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REGIONALISM: 
LESSONS FROM ALGERIA AND 

THE MIDDLE EAST 

I n Algeria, as in other Middle Eastern 
countries, the rapid rate of develop
ment following independence, the 
oil boom, and industrialization, has 

accelerated the importation of modern 
architecture to meet the growing demand 
for buildings. In many cases, the result has 
been not only technical, aesthetical and 
social failures, but also a lack of 
consideration for the relationship between 
buildings and their environment. 

A growing wave of protest against the 
adoption of modern architecture is 
apparent not only amongst Middle 
Eastern architects, critics and planners, but 
also in Western architectural literature 
about the Middle East. Alternative design 
approaches to modern architecture are 
being discussed and most of them focus 
on the concept of regionalism in archi
tecture as a potential solution. 

The aims of this article are, firstly, to 
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identify the problems resulting from the 
adoption of modern architecture in 
Algeria and in the Middle East generally; 
secondly, to identify the concept of· 
regionalism in the literature; and thirdly, 
to assess the extent to which regionalism 
can be viable in solving the problems that 
result from the adoption of modernist 
architecture in these areas of the world. 

In Algeria, the process of transform
ation of the physical environment was 
started by the French during the colonial 
era. This continued, and even accelerated 
after Algerian independence in 1962, 
favoured by the rapid rate of development 
following the new economic policies 
which changed their emphasis from 
agrarian to industrial. In the early years 
of independence, the building sector 
lacked not only the institutional 
infrastructure necessary for large-scale 
building activity, but also resources and 
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Above: An example of the 'internationa
lization', of architecture in Algeria; the 
University of Constantine, by the 
Brazilian architect Oscar Neimeyer. 

skilled labour. There was also a lack of 
comprehensive planning; government 
intervention in urban areas during this 
period was restricted to the completion 
of projects already started on site by the 
French. 

Parallel to this weakness in the building 
sector, there was rapid development in 
accordance with the new economic poli
cies which encouraged industrialization. 
This led to rapid growth in urban popu
lations. Cities, especially those in the 
northern part of Algeria, experienced 
great population pressures, due to rural 
migration and the high birth rate. It was 
not until 1966 that the government 
recognised the alarming situation. New 
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Top: The student residences at the 
University of Constantine, designed in 
1988 by Kanzo Tange. 

Above: El-Aurassi Hotel, Algiers, designed 
in 1973 by the Italian architect Moretti. 

types of universities and hospitals were 
needed, as was housing. The government 
adopted the policy of intensifying the use 
of industrial building systems. This 
accelerated and increased the contact and 

exchange between Algeria and a great 
number of countries. 

Not only were materials, mass
produced components, foreign companies 
and foreign expertise (including architects 
and engineers) imported, but also, a great 
number of Algerian architects and 
engineers were sent abroad for training 
and specialization. As a result of this, a 
rapid and strong internationalization of 
architecture took place. Some of the major 
public institutions and housing projects 
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were designed by well-known inter
national architects and executed by 
foreign engineering companies. 

Among these projects were the 
universities of Algiers and of Constantine 
designed by the Brazilian architect Oscar 
Neimeyer, the university of Oran 
designed by the Japanese architect Kenzo 
Tange, El-Aurassi hotel designed by 
Moretti, an Italian architect, a rural 
housing scheme designed by the Spanish 
architect Ricardo Bofill, and the Ministry 
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of Foreign Affairs, designed by an Italian 
company. This project is considered to be 
the first manifestation of post-modern 
architecture in Algeria. 

The wave of opinion against the import 
of Western architecture in Algeria today, 
and in many other countries of the Middle 
East, is based on four arguments. 

First of all many modern buildings are 
seen to be climatically inappropriate in the 
hot dry climate of the Middle East and 
North Africa. Modern architecture based 
on the extensive use of high technology 
materials, such as reinforced concrete and 
glass is inappropriate in such a climate. 
Usually, the solution adopted to maintain 
comfortable thermal conditions inside 
such buildings is the installation of an 
artificial cooling system. However, this 
solution is seen as inappropriate, not only 
because of the wasteful energy 

. consumption, but also in view of the 
difficulties for these countries in 
maintaining and producing the energy 
intensive systems for cooling, which are 
at the moment imported from the West. 

Secondly, modem architecture seems to 
contain spatial norms that are derived, 
inappropriately, from Western culture. 
Usually these norms vary from one 
culture to another, and determine the ideal 
size and shape of spaces . Western 
designers have very often ignored the 

social norms of the people of the Middle 
East. Instead, they introduced principles 
of purely functional and rational design 
drawn up in Western countries. Most of 
these modem standards, whether relating 
to sanitation, communal living, or 
assumptions about privacy and comfort, 
are inapplicable to Algeria and to the 
countries of the Middle East. 

Thirdly, modem architecture in Algeria 
has apparently failed to take into 
consideration local resources, whether in 
terms of materials, labour, technology or 
finance. Many new projects are still 
designed in Algeria according to modern 
systems of building and very often their 
execution necessitates the importation not 
only of building material and building 
equipment, but also of skilled labour. This 
situation has many implications for 
building supply. Among these are delays 
during construction, high costs, problems 
of maintenance after completion and 
difficulties in replacing deteriorated parts. 

Another major problem of construction 
is the shortage of building materials. To 
satisfy demand, for example, no less than 
two million tons of cement are imported 
each year. The shortage of skilled labour 
and of professionals such as architects and 
engineers is also significant. Only a small 
percentage of Algerian labour has the 
necessary qualifications to use modern 
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construction techniques. In parallel with 
this situation, the cost of construction has 
increased rapidly. The total budget 
allocated for a building is very often 
consumed before its completion, which 
leads to long delays while more finance 
is found . 

Finally, modern architecture may be 
seen as culturally destructive, since it does 
not seem to make any reference to the 
region's traditional architectural heritage. 
According to Professor Dogam Kuban, 
"the physical components of the city 
image have no equivalent components in 
society and in the minds and behaviour 
of individuals" (1983, p.54). Some argue 
that because of this many people in the 
Middle East feel disorientated in an 
environment which has changed so much. 

These dilemmas are not new; nor are 
they unique to Algeria or the Middle East. 
However, it is our purpose here to try to 
define regionalism, a notion which has 
been proposed as a potential solution for 
these problems. Much of the construction 
work undertaken today in these countries, 
it has been claimed, falls into this cate
gory. However, a review of the literature 

Below: The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
Algiers, designed in 1956 by Italian 
architects. This is the first manifestation 
of post-modern architecture in Algeria. 

11111 
II 

IIII 
11 II 
II I 'I 



MIMAR 36 

which attempts to identify and define 
regionalism not only demonstrates the 
divergences of definition, but also reveals 
the complexity, confusion and subjecti
vity of this literature. One theme which 
commonly occurs is that regionalism is 
seen as a reaction against the universality 
and uniformity of modern architecture. 

Now it is essential to define this con
cept as clearly as possible before any 
evaluation of its appropriateness as a 
design solution can be attempted. The 
method adopted here, is to extract 
definitions of regionalism through an 
examination of the objectives and 
methods of implementation advocated in 
the literature. Four main objectives have 
been identified. 

One announced objective is to build in 
harmony with social needs. Authors 
advocating this objective can be grouped 
into two main categories, according to the 
means they advocate of achieving it. In 
one category are those arguing that 
harmony with social needs can be 
achieved if consideration is given during 
the design stage of a building to the life
style oflocal people, and in particular to 
that of the future users of a building. 
Those in the other category consider that 
harmony with social needs can be 
achieved through the satisfaction of 
human emotional demands, as interpreted 
by the architect and incorporated into 
building design. User participation 
methods are proposed for integrating the 
local lifestyles into the design. However, 
this method is complex and research is 
still being carried out to test its 
appropriateness. 

The second objective of regionalism is 
to build in harmony with local resources. 
'Local materials' and 'local technology' 
are the two factors most frequently 
referred to. But it appears that there is 
little or no common agreement among 
authors about what they mean when they 
speak of 'local materials'. On the one 
hand, authors define local materials as 
only those indigenous to a specific region 
(Chitty, 1958, p.400; Full, 1981, p.43; 
Spence, 1985, p.24; Ragon, 1987, p .16). 
Others consider that 'local materials' 
means those which are locally available. 
This includes not only indigenous 
materials, but also any modern ones 
produced locally (Yeang, 1981, p.47; 
Sharky, 1985, p.81). 

Moreover, there are authors (like Li) 
who do not distinguish between locally 
available materials and those that are 
imported; yet both local and imported 
materials are to be found today, in most 
places. It is sometimes cheaper to import 
certain materials than it is to use locally 
produced ones. Nevertheless, the cost of 
the imported product should be 
considered before accepting this 

argument, since economic factors are 
among the major problems faced today, 
particularly in developing countries. 

Similarly, there is no general agreement 
about exactly what is meant by 'local 
technology', and how it should be used 
in new buildings to achieve regionalist 
architecture. Proposals fall into two 
categories: some authors .define local 
technology as traditional craft techniques 
and propose the use of this craftsmanship 
and indigenous techniques in the design 
of new buildings (Full, 1981, p.43). 
Others propose a combination of 
traditional craft techniques and modern 
technology. They explain that this could 
be achieved by combining extremely 
modern materials with traditional ones, 
by giving more attention to finishes . 
Craftsmanship, in our opinion, should be 
incorporated into the design for new 
buildings only in regions where it is still 
alive - since in some regions craftsmen 
with traditional skills no longer exist. 

The third objective of regionalism is to 
build in harmony with the geographical 
characteristics of a region. The geographi
cal elements referred to are mainly climate 
and topography. Climate appears to be a 
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rich theme in this. Some authors consider 
it as a determining factor in architectural 
regionalism. This latter view usually 
derives from the belief that regional 
architecture in the past was shaped by 
climatic conditions. Li challenges this 
argument; he contends that climate is no 
longer a critical factor since the intro
duction into buildings of mechanical 
systems, such as air conditioning, can 
solve any climatic problem. However, Li 
seems to ignore the increasing wave of 
criticism regarding the use of air
conditioning systems, especially in the hot 
climate of the Middle East. 

To achieve this objective, three princi
pal methods are proposed. The first is the 
reinterpretation of traditional climatic 
devices for use in new buildings . 
Examples of the use of these methods are 
found in projects such as the University 
of Qatar, designed by the architect Kamel 

Below: The University of Qatar, designed 
by Kamel El Kafrawi; the wind catchers 
provide cool air inside the building, and 
offer a new interpretation of traditional 
devices rather than air-conditioning 
systems. 
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Opposite and above: Three views of the 
Sidi Fredj tourist village, designed by the 
French architect Ferdinand Pouillon, 
reflecting a regionalist approach. Although 
in the modem idiom, the design retains 
traditional architectural elements including 
courtyards, arches and domes. 

EI-Kafrawi; he reinterprets the principles 
of wind catchers in a modern way, using 
contemporary technology, to provide 
cool air and reduce humidity inside the 
building. The second method proposes to 
correlate the form and organisation of 
buildings, and urban development, with 
the climatic conditions of a particular 
region. The third method is to create 
visual links with common natural 
features, and to integrate a building into 
the landscape, using sympathetic forms 
and materials. 

The fourth objective of regionalism is 
to build in harmony with the existing 
built form. This objective seems to char
acterize best the concept of regionalism. 
Its concern is with the physical and 
aesthetic aspects of a building, aiming to 
retain the specific architectural character 
of each region by reviving an older, local 
style. This aim is best summed up by 

Abel's definition of regionalism, " ... an 
attempt to put back into architecture what 
modern architecture has taken out, 
principally the continuity in a given place 
between past and present forms of 
building" (Abel, 1986, p.37) . 

One strategy proposed to attain this 
objective is to relate new buildings to the 
specific architectural character of a 
particular region. This is achieved by 
examining critically and comprehensively 
the existing buildings; their scale, their 
facade treatments, the open spaces, the 
spatial organization and circulation 
pattern, and then fusing these with the 
contemporary needs of people and 
modern technology. This does not mean 
a simplistic copying of old forms and 
ornamentation, which would not only 
add to the existing visual chaos, but also 
prevent any change or innovation in 
design. 

Other strategies proposed to achieve 
harmony with the existing built form 
encourage a different approach to past 
styles and architectural heritage, such as 
the preservation, restoration, and 
rehabilitation of existing traditional 
buildings as an alternative to new building 
wherever possible. It must be noted that 
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these operations should be limited to 
specific buildings, since not all old 
buildings are worthy of being preserved. 

Examples of a regionalist approach can 
be found in French architect Ferdinand 
Pouillon's designs for tourist villages in 
the northern part of Algeria. The late 
Pouillon was preoccupied with the idea 
of modern building as an analogue of the 
traditional urban fabric of Ghardaia, a 
town in the Algerian Sahara, which he 
began to study many years ago. In his 
design, Pouillon succeeded in translating 
the principles of desert towns into a 
modern idiom, using modern technology 
and materials. Traditional architectural 
elements which he retained include the 
courtyard, arches, domes, windowless 
walls, meandering ambiguous spaces and 
narrow streets. Sometimes he also uses 
ceramic on walls and combines arches so 
as to give a subtle play of light. 

The regionalist approach in Algeria 
is reflected also in Riad el Feth cultural 
and commercial complex, with its 
Moudjahid museum and Makham ech 
Chahid monument, and the Palais de la 
Culture. This complex was built for the 
celebration of the twentieth anniversary 
of Algerian independence. The form of 
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Left: Makham ech Chahid monument -
part of the cultural and commercial 
complex. The form echoes a palm tree, 
which symbolises victory in Algiers. The 
monument has become a 'beacon' of 
Algiers. 

the monument echoes that of the palm 
tree, which in Algerian culture symbolises 
victory. The structure is 90 metres high 
and was conceived as a pre-cast concrete 
system, with three independent palm trees 
joined together at the top. Today, this 
monument is the beacon of Algiers. The 
museum and the Palais de la Culture are, 
also, intriguing attempts at fusing 
regional, nat~onal, and colonial 
architectural types. 

How these four objectives of 
regionalism have been defined and applied 
is influenced by the context of a building, 
and in some cases the objectives appear 
to be inapplicable. For instance, how is 
harmony with existing, traditional built 
forms to be achieved on a completely 
virgin site? - or in an urban area, where 
all the existing buildings are modem ones? 
Another problem is how to achieve 
harmony with local resources where these 
are inadequate to respond rapidly to the 
need for extensive building supplies, as is 
the case in Algeria. 

Although regionalism appears to offer 
solutions for both urban and rural areas, 
the greatest number of projects described 
in the literature on regionalism are small
scale buildings, mainly individual houses 
in rural areas. However, the problem that 
modern architecture has tried to resolve 
in Algeria is an urban one; namely, how 
to supply a large number of different 
building-types, particularly housing, 
rapidly and at low cost. Thus, any 
solution proposing to replace modem 
architecture should consider these needs. 
Regionalism as described does not appear 
to consider these factors. 

Various phenomena characteristic of 
the present climate act against the 
development of regionalism. These 
phenomena are the international media, 
the sophistication of travel and 
communication, economic growth, the 
standardization of building elements and 
building systems, the rising cost of 
traditional skills and materials, and finally, 
the emergence and multiplication oflegal 
requirements. The existence of these 
factors suggests that any decision to adopt 
regionalism as a solution would be 
realistic only if detailed consideration was 
given to them. Any strategies that attempt 
to apply regionalism in a general way 
must take these phenomena into account. 

A comparison between the objectives 
of regionalism and the problems resulting 
from the adoption of modem architecture 
in Algeria and in the Middle East, 
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Above: The El-Moudjahid museum -
part of the Riadel Feth complex built in 
Algiers in 1985 by Lavalin, a Canadian 
company, for the celebration of the 
twentieth anniversary of Algerian 
independence. Regional, national and 
colonial architectural types all influenced 
the design. 

suggests that regionalism addresses these 
inherent problems only superficially. An 
analysis of several regionalist buildings, 
given as examples in the literature, 
illustrates that not all the objectives of 
regionalism were achieved. Those that 
have been successful vary according to the 
context of the project; urban or rural. In 
fact, little real consistency exists between 
the different methods employed; usually 
these differ from one project to another. 

Our study concludes that there is a gap 
between the theoretical objectives of 
regionalism and their achievement in 
practice. This gap persists because of an 
incompatibility between the objectives of 
regionalism and the specific context in 
which a building is to be erected. This 
suggests that any further attempt to adopt 
regionalism should begin by identifying 
relevant elements in each context and then 
proceed by understanding the relationship 
between them. To do this, considerable 
research should be conducted at both 
national and regional level, in order to 
assess the possibilities within each region. 
It is only on the basis of such research that 
the objectives of regionalism and methods 
for achieving them can be defined. The 
necessary research can be summarised in 
the following recommendations. 

The research should make an inventory 
of the following: 

The traditional architectural heritage, 
in terms of the type of building, their 
form and materials, and techniques 
used in their construction. 
A survey of current local life-styles not 
only in order to identify social needs, 
but also to define the pattern of daily 
activities. 
An assessment of the type ofbuildings 
required, based on findings of the life
style survey. 
A survey of the climate in the region 
to identify specific climatic feature and 
the problems they pose for design. 
A detailed assessment of economic 
factors, not only of the funding avail
able, but also of comparative costs of 
building materials and methods 
available. 
An assessment of the material 
available, not only locally, but also 
from other sources. 

A survey of the relevant labour 
available, not only in order to discover 
the types and levels of skills (including 
the number of people with traditional, 
local, craft skills), but also to assesss 
what training may be needed and/or 
the development of new skills. 

An assessment of the relevance of the 
existing regulations in relation to the 
objectives of regionalism, i.e. 
regulations about spatial planning, 
environmental protection, protection 
of cultural heritage, building and 
housing laws. 

An investigation of local policy and 
plans; to see to what extent they take 
into account the different cultural and 
geographical regions within their 
boundaries. 
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