs’ square in the lower part of the 

Casbah and Taleb Abderahmane square in Bab El Oued (as demonstrated in 

Chapters 2,6). Both squares are surrounded by mixed use buildings and busy streets 

and accommodate different activities (sports, playing, vending, card games, sitting 

and chatting, reading, eating…); therefore, they are considered inclusive and part of 

the public realm. 

The observations of the social activities emphasised the importance of shade in 

Algiers, whereas urban life is rich and consistent throughout the day and the week; 

however, most activities take place in shaded areas,  under trees, arcades, narrow or 

wide shaded streets, while people also used buildings’ exterior walls as a shelter. In 
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a warm city like Algiers, the lack of trees, or shade in general, in some parts of the 

lively neighbourhoods of the Casbah and Bab El Oued have resulted in a lower 

number of activities, whereby, except from walking, such areas are deserted. Such 

pattern could also be seen in Cité Belle Vue, as the neighbourhood lacks trees and 

shade; therefore, a low number of activities and lifeless urban spaces were noticed 

throughout the period of observations, whilst children used the narrow grass strip that 

separates the building from the pavement as a playground thanks to shade and due 

to lack of appropriate playing areas in the neighbourhood. On the other hand, streets 

and public spaces witnessed a higher number of activities in late afternoon (Chapter 

2). 

It could be argued that the idealistic notion of neighbourhood as a place where El 

Houma evolves and group local residents around a common identity is difficult to 

achieve in modern neighbourhoods. The idea of urban spaces as third places where 

people interact in harmony is rarely perceived in modern urban environments due to 

lack of appropriate spaces for social interaction, and the vehicular traffic that filled the 

streets, undermining their role as a focus for local community life, making spaces and 

streets obsolete and lifeless. The reliance on cars in Cité Belle Vue not only increases 

traffic congestion and the emission of greenhouse gases, but also causes a decline 

of locality, unhealthy lifestyles, and lifeless urban spaces. 

Public spaces as arenas of social interaction are fundamental for urban life and El 

Houma in Algiers, since a great number of activities were recorded in public spaces 

that offered opportunities for people to practise their socio-cultural life, from chatting, 

resting, playing, eating, drinking, reading, cleaning and gardening, exhibiting art, 

informal gatherings, paid works and informal vending; such activities were made 

possible through a careful design of public spaces, from trees and fountains to offer 

comfortable microclimate, to urban furniture to accommodate various activities and 

diverse social class of the society, making the place inclusive and lively. The location 

of public spaces within the neighbourhood is also important, whereby, from the 

observations, it could be noticed that public spaces that were surrounded by mixed 

use buildings and busy streets were successful and rich in terms of urban life, 

because they belonged to the public, thus were attended by diverse groups of people 

making the space inclusive and lively. In fact, from conversations with local residents 

in the three studied neighbourhoods, the author was informed that residents prefer 

public spaces away from residential areas in order to maintain privacy, since public 

spaces are attended by many people who also may not be residents of the 

neighbourhood. However, small public spaces that are located next to the residential 
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areas were needed and were successful in grouping children of El Houma to play 

football or marble games or older people to play domino or just chat and relax. These 

kinds of spaces were abundant in the Casbah, as a result of demolished old houses, 

and were planned in Bab El Oued; conversely, they were missing in Cité Belle Vue, 

which the residents complained about and said that it was the reason why they sit at 

the intersection of streets to avoid facing apartments, as a way of respecting the 

privacy of dwellers.    

The thesis demonstrated that the Casbah and Bab El Oued are suitable to Algerians’ 

lifestyle since they promote a higher degree of El Houma compared to the modernist 

neighbourhood of  Cité Belle Vue Ain Benian. The success of the two neighbourhoods 

is relevant to many factors that were cited previously and throughout the thesis. 

However, it is worth reminding again that the compact urban forms of both 

neighbourhoods and the mixed use buildings play a vital role in promoting urban life, 

since such features encourage walking, browsing and performing different activities, 

thus, spending more time outdoors, which is important to maintain urban life, where, 

according to Gehl and Svarre (2013), “lengthy stays mean lively cities.”. Spaces that 

offer comfort and opportunities to perform different activities recorded higher number 

of activities and degree of liveliness compared to transit squares that only serve to 

ferry pedestrians from one side to another. The urban forms of the Casbah and Bab 

El Oued promote healthy lifestyles, since they both encourage walking via appropriate 

shaded paths with local amenities nearby, in addition to the availability of public 

spaces that also encourage residents to cycle and exercise. Many authors also 

advocated for the compactness of urban form to promote liveliness and achieve 

sustainability, such as Rudlin and Falk (1999), Farr (2008) and Gehl (2010) who claim 

that sustainability is more likely to be achieved in a compact, dense and walkable city 

than in a dispersed city.  

Permeability, legibility and connectivity are also features of the urban forms of the 

studied neighbourhoods, which encourage walking and the presence of people, 

making streets populated, safe and lively,  creating a continuous urban fabric rather 

than isolated, independent urban blocks, which, in turn, concretise locality, and 

encouraging residents to exercise to enhance their health and wellbeing. 

 

Urban forms of the Casbah and Bab El Oued are considered resilient, since they were 

able to maintain urban life, which is important for the sustainability and durability of 

cities, since social use of urban space promotes social dynamics such as social 

cohesion, trust, sense of belonging and collective identity, which are important to 
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encourage residents to collaborate, care about their locality and fight against 

disruptions (as demonstrated in Chapter 5). 

The thesis also demonstrated how informality is about integrating people’s practices 

in the city’s different facets, giving them more choices about where and how they want 

to live, while accepting and embracing the variety of their activities, wherein this thesis 

demonstrated how informal urban practices in El Houma contribute to community 

resilience, and claimed that informality is an unexpected, creative and survival skill 

rather than an indication of deregulation and marginality (as demonstrated in 

Chapters 4,5).  

Such urban and social features make El Houma a social neighbourhood as opposed 

to an official and functional neighbourhood that is defined by political and 

administrative boundaries. El Houma is defined by the practices of people to respond 

to their needs, aspirations and their lifestyles.  

 

The resilience of public spaces in this thesis is highly relevant to exaptation (as 

demonstrated in Chapter 4), whereby their design is expected to allow transformation 

and functional co-optation to respond to new emerging needs and changes and 

accommodate different activities; a case in point is the case of Covid-19 where social 

distancing is important to lower transmission. 

 

The current thesis provided significant lessons to be learnt from and used in other 

research works, for instance, the methodology designed in this thesis can be used in 

other research works in different countries and contexts; however, it requires a careful 

contextualisation by appraising tangible and intangible aspects of the urban 

environment and local socio-cultural way of life. Since El Houma is a concept peculiar 

to North Africa, the original investigation and findings presented in this thesis could 

be strengthened and used to inspire future socially sustainable neighbourhoods in the 

region.  

 

The relevance of El Houma and its underlying principles to achieve socially 

sustainable neighbourhoods and provide examples of resilient strategies has seen 

the concept included and mentioned in many international conferences and other 

research works by the author and other colleagues (see appendices). The findings of 

the research were mentioned in one of the pioneering books on sustainable 

neighbourhoods called ‘Shaping neighbourhoods: for local health and global 

sustainability’ (3rd edition) by Barton, Grant, and Guise (which is expected to be 
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published by the end of 2020). The research work presented in the current thesis was 

also presented at the 10th World Urban Forum organised by UN-Habitat in Abu Dhabi 

in February 2020 and was selected to be presented at the international architectural 

conference titled ‘Scali Urbani’ in Livorno, and at the 17th International Architecture 

Exhibition – La Biennale di Venezia – in Venice  2021. Findings of the thesis were 

also use by the author to collaborate in joint articles and comparative research studies 

about the social use of urban spaces in Portsmouth, Auckland and Mexico City (see 

appendices).  

 

7.1. Limitations of the study 

Due to lockdown as a result of Covid-19 and restrictions upon international travel and 

conducting field work that includes human participants (face-to-face interviews and 

questionnaires), the author was unable to conduct a second field work to study the 

pattern of social use of space and suitability of the built environment in wintertime, 

and the inclusion of stakeholders and community members in the research. 

 

Although many of the findings of the thesis are highly significant, the interpretation of 

these results should be interpreted with caution and careful contextualisation, since 

the study was based on three neighbourhoods located in Algiers.  

One of the limitations of the study is the focus on three neighbourhoods with different 

sizes, so the areas covered during the observations are not equal. However, given 

the scope and time of the thesis, this number seems sufficient to carry out the 

investigation and provide valuable lessons. However, for further studies, more 

neighbourhoods of the same size and the same and / or different built environment 

patterns should be used to study El Houma, while other Algerian cities should be 

incorporated in future studies.  

 

 

7.2.  Suggestions for future research  

 

The previous section outlined the limitations of the thesis, which, in themselves, 

present opportunities for future research. Since this research is original and could be 

considered the first in establishing grounds for studying El Houma in the discipline of 

urban design, future researches are encouraged to provide a more detailed 

investigation on the features of the quality of the built environment that promote El 

Houma, while setting out indicators and variables. 
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The research could be expanded to include a greater number of neighbourhoods, in 

Algiers and / or other Algerian cities, and beyond in North Africa, with greater variation 

in the quality of their built environment features in order to examine more holistically 

the implication of the built environment in promoting El Houma. On this note, as the 

thesis advocates for informality as a creative way opted by residents to create their 

daily spaces and as a source of urban resilience, it is suggested, for future studies, to 

study El Houma in informal settlements / slums. 

 

El Houma could also be used to study its relevance to social benefits, such as 

improved mental health, physical health and sense of wellbeing, as well as 

considering the potential of informal behaviour in contributing to environmental 

protection. 
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10. Appendices: 

 

This section includes work that despite not being included in the main body of the 

thesis, it significantly contributed to refining the topic of investigation, developing 

research methodology, and dissemination of the thesis’ findings. The section includes 

other published and in-press research outputs, in addition to conference and 

symposium presentations. 

 

Appendix 1: Journal article 

Khemri, M, Y. (2020). Features of resilient neighbourhoods in the Mediterranean 

area. Largo Duomo. Vol4. Pp 132-145. Available through: 

https://issuu.com/oappc_li/docs/largo_duomo_n_4 
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Appendix 2:  book chapter 

Lara Hernandez, J. A., Khemri, M. Y., & Melis, A. (Accepted/In press). Understanding 

temporary appropriation and the streetscape design: the case of Algiers, Auckland and Mexico 

City. In A. Di Raimo, S. Lehmann, & A. Melis (Eds.), Informality Now: Informal Settlements 

Through the Lens of Sustainability. Routledge.  

 

Understanding temporary appropriation and the streetscape design: 

The case of Algiers, Auckland and Mexico City 

 
Lara-Hernandez. M. Yazid Khemri & Alessandro Melis 

School of Architecture. University of Portsmouth. United Kingdom. 

 
Abstract 

This chapter aims to describe and illustrate the concept of temporary appropriation in 

relation to the informal use of the public space from an urban design approach. To do 

so, it uses an assemblage thinking approach, describing the relationship between 

streetscape design and temporary appropriation. It offers a comparative assessment 

of three different cities across different continents. Algiers, Auckland and Mexico City, 

three cities with different cultural and historical backgrounds in terms of planning, 

design and urban behaviour. The instrumental case studies provide key indicators for 

the understanding of the relationship between the diversity of the temporary 

appropriation and the streetscape design in central areas of cities. In the present study 

temporary appropriation is conceptualised as an assemblage of activities, as well as 

a social sustainability indicator strongly related to the design of the built environment 

(assemblage settings). The novel research findings include a new methodology for 

assessing cross-cultural environments, using mixed research methods that combine 

streetscape design analysis (visual complexity and façade softness) with temporary 

appropriation mapping through participatory observation. The results illustrate striking 

differences between cities. The study findings show that the diversity of temporary 

appropriation, intended as an indicator of inclusiveness, is more affected by cultural 

context rather than either the high-quality design or the visual complexity of the 

streetscape. It also advances our understanding of environment and behaviour 

studies by using an assemblage thinking approach.  

 

Keywords: Temporary appropriation, informality, Algiers, Auckland, Mexico City, 

streetscape design, public space 
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Appendix 3:  journal article 

Foerster, B., Lara Hernandez, J. A., & Khemri, M. Y. (Accepted/In press). Shifting the 

threshold of public space in UK and Algeria during Covid-19 Pandemic. The Journal of Public 

Space. 

 

Shifting the threshold of public space in UK and Algeria during Covid-

19 Pandemic 

Barbora Foerster. J Antonio Lara-Hernandez & M. Yazid Khemri 

 
School of Architecture. University of Portsmouth. United Kingdom. 

 
 

Abstract 

The on-going Covid-19 pandemic started to spread in late January 2020 in Europe 

and in the Mediterranean Region and led to a partial lockdown from mid-March on. 

Algiers and Portsmouth have been selected as case studies to observe how the 

lockdown challenged dramatically the perception of public space thresholds 

between private, semi-private and public conditions. The consequential paradigms 

of social distancing have also contributed to the augmentation of the public space 

now swinging between digital and analogue possibilities. In opposition to the wide 

range of possibilities in everyday life, being subject to restricted spatial conditions, 

the current situation leads to new challenges, on a cognitive level: the resulting 

change in the perception of proximity and distance, indoor and outdoor, implies an 

expanded use of both spaces. External private space of the houses became as 

many opportunities of colonisation of private by new form (sometime also old ones) 

of public and semi-public appropriation: trade activities as well as a meeting point for 

public celebrations.  

 

 
Keywords: Public spaces, temporary appropriation, community, resilience, 
pandemic 
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Appendix 4: conference 

Khemri, M, Y. (2020). Assessing community resilience through activity mapping in 

urban neighbourhoods: the case of Algiers. Conference organised by the faculty of 

Creative and cultural industries. University of Portsmouth.  
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Appendix5: Conference 

Khemri, M, Y. (2019). The drawbacks of a global concept of sustainable 

neighbourhood in developing countries. International conference: Cities’ Identity 

through Architecture and Arts (3rd edition). IEREK. Pisa. Italy. 
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Appendix 6: International symposium 

Khemri, M, Y. (2019). Community resilience in Algiers: The case of El Houma. 

First International research symposium on resilient communities. University of 

Portsmouth  
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