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The intimate relationship of built form to both 
climatic conditions and socio-cultural patterns has 
always promoted a high degree of continuity in 
domestic architecture. Yet today we seem to face a 
sudden disintegration of building traditions, a relent
less intrusion of alien elements, and a sustained 
assault by all kinds of disruptive forces. In the debate 
generated by this transformation, supporters and 
critics alike have blamed the design professions for 
deliberate obliteration of the past and insensibility to 
user needs The housing patterns in informal settle
ments offer an ideal opportunity to investigate the 
issue of identity, because these settlements have 
evolved spontaneously and organically, unfettered by 
regulatory controls or prototypical designs imposed 
from without 

The context 

In the past-colonial period (starting in the mid 1950s), 
the Arab countries began to institute national plan
ning. A succession of multi-sectoral plans, typically 
covering a five-year period, were formulated and 
implemented. After 1973, the oil-rich countries 
embarked on large scale development programmes, 
attracting professionals, technicians, skilled workers, 
and labourers - first from neighbouring countries 
and then from all over the world. The resulting vast 
and complex system of regional labour movements 
and economic interdependence affected both labour
importing and labour-exporting countries. A new 
group of middle class citizens emerged with money 
they wanted to invest in urban real estate, the ensuing 
massive infusion of capital drove up land values and 
construction costs to unprecedented levels in one of 
the worst inflation spirals ever experienced by urban 
real estate. Between 1975 and 1982, land values were 
mUltiplied by ten, and construction costs by five, while 
local incomes rose by a factor of only two or three 
Development was for the most part speculative in 
nature, and unregulated in character. 
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Informal settlement on the urban periphery in Cairo, 
Egypt 

Building on the outskirts of Giza, Egypt. 



Structure being expanded in Helwan, Cairo, Egypt 

The rate of expansion of urban areas has far out
stripped the ability of municipalities to cope. Over
whelmed, they can only watch helplessly, reluctant to 
tax or release vacant, unserviced land, and unable to 
exercise any effective control over peripheral develop
ment The unrestrained activities of small scale 
entrepreneurs and contractors catering to the hous
ing needs of the newly affluent middle class have 
generated a real estate market whose dynamics 
simultaneously promote the proliferation of informal 
settlements through leapfrogging and fringe develop
ment, and promote accelerated densification of exist
ing settlements by infill of vacant spaces, intensified 
ground coverage of plots, and indiscriminate heigh
tening of structures. 

Informal settlements have recently become a focus of 
attention for planners, engineers, and architects, for, 
despite their undesirable manifestations, informal 
settlements are undeniably intriguing, amazingly 
dynamic, and the structures in them are relatively 
sound (in sharp contrast to the makeshift shack of 
bidonvilles and other squatter zones). However, there 
is widespread ambivalence about the architectural 
quality of the buildings, and it deserves more 
attention than it has received. Given the magnitude of 
the phenomenon these buildings are rapidly becoming 
a dominant feature in the cities spatially and visually. 
It is important to examine the characteristics of this 
new popular architecture, to determine the sources of 
its vocabulary, and to identify the factors influencing 
its evolution 

The setting 

Despite superficial similarities, the typical urban 
pattern in informal settlements does not recreate the 
historical fabric. The movement path consists of a 
dual grid which integrates vehicular and pedestrian 
circulation in a modified rectilinear layout The basic 
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Building with shops and residential units in Imbaba, Egypt 

structural framework provided by this hierarchical 
grid articulates the space into small identifiable 
groupings of streets and buildings, delineating the 
hierarchy of social spaces in the community. 
Alignment and access are related to site conditions 
and major elements, particularly local mosques and 
souks, for which vehicular access is nowadays 
mandatory Open space reflects the contemporary 
concepts of private and social space. It emphasises 
the functional shift from courtyard to streets, and 
fosters community interaction by respecting the 
accepted definition of social space. 

This urban pattern clearly anticipates vehicular 
traffic and infrastructure networks. Providing for 
them in an unplanned fashion cannot prevent bottle
necks and problem areas. The lack of utilities and 
community facilities is aggravated by rapidly mount
ing densities which reach saturation levels quite close 
to those of the overcrowded traditional quarters, in 
less than a decade densities in many informal settle
ments rose from less than 400 persons per hectare to 
800 or 1,000 (the equivalent of 400 persons per acre). 

The client 

The typical client for a house in an informal settle
ment feels pride in and a desire to exhibit his newly 
acquired wealth (however relative), and hence has an 
irrepressive inclination towards the outward display 
of affluence Constant exposure to cross-cultural 
influences through travel, mass media, and commu
nication promotes a redefinition of basic necessities to 
encompass an expanding array of consumer items. 

Adherence to religious and socio-cultural traditions 
does not extend to the architectural heritage beyond 
the mosque. Considerations of economic rationality 
are predominant, hence the search for practical and 
expedient solutions, without any sentimental 
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emulation of past traditions which have lost both 
meaning and appeal He has a positive attitude 
towards the new and a corresponding negative feeling 
about the old - whether local or imported - as in 
the case of vaults and domes. He is subject to an un
controlled attraction to the material symbols of status 
and modernity. TV, electrical home appliances, 
kitchen and bathroom fixtures, and the automobile. 

The models 

The design professions have played more than a 
marginal role in shaping the new popular archi
tecture, without directly participating in the process. 
Quite apart from their architectural merit, the design 
and aesthetics of new private construction and public 
housing projects express an image of modernity that 
is widely emulated 

Workers take greater pride in their ability to use new 
materials and to replicate novel decorations (motifs, 
textures, and colours) than they do in the quality of 
the product Traditional skills have been lost in the 
process of learning the skills demanded by the new 
construction techniques Innovations in design and 
decoration introduced by higher income groups in the 
country or abroad are reproduced in forms modified 
to fit the lifestyles of the client group. The constant 
interaction between user/client and builder/designer, 
freely blending and adapting styles and techniques, 
has shaped the new popular architecture 

The basic design requirements 

The house must fulfill the following requirements: 
It must comply with economic constraints under 
drastically altered and shifting cost factors, in terms 
of land, labour, and materials. It must satisfy the 
owner's social aspirations by providing him with the 
ultimate symbol of affluence and modernity. It must 
accommodate the range of lifestyles of three gene
rations within the extended family sharing the same 
premises, and of other family units renting space in 
the structure, allowing each occupant an acceptable 
expression of identity. Finally, it must provide for the 
desired level of contact with neightbours within the 
structure and along the street. 

The architectural expression 

Recognisable expressions of traditional building 
configurations have misled many professionals, parti
cularly Westerners, to conclude that contemporary 
popular architecture is a revitalised version of tradi
tional models To my mind, nothing could be further 
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Balconies and windows, Algiers, Algeria 

Newly completed building in Algiers, Algeria 

Popular middle-income housing in Casablanca, Morocco 



Recently developed zone in Amman, Jordan 

from the truth. There is an insurmountable distaste 
for the old fashioned, and an irresistible attraction to 
the new, irrespective of suitability and cost. 

Popular expectations and lifestyles are no longer 
traditional in outlook. Given a choice, there is a 
marked preference for what is perceived as urban, 
functional, and modern Any form (such as a court), 
any material (such as mud), or any appointment (such 
as a barn) associated with the rural habitat is force
fully rejected. Yet in many instances, particularly with 
respect to basic activities such as raising animals or 
baking, the function persists long after the encom
passing element has been discarded: the oven is put on 
the terrace, the goat is kept in the grandmother's 
room, poultry is penned on the balcony or in the 
bathroom Some functionally obsolete elements are 
quietly discarded, while others undergo incongruous 
mutations to permit their retention in deference to the 
symbolic value attached to them 

House exteriors 

The absence of front yards and the lack of free
standing structures, which typically make their 
appearance only when public buildings are intro
duced to a settlement, are much more a consequence 
of high land values than a revival of more traditional 
patterns of development. The marked preference for 
Ihodern building materials such as fired brick, cement 
blocks, reinforced concrete frames, and slab roofs, is 
as much dictated by economy and practicality as it 
is by taste, particularly when vertical expansion is 
the norm. 

Contrary to general belief, domestic architecture in 
the Arab world has always been characterised by 
verticality The height of a building was as much a 
symbol of the status of its owner as was its expanse. 
Verses from the Holy Quran give evidence of this per
ception, and historians' accounts fully support it. It is 
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Altered housing in Ibn Khaldoun, Madina, Tunis, Tunisia 

quite misleading to associate popular housing with 
small one-story structures. These are often rural-type 
dwellings built by recent migrants on the urban fringe, 
or the remnants of villages engulfed by urban 
expansion, and their occupants bitterly resent this 
environment and dream of the day when they can 
either move to an urban dwelling or transform their 
shack into one. 

Despite regulations to the contrary, experience has 
repeatedly shown that courtyards are covered and 
extra storeys added at least until a height of three or 
four floors is reached, with one or more dwelling units 
per floor. This is, of course, in line with longstanding 
urban traditions of housing for middle income 
groups. Another cultural factor fostering verticality 
is the distaste for living quarters on the ground floor, 
which was and still is normally reserved for other 
uses (shops, storage, etc.) or rented out as soon as the 
owner can add an upper floor to his building. Carried 
too far by ignorance or greed, incremental heigh
tening often leads to the collapse of structures, as 
foundations are unable to support the load. 

A marked change in attitudes toward privacy is 
transforming the aspect of dwellings. There is a 
desire to be part of the exciting life of the city even 
in areas where, presumably, domestic architecture 
was traditionally introverted (as in the Maghreb). 
Windows and balconies now open up facades to the 
outside world and its activities. The transparency of 
claustra or fences, parapets, and screens is more 
symbolic than an effective protection of privacy 
Bent entrances and opaque obstacles obstructing the 
street view from the living areas are omitted. Solid 
fences and even the front room in courtyard houses 
are sacrificed to avoid confining residents within the 
enclosure. 

The treatment of the facade as an indicator of wealth 
and social prestige makes for a prominent display of 
finishing and ornamentation It often exhibits an 
interesting blend of surviving influences, expressed 
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Middle-income residences under construction in Amman, Jordan 

through a new architectural vocabulary: windows, 
paints, and prefabricated, glazed, or perforated tiles. 
Decorative motifs around the openings are an 
absolute must, even when these openings are modern 
glass and aluminium frames. The special attention 
given to windows on the street, entrance doors, and 
threshold motifs is, of course, a longstanding tra
dition and a symbol of the owner's status. 

Colour is used lavishly to differentiate the archi
tectural elements, as soon as plastering and painting 
become affordable. This technique has allowed the 
replication - in a modified expression and at a 
fraction of the cost - of expensive ornamentation 
which would rely on wood and skilled craftsmen, or 
other similarly expensive materials and facings. 

In the first stages of house construction, when 
resources are needed to expand the living space, 
finishings are restricted to balconies, entrance doors, 
and a strip of tone highlighting the windows. This is 
in line with a long tradition of popular houses being 
left unplastered except for a coat of rough mud plast
er; paint was limited to a strip around the openings. 
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House interiors 

The apparent continuity of indigenous cultural tra
ditions is reflected in the organisation of space within 
the house, and the way it is used should not be allowed 
to mask the evolutionary processes by which it is 
being adapted to new economic, social, and techno
logical realities. 

Functionally obsolete spaces disappear Where land is 
at a premium, the value of the courtyard space rapidly 
exceeds its1usefulness, although it is sometimes found 
as a luxury item where land value and living space 
permit. It is more often found when rural lifestyles still 
persist in the early stages of a settlement's develop
ment. Its functional uses are shifted to alternative 
spaces (kitchen, bath, balcony, room, terrace), often 
spilling over into the street. Courtyards are then con
verted to rooms and built over. Light and ventilation 
are provided through alternatives such as windows 
and shafts. This is a perfectly normal evolution, 
keeping in mind that the courtyard in popular houses 
traditionally was a utility space and not a patio, 
garden, or recreation space. 



Popular housing on the outskirts of Sana 'a, 
Yemen 

Function specialisation of rooms increases. As soon 
as additional living space becomes available, the tra
ditional multi-purpose room is quickly replaced by 
bedrooms, sitting room, and guest room In the multi
purpose rooms that remain, uses are much more 
clearly defined. The definition of the dwelling unit, 
however, remains today as it was in medieval times' 
one main room, and all its specialised dependencies, 
including bedrooms and dining area (if any) 

Underlying the priority given to expansion over 
finishings and amenities, including kitchen and bath, 
is a logical economic rationale. Extra space is trans
lated into shops, rooms and apartments are rented to 
generate income. Privacy is retained by renting rooms 
within the dwelling, mostly to extended-family mem
bers. A self-imposed set of social controls regulates 
the use of common space and manages to minimise, 
though not eliminate, friction. The growing integra
tion of the public and private domain in the organisa
tion of space increasingly confines the intrusive and 
little-used public domain to restricted formal guest 
reception areas (one room or a corner). 

New spaces are created for new needs Foremost 
among these is the modern kitchen, particularly 
appreciated by the working housewife. There is a 
marked dislike for open-type plans, a clear division of 
space into separate rooms opening onto a circulation 
space is the norm. There is usually only one door to 
each room and no other interconnection between 
rooms. This is again an extension of housing patterns 
that predate the Islamic period in the region. 

Western-style furniture is supplanting traditional 
home furnishings. Ornate wooden furniture and 
carpets have replaced copper utensils and sheepskins 
as the showpieces of the wife's dowry. They are 
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Expansion and transformation of prototypical units in 
Ibn Khaldoun, Madina, Tunis 

obvious indicators of social standing and must be 
predominantly displayed. Such treasured appliances 
as refrigerators, ventilators, and washing machines, 
or the high-tech entertainment gadgets like TVs, 
cassette recorders, are the ultimate symbols of 
modernity and wealth, and are therefore proudly 
exhibited in the most conspicuous locations relative to 
the entrance and the guest area. 

Yet the arrangement of this modern furni ture remains 
highly traditional- that is, lined up against the walls. 
This pattern, which may be an extension of the 
medieval designs of recessed and built-in furniture, 
maximises the unencumbered space within a room. It 
is ideally suited to the social need of displaying an 
array of furniture and appliances in the smaller-sized 
rooms of the contemporary house. 

Conclusion 

The architect's vision of housing for limited income 
groups - whether it be apartment units in super
blocks or modified, pseudo-Islamic courtyard houses 
-contrasts strikingly with what people want to have, 
which is clearly expressed in the housing they have 
built for themselves. The new popular architecture is 
a truly hybrid form which draws on imported models 
and adapts them to user needs, but never simply 
transplants them. To a lesser extent, it draws on tra
ditional models, selectively, according to inclination, 
and constrained by considerations of image, cost, and 
craft But it never copies blindly. 

The new popular architecture is clearly "Islamic" in 
character, yet has discarded all links to traditional 
architecture which have lost their meaning in a con
stantly evolving future. It is clearly "contemporary," 
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Popular houses under construction in the squatter 
resettlement project of Lines Area Karachi, Pakistan. 
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eagerly adopting the technology and symbols of the 
age in which it is created. It has managed to absorb 
and reinterpret the regional heritage - proportions, 
motifs, colours, and even elements - more success
fully than the modern architecture which seeks to 
accomplish this through the superficial use of Islamic 
motifs. 

Although, by professional standards, the contempo
rary popular architecture may lack certain aesthetic 
and artistic qualities, it is difficult to deny that, as an 
expression of authenticity, it rings true 

All photographs courtesy of the architect except those 
on pages 14 (top) by A Allam, 16 (top and centre) by 
A Khellaf and N Zeglache, 17 (left) and 18 by Ismail 
Serageldin and 19 (left) by Samir Abdulac. 


