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is only a hole in the floor sometimes without a ceiling or water supply.
(Abu-Baker, 3 March 1998. Interview No. 29)

Some interviewees focused upon the feeling of cultural inferiority within the local
community, especially those how had experienced other cultural contexts. They saw the
Siwan lifestyle, as they live it, as belonging to the medieval age. Thus, they believed that
it.was not suitable, but rather 'distressing,_when it came to a cross-cultural comparison.

If the guest is a Siwan it is not a problem because our houses are all alike,

but. now we have contact with people from outside, the thing is awful. (A
high school Siwan boy, 22 March 1998, Interview No. 18)

A comparison with other cultures outside the oasis while examining their own culture is
increasingly a trend among young Siwans. The clear influence of the media and television
is underpinning the evolution of new dimensions. of social values. Some interviewees
emphasised the role of imported images in conceptualising their ideas of comfort and
luxury and shaping their future dreams.

I wish I could have a bathroom like those I see on the TV, and since it is a

dream, I’ll have all the walls made out of ceramics. (A high school Siwan gitl,
21 March 1998. Interview No. 17)

The. cultural attitudes of traditional societies in general reflect a world view which is
based on constraint, mutual co-operation and a dependency on systems of existence
which are centuries old.

What has happened in Siwa is actually a.radical change in everything ...

starting with the introduction of TV broadcasting in 1976, which opened

the door to endless changes, and ended up by accepting education for

girls and acknowledging their right to choose their husbands and the style

of their houses. (Y. Adoule, 27 March 1998. Interview No. 61).
Traditional culture in Siwa today, like most Third World countries, is facing one of the
overreaching effects of globalization, the overtaking of one. culture by another, whether
through media and increasing communication systems or building and transformation of

the traditional built environment.

4.1.3. Economic factors

An economic influence has been a.third factor for change. Siwans interpret change as a
consequence of the inability of the traditional style to keep up with the prosperity of the
national and local economy and the fast pace of developmental needs.

Now, building using kerchief [mud] is an undesirable option. The labour
for good quality work [craftsmanship] is. expensive and the building
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process itself [for traditional style] needs a longer time than that for
concrete and brick buildings. The thing is if you have money, in one
month you can get yourself a complete house of concrete and brick.
(Sheikh A R. El-Demery, 18 March 1998. Interview No.49)

This viewpoint summarises the local factors as cost, availability, durability, level of skill,
time, comfort. and social acceptance. In a world that has encountered space-time
compression as part of an overall trend of globalization, both envirbnmental and socio-
economic influences blend to. produce a context for the evolution of modernity. On the
community level, the Siwans understand that the phenomenal change is a complex set of
interrelationships, including economics.

The traditional style has been confronted with the rise of the accumulated
water. But even in the higher areas people build in a new modem style, of
course this is linked to the intellectual level and cultural interests and also
connected to the economy, because to build by using the new style and
materials is cheaper and faster.(M. Tbrahim, 10 March 1998. Interview No. 35)

The choice between traditional architecture, with its vernacular style, and the modern
ways of construction with concrete and brick are a sort of personal and individual matter
within. the Siwan community. When the choices are made between the different
alternatives, it brings up some new experiences.

In the concrete and block house we can’t sleep before 3.00 am, we stay
outdoors... children can’t sleep and cry most of the night... If I open the
window the mosquitoes™ come in, if I shut the window it becomes hot,
and if I turn on the electric fan it brings hot air. This is problem number
one which puzzles me now... In the old Siwan houses one would never
feel hot. .. (Ottoman Kadura, 22 June 1997. Interview No. 10)

Construction by using concrete and blocks was wrong, it is true that it is
cleaner, cheaper and faster, but it is not climatically suitable. In summer, it
makes it hot, and in winter it makes it cold, while the kerchief [mud]
makes it cool in summer and warm in winter, Now people have started to
build one or two rooms of Kerchief in the backyard of their concrete
houses. (Ibrahim Abdul Allah, 11 June 1997. Interview No. 4)

The use of modern materials in new houses did not only interrupted the traditional style,
but was. also. climatically inappropriate. However, building materials were not the only
concern. The interviews showed that the impact of Modernity has extended also to

influence the organic relationship of house and garden. It was broken in a similar way to

%3 When the Siwans built in the plain, the risc of the water-table has caused several swamps between the
urban areas, hence the increase of mosquitoes in the houses.
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that of spring and garden in the new farms. However, when their vernacular style
changed, they observed the consequences of breaking up that recycling circuit.

The change in the house style influenced the garden, which has lost a
valuable element. Organic fertiliser is more useful, more convenient to
palm trees, unlike chemical fertiliser which needs to be added more often.
(Faies, 2 March 1998. Interview No. 27)

- These conflicting perspectives stimulated many responses at the community level, and
produced a new interpretation of Siwan built-form. The analysis of the Siwan story
shows the different approaches developed within the community to reinterpret traditional
architecture. These. approaches evolved as. collective experiences and combined to
produce a neo-vernacular style that is able to adopt new building materials and

techniques, meanwhile fulfilling the cultural and social needs of its inhabitants.

4.2. Local responses towards a neo-vernacular

The Siwan experience revealed that dwelling, as a phenomenon, indicates greater value
than just shelter, it is the lifestyle people acquire from their cultural experiences over a
long period. On a local level, they undertook adaptive strategies, but the analysis showed
that none of these has reached a communal application within the community the way old
traditions used to be. Many significant traditional elements, developed over a long time
of cultural survival, have been overcome, for example the four wing window, traditional
doors, palm trunk roofing (Figure 6-15), and also the traditional refuse recycling system.
It is a paradox, which the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur explained as “how to become
modern and to return to your source”.** The interviewees suggested an approach to deal
with this:

People.could return to the traditional style unconsciously, because of its
appropriateness. It could be through the leadership of a member of the
community to introduce a paradigm or pattern in which the community
may find a framework for the change. I may think of the change, but
without a framework it would be uncertain that any positive change can
occur. (Abu-Baker Ottoman, 18 February 1998. Interview No. 12)

The development of a framework on a cultural basis needs a time span long enough to
evolve collective experiences from everyday life events. Yet the analysis of the Siwan
response_to the phenomenal factors of change, environmental, social and economic,

indicated that the ongoing development of built environment signifies the emergence of

3 Ricoeur, P. (1965:273). Universal Civilisation and National Cultures. In: History and Truth.
Evanston: 271-284
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that framework. The Siwans have moved away from the stage of the early impact of
modernity, which expressed a “passiveness” in the community, when the community had
to absorb imported information and techniques as they were, and they had to accept new

materials and new ways of building and design without reference to cultural experience.
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Figure 6-15. Traditional elements should be considered in
an architectural design that expresses the individuality of local vernacular

During the last two decades the Siwans have been re-examining the qualities of their
traditional built environment and developing an adjustment strategy in order to remedy
the consequences of the first stage. They were challenged by several technical, aesthetic

and cultural obstacles in their endeavour to develop a neo-vernacular.

The interviews pointed out that the outcome of the experience of living in a modern
house is their wish to return to the traditional one. They perceive “change” as the most
insistent “fact” in life. The change to the modemn was essential to the individuals as well
as the community because of many factors; now the traditional is required as well.

People have had the idea of building an extension or annex of concrete
and blocks to escape to in case of heavy rain, something like a refuge.
Now I am considering the idea of building a room of kerchief [mud] to
escape to in the hot weather. (Sheikh Omar Ragih, 25 June 1997. Interview No.
11)
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Two basic elements in traditional Siwan house construction that pose an almost identical
problem, hindering the return to traditional style, are the roof and walls. Alternative
roofing systems were viewed with mixed feelings. Some felt that the climate control
afforded by the traditional palm trunks and mud justifies their use. Others pointed to
problems of shortage of palm trees in relation to the pace of urbanisation and anticipated
difficulties in obtaining enough stock at an affordable price. Instead they suggested the
use of reinforced concrete slabs, properly insulated by the traditional materials, the
addition of a layer of olive leaves and mud. Other recommendations included interior
adjustments and more wall openings, adequate shade and appropriate orientation; they

referred to the quality of narrow streets in the old town.

For walls, the use of cement bricks or limestone blocks have been the only option in
Egypt since the 1970s. The cumulative effect of continuous removal of large quantities
of high-quality mud from the landscape of the Nile Delta resulted in the deterioration of
soil quality. The mud removed was sold off for construction. Legislation was passed to
prohibit the use of baked bricks. In Siwa, the same legislation is applied despite the
different characteristics of the Siwan soil, which needs special treatment as shown in
Chapter Five. Sheikh Ragih alluded to this fact in an unrecorded discussion. He saw the

application of this regulation in Siwa as a hindrance to the traditional style.

Instead of rejecting utterly the new materials, concrete houses were adapted to solve the
climatic problem. A scientific fact is that hot air goes up; unlike timber roofing, concrete
roofs keep hot air underneath. The Siwans developed an understanding of this
phenomenon. In the houses built after 1995, I realised that they kept the height of
ceilings to four and half meters, instead of the three metre height common in concrete
buildings following the standards of the International Style. They also place a number of
windows fairly high with the openings placed in opposite sides. Thus the hot air goes out
and the inside is cool enough. Although the Siwans followed a “do-it-yourself”
technique, this interpretation of the adaptation of modern material in a climatic response

is widely highlighted in many climate-sensitive architectural works world-wide.”

% See for example: Powell, R. (1989:27) the work of Ken Yeang in Malaysia which exhibited the same
strategy, especially his design for the Dason house; Steele, J. (1997a:130). Architecture for People,
the Complete Work of Hassan Fathy. London: Thames and Hudson. The work of Fathy also clearly
expressed a climatic response; an example is found in Nassif house in Jedda.
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The framework also adopted a new approach to urbanism. The traditional Islamic
division of urban space into three categories of public, semi-public and private spaces has
been reinterpreted to fit with a traditional/modern lifestyle. The neo-vernacular style
produced a new tripartite organisation consisting of public, semi-private and private
spaces. This interpretation has brought a new architectural element to the Siwan

vernacular architecture, the Loggia (Figure 6-16).
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Figure 6-16. Neo-vernacular architectural design
for a new Siwan house

The loggias on the side facing the street were an architectural element imported from the
North Coast. In Siwa, it is an innovation, which can only be found in the neo-vernacular
buildings ( see Figure 6-9). It works as a middle space between the public street and the
inner private part of the house. The Siwans interpret the loggia as a symbolic as well as
functional element.

The loggia is. something new to Siwa, but it is not bad. We bave found
that constructing a loggia on the western side of the marboua [sitting
room] gives good shade, keeps the sun away from the wall and makes the
room cool in the evening. (Sheikh A.R Othman, 14 March 1998. Interview No.39)

The interviews indicated that the introduction of a loggia in the architecture of Siwa is a
natural development to the vernacular built-forms in the Siwan community. They refer to
the different historical stages of the development of their built environment since they
established their first settlement in Shali. They interpret the current change as a new
stage, after those of Shali and of the extensions outside the Wall illustrated in Chapter
Four. Meanwhile they see that the new strategy is relevant for dwellings in both urban

and suburban settings.



152

Because our house is in suburbia and surrounded by gardens, we enjoy
having a loggia, which we have as a family setting in the hot evenings. (A
Siwan woman, 26 February 1998, Interview No. 22)

The change encouraged many of the Siwan families to built new houses in their gardens,
which is also a new attitude in the community and a significant sign of the development
of their sense. of dwelling. Although the previous studies. suggested that women were
reluctant to leave the old town and dwell in the suburbs because of the freedom they felt
in Shali,*® my interviews with Siwan women pointed out a different perspective.

In my place, it’s fairly comfortable because it’s away from the centre of
Siwa city and with all the family houses in the middle of the gardens, we
feel more free to go out from a house to a house without covering all
over...There are no strangers around. We only use the traditional cover

when we. go on a visit_in Siwa. town. (A Siwan woman, 22 March 1998.
Interview No. 54)

The interpretation of life in the suburbs relied on cultural meaning, where the traditional
division of space, once again, has been reinterpreted. Building a house in the garden
produced. a more flexible framework for the inhabitants, The po,tential of the place-form
helped the “merging” of the houses into the landscape.’” The strong textures of the
gardens made it possible for the house to blend into the site and gave the impression of
being at one with the surroundings. The neo-vernacular style in the suburb dwellings
arranged space as: public, semi-public, semi-private and private spaces; which has
become a wonderful extra for the Siwan women.

The life in the town centre lacks the freedom we feel in suburbia... in
town, a woman has to look carefully before going out of her door and she

has. to. be covered all over, only one eye is allowed to appear. (A Siwan
woman, 4 March 1998, Interview No. 30)

People were encouraged to inhabit new settlements, like Abou-Shrouf, and started to
modify nuclear houses and give them cultural significance (Figure 6-17). They also apply
some. traditional elements such as the unroofed kitchen and.the traditional recycling of
humans refuse. The movement to the suburbs was not restricted to the families involved
in the clearance of the collapsed houses. The suburbs provided opportunities, freedom,
choice, and improved quality of life. Yet the suburbs are physically attached to the town,
the social cohesion and communal life still influence the daily meeting of fellow men and
women. The Siwans understand the change of built environment as a necessity to the

growth of the community, which only means a longer trip for daily activity.

% Fakhry, A. (1974); Kaufmann, (1993) ,
3 Moore, C. &al (1974). The Place of Houses. Canada: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.
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Figure 6-17. House plan in Abou-Shrouf before and after modification

4.3. Discussion of local strategy of resistance

The interrelationship between Siwans and nature is more influential than simply a matter
of self-orientation with the surrounding landscapes.®® It is a deeper process, through
which they identified the qualities of their particular place. Their identifications of layers
of space distinguished one place from another and revealed place identity; evidence in the
domain of natural space were shown in Chapter Five. In the domain of private space
however, the identifications are manifested in the tactile attitude of the new houses,
obtained by non-plastered walls, by unpaved passageways, and by earth patios. The
concern for tectonic forms is expressed in the austere facades and the massive blank

walls with small windows, despite the use of structural building.

38 Lynch, K. (1960).
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The reinterpretation of regional conditions has helped the Siwans to develop their neo-
vernacular architecture. Thus.this development was built upon an involvement with the
context. Their endeavour pursued a true sense of dwelling, a deep awelling. In contrast,
the official architecture is still lacking this sense of place-making which stresses the
totality of the experience of built environment. The official endeavour seemed to offer a
“shelter”, a sort of built environment that carries a sense of a shallow dwelling, Thus the
essential purpose of architecture is defined as a “foothold”. Norberg-Schulz wrote:

The basic act of architecture. is therefore to. understand the ‘vocation’ of
the place. In this way we protect the earth and become ourselves part of a
comprehensive. totality. What is advocated here is not some kind of
environmental determinism. We only recognise that man is an integral part
of the environment, and that it can only lead to human alienation and
environmental disruption if he forgets that. To belong to a place means to
have an existential foothold, in a concrete everyday sense.*

A cultural framework should be. a reflection of people’s real needs and an expression of
their identity. However, some voices elucidated the fact that under the external impact of
modernity, the chances to develop fully such a framework could be ineffectual.

Today, Siwans interact with tourists, with people from outside of a
different mentality such as official employees and teachers, and also they
watch TV; doing all this without backup of sufficient knowledge is not

healthy. Once they see something in the TV they say ‘this is the life’.
(Ahmed El-Seanosy, 25 March 1998. Interview No. 58)

But. perhaps the Siwans achieve a sense of the dilemmas’ importance and seriousness.
They did not continue with either methodologies or social transformations that would
have separated them away from their culture. The authentic approaches they have chosen
have been valid for surviving the impact of modemity so far, and to move them forward
towards a new stage in which the community expressed a sense of self-activeness. The

next chapter attempts to explore this stage within social space.

Summary

This.chapter began by questioning the validity of vernacular architecture, and whether it
is authentic or backward. The quotation in the first paragraph indicated that vernacular
architecture is not just a building type; rather, it is a lifestyle people acquire from a long
interrelationship with a specific context, involving phenomenological relationships.
Therefore. the investigation started by asking whether vernacular architecture is able to

provide elements of design that can withstand the impact of modernity.

" Norberg-Schulz, C. (1980a:23).
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The review of historical aspects of Siwan built environment led to a fundamental
question: how valid is the experience and memory of the past for the present and future
development of built environment? The analysis indicated the relevance of many elements
of the vernacular architectural type to the social/cultural interpretations of the meaning of

“home”, as well as the perception of space/place, within the Siwan community.

The chapter analysed the phenomenal change in the Siwan built environment from both
official and local sides. Despite all the evident official shortcomings in the field of
housing, the officials of Siwa claimed in their documents that Siwa never experienced the

well-known Egyptian problem of “housing crisis”.*

Building under new environmental, social and economic conditions, the Siwans have
learned, through everyday life experiences, to solve their problems by collaborating with
the vernacular style. The neo-vernacular architecture of Siwa, at a micro level, expresses
potentials for a strategy of critical regionalism based upon appropriate practical

responses to modern impact in an extremely arid and hostile environment.

There are many dynamic factors which have helped to shape the decisions Siwans made
about the physical nature of their built environment. It is important to track the linking of
these decision-making factors to external forces influencing remote communities in order
to arrive at a clear understanding of how traditional forms give way to new ones, both in
material culture such as built environment and also in the socio-cultural context. The
following chapter discusses the factors which have influenced social change in Siwa. It
also analyses adaptive strategies in both social space and social structure adopted in

order to confront the impact of modernity.

“0 El-Shafie, M. (1999). A Phenomenological Inquiry into Remote Communities Development Plans:
The Case of Siwa Oasis. In: Zymurgix: The Fourth New Zealand National Postgraduate Conference,
Dunedin. 28-30" November 1997. Pp: 67-75.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
IDENTITY AND SOCIAL SPACE

A tribal society has existed in Siwa for more than eight centuries. Does it continue into
the present time, in spite of many external impacts, or has it been superseded altogether?
In this chapter I reflect in more depth upon socio-cultural factors in the Siwan
community which have influenced their interpretation of place. One thread of the analysis
is that the identities of places are a product of social actions within three layers of space:
natural, private, and public. ‘This is revealed in the ways in which the Siwans construct
their own representation of place. Chapter Four explored how the settlement grew over
time and immediately raises questions of ailthenticity in the development of built
environment. What is authentic? What is’ vernacular? And who has the right to decide?
Chapters Five and Six demonstrated how built environment has been always value laden
and carried different layers of meaning. The identities of places and dwellings are
frequently linked to socio-cultural identities, where the built environment acts as a

medium for social interaction.

This chapter explores the third theme of the thesis: local identity is manifested in social
spdce. It suggests that social space is the realm in which people build layers of cultural
meanings, where a local identity can “dwell”. The chapter attempts to examine such
layers in “public space”. The analysis focuses upon aspects of social space in the past
and under the impact of modernity. The chapter also analyses the official and local
versions of the story of “development” to reveal strategies of adaptation to the current
changes, its influence on the social structure and the experience of Siwan identity. In this
respect it is complementary to the previous two chapters, and together they constitute an
analytical perspective on the Siwa case study. The chapter begins by questioning the

taken-for-granted view and how it may affect our understanding of the social world.

1. Fourth reflection: Taken-for-granted views

My investigation into the social life of the Siwan community was influenced by a taken-
for-granted idea about life in Egypt. I have to admit that I went to Siwa on the first visit
with a stereotyped perspective about tribal structure, and had assumed that its role was
similar to that in other localities on the periphery of the Nile Valley. I certainly
transposed the traditional image of the “mayor” in other Egyptian villages onto the

Siwan sheikhs, and my idea of Siwa as a remote community was very much influenced by
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my perspective of the other rural towns and small cities in the country. Indeed the
outward appearance of the society was almost the same, with a concrete city council
building, the large police station and the standard schools and mosques. These urban
building types recalled at once the influence of a central administrative department. This
was the product of the social structure after the 1952 revolution and the agrarian reform
which brought with it a government hegemony over agriculture and rural society in

Egypt. My expectations included Siwa within this hegemony.

My initial interviews with a local political committee, consisting of a sheikh of a tribe, the
head of the local assembly of Siwa city and a Siwan member of parliament, appeared to
give me the perspective of the local community. They insisted that political life in Siwa is
a reflection of the political structure of Egypt. That was true, but it was not the whole
truth. The investigation of the role of sheikhs and. the representation of “power” as well
as the responses which I received from the interviewees in 1997 were always consistent.
They. affirmed that the role of the tribal structure remains in the present as it was in the

past. But even the consistency of the story did not add to my understanding.

The. major outcome of my second fieldwork trip to Siwa, in 1998, was a change in my
own perspective. It was wrong to project my old taken-for-granted theories onto the
Siwan society. Although my first visit was successful in terms of self-reflection and self-
adaptation into the community, those preconceived ideas had limited my insight into

capturing the real picture of Siwan social life.

My perspective changed when I found that the president of the Siwa City Council had
been replaced. Although on my first visit many Siwans assured me that on my next visit
to Siwa I might not find the same man, I thought this might be a local bias. That official
had.been in the post since 1991. Given his military past I was not very sure about the
suspicions of my interviewees. However in 1998 they acknowledged the difference.

Now we have a different man with a different background and a different
approach...can’t you see the difference, it is all around you all over the
place. (Deab, 5 March 1998, Interview No. 31).

The difference between the approaches of the two officials was expressed in the built
environment. It appeared immediately in the central area of Siwa city. Heaps of rubbish

and waste.in the roads and the main Souk [open-air marketplace] area had disappeared.
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There were new walkways with new- kerbs, and a new green area at the side of the big
mosque and in front of the City Council. Although it was hard to believe that a green
area could exist in such a harsh environment without being useful and purposeful, this
time. it was “green” only for visual pleasure; the start of what I would term “official”
green in the urban landscape of Siwa city. This all happened in eight months. It was
clearly important to know more about the man behind this change.

The new president of the city council was an agricultural engineer, who had worked in
the Western Desert as president of a small town next to Al-Alymen. The Siwans told me
that “his reputation came before him”. He started with the sheikhs, telling them that he
was.an official employee and that his main objective was to offer his knowledge and
expertise to the local people of the community. They accepted this framework positively.

He is not like the previous president,“who‘ used to work all day long
considering Siwa as his own farm...he limited his work to the official

working hours and also within the official working places. (Ibrahim Salama,
11 March 1998. Interview No.38)

Given the nature of community work, 1 could not fully agree with the local perspective.
From my observation in 1997, when I saw the previous president in the coffee shops in
the souk on several evenings, I thought that community work would occupy more_than
the official working hours. Actually I interviewed the former president after working
hours as well. From this paradox my insight emerged. It became clear to me that the
difference between the two approaches has an inherent relationship with the role of the

tribes. 1 learned my lesson: not to take for granted everything as told to me.

2. Social space as a situated social order

It is important to investigate how Siwa as “place” has become invested with meanings
through the development of human and mythological associations. In such a harsh
context, how have the cultural practices influenced the construction of social space? And
what role does the built environment play? The analysis indicated that the construction of
social space.in Siwa depended in large part on separation from the Egyptian context, by
distingufshing between the two spheres of national and local. This was represented in
turn in both spatial and societal contexts. In this section of the chapter, I seek to analyse

the significance of this phenomenon for the experience of built environment in Siwa.
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Activity spaces, even in an isolated community such as Siwa, may differ greatly among
different individuals and agencies. Chapter Five showed how activity space varies within.
the realm of natural space: for example, between the activity spaces of the everyday life
of a Siwan farmer or a Siwan woman. This routine pattern may change occasionally with
events that create different meanings of space. These events may also stretch social space
in ever.extending rings, which may continue beyond the bounded space of locality. In
Siwa for example, as an Islamic society, all men and women have a chance for a once-in-

a lifetime overseas trip to Mecca for Pilgrimage, as this chapter later explains.

From the research findings, two intertwined themes emerged from the particularity of
local identity and influenced the construction of the Siwan built. environment: the layers
of social space and the tribal social order. The following subsections investigate these
themes as to how they integrate inner and outer horizons of both nature and people, and

provide an understanding of built environment as being both closure and opening.

2.1. Layers of cultural meaning in social space

The analysis identified three layers of traditional social space that manifested the
experience of the Siwan built environment. They were the meeting places at the Pergola,
which work on the neighbourhood level; Eid-el-Syaha, a community festival at the hill of
el Dakrure, which works on the oasis level; and EI-Hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca, which

occurs on the international level.

2.1.1.. Layer one, at the neighbourhood level: the pergola

The first layer of traditional social space in the Siwan built environment is that of meeting
places. This layer works at the level of individuals who participate and share the
experience, and it is limited to particular places within the urban area. Socialisation and
meeting with other men several times every day is an important activity in the life of any
Siwan man. Yet meeting places differ according to the space and time of the meetings.

In the evening everyone would sit with his friends for one. or two hours,
usually in the marboua. But during the day they sit in the shaded pergola
where the. men can spend some time doing handicraft and talking. The
pergola is open from both sides to allow the air to pass through. (Tbrahim
Abdul Allah, 1 June 1997. Interview No.4)

The previous chapters revealed the significance of different kinds of space for the

identification of place meaning, Places like the shade beside a spring: or artesian. well
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within the garden as well as the marboua [sitting room] in the domain of the house
signify the differentiation between natural and private spheres. However they represent a
semi-private space within the built environment. In thé context of the public domain, the
key meeting places for the neighbourhoods are the pergola structures. The pergola is
considered a semi-public space, where anybody can approach at any time.! As a meeting
place it. was the first public institution in Siwa and a true Siwan invention. The meeting
place is of particular importance in the construction of cultural landscape.

In the pergola men from the same area can sit together in the hot
afternoons to talk and argue about different aspects of life, while the
youth and younger boys sit and listen to take useful lessons out of the real
life experiences of the elders. (Faies, 2 March 1998. Interview No.27)

The organised meeting places in Shali struck me, first of all, as extremely functional.
They are simple, elementary and do not offer any surprises to the surroundings, as they
are in the middle of the residential area (Figure 7-1). Their architecture is an expression
of a climatic response and cultural articulation. The pergola is usually sited away from
the doors of surrounding houses and is closed to the side facing nearby homes. The early
meeting places had an architectural form different than those of the house, the mosque,
and the garden. The seating in the meeting places is placed above the earth by way of
built in benches, so men could assemble. The role of the pergola extends well beyond its
immediate function, as it reveals a social dimension of creating identity.

That was a way to have a reciprocal feeling between people instead of the
isolation and loneliness in front of a TV nowadays for example. Also there
was a chance in that meeting place to know about narratives from the past
and stories about the present. It was a way to let people participate in the
current events, for example to help someone to build his house or visit an
ill person or even in special events like burying a dead person and helping
his family. (Sheikh AR Othman, 14 June 1997. Interview No. 39) '

The. term meeting place. suggests that a shaded pergola was not intended as a visiting
place like the marboua or a garden shade, nor as a place where certain values are kepf
and revealed. as. in the big room attached to every mosque. In the meeting places men
come together as individuals, and sometimes they accompany their sons. They also use
the shaded pergolas as a workshop to practice traditional handicrafts. The Siwans linked

the traditional meeting places to the way in which the cultural values were enacted.

' The Pergola may be considered a semi-public space for two reasons: 1) when it was within the walled
town, no outsiders were allowed to be there, and even when it has become outside the wall, it was
signified as a “Siwan” meeting_place; 2) women were. not allowed to involve in the sefting of the
pergola. While the public space was understood as the domain of public interaction of every one.
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Figure 7-1. Shaded Pergola in front of a Siwan traditional mud
house appears as a complementary element to the architecture of the house.

Figure 7-2. The climatic response of the pergola adds
to its function as a meeting place, it also works as a playground
for young children during the day
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The significance of meeting places in a tribal society such as Siwa is that it offers the
“medium”.> Whether this medium is termed “place” or, as Giddens suggests, “locale”, its
important_ feature is to ensures the provision of face-to-face interaction. These places
were also seen from an ethnomethodological viewpoint as a medium; for example,

As the writings of Garfinkel in particular have made clear...the settings
of interaction cannot be regarded only as the ‘backdrop’ or the given
physical ‘environment’ of interaction, but are actively organised by
participants in the production and reproduction of that interaction...In
tribal societies the primacy of face-to-face interaction in locales with only
limited internal regionalisation means that individuals normally have a
detailed awareness of their own ‘time-demography’.?

The shaded pergolas within the urban area served the fundamental function of bringing
the male Siwans together. The architectural design of these settings reflected an
understanding of both the social and psychological needs of the inhabjtants (Figure7-2).
As Massey and Jess put it:

[The] notion of community as requiring face-to-face interaction...has
much in common with notions of ‘place as community’. Such face-to-face
contacts are said to be ‘authentic’. If there is no distance between people,
the reasoning goes, then their communication can be immediate and direct
- unmediated. ..the very lack of spatial distance can give a community-in-
one-place an authenticity which would otherwise not be possible.*

Leaming process in a traditional context owes much to the passing on of experience
from generation to generation through narrative and storytelling, as well as observing
and contributing in cultural practices.” Community life is not just belonging to ideological
relations or an ethnic group. It is mainly the way in which everyday practices exhibit a
communal understanding of social needs as well as a communal wish to share

experiences and events.® The pergola offered this at the neighbourhood level.

2.1.2.. Layer two, at the community level: el-Dakrure festival

According to Durkheim, a society is regarded as a necessarily clearly bounded and
distinct entity. In Siwa, the provision of semi-public space at the first layer extended to
form community space at the second layer. The community meeting place at the

mountain of el-Dakrure provided a setting for both religious and local celebration.

Giddens, (1981-1995).

Ibid. p:161

Massey, D. & Jess, P. (1995:73). A Place in the World? New York: Oxford University Press.
Burke, K. (1989). On Symbols and Society. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

See for example: Maser, C. (1996); Marcus, C..(1993); Rapoport, A. (1990)..
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The Dakrure festival is a significant event which the Siwans have kept, in addition to the
two religious feasts of Muslims, over time. ’ The festival is called Eid el-Syaha [Tourism
Festival], where the Siwans themselves are the tourists.. It occurs during the full moon of
October every year. The men and children of the community move to the mountain of el-
Dakrure and camp there for three days. Women stay in town and enjoy a time of
freedom. Girls who accompany their fathers or uncles return to the city before the sunset
and go back to the mountain the next morning. As the festival provides a reasonable

chance for socialising, many girls get engaged at that time.

Although the Siwans pride themselves on retaining “old traditions”, in which religious
observance penetrates every aspect of life, the blend of Islamic and local myth was
revealed in interwoven practices during the three day festival.® El-Dakrure festival offers
sustainability of the particularity of culture. There people share food, find time. to talk

about their problems and find solutions for disagreements between individuals.

The significance of the festival comes from the appropriateness of its time. in October.
For Siwa, this time is the best possible climatically with not much heat and humidity. For
the Siwans it is the time of “no more work to do in the gardens”, as they wait for the
harvest season. In addition to its role as a leisure time, the festival also offers a time for
arranging and preparing agreements about social and agricultural issues. This intimate
connection between time and space was a feature of pre-modern societies. Giddens
explains,

All pre-modern. cultures possessed modes of calculation of time. The

calendar, for example, was as distinctive a feature of agrarian states as the

invention of writing...the basis of day-to-day life...always linked time

with space - and was usually imprecise and variable.”
In Siwa, space and place largely coincide, as the second layer social space. is dominated
by the “presence” of localised activities and face-to-face interaction. This layer extends
also to secure the legitimate control of a domain as their “territory of operation”, where,
as Giddens suggests, “the periodical movement of the whole society may be seen as one
»10

way in which the members of that society transcend spatial limitations of presence.

Although the Siwan society is not the type of nomadic society Giddens described, still

7 Muslims celebrate two Feasts: Al-Feetre, which is the Day-of-Breakfast afier the fasting month of
Ramadan, and A/-4Adhy, which is the Day of E/-Hajj [the Pilgrimage in Mecca]

8 El-Rifaie, H. (1932).

® Cassell, P. (1993:17). The Giddens Reader. California; Stanford University Press.



164

they require a kind of place identification. If “territoriality” is taken to mean the
formation of a type of authority over resources, then the Siwans needed to claim

legitimate dominion over a specific spatial area.

Recently, as the oasis has become well known to travellers, many Europeans come to
share this festival with the Siwans. Since 1993 it has been developed into a tourist
attraction, promoted by both locals and officials. They also use the gathering of local
inhabitants to hold workshops covering diverse disciplines, concerning political parties,
agricultural issues, health caré, social and educational problems and religious advice. It
has become the most important local event in the oasis. Yet this layer of social space,
like the previous one, grounded their sense of dwelling in the closure of a bounded
space/place. The third layer of public space therefore extends the experience of built
environment to an open space, while it integrates and ultimately ensures equality of
public space. This higher, divine, opéning of global space is represented by the religious

pilgrimage to Mecca in Arabia. The following sub-section explores this event.

2.1.3. Layer three, at the global level: The pilgrimage

The third layer of social space links the Siwans to the world beyond the limits of their
oasis through the religious ritual of EI Hajj [the Pilgrimage to Mecca]. It is a significant
event in the life of Muslims world-wide. In former times people had to travel in caravans
using camels, hence the rituals for the journey were treated with great respect. Some of
these rituals are still preserved mixed with local myth throughout the Islamic world. In

Siwa the travellers start their journey about a month before the Hajj time."'

The journey of Hajj raises an important question: how does this layer of social space
integrate the phenomenological notions of “dwelling” and “at homeness” in the Siwan
| experience? I have referred to the Koran to find an answer from an Islamic perspective.
It states that “The first house has been established for people, that is consecrated in
Mecca”; “house” here means the house of God - the mosque. The initial meaning of the
verse is that this house is the first place for worshipping which God offered to mankind. 12
That house is located in Mecca, in the middle of a barren valley in the Arabian Desert. It

1% Giddens, A. (1981-1995:95).

' In Cairo, people from all over the country who are going to the pilgrimage would take one of the
many flights which fly continuously between Cairo and Jeddah to carry more than forty thousand
Egyptian Muslims. Then they bus to Mecca to join about two million Muslims in the Hajj ceremony.

'2 Aba Al-Khail, A. (1993:74).
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is a fourfold hollow cube of stone; its origin goes back to the time of Abraham, who built
the fourfold walls.on a pre-existing foundation to fulfil the order of God. Its walls have
been many times re-built before and after Islam, but its ancient form and even its original
stones. have been preserved. Thus this house has been sacred and known by its current
name E/-Ka'aba since a long time before Islam, and it was filled with numerous idols and
symbols of different beliefs of various groups. Only with Islam in 620, and its summons

for monotheism, did the site become a “Sanctified Mosque”."

According to. Islamic belief, El-Ka’aba provides a symbolic home for people to dwell on
Earth. The call of Abraham, which has been a fundamental tenet of Muslims’ belief,
suggested that one should visit that “divinely given” home once in a lifetime. However
the meaning of this visit in Islam is to announce a full “Islam” [Submission] to The

Creator by accepting the Earth as a “home” for mortals.

This perspective reveals that a Muslim is “at home” as long as he or she is “in-the-
world”, under the sky and has access to visit El-Ka’aba. This notion had given the early
Muslims the understanding that “place” means something more than location; rather it is
dwelling by “staying with things”.'* Therefore they had moved from one place to another
to establish one centre after the other, while these centres, as Heidegger might suggest,
secure the fourfold regions.

In saving.the earth, in receiving the sky, in awaiting the divinities, in
initiating mortals, dwelling occurs as the fourfold preservation of the
fourfold. .. Dwelling preserves the fourfold by bringing the presencing of
the fourfold into things...Dwelling, insofar as it keeps or secures the
fourfold in things, is, as this keeping, a building."
For Heidegger, inhabiting the earth as a home must be understood in relation to the
entire world-structure. To dwell upon the earth is also to dwell, as mortal, beneath the
heavens and in sight of the divine greeting. The earth as homeland cannot be separated

from the earth as a physical environment, as the topology of nature and its openness. '

I am not, however, seeking to map Heideggerian philosophy into Muslim belief, but this
is perhaps an endeavour to interpret both ways of thinking, in order to show the rich and

comprehensive scope that phenomenology can contribute, Most of all, it can enhance our

3 Michell, G. (1978).
4 Heidegger, M. (1971:151).
!5 Ibid. p. 151.
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understanding of the “wholeness™ of the world that corresponds to the full dimensions of
human inhabitation, in a dwelling that gathers together people and nature. Only in this
case can the Earth be a “true” homeland for us all, a “house” within which we are ar
home. A similar view from Christianity, which is also an Abrahamic belief, was expressed
in the words of Morrison.

Grace acts to integrate inner and outer horizons as it is uncreated and
divine. This is the link to spirituality. It also provides the basis for the
synthesis of architecture being both a closure and opening. The closure
acts symbolically to enable us to know the higher-divine-opening,
integrative and transcendent of inner and outer horizons. Finally it
provides a basis for knowing all of creation to be home/dwelling, to the
extent we are open to grace and participate with it flowing out of creation
as the everyday community-sublime known in humility.”

For the Siwans, the journey of Hajj offers an extreme extension of social space and at the
same time an identification of their place in the world. Its significance is reflected in the
built environment as a story told in the murals on house facades (Figure 7-3), and also as
a subject for discussion at a marboua or a pergola. The three layers of social space work
together as a framework of spatial security for the Siwan community; a conception of
social space that allows for the provision of place identity at both individual and

community level.

Figure 7-3. Mural on a facade of a Siwan house
tells the story of the journcy of Haj/,
significant events (the ship)
and significant places (Mecca and Medina in Saudi Arabia)

'S Heidegger, (1971:160-161); Foltz, (1995:173).
" Morrison, K. in a personal communication, 12-8-1999.
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This identification, as Heidegger suggests, conserved the fourfold regions that allow the
world to remain open. The here and there become apparent as the Siwans mapped their
world and established their sense of place both inside and outside the oasis. Thus social
space as a cultural construction provides a foothold for the Siwans. The three layer
structure of social space in Siwa sets basic properties of existential space; Aldo van Eyck
recognises this to be a determining force behind its relation to people “Man is both centre

bound and horizon bound”.'®

This discussion about layers. of social space in Siwa raises a basic question: how was
extension in time achieved in the Siwan community, with consideration of social space as
a medium for such extension? According to Giddens,

Extension in time in band societies is achieved primarily via two
overlapping sets of phenomena: the grounding of legitimation in tradition,
and the fundamental part played by kinship in societal structuration. Kin
relations are embedded in time."

The kinship system, through tribal order, together with Islamic religion as a belief
system, provide the main axes around which traditions solidified and community cohered.
The connection between traditions, rules, norms and time-consciousness in such a non-
literate community were so important in the Siwan history that it is worth spelling them

out in a little detail. The following sub-section therefore discusses the tribal social order.

2.2. Community, tradition and tribal social order

Tribal order is a feature of pre-modern traditional societies.”” In Siwa, the social
structure has been defined as tribal since the establishment of Shali in 1203. Although
their first experience of non-Siwan official authority dates back to 1820, the role of the
official chief was limited to the constabulary and not civic functions.?' Thus the tribal ties
ensured the continuity and cohesion of the Siwan community through the role and place
of the sheikhs. A sheikh is more than just a head or a chief, who enjoys some privileges
due to the “power” inherited in his social role, Indeed he is the authority in his tribe, but

at the same time he is the servant of his people. He should always be there, at their order,

¥ Cited in: Rapoport & Kanton (1967:216). Complexity and Ambiguity. In: Environmental Design
American Institute of Planners Journal, July, 1967.

1% Giddens, A., cited in Cassell, P. (1993:96).

% Giddens, A. (1981-1995).

2! See for example: El-Rifaie, H. (1932); Fakhry, A. (1973).
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as he devotes his time and effort to serve his tribe - a conceptualisation of “leadership”
that Chris Maser described from his own experience:

As the leader of the facilitation process, I must be the servant of the
parties involved. Servant leadership offers a unique mix of idealism and
pragmatism. The idealism comes from having chosen to serve one another
and some Higher purpose, appealing to a deeply held belief in the dignity
of all people and the democratic principle that a leader’s power flows
from commitment to the well-being of the people.?

This way of organising social life was expressed in the built environment. A sheikh’s
house is the place where disputes would be examined, and both defendant and defender
consider themselves guests until the sentence is fulfilled. That produces complexity in the
spatial arrangements of the house. Also, it produces a different role for a Siwan woman
once she is a sheikh’s. wife.

The house of any Sheikh should always be ready for a large number of
visitors. They might come at any time, day or night. The marboua is
always full. The problem may involve a woman or some women, as such
the private part of the house would become also a part of the tribunal. At
all times we should offer food, nuts, juice and tea with peppermint to all
guests several times. (A Sheikh’s wife. 26 February 1998. Interview No.21)

The role of a Siwan Sheikh should be understood. as a long process of preparation
through passing knowledge, moral, norms and set of rules and orders of interaction from
generation to generation. It may also be understood through certain analyses of the
concept of power, which the sheikhs represented. Giddens explains that:

The = ‘interpretation’ of norms, and their capability to make an
‘interpretation’ count, by participants in interaction is tied in subtle ways
to their compliance to moral claims. Failure to see this, or at any rate to
spell out its implications, is bound up with some characteristic defects of -
both Durkheimian - Parsonian functionalism.. the moral co-ordination of
interaction is asymmetrically interdependent with its production as
meaningful and with its expression of relations of power.”

Giddens defines “power”, in its most general sense, as the transformative capacity of
human action. This definition occurs also in Marx, as a key element in the notion of
Praxis.** In this respect power in the analysis of the Siwan community is the capability of
the.sheikhs to mediate in a series of events so as to alter their course. It is. a means of

interaction which is secured by ontological trust of the identification of self and others.

2 Maser, C. (1996:101).
» Giddens, A, cited in Cassell, P. (1993:108). emphasxsmtheongnal
* Giddens, A. (1985-1995).
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If a Siwan moved to another place, he would never be able to live a
normal life, he would never find his comfort, mainly because here we live
as tribes, our problems never reach the police, rather the Sheikh would
solve any problem, Outside the oasis, the situation may be different, it will
never be the same as you are within your folks (Omar, 14 March 1998.
Interview No.40)

Siwa for many years was a refuge to which people may escape in special circumstances.
Over time, those who arrived at Siwa as refugees would approach any of the tribes and
ask for membership. After a long process which involves ultimate obedience to the Siwan
norms, a refugee would be given credit and affiliation and he might be allowed to marry a
Siwan woman. But women from outside the oasis were not allowed to settle in the oasis
without their original families. This perspective of gender role weighted and credited

Siwan women, they are a symbol of continuity of the community.

The particularity of both social order and place appeared in a unique social phenomenon:
the absence of a prison in the community. The interviewees referred to the fact that until
the 1960s the police station was the only public building in Siwa. They interpret this as a
result of the tribal rules,Awhicih controlled all social activities. These rules continued to
exist, despite the presence of a governmental police department in Siwé since 1928.

We do not need any police, they have different rules, ours are more
convenient. The chief officer knows that we accept his presence as long as
he_does not interfere in our rules. He knows that if he insisted on being
involved that would cause many complications. (Abu-Baker, 3 March 1998.
Interview No.29)

Yet the Siwan community has used the official presence of police officers to manage
problems among the non-Siwan residents. That was evident during my visits in 1997 and
1998 in the very limited presence of policemen in the residential area. They were present
only inside the police station and two policemen stood guard outside the front gate.

The police can work between strangers [local residents] as long as they
don’t have any links with any of the tribes by marriage or affiliation. It is
common that a new settler in the oasis will go and ask to belong to any of
the tribes. In this case they will be treated as one of us in the bad and the
good. (Mahdy Haboon, 9 March 1998. Interview No.34)

Tribal rules in Siwa are mainly driven from Islamic principles and rules. Yet the Siwans
adapted them to work with their context and the currents of events. These rules can be
summarised in three points: 1) the ultimate respect for the final judgement of the tribunal;
2) the full respect of the human rights of both the complainant and the defendant; and
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3) all sentences are fulfilled by fines. The third point is always subject to change

according to the circumstances of the community.

Although some of the interviewees complained about the hard decisions of the tribunals
regarding fines, they asserted that tribal rules were responsible for keeping the
community’s cohesion and enhancing their sense of belonging. They also asserted that a
breakdown of the system means the disappearance of the Siwan community itself.
Although fines may be painful to the individuals, they are for the well-being of the
community, which the sheikhs bear in mind, As Maser might describe them, “leaders do
not inflict pain, although they often must help their followers to bear it in uncomfortable
circumstances, such as compromise.”

In the past all fines were small, now it’s thousands...fines would change
over time and also in special circumstances, for example if an increase of
any action or behaviour in a particular time was observed in the
community, its fine would dramatically increase. (A High School Boy, 22
February 1998. Interview No.18)

In the tribal rules people and nature are equal. Among the actions that would be
considered major were both verbal abuse and the burning of orchards. A fine would be
calculated as a multiple of the number of words that had been used, or the trees that had
been burned. Even a murder crime would be resolved by a fine and a commitment.

A murderer would go with his shroud to the victim’s tribe, testifying his
guilt and asking forgiveness. If they accepted, that means he would
become a free man. In this case he will be responsible for the well being of
the victim’s children until their marriage; a complete financial
responsibility. If he couldn’t fulfil his duty, his tribe is responsible on his
behalf. Even if he was taken by law and served his prison time, he would
return to do the same thing. Murder is seldom found in Siwa according to
these rules. (Mohammed Yousef, 3 March 1998. Interview No.28)

The tribal rules made it clear that “freedom” means the freedom of the community rather
than a personal freedom. This concept of power does not logically imply the existence of
conflict, unlike that of Max Weber, according to whom power is “the capacity of the

3 26

individual to realise his will, even against the opposition of others” “, which implies that

power only exists when the resistance of others has to be overcome. In Siwa, the use of

% Maser, C. (1996:101).
% Giddens, A., cited in Cassell, P. (1993:110).
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power in interactions can be understood as a way to facilitate everyday life, “whereby the
interaction is constituted as meaningful” ?’

Personal freedom . is a selfish act, the real freedom is.the freedom of the
whole community from any serious problems. There is no personal
freedom against. the community’s freedom.. Therefore, any Siwan who
attempts to reject or argue against the tribal rules would face one final
punishment, the abandonment and. exile from the oasis. Siwa for those
renegades would become a prohibited paradise, a fate that any Siwan
would try his best to avoid.( Abu-Baker Othman, 18 June 1997. Interview No.8)

The discussion in this section indicats that identity of places is bound up with identity of
communities. Both people and nature provide each other with self-identification and
meaningful being. The intertwining of the two themes of this chapter, the three layers of
social space and the tribal social order, significantly affected the particularity of the
Siwan identity and its reflection in social space. The following section focuses on the
changes brought about by modernity and its influence on the Siwans’ interpretation and

identification of social space.

3. The Siwan society in an era of change

Until the 1960s Siwa was almost a forgotten region, an “unimportant” oasis in the
Western Desert. Its real experience with official authority then must be dated from the
early 1960s with the establishment of the Regional Government Departments (RGD) in
1961. The Arab Republic of Egypt (ARE) consists of 26 departments®. The Western
Desert, which comprises two thirds of the total area of Egypt, is considered one
department and given one governor located in Marsa-Matruh. He is responsible for the
seven City Councils within the Western Desert; Siwa City Council (SCC) is one of them.

The official employees are appointed directly by the central government in Cairo.

At the local level, Siwa City Council is respohsible for the several villages, hamlets and
districts in Siwa oasis, a total area of 240,000 acres. In the east there are Aghurmi,
Zidan, Abou-Shrouf,”® Quryshat and Salaam. In the west there are Maraqui, Dahiba,
Algari, Khamissa, Machindet, Bahyeldin and Gamalie. 150 kilometres away from Siwa
city, there is Algarra -Karet Om Elsageer- a very distinctive oasis with population of only

331 persons™. In every village, there is a nominated Local Assembly.

" Giddens, A., cited in Cassell, P. (1993:111)..

2 Census, 1996.

%% Zidan and Abou-Shrouf are new neighbourhoods funded by FAO project.
30 Census, 1996.
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During the 1960s and 1970s SCC was commanded by an absentee president, who was in
Marsa-Matruh most of the time and left only a deputy president, the chief police officer.
The officials who were given posts in the Western Desert at that time considered
themselves unlucky, and regarded their official posts as unwanted jobs. That reflected on
their relationship with the community. The omission and neglect were the consequences
of this deficient situation and were expressed in development strategies. Chapters Five

and Six illustrated many of the implications of those official strategies.

The official enhancement and upgrading of the Siwan built environment was
accomplished within a national “social reform’ policy. This policy expressed the main
thrust directing social change and manifested the challenge of modernity. The analysis in
the following sub-sections reveals the stages and strategies adopted by the government
to achieve social reform in Siwa. My research findings indicated that three main
approaches formed the framework of governmental policy for development. In varying
degrees, socio-cultural, socio-economic and socio-political strategies were adopted. The
analysis focuses on different aspects of development, discusses the official story, and

reveals the Siwan responses to the approaches.

3.1. Socio-cultural development

The first official approach to development focused on socio-cultural aspects of Siwa.
Two main social phenomena were top priority in the discussion: the deterioration of
education and the exclusion of females from any educational involvement. A
governmental study was undertaken to review critically the state of education within the
local community. The study indicated that the population of Siwa oasis was about
12,000 persons, with a density of 11 persons/square kilometre distributed along the
length of the oasis. Yet 50% of the total population were in Siwa city.”!

The study also indicated that a serious problem may hamper social reform policy, unless
an educational strategy was established. During the 1960s - 70s, illiteracy was common
among school boys and girls in Siwa. Education was operating in the Arabic language,
while the children were only speaking Siwi [unwritten language] at home. This was
limiting their advance in education. Thus a special scholarship sponsored by the Ministry

of Education was given to several Siwans during 1980-85, to encourage them to join

> Development Authority of the North -West Coast. (1991:5-6). Document No.1.
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higher levels of education specially in the College of Education. Its aim was to prepare
Siwan teachers to bridge the gap between the two languages. The outcome brought
significant progress that encouraged the local community to become involved and also
encouraged the official authority to erect the educational buildings (Figure 7-4).

Before 1982 there were two primary schools in the oasis. In the period
1982-1997 this became 19 primary schools, an Islamic college, 3
preparatory schools and 2 secondary schools. According to this
development the ratio of the Siwan teachers has become and 93% in
primary schools 90% in intermediate schools. At the level of high school it
is likely to find teachers from the Nile Valley because it needs more

specialists in chemistry, physics, and computer science. (Abdel Wahab Khalil,
19 February 1998. Interview No.13

The phenomenon of the difficulty of learning through Arabic was disappearing during the
1990s, as small classes in every: locality were opened for children to learn reading,
writing and counting in Arabic for one year before fhey start elementary and primary
education. Thus achievement in the field of education was attributed to the built

environment which laid the setting for such development within the urban area of Siwa.

Unlike the extended area at the north coast, the urban area in Siwa is
compacted in about two square metres and embraces all the schools.
People live here together, close to each other and that resulted in the ratio
of children away from education, in 1997, is 3-4%. (Group Interview, 20
February 1998. Interview No.15)

The conscious strategy adopted in the educational system encouraged the progress and
positive development of the second socio-cultural aspect that of gender discrimination.
Over the 1990s the number of girls joining primary school was almost equal to the
number of boys. Many families now encourage their girls to continue preparatory
education. In 1998, the first “Siwa Girls Preparatory School” was launched and there
were five girls at the high school level.

Although the Siwan society is very conservative, they started to accept
that girls can go to school to learn. But they do not yet accept that they
can participate in any type of work. However, that was the case in Cairo

in the early 1930s, so may be-after 10 years the change will happen (Group
Interview, 20 February 1998. Interview No.15)

Development in the field of education also encouraged the development of cultural and
sports centres, which offer services for both genders separately. For example, six youth

cultural and sports centres and five halls for women’s activities and handicrafts were
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established in the 1990s. These centres also offer training programmes and health care

information.

Figure 7-4. Preparatory School
(age 13-15) in Siwa city

Figure 7-5. Training Programme
for carpet introduced Siwan girls
to one of the most important
export product in Egypt

The launch of the Siwa Cultural Centre in 1998 was a step to revive the Siwan
handicrafts. There were 150 girls in different stages of training programmes which
introduced many future possibilities for girls to contribute in work in small industry.

(Figure 7-5) Its role also extended to cultural and social services. It contained a library, a
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computer laboratory and a health care unit.>> However, women’s interest in visiting the

Centre was still influenced by local traditions.*

The socio-cultural strategy with emphasis upon education has helped to bridge Siwa
from being a pre-modern, non-literate community to being a self-aware community that
recognises its culture as well as its place in the world. Thus it influenced other reform
strategies, for example, new small industrial and tourism projects as a strategy of socio-

economic development. The following sub-section investigates these strategies.

3.2. Socio-economic development

The second strategy focused on socio-economic development. From the research
findings tourism, small industries in agricultural and animal products, the revival of local
handicrafts and the exploitation of mineral water were found to be the main aspects of
development. These aspects needed new activity space and introduced new roles to the
Siwan built environment. Yet the technologies involved varied between traditional,
appropriate and late modern technology. People have now the opportunity to experience

each of these technologies and their applications in everyday life.

3.2.1. Tourism

The experience of tourism in Siwa is new and untested. It was only after the construction
of the Marsa-Matruh/Siwa road in 1991 and the “opening up” of the oasis by improved
travel conditions and fewer limitations that it became possible for tourism to reach Siwa.
There are no official statistics on visitor arrivals to Siwa, but through my observation
mostly back packers, not the well-off type of tourists were to be found. They tended to
stay an average of five days in cheap (US$ 3-4 /day) mini-hotels. The owner of the only
five star ecotourism resort in Siwa (US$ 90-129 a day) confirmed small numbers of
tourist bookings in his resort.** The main attractions cited by foreigners were: the
peaceful nature of the community, such friendly people, a clean and non-commercialised

235

environment “not spoilt by tourism™” (Figure 7-6), and the quiet nature of the place with

the absence of all sources of noise. They were mostly coming for a “remote” experience.

32 Still not working in 1998,

3 Group interview with trainees in the Cultural Centre, 17 March 1998. Interview No.51
3 Mr M. Abdel Aziz, 26 May 1997. Interview No. 2

3% Mr M. Mostafa, 11 March 1998, Interview No. 37
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Figure 7-6. Most tourists defined Siwa
as a unique place, different from anywhere else
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Figure 7-7. All information required on a simple ‘vernacular’ map for Siwa,
available from the Siwa Visitor Information Centre

In the mid 1990s, more attention was given to the oasis by the regional authority, as a

promising place for a tourism resource. The remoteness of Siwa and its history are



177

significant features for tourism growth. Thus Siwa appeared on the tourism maps of
Egypt. The launch of the Siwa Visitor Information Centre in 1998 was a further step in
getting information and communication facilities. The reputation of the oasis as an
extremely conservative society gives a particular image to European and Egyptian
travellers. Women were advised in tourists’ brochures to cover their arms and legs; most
of them as I observed actually do so. All tourists are warned not to be drunk in public.
There was no serving of alcoholic drinks in hotels or restaurants (Figure 7-7).

In 1992 there was only one hotel in Siwa, now there are 9 different level
hotels ranging from 20-100 bed. The only foreign investment in Siwa is an
Italian company, they have a mineral water factory and a health resort

over 11 acres, which is still under construction. (Mahdy Hwidy, 20 June 1997.
Interview No.9)

Tourism activities introduced a new role for the Siwan built environment. Recently with
the increase of tourists, the Siwans took tourist accommodation and tourist-goods shops
as a new job. Most of the mini-hotels (20 rooms) are owned and run by Siwans. Shops in
the central souk are farrﬁly owned. These are mostly restaurants, (Figure 7-8), grocery
and local products: baskets, silver, carpets and traditional dresses (Figure 7-9). Yet
employment in tourism is not seen as a steady job or one with any prospects. Jobs are
taken up in accordance with other agricultural obligations. Thus the development of
tourism activities occurred in accordance with the development of small projects, as the

following sub-section indicates.

3.2.2. Small agricultural projects

The second aspect of socio-economic strategy in Siwa was the development of small
industrial projects for agricultural and animal products. These were started by training
and demonstrating new agricultural styles through a permanent station run by experts
from the Ministry and Faculties of Agriculture and the Desert Research Centre. Small
industry projects involved sun drying, manufacture of date juice and olive oil, and
fisheries in the canals and drains.*® Animal breeding was introduced through a project
that gave some families high productive cross breads of cows and small animals. The
space needed for such activities encouraged the Siwans to move and reside in suburbs as

Chapter Six illustrated, thus influencing change in the built environment.

3 Anoar Ahmed, 17 March 1998. Interview No.47
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Figure 7-8. ABDOUS the most
famous restaurant in Siwa

Figure 7-9. Tourism-goods shops
offer affordable local souvenir
products: baskets, silver, carpets
and traditional dresses

3.2.3. Revival of local handicrafts
The revival of local handicrafts was the third aspect of socio-economic development.
Ethnic embroidery has become important souvenir material. Qutfits, pants and scarves

are made to sell direct to tourists in four shops in the main souk. The embroidery work is
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usually done by women and girls.*” Meanwhile, making baskets and souvenir items out of

palm leaves has become a major part of the family business.

The commodification of material culture such as handicrafts attaches external market
value to cultural activities. Yet from the Siwans’ point of view it served a double
purpose, as it also kept the traditional items from being extinct under the vast impact of
modern products.*® The example they gave me was the use of plastic baskets to collect
and store agricultural products instead of the traditional handmade natural material
baskets.* They asserted that the loss of interest in handicrafts affected the traditional
settings and the special time they used to spend together in the pergolas to practice these
crafis.

3.2.4. Exploitation of mineral water

The fourth aspect of socio-economic development is the exploitation of mineral water.
Two mineral water factories started work during the 1990s. The employees in this
industry are mainly Siwans. The water of Siwa promotes “Siwa” as a place on the
national level. My interviewees were happy with the fact that some Egyptians who are
now living on the banks of the river Nile at Cairo may have a bottle of “Siwa” water on
their dining table every meal. They referred to the old Egyptian adage that “Egypt is the
gift of the Nile” in order to emphasise their own ethnicity;

If Egypt is the gift of the Nile, then Siwa is the gift of the Springs. (Ahmed
El-Senosey, 25 March 1998, Interview No.58)

The awareness of Siwan ethnicity not only helped in integrating the official socio-cultural
and socio-economic approaches to everyday life, but it was also a factor of resistance, as

the following sub-section reveals.

3.3. Socio-political development

Socio-political development in the tribal society of Siwa was not an easy task. The
physical remoteness of the oasis contributed to its marginality, and added negative
connotations to its qualities. Although the Siwans accepted the fact that Siwa must be

under Egyptian hegemony, they never accepted the abandonment of the tribal rules, or

*7" A Siwan woman works as a handicrafis trainer, 21 March 1998. Interview No.53
*® Yousef, 23 March 1998. Interview No.56
* Hidow, 1 March 1998. Interview No.26
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the insufficient work of the officials since the 1960s. Weaving these aspects together

produces a complex, inter-subjective view of political participation in Siwa.

For the Siwans, there was evidence of simultaneous marginality of people and place. This
was evident in the report of the meeting of the local assembly of Siwa city which was
conducted on May 26, 1987. The report asserted that the president of the SCC had
refused to attend the previous meetings and had left the city for a whole month, which
caused many problems for the local community as well as the infrastructure of the city.
According to this meeting the local assembly invalidated the position of the official
president of the SCC. This decision was carried to the LGD in Marsa-Matruh, but
despite the decision, that official stayed in his post till 1989.*

The following SCC president took the post from 1989 to 1997. It was clear, as I
demonstrated earlier, that’ he involved himself and overwhelmed the structure of the
decision-making. His approach seemed to be locally unacceptable:

many angry opinions and suspicious objections from my interviewees in
1997 bear witness to this. The old approach was [perceived as] a
limitation for the local self-rule within the community and the
communication between the local/central government and the community
was not efficiently working. The consequences were negative and resulted
in isolation for the community and an anti-communicative attitude from
the Siwans.*'

The socio-political approach during this period failed to change the social structure of
the Siwan community. This enhanced the self-rule and supported the position of tribal
rule in the Siwan society. However, it was only in 1998 that a change in the official
approach adopted by the new president of the SCC, who acknowledged and involved the
tribal chiefs in decision-making. This was understood among the Siwans as “meaningful”.

He met the sheikhs and told them what the problem was and what was his
expert opinion for the solution, if they waited for the government to do it
for them, they would wait for ages, the alternative was to do it
themselves. (Baker Yousef, 14 March 1998, Interview No. 36)

The sheikhs were convinced and then co-operated; a situation that Drestske describes as

“conscious experience”.*> The local/official interrelationship in remote communities must

“ Al-Wafde, 12 December, 1988.
4 E]-Shafie, M. (1998a:51).

2 Drestske, F. (1998:262). Conscious Experience. In Jackson, F. (ed.) Consciousness. England:
Ashgate publishing Company.
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be built upon a reciprocal understanding and conscious experiences. “Authenticity is thus
an effective approach when dealing with locality”.® The choice of people working as
officials and decision-makers in localities must assist them as “outsider[s], but culturally

aware”.* This is far more critical than the central government accounts for.

The analysis of the governmental development in Siwa indicated three stages of social
reform implementations. Firstly, decision-making and control-from-afar policies were
dominant. Secondly, avoiding the involvement of the community in a community
development represented a paradoxical state for the Siwans. Thirdly, both officials and
local community become aware of the important role of cultural representations and local
identity in social reform strategies. The analysis in the following section therefore focuses

upon the local interpretation of these approaches and the strategy to deal with them.

4. Local responses and the representation of identity in Siwa.

Two opposed, and perhaps irreconcilable, ideological visions of the nature and purpose
of social space were evident in the words of old and young generations of Siwan in 1998,
as they sought to explain the change of public space. Older men and women who used
the public space according to cultural norms promoted a vision of a space marked by free
interaction for men and the absence of intruding women.* For them, public space was an
unconstrained space within which men can discuss issues of life, while women could
enjoy travelling around its borders. The vision of younger Siwans was quite different.
Theirs was one of open space for recreation and entertainment, subject to usage by an
aware public, whether men or women.

What is wrong in walking in the main souk? I know all the guys sitting or
standing there, some of them were my class mates at the preparatory
school two years ago. Now my mother says that it is wrong to talk to
them or even to look at them. (A Siwan high school girl, 8 March 1998.
Interview No.33)

These two visions of public space, as Mitchell explains, could be seen as a distinction
between “representational space”, which is a lived space according to cultural norms, and
“representations of space”, which is produced according to planned and ordered space.*

In Siwa, the three layers of social space were reinterpreted according to the new

43 El-Shafie, M. (1998a:51)
“ Tbid.p:51
45 A Siwan woman, 27 March 1998. Interview No.60
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experiences of many Siwans outside the oasis. For example, social space might differ in
the case of a Siwan man who went to Alexandria for University education and married a
non-Siwan woman and then returned back to Siwa for work. In this case, his spatial
activities would be “stretched out”.*’ Some people might have a second home in Marsa-
Matruh and/or in Alexandria, where the wife’s family is settled. Thus the increase of

activities has produced an increase of the spatial complexity of social space.

Understanding of this phenomenon lies in its origins in the 1970s; the mobility of
labourers or university students outside the oasis. Although the Siwans stayed strongly
faithful to their community, they developed different feelings of their experiences.

On my way back to Siwa, I feel like going back home. When I see the
oasis I feel as if my soul is back to my body. At once I recognise every
palm tree, I know them one by one, the same way I know my own
children, (Sheikh Omar Ragih, 25 June 1997. Interview No. 11) '

However, sometimes experiencing the life of cosmopolitan cities brings rather negative
feelings, as one of my interviewees expressed.

Each time 1 accompany my husband on his work trip to Cairo or
Alexandria, I wish the time would never go. I feel that I breathe freely, 1

feel alive. On my way back to Siwa, I feel that I am back to my coffin. (A
Siwan Woman, 16 March 1998, Interview No.46)

In all cases the Siwans returned back to their oasis, or as they say, to their roots. The
analysis revealed a significant change in their conceptualisation of the three layers of
public space. The booming time of the 1980s influenced the community in the early
1990s and many young men had little time or patience to share traditional activities in the
shaded settings of the pergolas. The changes in political and economic climate affected

changes of settings at the neighbourhood level.

Meanwhile local responses to tourism have affected social space at a community level, as
they experience the “other”. Their responses to tourists as strangers is based on the
traditional cultural frameworks of interpreting the meanings of “travel”. In Islamic
tradition, people travel for four specific reasons; respectively pilgrimage to Mecca,

education, trade, and travel to experience natural and historic places. This understanding

4 Mitchell, D. (1995:115). The End of Public Space? In: Annals, of the Association of American
Geographers. Vol. 85
41 Massey, D. (1995).
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reflects upon the tourists coming to Siwa and the way in which the local community
might interact with them.

People come to Siwa for two reasons, to watch or to experience. For the
first group we offer the natural landscape and the significant built
environment. However, what they get is something they might see in a
television programme about Siwa. For those, we limit their interaction
with the local community, we do not like to be watched. For those who
come for an experience and seek to be involved in the community’s
everyday life, we offer an experience of cultural understanding which is
based upon the full respect of our traditions. For those, we open our
houses and hearts, we share food and talk and build up future
relationships of friendship. (Sheikh Omar Ragih, 25 June 1997. Interview No. 11)

The words of Sheikh Ragih reflect an understanding of the world view of sustainable
tourism,*® which encourages the quest for a true journey, as Calivo describes.

The true journey implies a complete change of nutrition, a digesting of the
visited country - its fauna and flora and its culture (not only the different
culinary practices and condiments but the different implements used...).
This is the only kind of travel that has a meaning nowadays, when
everything else visible you can see on television without rising from your
easy chair.*

However, responses to tourism may be short term survival strategies, which further
erode their position in the longer term. So far, the Siwans identify their work in tourism
activities as a means of increasing their land, similar to the time of their labour outside
the oasis, during the 1970s and 1980s.

The investment in the land is the only clean investment and please put one
hundred lines under the word clean. Depending on tourism is depending
on a soft economy because it depends on international policies and
economies, which relay on international relationships and propaganda
techniques. What would happen if America announced that Egypt is a
terrorist country? (Ahmed Mosa, 15 June 1998. Interview No. 42)

Tourism activities acted as a factor of change in the built environment through new
arrangements of accommodation to cater for tourism in the community. Yet such
arrangements were always managed by the tribal rules. The local strategy limited tourist
accommodation to the central area of Siwa, within an area of a half square kilometre.

The tourism business is not granted, what would happen if all the people
turn up to work in tourism and ignore the gardens, then something comes
up to stop the flow of tourism? We have to take care of the land, because

“ See for example: Graig-Smith, S. & C. French, (1994); Griffin, T. & N. Boele, (1993); Calvino, I.
(1981). Under the Jaguar Sun. London: Minerva.
4 Calvino, 1. (1981:73).



184

it is the only sustainable thing which can bring money and keep us going,
sustain and survive. (Sheikh Othman, 14 March 1998. Interview No.39)

Aspects of change in social space brought about by tourism also affected the Siwan
interpretation of the third layer, which links the local/global levels of social space. It is
not now just limited to the journey of Hajj, as sub-section 2.3 illustrated, but it also
extends to other locales and places. Even the most local Siwans have their lives touched
by interventions of outside events and they are geographically linked to a wider space.
They keep in touch with events in the capital city or overseas through television and local
travellers. They understand that contacts between tourism agents in Siwa and Cairo
would bring more tourists to Siwa, which means more income. They also know that

political strategies outside the oasis are an important factor in the change in their lives.

4.1. Local strategy of social resistance

The local strategy of social resistance was worked out among the Sheikhs and reinforced
by the tribal rules. Many interviewees asserted that throughout the tribal meetings
increased emphasis on the idea of “real” local character of the oasis and “real Siwans”
took place. New tribal legislation however, often implicit and sometimes explicit, gave
the people of Siwan tribes more right in and to the place than the “outsiders”. The tribal
rules confirmed that anyone who wishes to sell his/her land must ask permission of their
sheikh and be supported by a good explanation. If anyone had to sell, they must prioritise
selling, first to next neighbours, then members of the Siwan tribes, then outsiders. My
interviewees asserted that gardens within the area of Siwa city had never been sold to

outsiders. The only exception was an ecotourism resort, over an area of one acre.

All small backpackers’ hotels were in the centre of the urban area, the Souk, in front of
the western side of Shali. That area was known as A/-Raml! [The Sand]; the name needs
no explanation. The water table in this area was 0.50 metre below the surface level of the
street. The interviews revealed that until 1990, a large part of that district was covered
with water.*® However, in 1998, it was not very wet and only small area was covered
with water. Moreover, the soil profile varies widely across the Siwa oasis; four types of
soil were identified.’' The analysis indicated that the Siwans only sold the less promising

land, in the north-west of the oasis, to outsiders. Furthermore, the current tribal

50" Anoar Ahmed, 17 March 1998. Interview No.47
*! Draz, M. &El-Hahim, M. (1995).
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legislation extended to affect local residents, as in the case of an Egyptian family settled
in Siwa some 27 years before.

We like it here and my retail shop is going well...it is only over the last

few years that the Siwans have started to be different. Now they have

doubt and are worried about everything...they want me to leave my shop

because it is in the main Souk. (Nabeil M, 17 June 1997. Interview No.7)
Thus on a global level, as Harvey explains, we live in an increasingly unstable and
uncertain world. That makes us need more forcefully that notion of place as secure and
stable. Threatened by globalization, the Siwans need a place they can call “home”, in
which they can escape from an unpredictable world outside. One way is “perhaps by
keeping out things and people whom we argue do not belong”.** It is true that nobody in
Siwa community can live their everyday life in complete isolation as it used to be in the
past. The time-space compression has happened and they all have touched by
globalization. This however does not necessarily mean that the traditional and cultural
importance of place has been denied altogether.

The traditions and customs change more slowly than the built environment,
however the norms and rules which control the relationships in the
community have been unchanged in the recent past... There is no individual

freedom within the community, if it will conflict with the traditions, (Ahmed
El-Seanosy, 25 March 1998, Interview No. 58)

The Siwans’ defensive strategy is a result of their experience of modernity. Perhaps this
is a microcosm of what is happening globally. As Harvey argues, this implies the recent

resurgence of nationalism, regionalism and localism on a global scale.”

Summary

The chapter has developed an understanding of definition and representation of public
space within the Siwan community. Section 2 illustrated the inherited layers of meaning
of social space, through which the local identity manifested itself. Section 3 indicated the
changes that occurred due td modern impact in the near past. Section 4 clarified local
responses and strategies of resistance to such impacts. The investigation in this chapter
raised a critical question: who are the principal figures in defining and representing
qualities of place meaning and what values and interests do they develop their strategies

of resistance in order to secure?

2 Massey, D. (1995: 48).
3 Harvey, D. (1989).
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CHAPTER EIGHT
PHENOMENOLOGY OF BUILT ENVIRONMENT

The case of Siwa oasis demonstrates how a phenomenological approach can allow a
deep exploration into the built environment as a lived-in phenomenon, and give insights
into the impact of globalization and modernity on a remote desert community. It also
reveals the strategies of resistance developed by that community. This approach resulted
in the development of a conceptual framework that can promote the sustainability of the
relationships between people and nature, as well as enhance the quality of built
environment. The aim of this chapter is, therefore, to bring it all together, to draw out
the case study findings, to interpret the phenomenon of the placelessness of modern built
environment, through analogy with the findings of the case study, and to conclude with a
consideration of the contribution of this thesis to the study, investigation and

interpretation of the phenomenology of built environment.

1. The case study findings

The Siwan experience makes concrete the notion of dwelling as a basic character of
human existence. It also expresses the symbolic meaning of the ontological relationships
of space. The meaningful totality of the Siwan built environment, as an enclosure and yet
opening to what is beyond, integrates the inner and outer horizons of a lived space. In
the past, the Siwans had experienced the feeling of being inside, even in the open spaces
of the old town, where the sky acts as the upper boundary:

In the present, they have experienced being inside the gardens while the
unlimited barren desert acts as the outside. They have been inside
[existentially] as long as they are within the larger boundaries of the oasis.
As such, Siwa has become “home” to the Siwans and its natural
boundaries are real walls for it."

The case study of Siwa gives us an insight into what Heidegger terms “the sole
summons...to bring dwelling to the fullness of its nature”.% It shows that our place in-
the-world is that spatial space in which we invest meanings and create phenomenological

relationships, so that it carries a particular “sense of place”.

A sense of place provides a foundation upon which the Siwans have built a great store of

culturally related meanings in order to make sense of the natural and the built world in

' El-Shafie, M. (19982:49).
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which they live. Chapter five indicated that while the origins of their sense of place seem
remote to us today, they continue to be reflected in everyday life experiences.’ By
enhancing feelings of belonging and connectedness to place they secure themselves

against alienation and placelessness.

This culture/place relationship is also expressed in the Siwans’ tectonics, in both building
materials and forms. As Chapter Four indicated, their buildings have a complex
relationship with place through the use of local materials. Both natural and man-made
environment appeared as a coinplementary unit in the old town of Shali, as well as in the
vernacular architecture of Siwa town. The traditional houses were ingeniously and
generously proportioned to accommodate both the formal rituals of hospitality and the
privacy necessary for the family within the potentially harsh desert environment. Chapter
Six showed that the provision of culturally related built environment has ensured the
ontological security needed for the survival of the community. This is expressed in the
development of social space, which enhances the community’s sense of identity and

sense of place, as Chapter Seven demonstrated.

My research findings revealed that the application and implementation of modemity in
Siwa over the last three decades have had great impact upon the quality of built
environment as well as the socio-cultural aspects of Siwa. Yet both the government and
local Siwans have come to realise that excessive modernisation is not beneficial.
However, the official policies so far implemented do not seem to offer an alternative
model for development, as a programme of modemnisation involving the attraction of
outside investment is still being adopted. It has merely slowed down the process. Failure
to recognise this and to address the problem is leading to the likelihood that such a
programme will face considerable resistance from the Siwans who, in following their
tribal rules, will refuse to co-operate.” If the Egyptian government genuinely wishes to
undertake regional development in Siwa, then it must approach the community as a

“phenomenon” that has the right to reveal itself as it is.

The three phase model in Figure 8-1 represents a theoretical understanding of the

strategy of resistance grounded in and developed from the Siwan everyday life

? Heidegger, M. (1971:161).
* Tilley, C. (1994).
4 See Chapter Seven.
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experience. It expresses three adaptive phases of self-passiveness, self-reflectiveness and
self-activeness. This model encapsulates the particular contribution of my thesis to the

study of the phenomenology of built environment.

v
Phenomenon

v

| Self-Passiveness |

v
| Self-Reflectiveness |

v

[ Self-Activeness

v
New phenomenon

Figure 8-1. The three phase model of approaching and developing
a strategy against modernity as a phenomenon within the Siwan community

The first stage was “self-passiveness”, in which Siwans became increasingly introverted
and absorbed any modern idea or technology without awareness of its limitations or
implications. The mobility of the labour force and the introduction of modern technology
for water extraction and building materials brought huge impacts on the community, in

terms of society, cuiture and ecosystem.

The second stage was “self-reflectiveness”, in which the Siwan community reinterpreted
cultural realities and consciously reflected upon their experiences. They recognised,
through their everyday experience, the shortcomings of taking modernity for granted.
Their experience highlighted the continued relevance of many traditional methods and

techniques, both to “coexist” with modernity and even to remedy its impact.

The third stage is “self-activeness”, by which Siwans have become more confident in
their abilities, their culture and their place. Now they can interpret the relevance of any

proposal on their own cultural grounds; they can also evaluate the potentials of
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modernisation to impact on ecological and societal conditions. Perhaps the nature of
tribal society offers an ontological trust enabling the community to better withstand the
impact of modernity and globalization. This contrasts with the situation of the individual

within the technocratic “rich” society of developed countries in general.

The understanding of the potentials of resistance within the traditional built environment
that has been transformed through modem development is, therefore, grounded in the
experience of everyday life. The following sub-sections sum up such understanding in
three main points: how people, phenomenologically, perceive space; what strategies they
take to counter the consequences of modernity, and how a concept of space/place-
resistance may be drawn from the Siwan experience. This also offers an answer to the set
of three questions proposed in this thesis for investigating the experience of built

environment in the remote community of Siwa.

1.1. Space in the Siwa built environment

The Siwan experience has demonstrated how people perceive “space” and understand its
invisible layers of meaning. Meaning inhabits “silence” as its depth and yet manifests its
deep being.’ In this respect, authentic or creative place-making originates in silence. So
“silence” in Merleau-Ponty terms is not the opposite of being. It is the invisible side of
the visible, the other side of the being. Viewed from this perspective, it is impossible to
perceive the visible “being” of built environment without the invisible “silence” of
meaning.® An element of built environment becomes articulated and assumes meaning
through its inner horizon; while its outer horizon guarantees its identittj,r.7 But, this inner
horizon of an element cannot become a meaningful visible object without the
surrounding elements becoming a horizon; the inner and outer horizons of things,

elements and objects are, therefore, not fixed but always in a state of change.?

The visible in this sense, as Merleau-Ponty explains, is not a set of objects whose being is
fixed by the norms of objectivity or inserted in a pre-existing locus of space. Rather, it
organises a space of places around itself and directs an invisible system of differential
relationships. This system is made concrete in the construction of invisible layers of

meaning, in natural, private and public spaces in the Siwan experience. Such qualitative

> Merleau-Ponty, M., (1964:43-44).
¢ Merleau-Ponty, M., (1968:100).
7 Merleau-Ponty, M., (1962:68).
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division has satisfied the provision and facilitation of a more comprehensive

understanding of a visible being of built environment as a place of dwelling,

The Siwans inhabit built environment as their place “in-the-world”; this is understood in
relation to the entire world-structure in space. The earth as homeland cannot be
separated from the earth as a physical environment, as the topology of nature and its
openness.” To dwell upon the earth is also to dwell, as mortal, beneath the heavens and
in sight of the divine greeting. Yet the relationship between natural, private and public
spaces is a gathering of place for inhabitation. A meaningful totality of the Siwan built

environment arises from what is present is intertwined with what is absent.

The gardens in the Siwan experience, for example, make concrete the phenomenological
notion of being in contrast with the silence of the desert. They are not only a resource for
productivity and income, but also a place where the Siwans can interact authentically
with the two sides of nature, the present and the absent. The trees in the gardens can
only show themselves and reveal their being with the presence of silence. It is clear in the
following quotation that the interaction has been through silence.

I know the trees one by one, I know how they feel, I understand their
problems... we talk together... many times I feel that I need to go back to
the trees to ask their advice...this is true, we communicate. (Sheikh Omar
Ragib, 25 June 1997. Interview No. 11)

Merleau-Ponty saw the empirical language as just a secondary language which is the
result of the only authentic language, the language of silence.'” He explains language as
differential relations, in which what makes a sign meaningful is not the sign itself but an
invisible . differentiation between itself and others. In the Siwan experience silence
enhances understanding of natural processes, for example, the expansion of the salt lakes
in winter and the rise of the water table after the introduction of artesian wells. It is then
in the “silence” between signs and between things that meaning appears and the visibility

of culture/place relationship gives meaning to space.

1.2. Strategies of resistance
Understanding the Siwans’ experience of dwelling in the desert leads to understanding of

the Siwan strategies of resistance against modernity. Phenomenological relationships

¥ Merleau-Ponty, M., (1968:123).
® Heidegger, (1971:160-161); Foltz, (1995:173).
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have resulted in the development of a qualitative division of space into natural, private
and public spaces. In contrast to the space of modern built environment, which could not
account for all aspects of human existence and cultural needs, this division has sustained
the Siwan culture and tradition. Recent experience exhibits the Siwans” wish to identify
place with the cultural interpretation of space. Their strategies of resistance, therefore,

are manifested in natural, private and public spaces.

Firstly in natural space, the Siwans recognised their particular problem by the dramatic
increase in the subsoil water. At that time, asking for professional help was crucial. The
scientific investigation has interpreted the problem as a result of the use of too many
artesian wells. As a solution, it suggested two options: the decommissioning of some
artesian wells and the installation of control valves to the rest, an expensive option which
the majority of farmers could not follow for economic reasons. Instead, they
reinterpreted a local idea to stop the running water. A piece of stone has always played
the role of a water-gate, now it plays the same role by blocking the artesian well and
stopping the flow of its water unless needed. Also, reclaimed areas are divided into small
basins and a similar irrigation practice, a day every fortnight, is now performed. Some
organisational differences, however, have been introduced such as pre-fabricated units

for canals and ditches and a roster for irrigation among owners.

As a phenomenon, the springs have brought the place to its “being™ and sustained its
existence. This perception extended to saving the artesian wells not only as merely a
natural resource, but also in terms of understanding the poetics of place around the well,
in the form of a shaded meeting place. They simply reinterpreted traditional elements

derived from their everyday life experience to remedy modern elements.

The Siwans’ vision of both springs and artesian wells has become holistically integrated
with the land. The renewal of the world, even through modern technology, must proceed
from a saving of the land upon which they will always dwell. “To save” means to rescue
the land from danger or ruin neither by exploiting nor exhausting it. The Siwans’ strategy
of resistance in natural space has developed an approach that may work only in the
context of coexistence between modern scientific information and traditional knowledge.

It creates actions and procedures that have been taken so that significant places, settings

19 Merleau-Ponty, M., (1964:44).
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and cultural landscape may continue to sustain the cultural experience they have always

provided.

Secondly in private space, the Siwans became aware of the consequences of the change
in the built environment, which influenced their dwellings. In my visit to Siwa in 1997 I
realised that many of the “new” units, which were introduced by the government public
housing project during the 1980s and 1990s, were still unoccupied. This indicates a
cultural struggle against the imported architecture, despite an apparent material need for
shelter, as many of the poor families in Siwa living in the lower lands were suffering from
the rise of the water level in the walls of their houses, and their frequent collapse. A new

approach to architecture and urbanism has expressed the local strategy of resistance.

In architecture, instead of modern building materials being rejected utterly, concrete
houses are adapted to solve the climatic problem. Now they keep the height of ceilings to
four and half meters, instead of the three metre height common in concrete buildings
following the standards of the International Style. They also place a number of windows

fairly high with the openings placed on opposite sides to keep the inside cool enough.

In urbanism, the traditional Islamic division of urban space into public, semi-public and
private spaces has been reinterpreted to fit with a traditional/modern lifestyle. The neo-
vernacular style produced a new tripartite organisation consisting of public, semi-private
and private spaces. This interpretation has also brought the Loggia as a new architectural
element to the Siwan house. The loggia on the side facing the street works as a middle
space between the public space and the private space of the house. The loggia also works
as a climatic modifier. As it is constructed on the western side of the marboua, it gives
good shade, keeps the sun away from the wall and makes the room cool in the evening.

This new strategy is relevant for dwellings in both urban and suburban settings.

The potential of the place-form helped the neo-vernacular style in the suburb dwellings -
to furthe; organise space as: public, semi-public, semi-private and private spaces; which
encouraged the Siwans to inhabit new settlements, like that of Abou-Shrouf. They have
also applied some traditional elements such as the open courtyards and the traditional
recycling of human refuse. The suburbs provide an opportunity to sustain culture and
improved quality of life as they reveal place identity. This is manifested in the tactile

quality of the new houses, obtained by non-plastered walls, unpaved passageways and
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earth patios. The concern for tectonic forms is expressed in the austere facades and the

massive blank walls with small windows, despite the use of structural building.

The Siwan experience revealed that dwelling, as a phenomenon, indicates greater value
than just shelter. Contemporary built environment in Siwa seems more related to
humans’ tactile rather than visual sense. Consequently, its culturally adopted architecture
is not a matter of visual style but of integration of culture, social order and local
conditions. Yet many significant traditional elements, such as the four wing window,
traditional doors and palrh trunk roofing, have been overlooked. Adaptive strategies have

not reached a communal application within the community, like old traditions.

Thirdly in public space, the Siwans assert that tribal rules are responsible for keeping the
community’s cohesion and enhancing their sense of belonging. The power of tribal rules,
and the ultimate respect for their judgement in interactions, is understood as a way to
facilitate everyday life. Meanwhile, it ensures the well-being of both the individual and
the community. This conceptualisation of the self-rule system explains the mechanisms of
a strategy of social resistance within the Siwan community. New tribal legislation,
however, expresses such a strategy, as it gives the people of Siwan tribes more right in

and to the place than the “outsiders”. It restricts selling the land to outsiders.

Their strategy for public space integrates meeting places into the fabric of the new urban
areas. They were perceived as bringing local identity to those locales. It also enhances
meeting places in shaded settings beside artesian wells; ensuring a balance between the

noisy, busy places in town and the silent, quiet places in suburbs.

The local strategy has also been extended to deal with the impact of tourism activities in
the oasis. Its concept is to overcome the opposition between a “false tradition™ for
external consumption, and a “false modernity” for internal use.'"' According to its
legislation, all small backpackers’ hotels are in the centre of the urban area, which is
known as the Sand. Physical interaction between tourists and local community is,
therefore, limited. Moreover, the Siwans sold only the less promising land for

agricultural use, in the north-west of the oasis, to outsiders.

"' See Chapter Seven.
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The Siwans have experienced modernity and now they trust in their cultural realities to
enhance their understanding in dealing with globalization, with its ever-expanding
impacts of media and systems of communication. Perhaps their strategy of resistance, in
natural, private and public spaces, is a microcosm of what is happening globally. The
Siwans have become self-aware, and they express this in their strategies towards their

place, their built environment and other people.

1.3. Space/place-resistance

‘The conclusions of the analysis of the case study in chapters five, six and seven indicated
that many aspects of contemporary development in Siwa do not emerge only from the
historical, local experience. My research findings indicated that evidence of external
impacts were salient in the Siwan experience, which makes the case of Siwa a concrete
example of a strategy of critical regionalism. Yet as a place, Siwa can be interpreted as
the location of particular sets of intersecting social relations and intersecting activity
spaces. These are described as both local and those stretched-out internationally.'® This
phenomenon of a place as a unique mixture is also described as a space in which lines of
global interactions intersect over time."> However, this quality of place is not a new
phenomenon for Siwa, since it had been a stopover many times in its history. It is evident
that Siwa was always open and hybrid. The enclosure of its original town Shali and the
identity of place are themselves the product and result of connections and interactions

with the beyond, with other people and places.

In the past, as Chapter Four illustrated, the Siwans had applied distinctive features of the
urban context of Cairo to their new urban extensions since 1820. However, these
features were re-evaluated in order to extract an appropriate urban setting that is
grounded in the identity of place. The freedom of choice of alien, exotic forms was not
understood as something absolute but as the recovery of origins, which became no
longer sufficient. In the present, their strategy of resistance has also followed the same
concept, as it adopted local ideas (e.g. a piece of stone as a lock) and exotic ideas (e.g.
the pergola) to mediate between contemporary needs. Only in this way was the
mediation adequate to resist the devaluation of values, and yet also the domination of the
placelessness of the desert. Siwa has always been part of, and was thus created by, a

wide set of social and cultural relations, as Figure 8-2 illustrates.

'? Massey, D., (1995).
1> Allen & Hamnett (1995).
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Global experience

Community experience

Individual experience

Figure 8-2. The arrow diagram of a reciprocal
local/global feedback within Siwa

The reciprocal local/global feedback arrow diagram shows that “experience” is not a
detachable phenomenon. Rather, it is interactive and interrelated with the experiences of
others, whether individuals or communities. Accordingly neither the individual nor the
community can claim that they are victims of the global experience, as they are all in the
same stage of being effective in and affected by the feedback process. This
conceptualisation of the individual/community/universal relationship is more rational than
the abstracted form which is offered by the modern interpretation of space. Evidence in
the Siwan community illustrates the success of the historical development of social space
as shown in Chapter Seven. This development has manifested the reciprocity of
experiences in a feedback process. As well, it enhances the potentials of space/place-
resistance to counter unfavourable global experiences in everyday life. This may generate
an explanation of a strategy of critical regionalism and advise how the contemporary

built environment can withstand the increasingly pressuring waves of globalization.

2. Analogical interpretation

The primary purpose of this thesis is to explain what it was that caused the
“placeleésnesé” of modern humans within modern built environment. Chapter One
questioned whether the problem of dwelling faced by modern humans, in a placeless,
worldless and timeless context, can be usefully understood as if it were an experience of
inhabiting the “desert”. The desert is barren, boundless and monotonous. It extends as a
manifestation of unlimited space, in unfixed time. The investigaﬁon of the Siwan
experience revealed that to dwell in the desert puts humans face-to-face with the

challenge of placelessness, in a physical as well as psychological sense.
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Investigating a phenomenon such as “placelessness” within the framework of
understanding offered by phenomenology raised many questions both theoretically and
methodologically. I found that using the exploratory function of “analogy” was helpful in
interpreting the case study. My realisation of the relevance of the history of a remote
desert community was, therefore, no arbitrary act of cognition, but was promoted by the
phenomena I sought to explain. The cognitive transfer I have evolved between situations

related by analogy was derived from Aristotle, who wrote,

The transference...on grounds of analogy...is possible wherever there are four
terms so related that the second (B) is to the first (A) as the fourth (D) to the
third (C ), for one may then metaphorically put D in lieu of B and B in lieu of
D.M

Analogy in this respect constituted a legitimate method of enquiry into the

phenomenology of built environment. I used an analogy between:

[the modern built environment (A) / the modern human (B)]
and

[the desert (C ) / the Siwan community (D)]

That is to say I have asked, does the experience of the Siwan community in creating a
place in the desert offer any insights into the contemporary challenge of dwelling in the
placeless modern world? Yet a note of caution is needed; while I was promoting the use
of analogical interpretation, I was also' aware of its limitations. In using analogy, one
should be careful of both the differences and relatedness between the two halves of the
analogy. As well, the use of analogy here is not intended to produce a universal
conceptualisation. From a postmodern standpoint, I can not say that the so-called
modern human s really inhabiting the desert or that the modern built environment has
the natural capacity of the significant presence of the desert. However, in seeking
advanced knowledge about contemporary humans a process of analogy may identify and
elucidate some common issues. For example, the enhanced significance of the
particularity of each human experience emphasised in postmodern critiques accords with
the investigation of a single, rich and deep case study. I have therefore argued that I can
interpret the central phenomenon of placelessness by the transfer of understanding

between analogous situations. The function and limitations of analogy should be noted,

' Quoted in Able, C. (1997:101).
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then, when I use the three phases of self-adjustment within the Siwan community in

analogy with the contemporary situation of the individual within a postmodern society.

To return to the original analogy between modern humans and the experience of dwelling
in the desert, what we find then is that modernity, with its characteristics of mobility and
detachment, has caused modern humans to inhabit built environment in a kind of
“shallow” dwelling which the space of modern architecture has provided.” The
phenomenology of the built environment of Siwa enhances our understanding of the way
in which the community could establish a settlement within the placelessness of the

desert that allowed a “deep” dwelling by recognising the qualities of existential space.

To achieve meaningful totality in modern built environment, we need to revive the
concept of existential space. An existential space fulfils a double action: identifying the
individual’s spatial relations which form an essential part of his or her existence, and
allowing describable spatial aspects of everyday life to form communal identity.'® The
elements of existential space are made manifest in this thesis on natural, private and

public levels.

These three qualitative layers of space, within the Siwan community, have provided a
sense of deep dwelling that is based upon an ontological security within a framework of
culture and belief. In contrast, the absence of meaningful and mythical dimensions in the
space of modern built environment never allowed modern humans to anchor their
“being” in a sense of deep dwelling. What the theory of being implies, as Merleau-Ponty
explains, is that things are meaningful to the extent that they are attached to “silence™.!” 1
have suggested earlier that “silence” is the invisible side of space, in which we invest

" As such, built environment degenerates into a “shallow being”, a

meanings.
meaningless being, once it expresses only its “objectivity”. When only what is visible is
seen, what is present is present, that built environment possesses a “shallow being”’; thus
it allows only a “shallow dwelling” for its inhabitants. The loss of a sense of ontological
depth converts both built environment and the individual into a state of meaninglessness

and placelessness.

13 See footnote 43, page 51.
16 Norberg-Schulz, C. (1983). Meaning in Western Architecture. New York: Rizzoli.
17 Merleau-Ponty, M. (1968).
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The problem of modern built environment is that it reduces the representation of the
three qualitative layers of space into a universal, open space. This kind of space might
have succeed in liberating architecture from heavy architectonic masses and agriculture
from considerations of cultural landscape. But it demolishes a people’s sense of being in-
the-world. The individual is situated in the abstract vacuum of Euclidean space, which is
devoid of positive tactile qualities. The modernist aim was to connect the individual to
the universal, without the help of the pre-established order," i.e., of culture and belief

Modern built environment has employed various devices to create a kind of virtual space.
For example, the use of large windows or openings in walls gives full vision of the
outside world. The landscape as such works as a huge screen, supported by its
picturesque qualities. Another example is the shifting of walls from being enclosing
boundaries to being objects freely standing in an open space. Such characterisation of
space deprives architecture of its essence as a context of ontological security grounded in

the definition of outside/inside relationships.

The experience of inhabiting virtual space created by modern built environment is
expressed in the development of the International Style when too much attention is given
to the outside space. This has caused the inside space to become empty, yet meaningless;
the meaning of outside space is defined by the degree to which it is corporate to inside
space. As well, this causes the individual’s context to be abstracted and unrelated to
“lived” experience. The dissolution of tactile qualities implies an individual’s context
unrelated to the senses. This contrasts with a strategy of critical regionalism which
upholds the tactile as an essential quality of building: “lived” experience is in essence the

~ determining of tactile qualities.

The experience of dwelling for modern humans may be better understood by transferring,
by analogy, the concepts of the Siwan experience. By applying the three phase model, we
find that the first phase, of self-passiveness, is for the modern human expressed in a
sequence of experiences. At the early stage, we have what historians refer to as the
“Enlightenment” era. Such enlightenment, as Frampton argues, has brought the modern

human to “a situation when he begins to be as alienated from his own production [of

'8 El-Shafie, M. (1998b). Remote Communities and the Conflict of Development. A paper presented
for: Perspectives on Development: Time for a Critical Evaluation. Second Resource Studies Public
Lectures Series/ Open Symposium Lincoln University, 5%, August 1998

Y Merleau-Ponty, M. (1964:52).
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built environment] as from the natural world”.*® This stage was characterised in the
Western, and also, to some extent, in the non-western world, by a period of absorbing
uncritically new modern technologies and systems of operation. This was expressed in
the deterioration of natural, urban and social life, which produced, by the mid-twentieth
century, a series of global crises of ecological, urban and social conditions. This stage has

alerted us as to the need for a careful examination of Western unsustainable trajectories.

This examination produced the second phase of self-reflectiveness, generally referred to
as the post-modern condition, in which a multiplicity of approaches prevailed, forming an
era of postmodernism. The review of contemporary theories and approaches in Chapter
Two was informative as to what trends may continue into the future. Clearly, these
would adopt socio-cultural and inter-disciplinary approaches to counter the hegemony of
globalization. Yet the current state of rapid and noisy life prevents the modern human

from being able to recall silence, a prerequisite to see the signs.

In comparison with Siwa, modern humanity has passed the self-passiveness phase of the
19" century. Yet it is perhaps still at the second stage of a self-reflectiveness phase
during the 20™ century. A hoped-for self-activeness phase may reveal itself at the
threshold of the millennium. This phase will certainly express the self-awareness of future
humanity, who perhaps will operate through an authentic understanding of a deep sense
of ecology, dwelling and being in-the-world. By analogy, the Siwan experience over
three decades expresses the global experience of modern humans over three centuries,

and can inform localities as to how to adopt a strategy of resistance against modernity.

Potentials of a strategy of critical regionalism must be grounded in everyday life
experiences and underpinned by an understanding of the qualitative structure of
existential space. Thus its agenda can include a deep ecological sense of understanding
nature while developing natural space, a deep sense of dwelling when dealing with
building forms and materials in order to develop private space and a deep sense of the
significance of socio-cultural diversity when developing public space. “The point is not to
return to a more simple past, but to dwell better in what we are given™.*' The need for a
built environment rooted in place can be seen as a reaction against the increasingly

dominating universal placelessness, which deprives our surroundings of their significance

% Frampton, K. (1992:9).
2 Seamon, D. (1984: 52).
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as a cultural landscape. The Siwan experience makes concrete this potential to withstand

the impact of modernity upon the quality of built environment.

3. Conclusion and reflections

This thesis began with a single quotation from Norberg-Schulz (see p.1): the situation of
the modern human in a “worldless” context resulted in a loss of identity, sense of
community and experience of life as meaningless; as a consequence the modern human
“becomes ‘homeless’ because he does not any longer belong to a meaningful totality”.”
Thus the term “world” in the context of this thesis has been understood not only as a
description of “entities” mountains, lakes, houses, people, activities, vegetation and the
like, but also as a phenomenological description as a “place” of dwelling. This is the
essence of understanding the world as the giver of identity, sense of community and
sense of being. The world as a place is a “home” that can allow a “meaningful totality”

for humans through their being in-the-world. A “worldless” context therefore means a

“placeless” context.

“World” has also been taken ontologically and existentially to mean a horizon of
everyday involvement and participation, which is humans’ “closest” way of being in the
world. In this respect “world” is an extended space/place not only in the scientific
meaning of the term but also in the ontological conception of spatiality as an intertwining
of presence and absence. This is the referential totality within which space/place is
encountered. As such, spatiality is a property of being in the world, and also a

characterisation of a “region”.” The region is the necessary condition for the determining

of relations between places, things and people.®*

Spatiality, in-the-world and place are interrelated in a “meaningful totality” which
underpins people’s perception of space. Thus the problem arose from the purely
scientific interpretation of space as a pure extension of the abstracted form of entities.
This interpretation facilitated the call for the individual/universal relationship in space,
and yet developed the concept of the universal, open space of modern architecture as

earlier discussed in this chapter. This technological, parametric space does not allow the

# Norberg-Schulz, C. (1980a:12).

3 Heidegger, M. (1962).

** Heidegger’s example of the “bridge” is a concrete explanation of the gathering of place by a region in
a phenomenological sense.
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qualitative character of a region, as the gathering of places; instead, it offers a placeless

context in which humans are only one defined entity among others.

The analytical chapters demonstrated an example of how people construct their built
environment on a conceptual framework drawn from their perception of “space”. People
perceive space as layers of meaning which inhabit an invisible metaphysical realm. These
meanings are based upon a strong foundation of the -collective experience of social
order.”> What makes a social order meaningful, and gives it a sustainable capacity, is its
creativity in adapting e‘}eryday life to fit into the right layer of its meaningful space. The
same can be said for a meaningful built environment, which may also adapt itself to
everyday life needs so as to fit into the right layer of its historically, culturally and
environmentally responsive space. Thus it can have the capacity to generate meaningful

totality and to sustain culture.

My conclusion is that if the designers of modern built environment wish to overcome the
state of placelessness and meaninglessness of their products, then they must approach
built environment as a phenomenon that has its grounds in the experience of everyday

life, and manifests its being in the layers of meaning in natural, private and public spaces.

3.1. Implications of the case study

A genuine conception of space enhances understanding of the relationship between
people and nature in remote communities. My study has shown that an holistic approach
to development in Siwa must begin with an exploration of the Siwan everyday life
relative to ecological requirements, culture and belief system. This framework of
understanding allows a strategy of critical regionalism to be grounded in place.
Accordingly, a development in Siwa may result in a built environment which is
contemporary in appearance, yet historically, culturally and environmentally responsive

and specific.

In Siwa, a holistic approach of a contemporary development may portray the following:
the gardens surround the urban areas which are merged into the landscape and appear as

a part of it.%® Natural space is represented in the qualities of forms and materials, such as

% Sec for example: Giddens, A. (1991); Lash, S. & J. Urry (1994) ; Albrow, M. (1996).
% Moore, C.; Allen, G. & Lyndon, D. (1974:188). The Place of Houses. Canada: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston.



202

weight and hardness, as well as in the prevailing conditions of natural processes and
climatic phenomena. Each house needs to have indoor or outdoor courtyards.”” Openings
need to be designed to relate to sun and natural ventilation, yet to carry a fingerprint of
the local vernacular (e.g. four-wing windows in Siwa). Private space expresses the
human character and socio-cultural properties. Public space refers to a pre-established
order of culture and belief, which can be understood only in relation to the region. Both
house and garden have the power to manifest their outer horizons, physically as well as
in the mind’s eye, in contrast to the inner horizon of the desert around them. This would
I believe appear as a empathetic conceptual framework for a meaningful built

environment particular to Siwa.

3.2. Implications for theory and practice

For my theoretical framework, I have relied on a phenomenological account to enhance
understanding of built environment. I have found that the phenomenology of built
environment is to be grounded in an understanding of its “meaning”; the fundamental
nature of meaning lies in creativity. Authentic expression is a creative act, that is, the act
of manifesting meaning. Thus it lies in the view of architectural meaning as produced
and evolved from the intertwining of presence and absence, and yet manifests the inner
and outer horizons of things as meaningful. A communicative theory of design, however,
does not evolve from creativity, as it is already expresses transmitted, established

architectural meanings.

In an attempt to apply this theory in practice, we need to view an authentic designer as
subjective, permanently bound up with the world in a lived experience and fundamentally -
creative in nature. This view is impossible to achieve within the already established way
of objectivity and rational systems of thinking of the modern world. A key point to call
such an authentic designer to action is to allow his or her inner horizon to be manifested.
Such manifestation can suspend the frame of reference, of objectivity and rational

systems, allowing and activating his or her creative nature.

My suggestion is to activate and polarise this creative act by bringing forth “silence”.
Yet silence dwells in a pre-theoretical, pre-established form of rationality. As such its

language is prior to the spoken language and its communicative power is more

2 Michell, G. (1978).
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authentic. It is not formed by the transmitted meanings of the spoken language.”®
Viewed from this perspective, silence can produce authentic expressions, thus achieving
creativity in design. Furthermore, silence is a prerequisite for a stage of self-

reflectiveness in the three phase model developed in this chapter.

The three phase model may help in understanding and interpreting the professionals’
situation at present, and gives a clue to the future. Designers of built environment are
now facing a challenge, as people are aware of the limitations of the modern theory of
design and look to professionals for action. Taking a step forward towards a phase of
self-activeness among professionals would be the way to produce “meaningful” built
environment. The ability to be socio-culturally aware and inter-disciplinary is necessary

for a theory of environmental design.

Architects and landscape architects as place-makers are in a unique position to revive
people’s faith in their culture. If they show what is significant in local forms and the
tactile qualities of the region and use or implement them in their designs, the people
would at once begin to reconsider their own identity with pride. It is important that this
implementation involves elements and techniques of which the local people have full

knowledge and mastery. Thus they are stimulated to use and develop local forms.

The three phase model may also be applied to the critique of the development of built
environment in a specific context, in terms of whether it is developing from passive to
reflective and then to active. First, we can evaluate the process of development
according to its compliance with different stages of the model according to the time-
frame allowed. Second, we can evaluate the approach of development. Some approaches
however still operate within the stage of self-passiveness offered in the 19" century. The
more the decision-makers are aware of the phases of the model the clearer the insight

gained from the experience of any phenomenon.

The study of built environment is a growing multi-disciplinary field, as it involves
architectural disciplines (i.e. architecture, town planning, landscape architecture and
urban design), as well as resource management, cultural and human geography, and

social and psychological sciences. Either at the undergraduate or post-graduate levels,

% Merleau-Ponty, M. (1968).
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the introduction of a phenomenological approach contributes significantly to empower
and enhance students’ ability to understand the layering of meaning, both in design

concepts and environmental management processes.

A framework for responsive design theory in a teaching programme may also be
enhanced by the three-stages of self-adjustment. The process of design development
takes a three-stage sequence. Firstly, a self-passiveness stage, in which students absorb
as much information as they can about the specific needs of the project, but without
formulating ideas within a preconceived theoretical structure. Field trip experiences and
design “for the sake of a real community” are invaluable inspirations for students at this

stage.”

Secondly, in a self-reflectiveness stage, they reflect what is identified as significant in the
collected information and recall their subjectivity to the task of relevant interpretation
according to a collective background of knowledge and expertise. Students can perceive
and relate themselves to different phenomena more readily when they reflect on their
own lived experiences. They can also understand the experiences of other people,
creatures, cultures, environments and places. It is essential for them at this stage to learn
how to bring forth “silence”, which can be interpreted as an interaction with a white
sheet of paper to draw out a meaningful differentiation between signs so as to let
meaning appear. Thirdly, a self-activeness stage, in which a revealing of the unique

phenomenal qualities of place evoke students’ creativity to produce a meaningful design.

Many questions, however, have been raised over the course of this research concerning
philosophical and theoretical validation; thus further investigation is needed to test the
same phenomenon in different cultural contexts. Furthermore, this study would not have
been possible without the opportunity for a long-term field study being available.
Support is needed for the establishment of well designed long-term phenomenological

investigations, which allow delving into various phenomena at a deeper level.

3.3. Significance of the study
Although this study focused upon a single case of the Siwa oasis, the insights gained

extend well beyond its locality. What I have tried to show throughout is the significance

* See for example the product of the third yeaf students of Resource Management, Lincoln University,
in the Wild Notes 1998.
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of the built environment in remote communities for the phenomenological relationships
between people and nature. Analysis of the Siwan built environment shows that place-

making represents the essence of dwelling,

The study revealed that current adoptions within Siwa represent a further phase of its
historical development, rather than a new phenomenon. This concept underpins the
“strategy of resistance within the traditional built environment of Siwa, in the way it
counters the impact of modernity and its transformative effects. However, I believe that
the particular contribution of my study has been to show that a theory of critical
regionalism is grounded in everyday life experiences and their phenomenological

representation in built environment.

The study demonstrated how the phenomenological approach, which is developed
through the theoretical and methodological framework of this thesis, is applied in the
field as a framework to Vinvestigate qualitatively the relationship between people and
nature. This approach can contribute to the emergence of a phenomenological theory of
environmental management and design. Furthermore, it has immediate implications for
the case study of Siwa, as well as for professional practice, teaching and future research

in environmental design disciplines.

You must start right from the beginning, letting your new buildings grow
from the daily lives of the people who will live in them...mindful of the
trees and the crops that will grow there, respectful to the skyline and
humble before the seasons. There must be neither faked tradition nor
faked modernity, but...[a built environment] that will be the visible and
permanent expression of the character of the community.*

% Fathy, H. (1973:45).
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My interviewees approved the recording of their interviews and the use of their real names, only

female and children interviewees are anonymously refereed to in the text.

Name

Interviewee background

Official and non-Siwan interviewees

Mr Tahoun A.
Mr M. Abdel Aziz
Nabeil, M.

Group interview [GI]
Miss M Ahmed

Mr M. Moustafa
Miss Mona

Mr Moustafa

Miss Aisia

Siwan Interviewees
Sliman Abdel Allah
Ibrahim Abdel Allah
* Saleh Ibrahim

A Siwan woman
Abu-Baker Othman
Mahdy Hwidy
Othman Kadura
Sheikh Omar Ragih,

E. Shaker

Abdel Wahab Khalil
Siwan girls

Siwan girls [GI]

A Siwan girl

A Siwan boy

A Siwan woman

President of Siwa City Council
Owner of tourist resort
Ownmer of a tourist goods shop

Age

56
65
46

Sociologist staff, intermediate school

Secretary of the Cultural Centre
Hotel Manager

Trainer in the Cultural Centre
Staff, Social welfare office
Librarian in the Cultural centre

Teacher

Self-employed

Employee in the power station
Housewife

Employee in the Siwa museum
Director of Information Centre
Teacher

Chief of Awlad Mosa tribe

Vice-president Siwa city council

25
38
20
32
19

43
69
36
24

38

38

36

40

Principal of an intermediate school 38

students, Group interview
Trainees in the Culture centre
High school student

High school student
Housewife and tutor

17
18
23

Interview Date & No.

25 May 1997. No.1
26 May 1997. No.2
17 June 1997. No.7

20 February 1998. No.15
27 February 1998. No.24
11 March 1998. No.37
16 March 1998. No.44
16 March 1998. No.45
20 March 1998. No.50

10 June 1997.
11 June 1997.
12 June 1997.
16 June 1997.
18 June 1997.
20 June 1997.
22 June 1997.
25 June 1997.

No. 3
No. 4
No. 5
No. 6
No. 8
No.9
No.10
No.11

18 February 1998. No. 12
19 February 1998. No 13
20 February 1998. No 14

-21 February 1998. No.16

21 February 1998. No.17
22 February 1998. No.18
22 February 1998. No.19
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