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ABSTRACT 

This study is located at the intersection of architecture and the social sciences. Its 
core is an ethnographic investigation of how Cairo experiences and tackles urban 
heatwaves, which was carried out primarily by looking at people’s building 
practices. 

The research is structured along three axes. The first consists of a historical 
overview of the Egyptian architectural field, based on a critical reading of articles 
dealing with climate issues since the first local architectural publication in 1939 
and semi-structured interviews with architects working in Cairo today. The 
second section investigates building practices observed in Cairo, with and 
without an architect’s supervision. The third axis combines a survey of the means 
used to deal with weather conditions in nine houses and the thermal practices of 
their inhabitants – with data collected through participant observation. 

Urban heat and the public health problems it causes require considering potential 
drivers of action beyond traditional institutional tools, such as master plans and 
legal guidelines. Understanding the logic behind the creation of domestic 
microclimates in its material and social context has so far been neglected. Yet 
looking at how this logic can be incorporated in architects’ practices of climate-
responsive design is a key prerequisite for any realistic solution to urban 
heatwaves. 

Therefore, this doctoral thesis observes how individuals manage the thermal 
environment in their daily lives, outside of laboratories and architecture and 
engineering offices. It shows that ethno-architectural enquiry needs to become a 
standard procedure in climatic design. By shifting the gaze from buildings to 
those who build and inhabit them, the dissertation challenges the architectural 
conceptions that structure historiography, knowledge production, and, by 
extension, architectural design as they are practised today. 
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INTRODUCTION 

You need to recognize that it is there. It is like when you wake up in the 
morning, you go out in the street, and it is hot. You have to say that it is hot. 
You don’t like that it is hot, but it is hot. And that is Sergio Ramos (Basi al-
Afifi (Bāṣī al-‘Afīfī), sports correspondent on the channel DMC sports, 2 
June 2018).1 

1. WHAT MAKES THE (CITY) CLIMATE? 

In summer 2018, during a Champions League quarter-final match, Real Madrid 
defender Sergio Ramos dislocated the shoulder of Mohamad Salah (Muḥammad 
Ṣalāḥ), infuriating Egyptian fans. Salah, besides being Liverpool’s star forward, 
was the greatest hope for the Egyptian national team’s participation in the 
upcoming football World Cup, for which Egypt had qualified for the first time 
since 1990. A sports correspondent commented on television, solemnly, that 
Ramos’s aggressive attitude on the field was a long-recognized fact that had to 
be acknowledged, because no one could do anything about it. Just like the heat in 
Cairo. 

Contrary to al-Afifi’s assumption, the climate of Cairo, like that of other cities, is 
increasingly a product of anthropogenic factors, rather than simple weather 
contingencies. It is true that geographic elements affect the city’s climate. The 
movements of the Nile influence the atmospheric humidity and mist (Barois 
1889). Almost a century ago, geographer Marcel Clerget reported on a debate 
about the impact of the Mokattam (al-Muqaṭṭam) Hill on the eastern edge of the 
capital, on the speed and direction of the wind (Clerget 1934, 72). Today, several 
aspects concurrently shape Cairo’s climate. 

On a morning in November 2018, when I joined a group of people for a visit in 
town, participants could not tell whether the light mist that slightly blurred our 
views was due to humidity or pollution. Atmospheric pollution has become an 
essential characteristic of Cairo and a serious public health issue (Lelieveld et al. 
2015). Paradoxically, recreating fresh (micro)climates in the heart of the city by 
using air conditioners2 on a massive scale contributes to heating and polluting the 

 

1 DMC Sports, ‘Al-kūrā ma‘a ‘afīfī - ‘afīfī ia‘ruḍ ‘unf rāmūs ma‘ā nugūm al-‘ālam. 
rāmūs ḥaṣal ‘ala al-bitāqa 24 marrāt ma‘ā al-riyāl’ [Football with Afifi: Afifi shows 
Ramos’ violence with the [soccer] world’s stars. Ramos was carded 24 times with the 
Real [Madrid]], uploaded 2 June 2018, YouTube video, 8:04, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DdBBZCeLtUU.  

2 According to CAPMAS, based on a sample of 10,967 households that represented 
43,940 inhabitants, 19.4 per cent of urban households in the country had air conditioning 
in 2015, and 93 per cent were equipped with electric fans (CAPMAS 2016, 6). 
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air (Rosenthal 2012). Obviously, the concentration of activities, car traffic, and 
small industries play a part in producing urban heat. 

Hence, the urban climate is geographic and anthropic, but it is also architectural. 
Solar radiation heats up concrete, cement, red fired bricks, and asphalt surfaces, 
which have a low albedo (they reflect few solar rays). These architectural 
materials store heat during the day and emit it at night. The tight and dense built 
fabric leaves too few voids and channels for the wind to blow this heat away, and 
thus produces urban heat islands, symptomatic of the city’s climate. 

2. WHO MAKES THE CITY (CLIMATE)? 

It is widely known that heatwaves around the world are occurring more often and 
are getting stronger. Not much is known, however, about the ways in which 
people who live in cities are coping with the increased heat. And if we are to 
study the effects of urban climates, we need to look not only at the shape of the 
built environment but also at how it is produced and, more importantly, by whom. 

Although the climatic consequences of urbanization apply to a city as a whole, it 
is at the microlocal level that the levers for action to mitigate the effects of the 
urban climate are easier to grasp. Cairo’s climate-sensitive architectural heritage 
(so-called Islamic, Khedivial, and neo-vernacular architecture, but also modern 
architecture) makes it a valorized model in the teaching of thermal principles in 
design (Ficarelli 2014; Lézine 1971; Mohamed and Ali 2014; Ragette 2006). This 
is epitomized by specific architectural elements, such as windcatchers (malqaf), 
basins, courtyards, mashrabiyya (wooden screens with ornamental apertures), 
high ceilings, and thick walls. This heritage is perceived by architects and 
engineers as useful know-how for the design of new constructions, especially in 
terms of thermal comfort (Abdelmonem 2012; Bahadori, Sanij, and Sayigh 2014; 
Hassan, Lee, and Yoo 2016; Saleh and Saied 2017). But the current built 
landscape of the city contrasts with, or even contradicts, these models and 
principles, which makes Cairo a relevant case to investigate the gap between 
ordinary building practices and the ideal models of climate-responsive design 
circulating in architectural discourse. 

In a text published in 2013, Marcel Vellinga lists 175 scientific articles published 
between 2000 and 2010 that – using measurements and graphs – defend the idea 
that vernacular architecture and buildings recognized as heritage are models of 
sustainable architecture that are relevant today; in other words, they represent a 
set of low-tech solutions that seem relevant to the architectural challenges posed 
by global warming and the urgent need to reduce fossil energy consumption 
(Vellinga, 2013). However, Vellinga notes that the authors of this corpus share a 
marked tendency to focus solely on the thermal performance of built structures. 
He observes that individuals’ interventions in these structures are elided, as is the 
influence of the contemporary urban and social context in which they are 
embedded. This doctoral thesis follows this observation. More specifically, it 
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looks at the disconnect between the nostalgia with which the architectural 
discourse views the architecture/climate relationship, on the one hand, and the 
contemporary experience of climatic variations in most urban housing, such as in 
Cairo, on the other. 

So, how do urban households face the heat in homes that were not designed to 
cope with such weather conditions? And why do the solutions to this problem 
proposed by architects meet so few responses when it comes to how people build 
and inhabit their homes? By ethnographically investigating building practices in 
one of the biggest cities of Africa, Cairo (Egypt), this study aims to rethink 
climate agency in architecture in terms of where it is located in practice, and then 
rethink it in theory. 

3. URBAN CLIMATE AS AN ARCHITECTURAL ISSUE 

A. THE ARCHITECTURAL LITERATURE AND THE CLIMATE 
DISCOURSE SHARE LIMITS… 

The climate is generally explained based on a pattern of weather variation during 
a longer period, usually around thirty years. Charts, maps, and tables are among 
the standard figures used to describe the climate of a geographic area. Historians 
of science James Rodger Fleming and Vladimir Jankoviç see this as a problem: 

[S]uch a definition is possible only in connection to an instrumental, 
quantitative, and weather-biased understanding of the atmosphere. Outside 
this context, one is more likely to encounter climate as an agency rather than 
an index. Climate has more often been defined as what it does rather than 
what it is (Fleming and Jankoviç 2011, 2). 

Thus, extending the notion of climate beyond physical measurements reveals new 
possible angles that become just as legitimate for offering a renewed 
understanding of the city. For Mike Hulme, while climate results from a search 
for constancy, the weather is innately dynamic, since it is the whole of 
meteorological variations (Hulme 2015, 176). There is a clear tendency in 
climate studies towards ‘particularizing climate discourse’, as Georgina Endfield 
writes (Endfield 2011). Attempts to complicate the notion of climate entail 
shedding light on the extent to which it is entangled with specific contexts and 
situations. However, this literature names this complexification ‘culture’, which 
is a notion that remains too vague (Abu-Lughod 1991). The proposed agenda 
indeed requires specific research skills in order to specify what appears like a 
thick fog of factors that shape the meanings of climate locally but that cannot be 
seized empirically without appropriate epistemological tools. This is all the more 
important because, as David Livingstone warns us, theses of environmental 
determinism still find fertile ground in which to thrive today, particularly with 
the general public through popularization works (Livingstone 2011). Thus, 
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researchers like Hulme, Endfield, Jankoviç, and Fleming – not to mention others 
– suggest that better understanding climate change requires concrete examples of 
what climate can mean in context, in order to fully grasp its various stakes. 
However, this involves a methodological challenge, requiring a meticulous 
ethnography for example. This dissertation aims to take up this challenge. 

What the aforementioned authors suggest about the climate discourse echoes 
patterns in the discussion of climate-responsive design observed in the 
architectural literature. There are various approaches to thermal control in 
architecture. First, the ability to make a building thermally comfortable depends 
on many factors inherent in resource management, but also on the social 
organization of a household, which is too rarely addressed beyond the lens of 
energy consumption. The predominance of thermal engineering science in 
building activity, addressing a fictitious ‘average human’ corresponding to a 
standardized physiological body, erases social practices in favour of technical 
calculations (Shove 2009). Attempts to raise questions related to social practices 
within the realm of thermal engineering sciences remain marginal, and even in 
these cases, adapted research instruments are manifestly lacking. The same could 
be said of the classical works dealing with architectural design aspects and their 
relation to climates, such as those of Reyner Banham (1984), Ralph Knowles 
(1981, 2006), Victor Olgyay (1963), or Baruch Givoni (1969). A contribution 
like the book of Lisa Heschong is an exception worth mentioning (Heschong 
1979). Heschong’s book celebrates thermal and architectural diversity and the 
thermal delight which this creates. But her appreciation of cultural diversity, 
although praiseworthy, lacks the consistency of meticulous anthropological 
observation. 

Important contributions to architectural research on thermal environments and the 
thermal control of buildings include works of historians interested in the 
introduction of heating and cooling devices in European architecture (Gallo 2008; 
Marino 2014; Requena-Ruiz 2016). These shed light on the technical, industrial, 
and architectural processes that have led to definitions of thermal comfort that are 
taken for granted today. Other contributions document the impact of energy on 
architecture, including solar energy, and shed light on the architectural 
experiments that the reflection on energy generated (Barber 2016, 2020; Gaillard 
2021; Knowles 2006; Lopez 2014; Willis et al. 2017). Other, more general books 
by historians about the introduction of air conditioning in living spaces are also 
important in this regard (Ackermann 2002; Basile 2016; G. Cooper 2002). 

In the history of architecture, however, the work most relevant to my research is 
certainly Jiat-Hwee Chang’s A Genealogy of Tropical Architecture: Colonial 
Networks, Nature and Technoscience (Chang 2016). Chang situates his scope of 
research in Asia, where he interrogates the category of tropical architecture in 
light of the colonial history of Great Britain. He demonstrates how architectural 
knowledge and its classifications are historically situated, the results of power 
relations and the struggle of positioning in a field of action (cultural, political, 
economic, etc.). Chang edited two major issues of the journal Architecture 
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beyond Europe together with Daniel J. Ryan, with historians continuing these 
reflections on different places and times (Chang and Ryan 2020, 2021).  

Tropical architecture, just like traditional or vernacular architecture, is 
supposedly the fruit of a natural union with the climate and the environment. As 
previously mentioned, this aspect was aptly deconstructed in Marcel Vellinga’s 
work on the notion of vernacular/traditional architecture, among the work of other 
researchers (AlSayyad 1995; Brown and Mauldin 2013; Groth 1999; Oliver 2006; 
Upton 1993; Vellinga 2013). Vellinga notably discusses the relevance of 
vernacular architecture as a model of sustainable design today (Asquith and 
Vellinga 2006; Foruzanmehr and Vellinga 2011; Vellinga 2011, 2013). Another 
form of built heritage celebrated as a virtuous model of passive climate control is 
the ‘Islamic architecture’ of Cairo (Mohamed and Ali 2014; Ragette 2006), as 
stated above. Sociologist Tim Winter coined the term ‘cool living heritage’ to 
expand the link between heritage building and passive thermal control beyond 
built design to include people’s social practices related to thermal comfort and 
material culture (Winter 2013, 2016).  

In sociology, the issue of thermal control as researched is still largely oriented 
towards energy use and consumption practices, and is less concerned with 
architecture (Boardman 1991, 2013; Dard 1986; Sahakian 2014; Shove 2003; 
Shove, Walker, and Brown 2014; Subrémon 2009; Wilhite 2005). Therefore, 
there is a need to effectively observe how individuals manage their thermal 
environment in daily life, especially through building practices, outside of 
laboratories and architecture and engineering offices. 

Within the realm of architectural research though, there exist attempts to 
investigate contemporary building practices, mostly, as far as I know, in the 
architectural literature in French (Depaule 1985; Hoddé 2013; Khaldi 2015; 
Pinson 2016; Raport 2019, among many others). The journal Cahiers de la 
recherche architecturale, urbaine et paysagère, which has published research 
from the French architecture schools since the 1970s, gathers many scientific 
contributions that combine architecture and social sciences to investigate 
contemporary architectural issues.3 Methodological attempts to connect 
sociological analysis and the architectural survey date back to the end of the 
nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, when housing became an 
important social and urban matter in industrialized countries, especially for 
workers (Chombart de Lauwe 1959a, 1959b). These experiences inspire my 
research questions and methodology, which I develop later. 

Today, there is a need to think beyond the disciplinary anchorage of architectural 
research, because this leaves blind spots in the study of the built environment. 
The way this anchorage is constituted now leads to a lack of understanding of a 
large part of the built production, which is not considered worthy of architectural 
interest. I believe that this is due to researchers’ qualifications: as researchers, we 

 
3 https://journals.openedition.org/craup/. 
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do what we know how to, and we do it the way we know how to do it. Our 
scientific questioning follows quite naturally. Our research questions and the 
methods we use to answer them are largely related to our personal trajectory and 
our ability to solve them. As I see it, traditionally (and schematically), 
architectural research is divided between history, where it investigates the past 
(with its ramifications for architectural theory, cultural studies, etc.), and 
engineering and technical investigations, where it deals with the present (mostly 
quantitative research), despite the exceptions that I mentioned earlier. That said, 
architecture is as much an object of research as it is a field of research itself, 
although it is not clearly structured as such. This means that other disciplines, 
especially the social sciences, have investigated architecture, as I will develop 
further later. However, the epistemological limits resulting from social scientists’ 
aptitudes apply to their research, as they tend to focus more on the symbolic over 
the practical and material aspects (Vellinga 2007), as I will show. 

I intend to connect both aspects, researching the entanglements between socio-
symbolical orders and practices as well as their effects on the built environment 
as it is being produced. In a nutshell, in order to engage with contemporary urban 
issues triggered by climate change, it is essential to question what structures 
contemporary architectural practices materially, socially, and symbolically. In 
particular, raising questions about the boundaries of architectural practice equates 
to asking what it excludes and how it does so, in order to constitute itself as 
legitimate design expertise.  

Thus, I investigate the relationship between several approaches to thermal control 
in architecture, that is, thermal knowledge. Here, knowledge refers, in a broad 
sense, to material, skills, attitudes, and information that are being used to interact 
with an environment (Barth 2002). One of the goals of this work is to research 
the entanglements and logics of distinction existing between these different forms 
of knowledge through time, their mutual influences, and what built them up 
together. I do this with a view to overcoming the dichotomy between scientific 
and vernacular knowledge. 

B. …THAT NEED ETHNOGRAPHY TO BE OVERCOME 

The folly of disregarding small-scale responses to climate in the urban 
environment, of allowing what I call ‘the tyranny of the mean’ to exert its 
statistical power in climate discourse, of failing to attend to the micro-
climates of the indoors, and of ignoring the anomalous in favour of trading in 
the currency of general trends, have all conspired to keep hidden […] climate 
as it is actually experienced by individual people in specific places 
(Livingstone 2012, 91–92). 

As I mentioned, David Livingstone calls for ‘problematizing climatic 
knowledge’, that is, developing methodical reflexivity about the way this science 
is produced. He recognizes the diverse natures of knowledge: qualitative and 
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quantitative, expert and lay. His observation is applicable to architectural 
research, including on climate issues. This thesis aims to bridge the gap in the 
field of climatology research that Livingstone identifies. 

Ethnography is a particularly relevant method of investigation, because it offers 
effective tools to concretely observe different forms of knowledge and their 
manifestation, notably through the means of precise descriptions of settings and 
practices. The disciplinary bridge between architecture and the social sciences 
that I advocate for in this research is still in the making (at least in English). This 
may be explained by the fact that most architect-researchers interested in today’s 
building activities, especially when related to the Global South, locate themselves 
more easily in the field of urban studies than architecture. As a result, theoretical 
outputs tend to move away from architectural debates, and thus from the field of 
architecture, to engage with broader urban issues. By contrast, I aim to anchor 
my study within the field of architecture, whilst adding inputs of the social 
sciences, with the purpose of shedding new light on today’s architectural 
practices and, in the present case, the context of Cairo. I utilized research 
techniques of the social sciences to investigate architectural objects of inquiry, 
and I enlarged the scope of what social inquiry involves thanks to architectural 
means of investigating the materiality of buildings as well as construction 
practices. 

The study I conducted documents both architects’ practices in Cairo today and 
the logics of homemaking from the residents’ perspective, with a strong focus on 
how they build. Indeed, building is a practice that is common to architects and 
ordinary people (non-architects). They both build and refurbish housing, but from 
different perspectives. This is one of the reasons why I chose to focus on building 
practices related to housing to investigate the urban production and the position 
of climate concerns in this process. Home improvement involves a wide range of 
material resources and depends largely on human connections. These 
intermediaries play a central role in implementing these housing projects. They 
may be skilled craftspeople, but can also be construction workers, neighbours, or 
anyone deemed reliable. The forms of these projects differ from design projects 
as developed in architectural offices, but are no less architectural, since they 
shape the built environment. However, these projects, as material and moral 
prospects, compete with other concerns in the household’s priorities, and thus 
develop more unevenly. 

This research stems from a one-and-a-half-year field study, the last eight months 
of which were spent in the home of a family in a historical neighbourhood of 
Cairo. The first period lasted from April to early December 2017, and the second 
from mid-March to mid-November 2018. The fieldwork ended with a one-month 
stay in Cairo in April 2019. I surveyed eight homes and apartments located in 
various neighbourhoods (new towns, historical, central, informal areas) in 
addition to the house I stayed in. I combined an extensive survey of the material 
details of the homes and participant observation of people’s practices related to 
the domestic thermal ambiance. Detailed descriptions of what the homes 
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consisted of complement what their inhabitants told about them, whether in the 
form of semi-structured interviews or repeated conversations outside the frame 
of the survey. 

This technique constitutes what Daniel Pinson (2016) calls a comprehensive 
ethno-architectural survey. It aims to connect the architectural survey with 
narratives collected in situ as well as arrangements of furniture, objects, and the 
spatial occupation of the house. The ethno-architectural survey, or the survey of 
inhabited spaces, leads towards a stronger integration of architecture and social 
life. Indeed, this kind of research structure complements the untold with the 
visible. Pinson insists on the researcher’s attention, careful observation, and 
listening. In continuity with these studies, my case studies portray the home not 
only as a result, but also as a process. And it is this process that I believe we can 
learn from. On a daily basis, at home, one has to deal with heat, and no 
architectural expertise is involved in the process, strictly speaking. Creating a 
satisfactory thermal environment requires knowledge that remains marginalized 
from the field that is recognized as architecture, while it is at the centre of urban 
building practices. 

Important contributions in anthropology that explore architecture focus on the 
home (Buchli 2013). This research work usually stresses its symbolic dimensions, 
in terms of what it can tell about the organization of the society that produced it. 
To take the most famous examples, the house in Claude Lévi-Strauss’s The Way 
of the Mask and later, in his paper published with the title Histoire et ethnologie, 
refers to kinship structures, to a social unit, and not at all to the dwelling place 
(Lévi-Strauss 1983). Pierre Bourdieu’s structuralist reading of the Kabyle house 
is oriented towards the symbolic meaning of the composition formed by objects 
and building arrangements (Bourdieu 1972). Philippe Descola, in his essay 
Beyond Nature and Culture, instils the idea of continuities and discontinuities 
between humans and non-humans, or between individuals and their environment, 
instead of the divide inherited from the anthropological tradition (Descola 2005). 

Architects also investigated housing architecture in ‘non-European’ contexts with 
their own tools (Roesler 2013). However, the existing literature shows that most 
architecture studies conducted on homes were often dedicated to extensively 
documenting material aspects, sometimes with a historical perspective. Maisons 
et palais du Caire, published in the 1980s, perfectly illustrates this type of study 
(Maury et al. 1982, 1983). The two volumes display an impressive collection of 
drawings of buildings surveyed during a ten-year period prior to the book’s 
release. However, one of its authors, whom I had the chance to meet, 
retrospectively found that the compilation does not provide much beyond 
architectural structure. 

However, these two approaches exist side by side, and attempts to research how 
architectural, symbolic, and social processes are related remain rare (Vellinga 
2007). The collection of essays edited by Janet Cartsen and Stephen Hugh-Jones 
remains a notable attempt to consider the house and the social organization of its 
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residents on the same level in a systematic analysis. 

We seek to develop an ‘alternative language of the house’, one not based on 
the assumed priority of kinship or economy but which enables us to escape 
some of the constraints of conventional analysis of these areas, and to bring 
together aspects of the house previously treated separately. Seeing houses ‘in 
the round’ enables us to focus on the links between their architectural, social 
and symbolic significance (Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995, 2). 

My hypothesis is that one of the reasons why these two types of study exist in 
parallel rather than as one probably lies in the methodology and skills used. 
Architects are trained to give priority to examining material aspects, at various 
scales. In An Attempt at Exhausting a Place in Paris, Georges Perec describes as 
much as he can of what he sees, three days in a row, at different moments of the 
day (Perec 1982). I remember that this text was one of the must-reads during my 
architecture studies in France. We were given many exercises that followed the 
same spirit, especially in the first years, in order to train our eyes to observe and 
express what we observed, one way or another, using words, drawings, or any 
other medium. Shapes, light, and textures are not only meaningful in what they 
could signify, but also in and of themselves or in relation to other material or 
practical issues. These dimensions are not always easily included in social 
scientists’ work, who might be more inclined to pay keen attention to discourses 
and attitudes in regard to a context. Of course, these are no more than general 
tendencies or inclinations towards describing one aspect or another of the same 
realities, based on my own experience of moving equally in both circles. These 
affinities both come from and reinforce familiarity with ways to interrogate and 
learn from the situations we face. Research questions are oriented by the means 
at our disposal to actually answer them. To me, bringing together methods of both 
architecture and anthropology is conducive to shedding light on relationships that 
exist between material, social, and symbolical processes through the study of 
homes in their environment. 

C. THE FIELD OF ARCHITECTURE 

The domestic uses of building can reach the level of structural changes. Those 
who erect the majority of housing blocks in Cairo are developers and builders, 
often self-trained, in the sense that they were not trained by a state-recognized 
institution. As for architects, although they contribute to shaping the built fabric 
as well, they embody a form of symbolic authority in the realm of construction. 
They were my main interlocutors on the ground. Architects’ symbolic power is 
nevertheless contested. There are places dedicated to its performance, such as 
universities, museums, or any other institution related to the academic field. 
Formal gatherings like workshops, congresses, or conferences, whether 
organized by companies, public authorities, or others, are also prime contexts in 
which to display this symbolic power. This authority needs validation within 
these spheres in order to exert its influence beyond them, on the ground. 



 24 

However, this validation is not enough. This is why it is important to compare 
theoretical discourses that are developed in the field of architecture with actual 
vernacular architectural practices on the ground. 

Architects form a defined social group that society recognizes as such. However, 
beyond the apparently unified status that the title muhandis or bāsh muhandis4 
provides them with, architects occupy different positions in what can be named 
the field of architectural practice. In Pierre Bourdieu’s approach, a field is a social 
group that claims a certain autonomy in society. This autonomy comes from the 
fact that the individuals within that field, or ‘agents’, share similar social codes, 
hierarchy of values, and expectations about their profession and its stakes. For 
example, architects have the knowledge and diplomas acquired in dedicated 
academic institutions in common. These social codes and hierarchy of values 
circulate and manifest themselves through dispositions identified as the habitus 
of the agents in the field (Déotte 2010; Bourdieu’s postface of Panofsky 1967). 
The habitus is an incorporated generating principle of habits and taste. The ability 
to draw, the use of technical terms, but also the attraction to heritage buildings, 
for example, are part of the architects’ habitus. 

The notion of field offers instruments to think of architecture not in terms of 
typologies or styles, but rather in a way that includes the symbolic and social 
stakes that underlie building activities. This is no mere detail when we know that 
architectural categories obviously exclude the largest part of Cairo’s built 
environment and even places it outside the realm of architecture. It is on these 
style classifications, though, that architectural historiography is based. Reflecting 
in terms of habitus and practice aims to interrogate what, in the architectural 
discourse, is taken for granted, including the necessity of drawing plans that can 
assume different meanings and functions, depending on the context. Engineer and 
anthropologist Ian Ewart offers a good example of this when he describes the 
construction of a suspended bridge in the highlands of Borneo. As the natives 
were used to building bamboo bridges, using a different technique, they had never 
used plans. ‘Why should I draw one when we can just make one?’ as one of his 
interlocutors put it (Ewart 2013, 89). They did produce drawings for the 
suspended bridge, but these were not looked at after construction started. This 
leads the author to suppose that the drawing served to deal with the uncertainty 
of trying a new technique and new materials prior to implementing them. In that 
case, the plan was part of the building process, but not as a reference document, 
as it is generally intended. 

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice suggests searching for the social, discursive, 

 
4 Literally meaning engineer, this title refers to engineers in general, regardless of their 
speciality. Bāsh is the contracted version of bāsha, a title used to designate a high rank in 
the hierarchy of Ottoman officers. By extension, it became a general honorary label. Bāsh 
muhandis traditionally applies to architects who graduated from Cairo’s Polytechnic 
University. However, the use of these honorary names is extended to everyday life. 
People address each other as ra’is (president), za‘im (boss, leader), effendim or bey (also 
honorary labels) in the café, on the street, to workers, etc.   
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and material pillars that underpin the possibility of a field as it is, and which have 
– until now, in the case of architecture in relation to the concrete issue of urban 
heat – remained largely unthought. 

[The purpose of the theory of practice] is not only the system of objective 
relations built by the objectivist mode of knowledge. It is also the dialectical 
relations between these objective structures and the structured dispositions in 
which they are actualized and which tend to reproduce them, i.e. the double 
process of internalization of the exteriority and exteriorization of the 
interiority. This knowledge implies a rupture with the mode of objectivist 
knowledge, i.e. an interrogation of the conditions of possibility and, by 
extension, of the limits of the objective and ‘objectivizing’ point of view 
which seizes practices from outside, as a fait accompli, instead of building its 
generating principle by being located in the very movement of their execution 
(Bourdieu 1972, 235, quoted by Costey 2004).5 

The concept of field not only allows us to transcend architectural categories, but 
also provides another understanding of architectural production, including the 
social belonging of architects themselves, their integration as a group in society, 
and the struggles within their field, on its boundaries and outside of them. 
Moreover, the field is structured around the relationships between these various 
positions. It can be imagined as a cloud of positions, and it is the nature of the 
relationships between these positions – or those occupying them – that shapes the 
field. The relationships with agents who are outside the field – inclusion, 
exclusion, admiration, contempt, indifference, assimilation, etc. – are equally 
determining. The relational nature of the field makes it a useful theoretical tool 
to understand not only how architecture works, but also how the activity of 
construction within which it is included is actually structured. And to understand 
the architectural field as it is today, one needs to look back and understand how 
it came into being. 

Thus, the obstacles that can prevent urban and architectural problems from 
finding potential solutions are of various kinds: technical, material, social, and 
symbolic. It is also these obstacles that constitute the boundaries of what is seen 
as being part of architecture, defining the scope of action for architects. These 
very limits are at the same time constitutive of the field and its autonomy. They 
delineate what architects imagine they can do and when and where they can act, 
on the basis of the history of the profession in Egypt and their work experience 

 
5 [La théorie de la pratique] a pour objet non seulement le système de relations objectives 
que construit le mode de connaissance objectiviste, mais les relations dialectiques entre 
ces structures objectives et les dispositions structurées dans lesquelles elles s’actualisent 
et qui tendent à les reproduire, c’est-à-dire le double processus d’intériorisation de 
l’extériorité et d’extériorisation de l’intériorité : cette connaissance suppose une rupture 
avec le mode de connaissance objectiviste, c’est-à-dire une interrogation sur les 
conditions de possibilité et, par là, sur les limites du point de vue objectif et objectivant 
qui saisit les pratiques du dehors, comme fait accompli, au lieu d’en construire le principe 
générateur en se situant dans le mouvement même de leur effectuation (my translation). 
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mediated through multiple channels, such as architecture publications, classes at 
university, professional associations, and informal discussion. These limits are 
the interface through which architects perform and negotiate their relationship 
with society and claim a domain of expertise of their own. 

Filling the research gap that this dissertation has identified requires 
methodological tools that combine an architectural gaze and an investigation of 
the social configurations that produce the urban fabric. I argue that the 
architectural levers for mitigating urban heat are many in theory, but that the 
actually existing potentials for triggering their implementation need a 
contextualized approach that, for now, is clearly understudied and lacking. The 
reason why the channels from theory to practice remain unexplored is that their 
conditions of existence do not solely depend on a material implementation. They 
include strong symbolic obstacles and bridges that, most often, remain invisible 
to those who feel in charge of providing solutions to the thermal problems that 
they unilaterally formulated. For me, a contextualised inquiry using the mixed 
methodology I propose is the only way to grasp what creates the gap between 
architects’ understanding of urban issues (more specifically in our case, urban 
climate concerns), and the way in which these same issues actually appear to city 
dwellers. The consequences of this gap are visible in a city like Cairo, and require 
urgent examination, given the critical environmental situation the Egyptian 
capital finds itself in. 

4. CAIRO 

A. THE CITY’S DEVELOPMENT 

Introducing the background of this study should start with providing some 
information about Egypt and the city of Cairo more particularly, like its 
geography and urban development as well as its demography and climate. Cairo 
is the second biggest city on the African continent. In 2021, the Egyptian Central 
Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics (or CAPMAS) counted nearly 
102,000,000 Egyptians in the country.6 The vast majority of them live in the 
urban settlements that stretch along the fertile lands of the Nile Valley, from the 
Sudanese border in the south up to the delta that begins in Cairo and extends all 
the way to the Mediterranean coast. The rest of the territory is desert land. Gamal 
Hamdan points out that this fan shape is actually similar to the form of Cairo 
itself, making the city somewhat of a reduced form of the country’s urbanized 
territory (Hamdan 1995). Moreover, in colloquial Egyptian, the capital and the 
country share the same name, Miṣr. The south of the city has taken on a shape 
that is more elongated than wide, while this trend is reversed towards the north 
of the city. CAPMAS indicates that the Cairo Governorate (that is located on the 
right bank of the Nile) has 10,200,000 inhabitants, while other sources estimate 

 
6 https://www.capmas.gov.eg 
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that the metropolitan area – or the Greater Cairo region, including Cairo 
Governorate, Giza (al-Gīza), Sixth of October (Madīnat Sitta Uktūbir), Sheikh 
Zayed City (Madīnat al-Shaykh Zāyyid), Shubra el-Kheima (Shubrā al-Khayma), 
and Obour City (Madīnat al-‘Ubūr) – houses around 35 million inhabitants 
(Madœuf and Karoui 2016). 
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Figure 1. Greater Cairo region. 

1 Abdeen (‘Abdīn)  22 Kasr al-Aini (Qaṣr al-‘Aynī) 

2 Ain El Sira (‘Ayn al-Ṣīra)  23 Katameya (Qaṭṭāmiyya) Heights 

3 al-Amiriyah (al-Amīriyya)  24 Khalifa (al-Khalīfa) 

4 al-Asmarat (al-Asmarāt)  25 Maadi (al-Ma‘ādī) 

5 Bab al-Khalq (Bāb al-Khalq)  26 Mohandisin (Madīnat al-Muhandisīn) 

6 Bab al-Nasr (Bāb al-Naṣr)  27 Madinaty (Madīnatī) 

7 Bahtim (Bahtīm)  28 Manshiyat Naser (Manshiyyat Naṣr) 

8 Bulaq Abul Ela (Būlāq Abū al-‘Alā) 
(Maspero Triangle) 

 29 Mokattam 

9 Citadel of Saladin  30 Mounira (Munīra) 

10 Darb al-Labbana (Darb al-Labbāna)  31 Munib (Munīb) 

11 Dokki (al-Duqqī)  32 Nasr City (Madīnat Naṣr) 

12 Faysal (Fayṣal)  33 Qobbah (al-Qubba) 

13 Fifth Settlement (Tagammu‘ al-Khāmis)  34 Obour City 

14 Fustat (al-Fusṭāṭ) also Old Cairo (Miṣr al-
Qadīma) 

 35 Rehab (al-Riḥāb) 

15 Garden City  36 Sayeda Zainab (al-Sayyida Zaynab) 

16 Gezira (Gazīra),  also Zamalek (al-Zamālik)  37 Sheikh Zayed 

17 Giza  38 Shorouk (Shurūq) 

18 Heliopolis  39 Shubra al-Kheima 

19 Helmeyet al-Zaitoun (Ḥalmiyyat al-Zaitūn)  40 Sixth of October 

20 Helwan (Ḥilwān)  41 Zeinhom (Zaynhum) 

21 Imbaba (Imbāba)    
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Cairo developed first on the right bank of the river, and reached the other side of 
the Nile in the twentieth century. The city essentially developed within the same 
boundaries until the nineteenth century. An attentive look at old buildings reveals 
the many instances of reuse of old materials to build anew on the same land. For 
example, in Bab al-Nasr, pieces of stone with pharaonic inscriptions are clearly 
visible on one of the gates of the old city built in the eleventh century (Raymond 
et al. 2000). Today’s neighbourhoods roughly embody different periods of 
Cairo’s history. Fustat, also referred to as Old Cairo, is Cairo’s original 
settlement7 and is located in today’s southern part of the city, close to the Nile. 
Fatimid or Islamic Cairo, as it is called, corresponds to the area between the 
Citadel of Saladin and Bab al-Nasr. The Paris-inspired Downtown is part of 
Khedivial Cairo (from the name of the Khedive Ismail [Isma‘īl Bāshā], who 
launched its plan in the second half of the nineteenth century). In the early 
twentieth century, private developers built bourgeois neighbourhoods such as 
Garden City in the centre and Heliopolis on what was then the periphery of the 
city. On the left bank, beyond Gezira Island, Dokki and its villas (in Giza, 
considered as a continuation of Cairo) emerged, along with the modern 
Mohandisin later in the 1950s. From the 1970s onwards, successive governments 
planned new settlements both in the west and on the eastern desert outskirts of 
Cairo to contain the city’s demographic growth, which had mostly resulted from 
internal migration (Sixth of October, New Cairo, Obour for example). But these 
areas took time to actually develop – and some are still developing – and attract 
the expected number of inhabitants. In the meantime, residential buildings were 
built without official permits on land plots that were closer to the city. They 
represent 48 per cent of the surface of the city (Noweir and Panerai 2016) and, 
despite receiving the poorest urban services, they host the majority of Cairenes. 
The ‘ashwā’iyyāt, or informal areas as they are called, have attracted considerable 
attention during the past twenty years (Bayat and Denis 2000; Deboulet 1994, 
2000), becoming thus an important characteristic in descriptions of Cairo. In 
contrast with this landscape, private compound areas mostly attracting well-off 
families emerged in the remote peripheral desert on both sides of Cairo, such as 
Sheikh Zayed or Madinaty (Denis 2006). 

B. CAIRO’S CLIMATE IN NUMBERS AND IN WORDS 

The climate of Egypt is referred to as a hot desert climate according to the Köppen 
classification (that is, BWh). Although the Egyptian Meteorological Authority 
(EMA) counts eight climate types in the country, the climate can be summed up 
in three relevant categories: hot dry in the south, hot mild in the northern and 
eastern strip of land between the Nile and the Red Sea, and hot humid in the delta 
and on the seashores (Attia 2012, 20). Cairo is schematically located in the hot 
mild zone, although its climate varies within the city and throughout the year. 

 
7 Fustat was founded in 640 and became Cairo three centuries later. 
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Figure 2. The three regional climates of Egypt (reproduced from Attia 2012, 20). 

In Greater Cairo, January is the coldest month, with an average temperature of 
13.8°C, a minimum of 8.8°C, and a maximum of 19.7°C. On the contrary, in July, 
the hottest month, the average mean, minimum, and maximum temperatures are 
27.9°C, 22.3°C, and 34.9°C respectively. The cloud cover is calculated in octa. 
One octa is one-eighth of the sky’s totality in a given place. An octa of 0 means 
that the sky is absolutely clear, and 8 means that it is fully clouded. In January, in 
the heart of winter, cloud cover varies between 0.1 and 2.4. During the same 
month, average relative humidity is 67 per cent, whereas, in May, it is at its 
minimum 38 per cent. Rain is very rare in Cairo and its surroundings. Rain is 
absent from April to September, and the maximum amount of rain, which occurs 
in December, is still insignificant, as it does not exceed 6.8 mm. Wind speed, in 
knots (1 kt. is 1.852 km/h), ranges from a minimum of 2.8 in October to a 
maximum of 5.6 in May. To compare, the average maximum wind speed in 
Zurich happens in March and reaches 13 kt., whereas it drops to 3 kt. during 
August.8 In Cairo, winds blow north (31.8 per cent) and north-west and west 
(about 13 per cent each) (Robaa 2013). Here, only average values are provided, 
but extreme episodes do occur: among them, extreme heatwaves with 
temperatures reaching up to 47°C hit the capital in August 2015 and May 2018. 
In April 2018, likewise, sudden and violent rainfall occurred. The serious 
damages caused revealed the lack of adapted infrastructure, in particular – and 
surprisingly – in well-off new settlements built in the desert during the two last 
decades. 

 
8 Windfinder, based on a survey realized between October 2000 and June 2016, website 
visited on 8 July 2016 (https://www.windfinder.com/forecast/cairo_airport). 
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Figure 3. Average temperatures and precipitations (Meteoblue, University of Basel, 2018). 

As previously said, graphs and measurements fall short in conveying the 
experience of the climate. Thus, in addition to these numbers, weather types 
according to months provided by Marcel Clerget help frame the seasons; these 
intersect with the figures given above (Clerget 1934, 81–83). June to September 
is summer: the wind blows from the north, the sky is clear, and the average 
temperature does not fall below 27°C during this period. Starting from October, 
wind speed decreases, despite the high pressure and calm weather, and 
temperatures drop as well. Autumn lasts until November. Then winter comes, as 
the pressure decreases and the wind turns south. Clouds appear in larger quantities 
in Cairo’s sky in December, bringing some rain. The winter season ends around 
February. Spring stretches from March to June: pressure goes up again and the 
southern wind turns into a khamaseen (khamāsīn) depression,9 which is a strong 
southern wind that usually blows in spring. 

The air is very dry and filled with very fine dust that penetrates everything; 
breathing becomes difficult, blood rises to the head (Russegger 1842, 282).10 

The chamsin [khamsīn] is announced by thick black clouds, which rise to the 
 

9 Khamaseen is the Egyptian version, but it is also called khamsin (khamsīn), which is the 
proper Arabic name. 
10 L’air est très-sec et rempli d’une poussière très fine qui pénètre partout ; la respiration 
devient difficile, le sang monte à la tête […] (my translation). 
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horizon, [...] followed by bright red clouds, which, when they merge with the 
first, give the air the appearance of a large city fire. A reddish yellow light 
spreads everywhere: an oppressive heat is felt; a heavy calm seems to prevail; 
the whole of nature seems silent, and men and animals hasten to seek shelter. 
Suddenly, a dull noise is heard, the clouds come rolling, the storm bursts and 
everything is wrapped in a cloud of sand and dust. The phenomenon usually 
ends without a drop of rain (Russegger 1842, 182).11 

  

 
11 « Le chamsin s’annonce par des nuages noirs épais, qui montent à l’horizon, […] et 
auxquelles succèdent des nuages d’un rouge ardent, qui, se mêlant aux premiers, donnent 
à l’air l’apparence que présente l’incendie d’une grande ville. Une lumière d’un jaune 
rougeâtre se répand partout : une chaleur accablante se fait sentir ; un calme lourd semble 
régner ; la nature entière paraît silencieuse, et hommes et animaux s’empressent de 
chercher un abri. Tout à coup un bruit sourd se fait entendre, les nuages arrivent en 
roulant, la tempête éclate et tout est enveloppé d’un nuage de sable et de poussière. Le 
phénomène se termine ordinairement sans une goutte de pluie’ (my translation). 
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Figure 4. Cairo at 12pm (up), 1pm (middle) and 2pm (bottom) during the khamaseen (Piessat, 
January 2019) 



 34 

C. A SOCIO-MATERIAL ACCOUNT OF THERMAL DISPARITIES 

One of the ways to visualize the urban climate is through satellite images that 
show the land surface temperature with the use of remote sensing techniques 
(Figure 4). 

 

Figure 5. The densest built-up areas overlap with those with the highest land surface temperature 
(1 August 2018) (Ghodbane 2019a). 

When these images are compared with an aerial view of Cairo, one can see that 
pockets on the satellite image where the heat is strongest roughly correspond to 
the areas that are the most densely built. The very dense areas are chiefly home 
to a relatively low-income population. On the contrary, the zones appearing in a 
lighter colour on the satellite image are rather high-middle-class neighbourhoods, 
like Mohandisin or Maadi. Buildings here are lower and the streets are wider. 
Trees and parks create breathing spaces in the urban fabric, which contribute to 
tempering the microclimate. Figure 5 shows the thermal structure at the scale of 
the city. However, a detailed knowledge of the city itself, of what the 
neighbourhoods look like when walking through them, led to formulating the 
hypothesis of a correspondence between the microclimates and the social 
characteristics of the areas. In addition to this empirical knowledge of Cairo, the 
satellite view shed light on the variety of microclimates corresponding to the 
structure of the built fabric and thus revealed inequalities in how people 
experience the city’s climate. For this reason, rather than referring to a 
homogeneous urban heat island, some, like Sanda Lenzholzer, prefer the term 
‘urban heat archipelago’, in keeping with the variety of co-existing microclimates 
(Lenzholzer 2015). 



 

 35 

The spaces of Cairo are clearly socially and spatially segregated. Whether an area 
is said to be working-class (sha‘bī) or luxurious (rāqī), with variable 
connotations, depends on formal criteria (the shape and condition of its buildings 
and streets, its cleanliness and density, the presence of farm animals), economic 
criteria (the price of residential properties and basic products), and social criteria 
(spatial practices but also familiarity between residents) (Bayat and Denis 2000; 
Labib and Battain 1991; Miller 2007; Puig and Battesti 2011). Cultural 
productions such as movies and novels consolidate the labels of each 
neighbourhood (Madœuf 2010). There is a correspondence between the 
microclimatic geography of the city and the way in which people benefit from or 
undergo these microclimates. 

The notion of megapolitan ecology coined by Éric Denis accurately captures how 
environmental issues are inextricable from the logic of social distinction (Denis 
2006). This is in line with a cross-analysis of the urban climate and other urban 
realities. Surrounded by the desert, Cairo has extended beyond its arid margins 
since the 1950s in order to protect the agricultural lands of the Nile Valley from 
the encroachment of urbanization. The most socially desirable places are located 
on the far outskirts, without congestion or cramped conditions, where the air may 
be warmer but is definitely cleaner during the day. Settling so far removed from 
the city in this a priori inhospitable place presupposes the creation of a 
microclimate appropriate to contemporary domestic lifestyles. However, while 
many appropriate design solutions exist to cope with a desert climate, architects, 
often limited by contractors’ agendas, rarely plan more than just the installation 
of air conditioning and the doubling of exterior walls separated by an air gap. 

Still, the compounds’ environment is more conducive to regulating heat, thanks 
to the low building densities and the presence of some planted amenities. In 
contrast, the heart of the city is abandoned to its infrastructure and overpopulation 
problems, embodying the antithesis of the liveable city. This goes along with a 
public discourse that presents the city like a stage for all violence: crime, immoral 
behaviour, natural disasters, congestion, unhealthy overcrowding related to 
density, etc. (Miller 2007). This image is even more persistent for informal 
neighbourhoods. One recent (2019) government measure illustrating this 
stigmatization is the Ministry’s order to paint buildings that have red-brick 
facades (Hasan 2019). Of course, these buildings are generally located in the 
poorest neighbourhoods (Boer 2015). The word zaḥma, the crowd, accurately 
sums up the hectic uproar of the city, which is precisely what people flee from 
when they decide to settle in the desert. Hence, both the thermal and the social 
climate make the city undesirable. This picture encourages residential trajectories 
towards the periphery. Residents of Cairo are not all equal when coping with the 
city’s climate. And these inequalities can be read through the lens of the 
microclimate, or the ability to create a satisfactory climate. 

In Cairo, fuel poverty leads to the inability of households to protect themselves 
from extreme heat. The perspective of abolishing energy subsidies raises the 
question of alternatives (Vannetzel 2019). Among them, the improvement of 
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existing buildings, through thermal insulation and the addition of solar protection, 
seems to be an effective solution (Attia and De Herde 2009). But on the list of 
household expenses, addressing overheating problems rarely gets priority. The 
ability to create ‘a microclimate on one’s own’ depends on the resources that are 
available. Saying this equates to acknowledging people’s agency in shaping and 
controlling their thermal environments, to a certain extent, following specific 
logics and contexts. Because, even if the heat regulates the lives of the Cairenes, 
it does not affect them in the same way if they live in a wealthy compound 
compared to a more impoverished area. Considering climate realities at the 
neighbourhood or building scale enables an understanding of environmental 
inequalities in context, through the prism of building practices in the domestic 
sphere (Ghodbane 2019). 

5. THE THESIS CHAPTERS 

For ease of reading, the way in which I have collected the data that I examined is 
detailed at the beginning of each chapter. Here, I will outline their content only. 
The first chapters are dedicated to the field of architecture. Chapter 1 consists of 
a historical glimpse of the profession of architect in Egypt, and of how it has been 
formalized since its birth in the nineteenth century. It is based on the study of 
secondary literature, to understand the contextual aspects of architectural practice 
since its beginnings, but it also relies on the selective analysis of a corpus of 
articles from the Egyptian architectural press since the first magazine appeared in 
1939. My attention was focused on two things: the representation of the 
architects’ profession and the place of climate in the projects promoted. In the 
first case, the specificity of the architects’ work is not immediately clear. 
However, the corpus analysed revealed what the profession intended to 
distinguish itself by. Architects describe themselves as embodying territorial 
planning and the overall vision it requires, thanks to their polyvalence. This vision 
contrasts with the improvisation – as they say – in building practices that 
architects regret or denounce in places where they are not present. 

This distinction resonates with the sociological survey I conducted among 
architects in Cairo, which is the subject of the second chapter. With regard to 
climatic considerations in architecture, there is a surprising stability in the 
discourse and information given. Schematically, this manifests itself in two ways: 
first, in articles explaining construction techniques or new technologies used to 
enable the air conditioning of buildings (sometimes accompanied by the 
advertising of the products used), and second, in articles on the principles of 
passive air conditioning. On an architectural scale, passive climate regulation was 
more often emphasized in projects for low-income populations (villages and 
workers’ housing). The best-known example is the use of raw earth and Nubian 
vaults promoted by Hassan Fathy (Ḥasan Fatḥī) in the 1930s and 1940s, as part 
of a programme to improve rural housing and made famous with the account of 
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his experiences originally published in 1969 (Fathy 1973).12 At the same time, 
the idea of a return to a supposedly authentic Egyptian architecture re-emerged, 
and would also feed the local architectural debate from 1980 to 2000. On this 
occasion, the link between Islamic architectural heritage and vernacular and 
contemporary practice is reiterated in an incantatory manner, without having any 
significant effects on mainstream building practice. Since the economic 
liberalization of the 1970s, the latter has mainly been the work of large private 
development groups close to the government, of which Osman Ahmad Osman 
(‘Uṯmān Aḥmad ‘Uṯmān) and his company Arab Contractors are the archetypes. 
Moreover, the rise to power of these construction magnates, which can be seen 
as a transformed continuation of the political hold on the architectural profession, 
has seriously undermined the practice areas of architects. Between these two 
forms of building expertise, small-scale real estate development and numerous 
individual construction projects have left their mark on the urban landscape 
(Deboulet 1991), although they are rarely present in the literature studied for this 
chapter. 

The historical perspective allows for a better understanding of the results of the 
ethnographic investigation of the Egyptian architectural field presented in the 
second chapter. The definition of the field and its boundaries is essential to 
understanding how individuals in this field envisage their possibilities to act in 
their environment, especially in the sense of improving thermal comfort in the 
city. From interviews with architects in Cairo and observations during workshops 
and other public events involving architects, several things emerged. First, the 
field of discourse, mainly analysed during public events, functions as a symbolic 
space of compensation for the lack of space dedicated to the practice of architects. 
Architects ritually gather at these conferences and other events, where they 
preach virtuous climate-sensitive architectural principles and models. These, by 
their own reckoning, starkly contrast with building practice as it exists in Cairo. 
This discrepancy makes sense in terms of the architects’ dependence on other 
forces, mainly political, economic, and industrial. In the interviews, the 
architects’ feelings of helplessness are expressed in their listing of multiple 
obstacles that would prevent them from implementing an architecture that would 
effectively respond to climatic demands. Many of these obstacles are caused by 
the architects’ interlocutors, according to them, and mainly by craftsmen and 
clients, who generally lack either money, special knowledge, imagination, or 
experience. In these descriptions, which are sometimes contradictory, there is a 
tendency to deny that the architects’ interlocutors have a rational approach to the 
project or, in other words, that their clients do have a plan other than the one the 
architect proposes. This is not so much an intentional denial, as I argue, but a 
necessary one in order to make sense of a critical situation in which the space of 
expertise occupied by architects seems to be shrinking. 

Chapter 3 focuses on building practices. Since building is necessarily a collective 

 
12 Fathy later published a book about climate and architecture to prove how thermally 
comfortable and energetically frugal traditionally built houses were (Fathy 1986). 
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undertaking, the relationships between project initiators and implementers 
determines the nature of home improvement projects. Finding trusted craftsmen, 
letting a family member decide on the fittings, or maintaining good 
neighbourhood relations are as much part of project planning as the intentions of 
the project initiator. First, I focused on the way architects approached the 
execution of their projects. Then I analysed the case of two women who worked 
with architects, and finally, I observed two renovations that were done without 
an architect. The analysis of these cases shows that the monopoly on intellectual 
functions that architects claim, stating that they are the only ones to do design, is 
challenged in practice. The instigators of renovation and finishing projects make 
their plan happen by means other than those available to architects. These means 
are primarily social-relational. For example, people in close personal circles are 
often the ones who subsequently provide access to the material and technical 
resources to implement the projects. The entrepreneur, or muqāwil, is an 
interesting character in this scheme. He can be a technical adviser, a simple 
investor, a handyman, or a decision-maker; above all, he transcends social 
classes, i.e. the same word designates a man in a suit and tie in an office and 
another in a long traditional dress. Present everywhere, the muqāwil occupies the 
space left vacant by the architects by letting the initiators of projects elaborate 
their plans collectively, with the help of intermediary agents of construction. 

Through the homes studied during the fieldwork, Chapter 4 explores how 
residents experience domestic microclimates in relation to the rest of the city. The 
question of access to the field, which I develop in more detail at the beginning of 
the chapter, is closely linked to the research problem I formulated in this study. 
The methods I had to deploy in order to be able to obtain these long-term insights 
required me to imagine the expectations of my interlocutors. This was akin to 
making assumptions about what was potentially meaningful to them. And the 
interactions with my interlocutors, as well as my observations, helped refine these 
hypotheses and shed light on the way the family envisaged its home and its 
microclimate. The first part of the chapter presents three homes located in 
different neighbourhoods, and the households are of different social classes. The 
study of these homes shows in which context microclimates are made, and 
according to which logics. By providing the perspective of those who inhabit the 
domestic spaces of Cairo, this chapter sheds light on the multiple embedded and 
contextual definitions of thermal comfort. These definitions are connected with 
the neighbourhood in which the dwellings are located, with their material means, 
but also with the imaginations of its inhabitants and the distance that separates 
this imaginary from the situation they are in. The relationship between the inside 
and the outside of the houses is a structuring axis of their spatial organization. 
The description of how this relationship works aims to show that in order to plan 
the city and its climate as a whole, it is necessary to understand the logics of 
making microclimates in the dwellings from the inside, literally and figuratively. 

The second part of Chapter 4 is essentially based on what I observed while living 
with a family in Cairo’s Khalifa neighbourhood. My long-term observations 
highlighted two things. First, heat is not always formulated as a problem. The 
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formulation of overheating problems goes hand in hand with the existence of 
what residents can perceive as solutions. Thus, heat is not objectified as a fact, 
but depends on the possibility of an escape, or a way out. Second, this 
objectification of heat takes place in various temporal frameworks, which are also 
important in the way in which my interlocutors envisage the improvement of their 
homes. Daily and seasonal rhythms, but also the events of life, direct the way in 
which construction projects are carried out. Temporalities dictate what is possible 
and when it is possible. The order of priorities, the variable availability of 
resources, the presence or absence of certain people... these alternations constitute 
moments when projects can be made. The objectification of the climatic issue at 
the scale of the house, and the variable, cyclical, and linear temporalities on which 
it depends are two guiding principles of design plans as they unfold in homes in 
Cairo. 

The urgency of the problem of urban heat and climate change no longer leaves a 
choice of hoping for hypothetical awareness (of decision-makers, of people in 
general), as so often heard during the events I attended during my fieldwork. My 
study responds to the imperative to take seriously the way in which housing is 
actually built today in an extreme urban context such as Cairo. Hence, this 
research throws light on possible places of connection between the existing 
expertise on heat in the city and the places where it needs to be applied. The field 
of architecture is heteronomous, i.e. the architectural profession is historically 
dependent on other actors deciding on its possibilities of action (Montlibert 1995; 
Stevens 2002). Its impossible autonomy gives rise to a confinement of 
architectural knowledge in the sphere of discourse, and a detachment from the 
places where it should apply. This distance maintains the illusion that architects 
have a monopoly on design faculties. However, my observation of renovation and 
construction sites proves that design is, on the contrary, a stake in symbolic 
struggles. Other individuals in the construction field compete with architects, 
such as certain contractors, workers, craftsmen, etc., whose practice sometimes 
accommodates people’s projects more easily. While these projects are usually 
perceived as improvised, mundane, or irrational, the study of domestic home 
improvement practices shows the reasoning that these projects follow. In the 
same way that design exists beyond the hands of architects, individuals, at the 
scale of their homes, plan their environment as they plan their lives: in cyclical, 
linear, sometimes uneven temporalities, according to the resources identified as 
being available. These projects are also strongly anchored in the city, physically 
on the scale of the district, socially with the neighbourhood, and symbolically 
with what the places in the city reflect in the collective imagination. The plans 
that are hatched in the privacy of the home and those that organize the city would 
benefit from being thought of as collective construction, so that contrary to the 
certainty of sports commentator Basi al-Afifi, it is possible to do something about 
the heat in Cairo. 
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CHAPTER 1. A GENEALOGY OF THE ARCHITECTURAL FIELD 

The architectural field was constituted through time. In that sense, it is a product 
of history. At the same time, it constantly generates and regenerates itself in the 
present. The affiliation to other architects and their achievements defines the 
ways in which architects position themselves, whether in continuity with or in 
contrast to their predecessors. Therefore, going back in time and tracing the 
genealogy of the architectural field is useful for at least two reasons, which are 
interrelated. 

First, it puts in perspective the situation that was ethnographically studied in the 
frame of this research. Clarifying the lineages of the architectural profession 
allows us to understand some implicit claims and references that, for the 
architects in Cairo, do not need any form of explication, as they are taken for 
granted. Viewing the architects’ present words and practices in light of the past 
is part of the process of clarifying their condition today. Thus, this brief 
retrospective look allows us to make sense of the common claims that architects 
make today when they are asked about climate and design in Cairo. 

Another reason why looking at the genealogy of the architectural field in Egypt 
is important is that it allows us to study how certain topics became interesting for 
the architects, compared to other matters which are, by contrast, excluded from 
their consideration. When architects express what is relevant to their field of 
knowledge, they simultaneously define and display the extent of their expertise. 
By expertise, I mean the architects’ knowledge made public and recognizable as 
such in the public sphere. Defining expertise as a visible knowledge entails a clear 
delimitation of what can be expected from an architect. In other words, the way 
in which knowledge is performed in public reinforces in return the boundaries of 
the field by making them visible. These boundaries determine the access to and 
recognition of the resources to change one’s built environment. Sketching the 
genealogy of the field of architecture provides clues to help understand how these 
boundaries emerged through time, and in relation to what. 

By looking back at the evolution of the profession, I aim to highlight the 
conditions under which architectural expertise actually impacted Cairo’s built 
environment. The problem of the urban climate today compels us to consider the 
levers of action which are available in the context studied, beyond theoretical 
claims. Thus, the possibilities to address climate issues cannot be understood 
without knowing how the architectural professional field has developed over 
time. This retrospective outline of the architectural field relies on an account of 
the modern political history of Egypt and the extent to which it determined 
Cairo’s current shape and thus its climate, along with an account of the place 
architects occupied in that process. 

In Egypt, the function of architect emerged in the nineteenth century from the 
ruler’s ambition to develop the country’s territory by modernizing its rural and 
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urban infrastructure. It was born out of the need to assert the integrity of the nation 
through training its competent cadres. This origin may explain why the architects’ 
interests tend to follow political trends (Elshahed 2016a). The first School of 
Engineering (the French École Polytechnique was its model) was therefore 
created to train the future national elite. In this way, architects – who were at that 
time engineers – embodied the authority of the state and exerted this authority by 
working in various government offices. The housing problems that Egypt 
periodically faced offer an early example of such entanglement between political 
discourse and architecture. Housing conditions in rural areas became an 
important topic among architects starting from the mid-1930s, when the first state 
policies were launched. Furthermore, in the wake of these initiatives and the 
architectural debates they elicited, the first architecture magazine came out in 
1939. Magallat al-‘Imāra, or al-‘Imāra, is part of the corpus I analysed in order 
to understand how climate concerns appeared in the local architectural discourse. 
At least until 1970, a widely shared conception was that the state is the main actor 
in the country’s reform project (Di-Capua 2009; Jacquemond 2003; Roussillon 
1995). Indeed, for a long while, Egyptian architect-engineers were mainly civil 
servants, and they were allowed to build for private clients only marginally. The 
authoritarian nature of the political regimes from the creation of the School of 
Engineering to today left few opportunities for the profession to develop genuine 
autonomy. As we will see, there was a shift from a modernization project through 
technical progress under the khedives (1867–1914),13 the British occupation 
(1882–1922), the monarchy (1922–1952), and the rule of Gamal Abdel Nasser 
(Gamāl ‘Abd al-Nāṣr) (1952–1970) to a discourse based on regional identity 
under Sadat (1970–1981) and later. The architectural magazine that started in the 
1980s, ‘Ālam al-binā’, largely reflected this preoccupation. Then, under Hosni 
Mubarak (1981–2011), public authorities advocated for a model of governance 
that was less centred on the state (Salwa Ismail 2006). The dominant discourse 
shifted towards self-reliance, promoting NGOs and relying on international 
development aid, mostly concerning urban upgrading and heritage conservation. 

To describe the historical context, I mainly reviewed secondary literature, in 
particular the work of Mercedes Volait (Volait 1988, 1995, 2005), when 
documenting the period before the 1950s. As for the architectural concern with 
climate – which was never a central question, but rather a side issue – I gathered 
articles in the few architecture magazines published in Egypt in Arabic, with 
some local contributions in English as well. The magazines I surveyed are 
Magallat al-‘Imāra (1939–1954), ‘Ālam al-binā’ (1980–2000), and, in English, 
Medina (1998–2002). In addition to these Egyptian publications, other relevant 
resources were studied, such as Mimar (also in English), a quarterly published by 
Concept Media for the Agha Khan Trust for Culture foundation between 1981 
and 1992.14 In a more sporadic manner, I included articles dealing with housing, 

 
13 The ruling dynasty was officially in place from 1867 to 1914, even if Muhammad Ali 
Pasha (Muḥammad ‘Alī Bāshā) claimed to be a khedive in the first part of the nineteenth 
century. 
14 I selected about sixty articles published in al-Imāra based on their titles in the table of 
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urban planning, and urban environment issues published in newspapers and 
magazines aimed at a wider audience.15 These last articles show that architects 
partake in ongoing public debates. As stated above, addressing how the 
architectural field has structured itself is a preliminary step towards making sense 
of the outcome of the ethnographic work conducted between 2017 and 2019 in 
the frame of this research. Thus, this chapter follows a chronological order. 

The literature shows that thermal control is not a purely technical matter that is 
independent from the ideas of those who circulate architectural models in 
publications. Rather, it depends on the point of view of the authors and the 
prevailing ideas of the time. In that regard, the building standards that are being 
advertised already reveal a gap between what some architects recommend on the 
pages of the magazines as good practices and the situation of the people they are 
supposedly targeting. For example, the recommendation from the 1940s that 
those with limited incomes use thermal insulation in their buildings is surprising, 
knowing that nowadays, this is not systematically implemented, even by people 
with higher incomes. Around the same period, thermal comfort is not approached 
in the same way either, with the approach depending on the living standards of 
those targeted in the design. Passive means of climate regulation, that is, 
regulation without mechanical support, is mostly suggested as a positive design 
principle in projects of model villages to house the poor, for example. In luxury 
buildings, it is the advancement of cooling and heating technologies used that is 
being celebrated. From the 1980s, the question of Islamic architecture strongly 
emerges, to the extent that the theme of identity in design is almost omnipresent. 
The relation of architecture to the climate became significant insofar as climate 
is a symbol of local embeddedness. Producing a design that allowed for passive 
means of climate control aligned with the theoretical motivations of the architects 
publishing in the magazine ‘Ālam al-binā’. 

Studying the field provides insights into the history and self-awareness of the 
profession and its role and expertise in relation to other professions related to 
construction. This history does not exclusively determine the field as it is today, 
since architecture in Egypt does not evolve in a closed environment. But there are 
implicit elements that cut across the ages and point to a surprising stability of the 
discourse, of architects’ positioning towards both the state and the rest of society, 

 
contents of each issue available online (https://listview.lib.harvard.edu/lists/drs-
17512206). All tables of contents were also gathered in Volait (1988). I did the same for 
‘Ālam al-binā’ (twenty-six articles, plus additional reviews of some issues). All issues are 
available on the website of the Center of Planning and Architectural Studies (https://cpas-
egypt.com/publication/cpas-magazines/), and the tables of contents were also listed in El-
Ashmouni (2013). As for Mimar (thirty articles) and Medina (fifteen articles), their issues 
can be found on the online platform Archnet (respectively 
https://archnet.org/collections/56/details and https://archnet.org/collections/40/details). 
15 I had access to the archives of the daily newspaper al-Ahram online 
(https://www.eastview.com/resources/gpa/al-ahram/). The platform allows for 
automatically searching the contents of articles using keywords (in my case, they included 
words related to architecture, construction, and the climate as well as names of architects). 
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along persistent ideological lines that emerged in the 1920s. 

1. THE FORMATION OF ARCHITECT-ENGINEERS IN EGYPT 

A. THE FORMALIZATION OF BUILDING ACTIVITY IN THE 
NINETEENTH CENTURY 

A recurrent difficulty I faced while conducting ethnographic fieldwork was to get 
to know the concrete activities of my interlocutors who were architects. The 
difference between an architect and an engineer was never clearly established. 
Their descriptions often remained vague. This ambiguity has its roots in the 
history of the field. The Arabic term for architect today (muhandis mi‘mārī) did 
not always refer to the function we know today. The profession took shape within 
a relatively short time span, between the end of the nineteenth century and the 
beginning of the twentieth, which also coincided with the end of the guild system 
(Baer 1964). The institutionalization process of building activity accompanied 
the creation of modern Egypt as initiated by its founder Muhammad Ali Pasha 
(Muḥammad ‘Alī Bāshā) at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Governing 
this new state and providing it with modern infrastructure also meant training the 
professionals in charge of carrying out these projects. In that context, Egypt’s 
first institution dedicated to training local engineers, the Muhandiskhāna, was 
founded in 1820 (Stolz 2018, 24). The planned infrastructure included canals, 
sewage systems, dams, factories, irrigation, etc. Meanwhile, engineers from 
abroad, mainly Europe were invited to fill the gap in local skills and teach at the 
newly opened school. The school developed laboriously. The rich curriculum, 
however, certainly produced competent professionals, some of whom completed 
their education abroad (Volait 2005, 55). 

The engineers, who were all civil servants, were expected to acquire a wide range 
of skills, including technical knowledge about construction and the ability to map, 
draw, and survey buildings. In addition, they were supposed to be able to perform 
administrative functions. The Ministry of Public Works (created in 1818) was 
expected to supervise construction activities of all sorts. Builders were indeed 
essential to carrying out the modernization project, including the embellishment 
of Cairo that applied hygienist trends (Chiffoleau 2001; K. Fahmy 2002). 
Modernization policies were particularly intense under the reign of Khedive 
Ismail (1862–1878), largely due to the booming of the cotton trade. Whole new 
neighbourhoods modelled on Paris were constructed in Cairo at the time. 

In 1868, minister Ali Mubarak (‘Alī Mubārak) proposed a new law to control the 
guilds (tā’ifa or ḥirfa) related to construction. The text aimed to guarantee a 
minimum quality of buildings, but also to optimize all tax-raising opportunities 
(Alleaume 1985). Each guild would refer to a shaykh, also called mu‘allim, who 
was appointed by the state (Toledano 1990, 226). This newly established power 
even intruded into contracts between private individuals and master builders. For 
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example, in case of a dispute, an engineer would be in charge of solving the issue. 
Through stricter control, the law reinforced the binding value of the contracts that 
master builders concluded with their clients. This included sanctions in cases of 
delay and control over prices charged and the quality of materials used, at least 
in theory. Indeed, it is difficult to know how these measures were actually 
implemented, if at all. Nevertheless, they show the regulating intent of the state. 

The technical knowledge acquired in the dedicated institution backed and 
legitimized the exercise of authority over construction activities. Adequate power 
to act and an overarching, not to say almost omniscient knowledge are what best 
defines expertise. Both were granted by the state that needed, at that time, to have 
maximum resources to carry out the development of its territory. However, the 
engineer’s skills were not always in line with the actually needed expertise, so 
that sometimes graduates were assigned tasks for which they were obviously 
overqualified or untrained (Volait 2005, 54).16 

While architecture was always taught as part of general engineering, a department 
specifically dedicated to architecture was established only in 1887. The qism al-
mi‘mār, as it was called, soon changed its name to qism al-architecte. This 
linguistic quirk (Volait 2005, 21–22) reveals the mismatch between the 
denomination and the imagined function. Indeed, while today, mi‘mārī translates 
into architect, it used to designate a person in charge of measuring homes and 
land plots, that is, a surveyor. His work was not well remunerated. A mi‘mārī 
used to earn half the salary of a mason, for example (Volait 2005, 27). Therefore, 
it was necessary to clarify the title of the educational programme offered by the 
Muhandiskhāna, since it promised much better material conditions and 
recognition than the job of surveyor offered. 

The development of architectural education at the turn of the century followed an 
uneven path, closely following the political vicissitudes of the country. The 
mismatch between local needs and the knowledge taught by foreign professors, 
as well as the English language imposed by the occupying authorities, 
complicated the learning of architecture. As early as 1886, the then Minister of 
Public Works Ali Mubarak deplored the lack of handbooks available in Arabic. 
In response, he began to write one. In parallel, a graduate from the 
Muhandiskhāna, Muḥammad Arif (‘Arīf), began writing a Synthesis of the 
Architectural Doctrines (Khulāṣat al-afkār fī fann al-mi‘mār). According to 
Volait, this manual was in use until the 1920s. Its eight hundred pages compile 
notes from courses given in Arabic at the Muhandiskhāna. When they could not 
find the information that they needed in foreign manuals, teachers had to create 
them from scratch. Excerpts from these foreign (mostly French) manuals were 
translated and included in Arif’s textbook, not systematically mentioning their 
sources. This hybrid document reflects the way in which knowledge circulated. 

 
16 Volait mentions the case of an engineer who specialized in the silk industry in France 
and who was finally appointed teacher at a school where he also translated textbooks. She 
quotes ‘Abd al-Karīm (1938, 370). 
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Local resources and characteristics, such as materials, climate, or local skills and 
techniques, were among the topics that this compilation addressed. As Mercedes 
Volait aptly observes, this book offers a good example of how Egyptian architects 
might have perceived their profession at that time: in the making, combining 
technical know-how and aesthetic considerations (Volait 2005, 218–23). The 
book depicts the architect as a multi-skilled professional, which was clearly a 
dominant idea at the start of the Muhandiskhāna, although it is difficult to 
appreciate the book’s reach. 

The intense building activity of late nineteenth-century Egypt attracted European 
entrepreneurs to the Egyptian market. In the 1870s, and even more after 1880, 
local professionals, organized in guilds, faced harsh competition This led their 
working and living conditions to seriously deteriorate (Baer 1969, 149–60). 
European workers were renowned for producing quality work, even if they 
demanded higher pay. Tasks that did not demand any particular skill were left to 
the local labourers. The law passed in 1868 had established a professional card 
for members of the guilds. The taḏkira, as it was called, vouched for the 
competences of the worker, along with stipulating the daily salary. Its 
abandonment in 1884 left the workers without protection in the fierce competition 
that prevailed. In addition, the sponsors/clients preferred working directly with 
contractors, who supervised and employed workers on their own for a fixed rate, 
rather than having to deal with each trade (Volait 2005, 29). 

The local construction market thrived essentially thanks to public procurement. 
Ultimately, however, under the pressure of its foreign debt, the state went 
bankrupt. It no longer had the means to pursue the projects it had planned or 
support its own employees, including architect-engineers. As a result, the state 
conceded the projects’ implementation to private companies. The number of 
public works companies increased because the laws facilitated their development 
(Alleaume 1985; Arnaud 1998). In parallel, the subcontracting system 
progressively prevailed, to the benefit of labour contractors, who often abused 
their power over the workers (Chalcraft 2004, 131). Both the changes to the 
organization of construction labour and the emergence of engineers at the service 
of the state define the context within which the profession of architect-engineer 
emerged in Egypt. 

B. CONCESSIONS AND DISINVESTMENT. THE IMPACT OF THE 
BRITISH OCCUPATION 

In 1882, Egypt became a British protectorate. During this period, architectural 
education deteriorated, and the main school that was training engineers entered a 
phase of progressive decline. Neither higher education nor the improvement of 
the urban environment was a priority for the British authorities. Consequently, 
the department of architecture at the Engineering School, created in 1887, closed 
a year after opening. City planning suffered from both inadequate legislation and 
a lack of public investment in works and enforcing existing laws. In parallel, parts 
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of urban and infrastructural works were left to foreign building contractors in the 
form of concessions, as I just mentioned. Indeed, around this time, 
neighbourhoods such as Garden City but also Maadi, Heliopolis, Tawfikeya 
(Tawfīqiyya), and Qobbah were planned and built by private contractors. Urban 
services were handed over to the private sector, such as railways, the water 
supply, and postal services. The British laissez-faire encouraged real estate 
speculation, while the occupying authorities focused their efforts on agriculture, 
especially on irrigation works, in order to maximize productivity for an 
immediate profit meant to pay off Egypt’s foreign debt. 

The teaching of architecture at the École Polytechnique resumed for a short time 
in 1892, only to discontinue again four years later. As a result, barely a dozen 
student architects graduated, with little prospect of employment other than in an 
underdeveloped government. The school was, however, completely re-
established in 1908, when the authoritarian British consul-general Evelyn Baring, 
also known as Lord Cromer, had to give his place to Eldon Gorst. The latter had 
been working in the Egyptian civil service for a long time and experienced its 
difficulties up-close. Besides, the argument of a lack of public means no longer 
held, since Egypt had managed to produce a budgetary surplus. Students at the 
Muhandiskhāna could choose, after two years, between specializing in 
architecture and in irrigation. The curriculum was revised to enable engineers to 
work outside public administration, since after 1913, all available positions had 
been filled. The need for local architects and engineers was becoming more 
urgent, all the more so as, because of British disinterest in investing in Egyptian 
education, current staff was completely unfamiliar with basic architectural 
knowledge. One sign of such deficiency, among others, was the dilapidated 
condition of the government buildings, which absorbed far more funds for repairs 
than would be needed to build new premises. In the meantime, other schools 
opened. The Academy of Fine Arts included architecture in its curriculum, with 
great success. The Arts and Crafts School attracted most students by far. It started 
offering architecture courses in 1899. This school trained most of the technicians 
and craftsmen, without charging fees. As for the Muhandiskhāna, its prestige was 
restored, in spite of difficulties to attract students at the beginning. Also, 
government offices employed the local qualified staff they needed, even though 
foreigners, especially British professionals, kept the higher positions (Volait 
2005, 233–35). 

C. THE BIRTH OF THE ARCHITECTURAL PROFESSION IN EGYPT 

Education Reforms 

In the decade following the formal independence of Egypt in 1922, the country’s 
architectural profession saw crucial developments. The educational reforms that 
began in the first years of the twentieth century had not yet borne fruit. Although 
the possibility to learn architecture existed, students tended to turn away from it, 
preferring to study irrigation engineering instead, probably thinking that it might 



 

 47 

offer more promising opportunities. This did not stop some of them from seeking 
well-reputed architectural education overseas before the relaunching of public 
education programmes after the country’s independence, but they had to do so at 
their own expense. As a consequence, the state still lacked competent local staff, 
especially architects, to replace the British experts, who had to give up their 
positions at the top of the administrative hierarchy. This gap appeared even more 
obvious because Egypt now had the financial resources to launch the public 
works that Cairo sorely needed. After forty years of inertia, the political situation 
eventually allowed for the implementation of road infrastructure that had been 
planned for a while, as well as an adequate sewage system and water supply and 
the draining or backfilling of ponds and other water bodies from 1922, that is, the 
end of the British occupation (Shehab Ismail 2017, 211–89). In addition to these 
urban services, the city needed to build public amenities. The Kasr al-Aini 
hospital, Parliament building, and Cairo University campus were built in this 
period (Volait 2005, 264–75). Other upgrading initiatives concerning housing 
and hygiene in urban and rural areas that had started earlier could be continued, 
even though not all projects were successful. This point will be developed further 
below. 

In addition to reforming local architectural education, the state emphasized 
funding the studying abroad of the most talented students. Students supported by 
the state’s building service were predominantly sent to France, to the Academy 
of Fine Arts or the newly established École Spéciale des Travaux Publics (Special 
School of Public Works), both located in Paris. The Cairo Engineering School 
was more inclined to send students to the United Kingdom and later to the United 
States. All in all, forty students were sent abroad during the first decade following 
independence of Egypt (Volait 2005, 278). The dean of the architecture 
department of the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Zurich (ETHZ, for 
Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule Zürich), Louis Potterat, was invited to 
Cairo to act as an adviser in reforming the Engineering School. In 1926, a new 
curriculum was established. In the new system, students had classes in common 
throughout their studies but chose their specialty sooner than in the previous 
system. The idea was to solve the recurrent problem of discrepancy between the 
skills of the students and the needs of the state. In 1928, the rector of the ETHZ, 
Professor Charles Andreae, became head of the school in Cairo. He continued to 
develop the institution in the same vein as his predecessor. In 1935, the School 
was integrated into Cairo University and became its Faculty of Engineering. A 
similar faculty opened in Alexandria in 1941. In 1950, the Arts and Crafts School 
became the Faculty of Engineering at Ain Shams University. Once the schools 
were included in the university system, the foreigners holding high positions 
within it had to give up their seat to their Egyptian assistants, like Andreae did in 
1937. Indeed, the new Egyptian cadres were ready to fulfil their new duties. In 
parallel, a Higher School of Fine Arts was created in 1929 to replace the private 
school of fine arts that had existed until then. Modelled on its Parisian 
counterpart, the school had a curriculum that was as selective as it was 
demanding. The diplomas awarded had the same value as those of the former 
Engineering School. All professors were Egyptian (except for the first professor 
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after its opening, who was Italian). The mission of sending students abroad ended 
in 1940, when the Second World War began. By then, architecture education in 
Egypt was well established and efficient. As a result, between 1922 and 1952, 
eight hundred architects were working in the various services of the state’s public 
administration, including at the municipal level (Volait 2005, 277–90). 

A Booming Architectural Life and Culture 

During their studies abroad, architecture students built relationships with those 
who would become their future peers. These networks played a fundamental role 
in the circulation of ideas and the creation of a professional architectural culture. 
As early as 1921, Egyptian architects intended to create their first syndicate. In 
spite of hundreds of potential members, the political climate was not favourable 
to its creation. Instead, the architects were encouraged to join the Royal Society 
of Engineers, which was under the direct control of the king. On the other hand, 
international events presented another occasion to reinforce bonds and affirm the 
presence of Egyptian architects on the global stage. These events included 
conferences on construction techniques (the Technical Conference on Building 
and Public Works in Paris in 1929, the International Congress on Reinforced 
Concrete in Liège in 1930), the Town Planning Exhibitions (for example in 1923 
in Sweden), and other international professional meetings (Réunion 
Internationale des Architectes, the RIA). Egyptian architects became members of 
various professional associations in the countries in which they studied, such as 
the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA). The Society of Egyptian 
architects, created in 1917, gained new dynamism when the architects returned 
from their experience abroad. They took part in the creation of the International 
Union of Architects in 1946 in Lausanne, which unified the RIA and the CPIA 
(Comité Permanent International des Architectes, the Permanent International 
Committee of Architects). Egypt was among the eight countries on the executive 
committee, out of thirty-five member countries, which shows the importance of 
the Egyptian architects’ involvement (Volait 2005, 291–94). 

Magallat al-‘Imāra, the first architecture magazine in Arabic, was first published 
in 1939. This monthly publication reported on the discussions taking place at the 
most important professional events that Egyptian architects attended. The 
magazine showed projects from Egypt and elsewhere, such as the Mitry building 
in the Garden City neighbourhood in Cairo, built by Antoine Selim Nahas (Anṭūn 
Salīm Naḥḥās) (al-‘Imāra, nos. 9–10, 1940) or the Saint-Imier Hospital in Canton 
Bern, Switzerland, built in 1934 (al-‘Imāra, nos. 1–2, 1942). It is a valuable 
testimony to the vibrant intellectual life of architecture at that time. Before the 
magazine came out, some books in Arabic were published, similar to the manual 
mentioned above (Shaheen 2019). The ideas conveyed in the articles published 
in al-‘Imāra show the extent to which Egyptian architects were integrated into 
the debates taking place on the international architectural scene. Articles such as 
‘The New York International Exhibition in 1939’ (Ṣidqī 1939), ‘Lightning 
Coloured Tube Lamps and Their Various Uses. Strange Uses of Fluorescent 
Lights’ (subtitle written in English in the original text) (Khalīl 1941), or, in a 
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more advertising vein, ‘An Insulating Material: Celton’ (Futi 1940) could just as 
well have appeared in the French magazine L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui. The 
pages of the magazine welcomed various opinions, even though the Modernist 
inclinations of its founder, Sayed Karim (Sayyid Karīm), clearly stand out. 

Egyptian architects like Sayed Karim were commissioned to build projects in 
other Arab countries, for example in Jaffa (Palestine) or Baghdad (Iraq). Egypt 
occupied a leading position in the political and cultural union project that was 
taking shape in the Arab world at that time, that is, pan-Arabism. The Arab 
League was created in 1945, which coincided with the first Arab Engineering 
Conference (mu’tamar al-handasī al-‘arabī) in Alexandria. The second edition 
successfully gathered about a thousand engineers from various Arab countries in 
Cairo, and the conference attracted even more people the year after in Damascus 
(Elshahed 2016a). Each of these events were reported on in Magallat al-‘Imāra, 
and some papers that were presented at these occasions were included as well. 
The affirmation of the architect-engineers’ professional identity was embedded 
in the project of national autonomy and regional development. The importance 
that engineers had in the pan-Arab project shows how closely the development 
of the professional was linked to political life. This was also true at the national 
level (Andraos, Akawi, and Blanchfield 2016; Moore 1980). 

The Almighty Architect-Engineers and Their Techniques 

The vision of their own profession that the engineers expressed in al-‘Imāra 
echoes the ethos that existed at the start of the Muhandiskhāna in the nineteenth 
century. In emphatic terms, the engineer is depicted as the perfect embodiment of 
the scientific and technical knowledge necessary for the service of national 
construction. In 1942, for instance, muhandis Michel Futi (Mīshīl Fūtī) asks 
himself, in a contribution he wrote for the magazine, ‘Who is the engineer?’ (Futi 
1942). After describing the extent of his power to construct and destroy, whether 
in times of peace or in times of war, he concludes with a grandiloquent 
declamation: 

He [the engineer] is the iron fist that dominates the country’s civilizational 
achievements, its economy. He embodies the practical, inventive spirit that 
increases the wealth of the country. The engineer works for the development 
of the nation and for raising its level of civilization. He is the prophet of the 
age, and the messenger of civilization,17 working in the present for the future 
of the world and its welfare. He is indispensable to the country in times of 
peace, and he is its protective armour in times of war18 (Futi 1942, 88). 

 
17 The terms used in the article for ‘prophet’ (nabī) and ‘messenger’ (rasūl) have a very 
strong religious connotation, as they are ordinarily used quasi-exclusively in such 
contexts. 
18 All quotes from architecture magazines presented in this chapter were translated from 
Arabic by me, except where mentioned otherwise. 
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In spite of the messianic tone of this excerpt, the author has some earthly claims 
to add to the engineers’ preoccupations. For, according to Michel Futi, while 
Egyptian society takes the engineers’ work for granted and does not acknowledge 
the great value of their contributions, there are concrete ways to remedy the 
situation: 

He [the engineer] has no reward for his kind of work. He receives no 
protection of his title, no organization for his work, no insurance for his old 
age, no syndicate for his profession. That would be the least [he should 
receive] for his work, to protect his dignity. […] Let’s make that our goal, 
[…] and let al-‘Imāra be our means (Futi 1942, 88). 

These concluding words bridge to a second article, with the same title, published 
in the following issue of the magazine. The text argues for the creation of the 
Engineers Syndicate, which will eventually occur in 1945. Albeit somewhat 
emphatically formulated, this air of superiority of the engineering professions 
corresponds well to the atmosphere of the time. In the title of a long editorial he 
wrote in 1946, Sayed Karim wonders what a world governed by engineers would 
look like (Sayed 1946b). He considers that the three pillars of the nation are 
politicians, soldiers, and science (by which he means engineers). In a nutshell, 
Karim argues that if engineers had more authority, they would plan the available 
land use based on population growth. Thus, it would not be necessary to invade 
other nations to increase the necessary living space, which recalls the neo-
Malthusian Lebensraum theory by Friedrich Ratzel (it is nevertheless difficult to 
know whether Karim consciously referred to it). The engineering projects he cites 
to support his argumentation, which in hindsight would possibly be described as 
utopian today, were envisaged as serious avenues for developing territories. One 
consists in lowering the level of the Mediterranean Sea in order to gain lands on 
the sea, and transferring the water to the tracts of land in the Sahara that are below 
sea level. According to him and to the experts he quotes in his text, filling up 
these depressions would have made the climate milder in North Africa, from 
Morocco to Egypt, and more importantly, it would have brought in more rain. 
Diverting bodies of water to turn the desert into fertile land and bring rain, 
developing industries directly where natural resources can be exploited, and 
making wetlands – which were considered potential centres of infection – 
healthier by drying them out were among the objectives of this initiative. Egypt 
planned to implement the project in the Qattara depression (Munkhafaḍ al-
Qaṭṭāra), located in the Western Desert in the north of the country. From this 
perspective, rain means prosperity, which brings us back to the relationship 
between architecture and weather. Besides, the idea of controlling the weather 
refers to a divine power, in line with the comments I made earlier. 



 

 51 

D. REFORMISTS DESIGNING NEW HOMES FOR EGYPTIANS 

Reformism in Egypt 

As mentioned above, the emergence of the engineering profession in Egypt was 
the result of reformist political motivations. For the state, reforming education, 
as part of the Egyptianization of the local elite, was a prerequisite for its 
development projects. On the architectural level, Sayed Karim and his peers were 
typical representatives of national reform leaders active in the interwar period, 
even though the rhetoric of the reform (al-iṣlāḥ) had been present in Egypt since 
the early nineteenth century. Alain Roussillon defines reformism in Egypt as 

the set of intellectual and political positions that are constructed on the basis 
of a correlation between the question of knowledge and action on oneself, on 
the one hand, and that of identity, on the other, whether the latter is expressed 
in ethnic, religious or cultural terms (Roussillon 1991, 57).19 

What the reformers had in common was their starting observation that the current 
state of affairs in Egypt was not what it should be. From this observation of 
failure, and the establishment of an ideal horizon, the reformer then preaches what 
he thinks is the way to reach an ideal situation. This can be achieved only, for 
some, through modern science, and for others, through religion, political 
independence, or other strategies to eventually put Egypt on the path to a glorious 
destiny. The discourse conveyed through the magazine al-’Imāra typically 
adheres to this logic. Architects also enjoyed opportunities to realize the projects 
of reform that various intellectuals articulated in writing, regardless of their actual 
political tendencies. This probably explains the presentation of the future 
headquarters of the Muslim Brotherhood Association in an issue of al-’Imāra 
(Karim 1946a). Philanthropic initiatives also contributed to this spirit of reform, 
which generated possibilities for architectural projects and design research. 
Indeed, improvement of the living conditions of the poor became a perennial 
theme of reformist thinking. 

Planning through the Turmoil of Politics 

The philanthropic and public initiatives targeting poverty were welcome, since 
the inflation that Egypt experienced during the First World War left most of the 
population facing hardship, including housing problems. This shortage compelled 
the state to plan and finance new construction. The idea to improve housing 
conditions in cities and villages emerged much earlier, during the nineteenth 
century, for public health reasons among others, since cholera occasionally broke 
out. While this led to some experiments in the countryside, regulations and 

 
19 ‘L’ensemble des postures intellectuelles et politiques qui se construisent sur la base 
d’une corrélation entre la question du savoir et de l’action sur soi, d’une part, et celle de 
l’identité, de l’autre, que celle-ci s’énonce en termes ethniques, religieux ou culturels’ 
(my translation). 
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projects designed for the city, never seriously materialized until the end of the 
First World War, with few exceptions. Several ministries were called upon to 
contribute. The task required incentives to encourage private companies to 
produce affordable housing as well, as for example in Heliopolis. Between 1925 
and 1928, housing projects flourished, but a qualified workforce to build them 
was still lacking. One of the obstacles to the implementation of workers’ housing 
projects was the strong centralization of decision-making and executive powers 
within the Ministries of Public Works and the Interior. In 1929, while each of the 
public administrations (drainage, state-building, etc.) functioned independently, 
the Tanzim Department, until then part of the Ministry of Public Works, became 
the department in charge of coordinating all works at the city level. Also, the 
vagaries of internal political life obviously affected the way projects were carried 
out (Volait 2005, 319–20). Ismail Sidqi (Ismā‘īl Ṣidqī), a former Minister of 
Finance and Minister of Interior, overthrew the liberal-democrat government of 
PM Mohamed Mahmoud (Muḥammad Maḥmūd) in 1929. The new head of 
government firmly intended to thwart the influence of his predecessors. In this 
momentum, he suspended the budgets allocated to the various departments, along 
with the projects they were dedicated to support. The new residential area on the 
Nile left bank, public housing in Sayeda Zainab, hospitals in the provinces, and 
the reconstruction of the neighbourhood of Bulaq Abul Ela were among the works 
that were halted. Only in 1936 did political circumstances once more become 
favourable to relaunching these projects, after the signing of the Anglo-Egyptian 
treaty.20 Mustafa Nahas (Muṣṭafā al-Naḥḥās) became the new head of 
government, which was dominated by the nationalist Wafd party. King Farouk 
(Fārūq) ascended the throne. In this political context, the reforms and 
infrastructure projects were ready to be resumed (Volait 1995). 

1936: ‘The Improvement of the Egyptian Countryside’ Reforms 

Most Egyptians at the time lived in rural areas, and the countryside offered Egypt 
its most important economic exportation resource, that is, cotton. In 1936, the 
state undertook a vast campaign in view of improving living conditions in rural 
areas, in the spirit of programmes that were already thought of before the British 
occupation. This strategy, known as iṣlāḥ al-rīf al-miṣrī (the improvement of the 
Egyptian countryside), was not just a series of one-off upgrading operations, but 
aimed to create the conditions for a lasting change in the quality of life in the 
Egyptian countryside. At first encouraged by non-state bodies like the Royal 
Agricultural Society (RAS), the Egyptian Association for Social Studies, and 
even the Jesuits, rural reforms became more systematic when the Ministry of 
Social Affairs was established in 1939. This ministry included a Peasant 

 
20 This treaty was signed by King Farouk with the British in 1936. It allowed them to 
keep troops around the Suez Canal while they were supposed to have left the country 
entirely. Although this sparked intense counter-demonstrations from those who wanted 
to see the foreign authorities leave the country entirely, it also marked a political renewal 
of positive change (change in leadership, a return to the 1923 constitution, and the end of 
the capitulations system, which consisted of a special legal regime with a special court 
for foreigners in Egypt). 
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Department (maslaḥat al-fallāḥ) dedicated to planning social centres21 around the 
country. Partly autonomous, these places were responsible for providing services 
related to health and education to the peasants. In the early 1940s, the state 
enacted two laws that strengthened the power of local authorities in matters of 
hygiene and construction (Volait 1995), with the idea that it could delegate some 
missions from the state to the regional and local levels. 

State authorities had already envisioned improving living conditions in the 
countryside back at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth 
century, with model ezab (‘izab; sing. ‘izba) (hamlets) located on huge land 
estates owned by members of the royal family. It continued in the 1930s with the 
construction of model villages. The research that it triggered included topics such 
as building materials, building techniques, and spatial organization in line with 
hygienist ideas. A prototype was inaugurated in the delta region of Bahtim in 
1934. In addition to housing, the complex included services such as a mosque and 
a school, spaces for receptions, storage, and commercial uses as well as baths. 
The homes could reach 130 m2 and had a courtyard and an enclosure for cattle. 
Hygiene required the floor to be slightly higher than the street and high ceilings 
to facilitate natural ventilation, but also the provision of water and a latrine for 
each household (Volait 2005, 324). The buildings were built in red brick and 
reinforced concrete, and the RAS found the costs too high. After discovering the 
use of mud in California, the head of the RAS, Fouad Abaza Pasha (Fu’ād al-
Abāẓa Bāshā), decided to experiment with building with mud bricks and wood, 
which happened to be much more affordable (El Shakry 2007, 126). For their 
subsequent attempt, which occurred in parallel with the new state programmes of 
improvement of the countryside, the RAS employed a recent graduate of the 
Cairo School of Fine Arts, architect Hassan Fathy. His first attempts to build a 
dome in order to avoid the cost of wood date from this period. An additional 
advantage of this self-supporting shape is that it prevents people from storing 
combustible materials such as old wood or straw on the roof, which occasionally 
caused fires. These experiments led to the creation of model villages, qurā (sing. 
qaria) namūḏagiyya, intended to be replicated throughout the country. One of the 
emblematic archetypes of climate-responsive architectural design in Egypt is the 
village of Gourna (al-Qurna) in Upper Egypt. Built between 1946 and 1952 by 
Hassan Fathy, it is the result of the set of reforms that was initiated in 1936 in 
view of improving the living conditions of peasants. 

 
21 These social centres were meant to revitalize rural areas. The local population had to 
ask the Ministry of Social Affairs to contribute to establishing one in their village. Staff 
was composed of an agronomist, a doctor, a nursing auxiliary, and occasionally a 
veterinarian, a chemist, and a crafts teacher. These centres were meant to raise the rural 
standards of living by including libraries, health centres, showers, water purifiers, etc. 
According to Mercedes Volait, they were successful in doing so, since the United Nations 
planned to consult the Peasant Departments about implementing similar programmes in 
countries facing comparable problems (Volait 1995, 12–13). 
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Climate and Architectural Prospects 

Climate concerns have typically been a part of planning efforts at the village 
level. In Magallat al-‘Imāra, Sayed Karim describes and illustrates his 
interpretation of a model village. To him, the direction of the sun’s rays and the 
wind are essential to the design, as they dictate the position of the various 
functions in the plan but also the openings of the homes. For example, to avoid 
fire, ovens should be located south, against the prevailing northern wind, i.e. 
baḥrī, as is written on the plans. The same applies to other activities generating 
dust or polluting the air. 

The orientation according to the wind and the sun will determine where the 
air is more or less pure; there will be more or fewer flies, more or less dust, 
more or less risk of fire (Karim 1941, 57). 

In addition to determining where to locate ‘clean’ activities as opposed to those 
likely to produce garbage, such as the market, stables, or the mills, sun exposure 
and the direction of the wind define road axes. Sayed Karim reminds us that 
things should be planned (mukhaṭaṭ) with precision in order to avoid any 
improvisations (irtigāl). This opposition, and especially the word irtigāl 
(improvisation), is repeated by other authors targeting rural and urban areas in 
other articles published in the magazine (Aṭāllāh 1947, Gabr 1941). Irtigāl echoes 
the word ‘ashwā’ī (random), commonly used today to describe the absence of 
planning. Insisting on this antagonism between ‘planned’ and 
‘random/unplanned’ is consistent in the reformist narrative. 

While the state focused its attention on the countryside, the corpus of text studied 
shows that it did not totally abandon cities. The authorities were concerned with 
where to situate the different factories – in- or outside of the city – and where to 
house the labour force. The special requirements of the various industries and the 
level of pollution or nuisance generated determined their position in and around 
Cairo. Qualified local architects were commissioned to design affordable housing 
projects, like Ali Labib Gabr (‘Alī Labīb Gabr) in Imbaba in 1939 and in Mahalla 
al-Kubra (al-Maḥalla al-Kubrā) in 1938 (Elshahed 2019). The Second World War 
interrupted construction activities, as imported materials became scarce. Poverty 
increased when the conflict ended. The need for housing became even more 
urgent, and resources were rare. Some of the urban projects resumed, like the 
settlements on the left bank of the Nile (Madīnat al-Awqāf), while engineers and 
architects looked for affordable building techniques to optimize the use of 
resources. 

In this context, the theme of healthy housing (manāzil ṣiḥḥiyya) for the urban 
poor became a matter of concern for architects, as shown by the number of articles 
devoted to this topic in al-‘Imāra. In one of them, architect-engineer Ali al-Maligi 
Masud (‘Alī al-Malīgī Mas‘ūd) describes two of his housing projects for workers: 
the Egyptian railway company in Abu Zaabal (Abū Za‘bal) and another one in 
Imbaba (planned in 1946, with the first part completed in 1950). He considers 
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them as relevant examples for future implementations (al-Malīgī Mas‘ūd 1947). 
Besides, in this article, the description of Cairo’s crowded neighbourhoods 
strongly resonates with the discourse on informal neighbourhoods that has 
proliferated since the 1990s (Miller 2007). This aspect will be further developed 
later. 

A technocratic vision dominates the contributions to al-‘Imāra. Urban planning 
problems are dealt with purely on the basis of their technical aspects, such as how 
to deal with property rights when implementing a hygienist plan to decongest the 
city. An example is Willy Bursisky’s article on congested neighbourhoods in 
Egyptian cities (Bursisky 1947). In this article, as in others, sun exposure is 
explicitly mentioned as an important aspect to consider, which might suggest that 
the urban planning theories advocated back then did little to connect with local 
people’s experiences of climate conditions. 

In 1949, the government commissioned two architects to research ways to answer 
the ever more urgent needs for affordable housing. The report they produced 
explores the technical potential of local building materials, their affordability, the 
advantages of some architectural typologies, etc. It also gives suggestions for the 
financial viability of the projects, considering what Egyptians could actually pay 
in monthly rent. In addition to direct subsidies, a significant lever for reducing 
production costs turned out to be facilitating access to public land, inventoried in 
1943, by reducing its price or offering it free of charge. These measures were 
estimated to cut construction costs in half compared to the housing projects of 
Mahalla al-Kubra and Imbaba, previously mentioned (Volait 1995, 17). In 1950, 
one of the two authors of this report, Mahmoud Riad (Maḥmūd Riāḍ) (the other 
being Aḥmad Ḥusayn), was appointed head of the newly established department 
for social housing (maslaḥa al-masākin al-sha‘biyya) within the Ministry of 
Social Affairs. In spite of the insufficiency of resources, efforts to promote 
affordable housing continued through the elaboration of legal texts and further 
research to develop low-cost construction in collaboration with foreign experts. 
Also, when Nasser came to power in 1952, this did not represent a significant 
rupture of architectural production but an opportunity to revive the momentum of 
the reforms that were under way. In fact, the work previously done served to start 
construction on four thousand housing units in 1954 in Cairo on land intended for 
construction after the war. The company that built these homes was created for 
the occasion, and 20 per cent of its capital was public. The architectural 
typologies implemented were designed by Mahmoud Riad, co-author of the 1949 
report, and Ali al-Maligi Masud, who wrote the article previously mentioned on 
healthy housing (Volait 2005, 344). 

Architectural Standards 

Social issues were not the only concern of architects, and the pages of al-‘Imāra 
show advertisements and villas displaying the most refined luxury of the time. 
Looking at the projects presented in the magazine and reading their commentaries 
in parallel provides us with a glimpse of what architect-engineers considered 
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architectural building standards. The presence of these two distinct topics – 
luxury and social housing – shows the width of the gap that existed between the 
building standards displayed and the population’s living standards. The 
difference is all the more striking because it is not discussed in the magazine in 
any way. During the interwar period, the market was attractive to foreign 
architectural offices, which thrived in Egypt. The local cosmopolitan elite formed 
the main part of demand, and supply was mainly oriented towards models of 
architecture that were popular in Europe at the same time, such as the Art Deco 
style. In theory, both the organization of social life and the local climate 
necessitated adaptations of these architectural models. For example, in principle, 
heat demands higher ceilings and openings that let in less sunlight, and are thus 
smaller and placed in a certain manner, mostly open to the north and less so to 
the south. But the possibility to install air conditioning systems in the late 1930s 
enabled architects to design long windows and lower ceilings, in line with the 
aesthetics of the modern villas of their European counterparts. Mercedes Volait 
remarks that the traditional local notabilities were no less fond of novelty. They 
were keen to integrate foreign architectural elements into the design of their 
homes, such as bow windows and frosted glass, but also new technologies like a 
heating system for their bathrooms (Volait 2005, 355). 

The architects’ interests, as expressed in their publications, thus ranged from 
luxury villas to the design and construction of workers’ housing. In issue 2 of al-
‘Imāra, which came out in 1941, architect Ali Labib Gabr explains what to pay 
attention to when building in what are called ‘indigenous neighbourhoods’ (al-
aḥiā’ al-waṭaniyya). First, in a prescriptive tone, he roughly lists the principles 
that enable the implementation of adequate housing for people with limited 
means. Because indeed, Gabr regrets that people who live in indigenous 
neighbourhoods never employ an architect, and that too few regulations are 
enforced to limit ‘improvisations’ – again – by those who eventually build. What 
he considers – I quote him – ‘bad management’ includes the weak quality of 
materials (plaster, concrete, paint, etc.), the use of tiles instead of wood in 
bedrooms, too narrow ventilation shafts (manwar), but also the absence of 
insulating material on the outside walls to protect the house from temperature 
variations. This is all part of what Gabr deems necessary for buildings of his time, 
even for families that can afford only limited rent (Gabr 1941). The standards that 
Ali Labib Gabr defends echo the technical articles that are present in the 
magazine. As these articles often present prescriptions in a directive tone, 
sometimes echoing advertisements for materials that appeared in the magazine, 
they obfuscate the question of the relevance of these new products in the Egyptian 
context. For example, in a text titled ‘Thermal and acoustic insulation in 
reinforced concrete constructions’ (‘Azl al-ḥarāra wa al-ṣawt fī al-munsha’āt al-
kharsāniyya) (1939), the unnamed author advises the use of lightweight 
aggregate concrete and reinforced concrete for almost perfect insulation and 
strength. According to the text, the use of a 38 cm thick brick wall is equivalent 
to 15 cm of such a concrete wall, even though a concrete wall starts to be qualified 
as a heat insulator only at 25 cm of thickness, according to the author (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6. Insulation capacity of a wall built with the material advised (Poncit), al-’Imāra, no. 6, 
1939, 326. 

The article says that the magnitude of insulation is directly proportional to the 
amount of air found in the material used. The most efficient insulation materials 
are those that are comprised of tiny, separate cells, hence lacking durability. 
Therefore, the recommended solution is to use a double-layered structure of two 
different materials: one durable and the other insulating. However, this would be 
too expensive. In this case, the author of the article argues that lightweight 
aggregate concrete (made of Portland cement) is the optimum solution for 
residential buildings, both thermally and acoustically. He mentions the Miṣr 
concrete development company (sharikat miṣr li-a‘māl al-asmant), which 
manufactures the advised materials (Figure 7). The company’s office is located 
in the building of La Genevoise Assurances, a prestigious building that is 
displayed several times in the same issue of al-’Imāra since it was, and still is, an 
architectural landmark in Downtown Cairo. 
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Figure 7. Advertisement for an insulating material, al-’Imāra, no. 6, 1939, 331. 

The question of standards is a way to understand how architects define their 
expertise, in a broad or, on the contrary, a strict sense. It provides an idea of how 
they thought the built environment should be produced. The articles shed light on 
the architects’ habits that persist in the field, in particular their insistence on 
technical solutions. Concerning the relation to the climate, for example, air 
conditioning is the topic of four articles. The earliest (1939) explains that its use 
is a health revolution, especially in places like hospitals or shops. Pictures of the 
Israelite hospital in Alexandria illustrate this article, written in an enthusiastic 
tone, along with a picture of the air conditioning device that appears in several 
advertisements in subsequent issues of the magazine (Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. The air conditioning device reproduced in Ḥarāwi (1939, 276 and 220). 

The second article appeared in the same issue of the magazine. In an attempt to 
convince his audience, al-muhandis Ḥarāwi (his first name is not provided) 
explains that the additional cost of the device is compensated by the avoidance of 
physical and mental illnesses related to thermal stress (Ḥarāwi 1939). Thus, it 
should become part of existing norms, just like the American Society of Heating 
and Ventilating Engineers (ASHVE, now known as the American Society of 
Heating, Refrigerating and Air Conditioning Engineers, or ASHRAE) suggests. 
The third article also refers to the ASHVE as the pioneer institution researching 
and promoting air conditioning technologies. It was published in issue 4–5, in 
1950. Author Muḥammad Sayyid Sayyid Saḥlāb, a professor in Cairo who 
received a PhD from Cornell University in New York, provides a general 
commentary on air conditioning principles and on what an engineer should pay 
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attention to when planning to use an air conditioning device. The article does not 
really discuss architecture, instead focusing on the technology itself (Saḥlāb 
1950). As for the fourth text, these actually are two distinct articles, but they deal 
with the same building. The first part is a long editorial by the architect of the 
building and owner of the magazine, Sayed Karim. He describes a mixed-use 
building in Downtown Cairo, with commercial activities on the ground floor and 
offices and bourgeois apartments, which the author calls villas, in the rest of 
building. The last floors, 12 to 14, are dedicated to housing for domestic workers, 
the laundry, and mechanical equipment to heat and cool the water used in the 
building, respectively (Karim 1953). The second part, written by an engineer 
called Husayn Zaki (Ḥusayn Zakī), shows and explains the ingenious air 
conditioning system serving both the shops and the flats. The author writes that 
this system is completely new in the world (Figure 9). Therefore, we can 
reasonably assume that the building targets a wealthy audience. Husayn Zaki 
might have been the engineer in charge of the air conditioning system for this 
building (Zakī 1953). 

 

Figure 9. Original caption: ‘Chilled water to drink and method used to cool the water’ (Al-miyāh 
al-muṯallaja li-l-sharab wa al-ṭarīqa al-muttaba’a fī tabrīd al-miyāh); written in the upper-left 

corner: ‘Cooling cycle and water cooler’ (Dawrat al-tabrīd wa mubarrid al-miyāh) (Zakī 1953). 
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Figure 10. Original captions, from left to right: ‘al-kabbās’ (piston); ‘mukaṯṯif tabkhīr’ (steaming 
capacitor); ‘milaffāt al-tabrīd’ (cooling coils) (Zakī 1953). 

Each issue of the magazine had a section dedicated to the latest technical 
advancements, in addition to more theoretical texts. The technocratic imagination 
that clearly emerges fits well with the modernization discourse of the time. The 
figure embodying the Egyptian project of modernity is the efendi22 (ifandī). The 
stereotype depicts him (the class of the efendi, the efendiyya [ifandiyya], did not 
count any women) as a polyglot, educated man wearing the tarbush (tarbūsh) (the 
cylindrical burgundy felt cap) and Western clothes. Lucie Ryzova, who dedicated 
an enthralling study to the subject, nuances this simplistic portrayal. For her, this 
static picture should be understood differently. The efendiyya is a free 
interpretation, or a quest for an Egyptian version of modernity. Thus, the term 
efendi refers to the socially embedded significance of experts like the architect-
engineers studied in this chapter. Their position of authority is based on the 
recognition of their extensive knowledge, which makes them reformers as well. 
In this sense, Ryzova offers a larger picture to understand the position of the 
architect-engineers as efendi-s in the society of their time. 

Like Prometheus, the efendi is a tragic character, potentially destructive to 
either himself or to others. He has concentrated in his hands the two most 
potent sources of social authority – tradition in the form of patriarchal 
authority as well as modern expertise – and when he comes back to carry out 
his mission of reform, chances are good that he comes as a despot (Ryzova 
2014, 37). 

The inflated vision of the engineer’s position perfectly matches the political 
ambitions of the nationalist rule of the Free Officers and Gamal Abdel Nasser 
starting from 1952. In fact, the importance and prestige of the engineering 
professions will continue to grow during this period, while paradoxically, their 
material circumstances will deteriorate (Moore 1980). 

 
22 I follow the transliteration proposed by Lucie Ryzova in her book, who explains that 
effendi with double f, as it is commonly found, does not have a linguistic justification. It 
was simply invented by British administrators (Ryzova 2014, Note on Transliteration). 
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2. THE LOSS OF AUTONOMY AND THE OVERWHELMING 
IDENTITY ISSUE 

A. NASSERISM (1952–1970), THE FOUNDATION OF THE ‘GIANT 
COMPLEX’ (SAYIGH 2019) 

Building (for) the Nation 

From 1952, in the wake of popular revolts against the British occupation and the 
ruling monarchy, Mohamed Naguib (Muḥammad Nagīb) and, after him, Gamal 
Abdel Nasser came to power. Cairo was in a serious housing crisis at this time. 
As explained earlier, the intention to build housing for the population had already 
generated research and a legislation change. A semi-private company (the Social 
Housing and Development Company, or sharikat al-ta‘mīr wa al-masākin al-
sha‘biyya), dedicated to building for the most vulnerable Egyptians, was 
established in 1954. It was granted the legal right to expropriate plots of land for 
the public benefit. Together with other publicly funded companies, they built 
about four thousand single homes in Cairo in 1954, as mentioned previously, and 
around a thousand housing units in 1955, in Cairo but also in Alexandria (al-
’Iskandariyya), Port Said (Bursa‘īd), and other cities. Still, this was far from 
reaching the twenty thousand units promised in the press (Elshahed 2019, 76). 
Architect Samīr Fikrī reported on the government’s measures and elaborated on 
the architectural typologies implemented (Fikrī 1957). He explains that the idea 
was also to encourage companies to house their workers in healthy buildings, 
close to their place of work, through governmental incentives. Contrary to what 
had been the practice until then, after 1952, these housing units were being sold 
rather than rented to residents (Volait 1995, 18). 

 

Figure 11. Social housing as implemented in Cairo’s suburbs Imbaba, Helmeyet al-Zaitoun, and 
Helwan (Fikrī 1957, 21). 

Cairo had a population of almost three million, up from 1.3 million ten years 
earlier (El Kadi 1990). Beyond housing issues, urban infrastructure barely coped 
with this rapid demographic growth. The newly independent nation had to build 
appropriate infrastructure to meet the government’s priorities, namely education 
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and industrialization. The first resulted in a large-scale programme of 
constructing new schools, launched in December 1952. As for the second, it was 
believed that the army was best able to take up the new challenges.23 During 
Nasser’s time, military institutions were at the core of the country’s productive 
apparatus. The Ministry of Military Production (MoMP or in Arabic, wizārat al-
intāj al-ḥarbī) was established in 1954 for this purpose. It still exists today, but 
mostly gained power in the 1970s, under the rule of Anwar Sadat (Anwar al-
Sādāt). This ministry gathers specialized industries such as the production of iron, 
chemicals, electronics, pharmaceutics, cement, or diesel engines, for example. 
The MoMP was initially created to mass-produce all sorts of goods for the 
population as well as the appropriate infrastructure to do so, like roads and 
factories. The development of this infrastructure implied planning urban and rural 
spaces. 

Master Plans and Housing Policies 

In 1956, a team of Egyptian architects and engineers produced the first master 
plan for Cairo. The document they submitted to the Minister of Local 
Government suggested, inter alia, the consolidation of settlements around some 
existing industrial zones. This recommendation was in line with the many studies 
for working-class housing that had been carried out previously. In keeping with 
the nationalist agenda of that time, industrialization was understood as a road to 
development. It is therefore not surprising that the planning of the spaces of 
production (factories and industrial complexes, agricultural land, etc.) was a 
structuring principle of the experts’ master plan. Nevertheless, the project, which 
recommended decentralizing areas of production, was never fully implemented, 
and its authors were not invited to contribute further after handing in their 
planning documents to the authorities. Instead, the government built occasionally, 
sometimes following the master plan but remaining within a limited geographic 
perimeter around Cairo. The Suez crisis in 1956, with the tripartite aggression 
from France, Great Britain, and Israel, weakened the country and undermined its 
means to invest in a sustainable land-use planning strategy (El Kadi 1990). 

As for the Social Housing and Development Company, its weakened financial 
situation caused it to shift its activity towards the construction of housing for 
wealthier classes as well as luxury hotels, which were much more profitable. As 
it moved away from building social housing targeting workers, the company 
erased the reference to it in its name in 1964. In parallel, as soon as the General 
Institute for Housing and Construction (al-mu’assasa al-‘āmma li-l-iskān wa al-
ta‘mīr) was created in 1961, building affordable housing was delegated to the 
governorates. The latter built mainly poor quality housing blocks, typical of the 
1960s, still visible in the poor neighbourhoods of Cairo, like Ain El Sira and 

 
23 The idea that the military was the best institution for carrying out the modernization of 
the state was quite common around the world in the middle decades of the twentieth 
century. It was a doctrine that believed that the army was best positioned and equipped to 
rapidly industrialize young nations in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. 
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Zeinhom in the south, and Imbaba and al-Amiriyah in the north (Volait 1995, 19). 

Beyond social housing, the 1950s saw the realization of several urban projects 
that had been on the drawing board for a long time. In 1954, a private company 
began to build residential resorts for the affluent Cairene on the Mokattam Hill, 
in the east of the capital. As early as the 1930s, this was proposed as an alternative 
to building on the left bank of the Nile, where Giza is located today. Arguments 
in favour of locating the project on the Mokattam hill rather than on the Nile’s 
left bank were many. Urbanizing agricultural land, which the city so badly needed 
to feed an ever-growing population, was an aberration to some. All the more so 
as the eastern plateau offered fresh air, conducive to healthy living and rest. The 
slope could perfectly accommodate terrace houses, and the soil happened to be 
suitable for planting trees to protect the hillside from the sandy winds. In this 
way, these projects aimed to create specific urban microclimates within the city 
based on the geography of the sites. Architect Fu’ād Farag designed the area’s 
landscape carefully in order to benefit from its geography (Volait 2005, 348). The 
development of the Mokattam was described in articles published in al-’Imāra 
between 1942 and 1949, including by the author of the project. Building the 
Mokattam did not prevent eventual construction on the left bank of the Nile, 
however. 

In addition to the Mokattam project, existing professional syndicates began their 
housing cooperatives, which meant that settlements dedicated to housing 
members of these professional groups were built. Madīnat al-Ẓubbāṭ, in a prime 
location in Dokki, targeted army officers (al-ẓubbāṭ), as the name suggests. 
Madīnat al-Quda’ was built for judges. Around the same area, neighbourhoods 
for professors, agronomists, civil servants, etc. appeared, until the one dedicated 
to engineers, Madinat al-Mohandisin, absorbed them under its name (Hanna 
1992, 49). Today, the area is known as Mohandisin. Targeting each profession in 
this way contributed to creating social cohesion and recognition of the 
professional identities. In the case of engineers, this celebration echoes the 
historically anchored idea that they are the builders of the nation thanks to their 
mastery of technique. 

The means that allowed for building these housing projects were land reclamation 
from religious endowments – the awqaf (al-awqāf; sing. waqf), rent control, and, 
last but not least, the nationalization of existing private companies involved in 
real estate and construction and of the two main national banks. The 
nationalization of the former, in 1961, led to better control over the prices of 
building materials. Other incentives, such as tax exemptions for the remaining 
private businesses, were applied. On the one hand, the housing cooperatives 
acquired land from the state at a price lower than the market rate, as is often the 
case. On the other hand, the state was looking for profit by selling land to the 
companies that built for the wealthier strata of society, like in Mokattam, Maadi, 
or Nasr City. Nasr City is located in the north-eastern part of Cairo. As head of 
the Nasr City Foundation (later called Nasr City Company), Sayed Karim was 
responsible for designing its master plan, as well as some housing typologies 
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(Elshahed 2015). This modern settlement originally aimed to house the new 
administrative class and their premises near Heliopolis, where the directorate of 
the General Staff of the Armed Forces was located. Madinat Nasr’s flagship 
infrastructure was its stadium, sized to welcome massive political gatherings. 
Construction proceeded very slowly, and subsequent stages tended to diverge 
from the original plan and went on until the 1970s. 

Eventually, the 1952 land reform was one of the most impactful measures of the 
Nasser era. Its principle of land redistribution was mainly aimed at the 
countryside, but many properties in cities like Cairo and Alexandria were left 
vacant as a result of it. Nasser’s nationalization policies initiated a final chapter 
in an exodus of foreign minorities that had started in the 1940s. Their properties 
were requisitioned or placed under state control in exchange for a meagre 
compensation, while the homes and land belonging to the royal family were 
simply confiscated (Hopkins 1995; Mansfield 1973). 

The construction boom that occurred between 1952 and 1956 was significant, but 
did not fully succeed in answering the need for affordable housing. Indeed, the 
state and authorized private companies produced housing that most people could 
still not afford. As such, the majority of homes built targeted de facto the upper 
class of society. Thus, the city’s inhabitants had no choice but to find their own 
solutions for housing close to the city. As a result, and as both the medieval centre 
and the southern cemeteries – where the poorest families took shelter – reached a 
saturation point, people started building illegally on public fertile land (El Kadi 
1984, 1990). Moreover, at the end of the 1950s, Gamal Abdel Nasser explicitly 
prioritized industry over the construction of social housing (Hanna 1992, 36). The 
most famous industrial achievement of this period is probably the high Aswan 
Dam, started in 1960 in order to produce electricity, control the Nile’s flooding, 
and create water reserves. 

The Architects’ Relative Relegation 

Central political power increasingly controlled those who did not explicitly 
adhere to its ideology. Architects trained during the interwar period, who rose to 
important positions after 1952, saw their working conditions seriously 
compromised. Besides, architects who were deemed too close to the previous 
regime were ousted, like Mustafa Fahmy (Muṣṭafā Fahmī), the architect who built 
the Saad Zaghloul (Sa‘ad Zaghlūl) mausoleum, among other landmarks. He 
finally left the country and continued working on the Arabian Peninsula. His 
counterparts soon joined him abroad, as the regime reinforced its grip on the 
country. Mahmoud Riad settled in Kuwait in 1960. Sayed Karim was forbidden 
to run a private business after he was evicted as head of the Madinat Nasr project. 
His magazine al-Imāra ceased to be published in 1959. As for Hassan Fathy, he 
left to Greece, where he worked for Constantinos Doxiadis. The government 
appointed loyal military engineers in their place. Most architects who fled the 
country eventually pursued a successful career abroad (Volait 2005, 373). 
However, Cairo’s Modernist architectural heritage of the 1960s shows that this 
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relegation did not affect everyone. Architects like Na‘ūm Shabīb, for example, 
were very productive from the 1940s to the end of the 1960s, and built Modernist 
skyscrapers, housing, churches, and office buildings. To some, the end of the 
1950s corresponds to the end of an era in which architects were included in the 
higher spheres of central political power. The fact that those who were the most 
vocal architects no longer had these positions is portrayed in historiography as 
the decline of status, which contradicts the fact that Egypt was actually well 
provided with architects. Instead, my hypothesis is that the change in generation, 
the increase in the number of architects, and their status as civil servants in a 
socialist government may have taken away some of the prestige of the profession, 
but that the skills were there, and they were put to the service of the political 
project of the Free Officers. The many modern buildings of the Nasserist period, 
which have nothing to envy from the architecture of the 1930s or ’40s, bear 
witness to this. The historiographic bias echoes the epistemological position I 
aimed to develop in the frame of this research, that is, accounting for the work of 
ordinary Egyptian architects, whose work does not get published but who 
represent the majority of current architectural practice in Cairo. 

The agrarian reform of 1952 changed the property regime of the country’s 
agricultural land, generating a capital surplus. Instead of investing in industry, as 
the government expected, the landowning aristocracy – deprived of the 
possibility to invest in land – redirected its capital into real estate, generating 
speculation in the housing market (Boeckx 1971, 383; Volait 2005, 370). The 
market’s dynamism created attractive job opportunities for architects, whose 
situation as civil servants was less rewarding, to the extent that a three-year 
compulsory service in public offices had to be decided upon to retain young 
graduates. Later, in the 1960s, public administration needed engineers and 
architects so urgently that the press reported on delaying the retirement age for 
working engineers (El-Ashmouni 2013, 158). To overcome this shortage, the 
state launched a new technical training course, more accessible than the elite 
curriculum but still offering the title of muhandis. The architect-engineers who 
graduated from the engineering and fine arts faculties perceived this as an insult, 
believing that the government was selling off a title that they themselves had 
worked hard to earn. This kind of grievance over the status attached to the title 
would continue when those who graduated from the new technical institute 
started to express their wish to join the Engineers’ Syndicate (Longuenesse 2001). 
The evolution of the Engineers’ Syndicate illustrates the relative marginalization 
of architects. The Syndicate had always been in line with the government since 
its creation in 1946, and the Nasserist period was no exception. The board and 
the head of the Syndicate were selected from engineers deemed loyal to the 
regime. Given the professional trajectories of the individuals who came to power 
in 1952, military engineers were favoured as interlocutors in the Syndicate, while 
civil engineers remained on the sidelines (N. S. Fahmy 2012, 128). Paradoxically, 
as engineers were needed to implement the industrialization project that was at 
the core of the government’s ambitions, they were celebrated in state propaganda 
while, at the same time, their circumstances as civil servants deteriorated. 
However, architectural historiography (within the limits of the works I have read) 
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did not provide me with many details about the actual working conditions of these 
architects employed by the state and private businesses. This should be kept in 
mind when reading about the deterioration of the architects’ circumstances. Still, 
the housing crisis, or azmat al-iskān, was everywhere in the media of the time 
(Elshahed 2019, 65). And the need to mass-produce housing made building 
contractors central actors in the construction field, in place of architects. 

A Gap Between the Built and the Written 

The period spanning 1960 to 1980 is often seen as a relative gap in the 
architectural discourse, because architects wrote more sporadically, and their 
contributions were scattered over different media or published in magazines 
dedicated to engineering rather than architecture, since there were no more 
architecture magazines after al-‘Imāra ceased publication in 1959. Despite this 
relative scarcity of architectural publications, the abundant supply of new 
building materials, market conditions, and real estate activity certainly left traces 
in building practices that are visible in the urban landscape today. Indeed, Cairo 
has many Modernist buildings that reflect the period of the 1960s. Mohamed 
Elshahed has highlighted them by compiling them for the first time in a rich 
guidebook (Elshahed 2020). As for architectural editorial production, keeping 
records is not a systematic practice in Egypt, which makes any attempt at 
exhaustivity irrelevant. However, researcher Marwa El-Ashmouni listed a corpus 
of articles related to architecture that came out during this period (El-Ashmouni 
2013, 361–62). She found texts published between 1960 and 1980 in the state-
controlled daily newspaper al-Ahrām (1875–) and in the Journal of the Egyptian 
Society of Engineers (Magallat gam‘iyyat al-muhandisīn al-miṣriyyīn, 1964–). 
El-Ashmouni also mentions The Architectural Bulletin (Al-nashra al-
mi‘māriyya, 1964–1970), but could only review four issues. She explains that 
very few copies were accessible, if existent at all. I found a way to access the 
articles of al-Ahrām, but not those of the two other publications. The articles of 
her selection are mostly position papers, providing a platform to public figures 
such as Hassan Fathy, Tawfiq Abdel Gawad (Tawfīq ‘Abd al-Gawwād)24, or 
Abdel Baqi Ibrahim (‘Abd al-Bāqī Ibrāhīm), architect and founder of the 
magazine ‘Ālam al-binā’. A part of the texts that circulated related to general 
debates on ideas. Titles such as ‘Ta’ammulāt fī ‘imāra al-rīfiyya’ [Reflection on 
architecture in the countryside] (Fawzī 1962) or ‘The concept of space in 
architecture’ (original not found, title translated by El-Ashmouni) by ‘Iṣām Abū 
Badr (Abū Badr 1968) illustrate this tendency. The other papers published convey 
more concrete concerns, or factual information, such as the two short inserts on 
brick by Hassan Fathy, published in a column in al-Ahrām entitled ‘Dā’irat al-
ma‘ārif’ [Encyclopaedia’] (Fathy 1965). In the same issue of the same 
newspaper, Sayed Karim scrutinizes the financial management of construction 

 
24 Tawfiq Abdel Gawad (Tawfīq ‘Abd al-Gawwād) (1908–2000) was an architect and the 
author of one of the few books documenting architecture in Egypt in the twentieth century 
(Abdel Gawad 1989). 
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(Karim 1961). 

As a period of mass industrialization, the 1960s triggered both worries and hopes. 
On the one hand, the Modernist architecture already conveyed in the publication 
al-‘Imāra materialized on the ground. Landmarks such as the radio and television 
administration building (1960), the headquarters of al-Ahrām (1968) – both 
located in Bulaq – Cairo stadium in Nasr City, or the Cleopatra Palace Hotel on 
Tahrir (Taḥrīr) square (1962), but also many private residential buildings in 
Maadi well represent this Modernist style, which includes some international 
elements. Architectural experiments from the 1950s to the 1970s also included 
attempts to research a locally anchored modernity, one that would reinterpret 
architectural vocabulary related to Egypt, such as the Nile Hilton Hotel on Tahrir 
square (1958, Ritz Carlton at the time), al-Azhar University campus (1962–1965, 
by Tawfiq Abdel Gawad) (Elsheshtawy 2014; Selim 2016). Some architects were 
concerned about the buildings’ quality of construction and about what they 
considered to be the dull reproduction of architectural models. This is the case for 
Hassan Fathy,25 who questions the ‘distortion’ of social housing and the 
responsibility of the inhabitants for it (Fathy 1971). As for Abdel Baqi Ibrahim, 
he denounces ‘the encroachment of industrial development on agricultural land’ 
(A. B. Ibrahim 1962). But for other architects, mechanization also represented a 
potential tool for improving construction and architecture, like for Ali Raafat 
(‘Alī Ra’fat) (Raafat 1971). The voices of architects that are raised in the press 
seem few in comparison to the colossal strength of the other players in the 
construction industry. 

B. THE EMPOWERMENT OF FOREIGN CAPITAL, LOCAL 
CONTRACTORS, AND THE ARMY 

Real Estate Liberalization and Its Effects 

Entrepreneurs gained power in the 1970s, which became, under the rule of Anwar 
Sadat, the era of economic liberalization. This consisted in boosting private and 
public local capital thanks to foreign funds. These strategic choices had crucial 
impacts on the built environment, on various levels. The 1956 master plan was 
taken up again, which meant that satellite towns and new cities on the peripheries 
of Cairo continued to develop, as the document recommended. In parallel, public 
companies were privatized, following a liberal agenda. After the war of 1973, the 
cooperation with Gulf countries and the boom in oil prices following the crisis 
generated an excess of capital. The new open-door policy, the infitah (infitāḥ), 
provided opportunities for people to invest this money into productive activities, 

 
25 In 1969, the Egyptian Ministry of Culture published a limited number of copies of 
Gourna: a Tale of Two Cities, in which Hassan Fathy looks back on the project of New 
Gourna, which was carried out in the 1940s. The book came out again at the University 
of Chicago Press under the title Architecture for the Poor. An Experiment in Rural Egypt 
(Fathy 1973). It was translated in Arabic in the early 1990s, with the same title, that is 
‘‘Imāra al-faqrā’: tagruba fi rīf miṣr’. 
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but they mostly invested it into real estate, as usually happens. Simultaneously, a 
class of businessmen emerged who played the role of local intermediaries for 
foreign businesses, consultancy firms, and manufacturers in Egypt. The Egyptian 
market was flooded with new products and construction materials: ceramics, 
household appliances, sanitary appliances, hardware, wallpaper, smoked glass, 
construction machinery, iron and cement concrete, etc. could be found 
everywhere (Hanna 1992, 52). In addition, Egyptian workers were welcome to 
work in the Gulf countries, which were in need of labour. The migrants soon 
looked for opportunities to invest and secure their remittances, essentially by 
buying land. This influx of capital led to land speculation, and as a result, prices 
increased substantially. However, on the one hand, only the big companies could 
cope with the high prices of land in Cairo. Construction materials were, moreover, 
no longer subsidized. For these reasons, many building projects that emerged 
during this period were large-scale; big enough to generate a return 
commensurate with the initial investment. On the other hand, smaller savers were 
de facto excluded from this market and turned towards other products in the 
periphery or towards the informal market. The result was that 84 per cent of the 
housing built between 1970 and 1981 was informal (i.e. illegally built), usually 
with no basic services such as a sewage system (El Kadi 1984). 

Articles written by architects in the daily newspaper al-Ahrām report and 
comment on the government’s plans for Cairo, which were focused on developing 
new settlements around the capital. The General Organization for Physical 
Planning (GOPP, or in Arabic al-hay’at al-‘āmma li-l-takhṭīṭ al-‘umrānī) 
replaced the Greater Cairo Commission for Planning in 1973. At that time, the 
government commissioned foreign experts to produce various sectorial plans for 
the capital and other cities in the Nile delta. In the face of this fragmented 
approach, architect Tawfiq Abdel Gawad urges decision-makers and experts to 
establish an inclusive strategy at the city scale (Abdel Gawad 1972). In 1979, the 
government established the New Urban Communities Authority (NUCA, or in 
Arabic hay’at al-mogtama’āt al-’omrāniyya al-gadīda). Today, both the GOPP 
and the NUCA remain the two most important urban planning institutions for 
Cairo. The NUCA is associated with the Ministry of Housing and works like a 
developer. Its creation coincided with the acceleration of the construction of the 
New Towns in desert areas, with the aim of preserving agricultural land. But the 
prevailing logic consisted in assigning projects to foreign and local private 
offices, which led to a fragmented approach to land use and urban planning. 
Abdel Baqi Ibrahim calls for not repeating mistakes in the New Towns (A. B. 
Ibrahim 1977). For him, laying a solid foundation for building new cities in the 
desert required setting up the appropriate services and infrastructure beforehand, 
including green spaces around the new urban area. In line with the idea he 
developed later in his journal, ‘Ālam al-binā’, Ibrahim advocates for paying 
particular attention to local social and cultural requirements, based on his 
experience in Saudi Arabia as an expert for the United Nations. Urban planning 
was indeed a hot topic at the time. The entrepreneurs close to political rulers took 
over land plots. For geographer Galila El Kadi, this was due to the relative 
disengagement of the state from its responsibility to plan land development, 
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including cities. Thus, these entrepreneurs benefited from privileged access to 
formerly public plots, which significantly influenced the current shape of these 
settlements (El Kadi 1984). 

Economic Giants: The Example of Arab Contractors 

Among the new actors, the Egyptian Armed Forces gained significant economic 
power during this period. Since the Camp David agreement in 1979, the army has 
no more major wars to fight. The military thus engaged in more commercial 
activities and gained many concessions in the process. It was allowed to extend 
its businesses to various domains, including the field of construction, civil 
engineering, household appliances, medicine, greenhouses, the food processing 
industry, etc. The army and its related institutions, like the MoMP, has kept the 
privileges they acquired at the time, such as tax exemptions. They even resisted 
the various privatization waves of the structural adjustment programmes imposed 
by the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the United 
States. For that reason, their companies are the most financially competitive on 
the interior market, making it difficult for other companies to keep up (Sayigh 
2019). 

In addition to the economic empowerment of the army, a class of particularly 
potent entrepreneurs emerged and thrived during the infitah. No one embodies 
the spirit of this period and the tight entanglements between private businesses 
and political life more than Osman Ahmed Osman. This construction magnate 
graduated from the faculty of civil engineering at the University of Cairo in 1940. 
He is known as the founder of the Arab Contractors (al-muqāwilūn al-‘arab), one 
of the biggest construction companies in the Arab world. Among its famous 
accomplishments are a significant number of civil engineering works, such as the 
High Dam in Aswan (Aswān) or the Sixth of October Bridge in Cairo. Despite 
being a public company since its nationalization under Nasser, the firm remained 
a family business at least until the 1990s. After Anwar Sadat became president, 
Osman Ahmed Osman, whose son married Sadat’s daughter, became Minister of 
Reconstruction in 1973. Family ties in part allowed the newly appointed minister 
to maintain control of his company, while he let his brother lead the management 
board. Taking advantage of the new set of laws facilitating the creation of 
companies, Arab Contractors diversified its activities to sectors including the 
food industry, banking, and insurance through the creation of numerous joint-
venture companies, able to attract public and private capital from new sources (in 
addition to the state’s contribution, foreign investment, development agencies, 
etc.). Members of the Osman family naturally occupied the strategic positions in 
the most important of these companies. This is how, backed by a strong network 
within the political arena, Arab Contractors became an ‘economic giant’, 
capturing nearly 80 per cent of government construction projects by March 1981 
(Baker 1990, 33). The company still exists today, and is one of the largest in the 
Middle East and North Africa region. 
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Starting in 1979, Osman Ahmed Osman became the head of the Engineers’ 
Syndicate, which he transformed into a lucrative asset by creating a bank (the 
Muhandis bank), which was the main shareholder of other companies attached to 
the Syndicate (Gobe 1999, 217). The state enforced new policies that generated 
more revenue for the Syndicate, which, at first, profited its members. Later in the 
1980s, however, it turned out that the entrepreneurial activities related to the 
Syndicate were barely solvent, as their fruits were diverted towards other 
purposes that threatened their stability (N. S. Fahmy 2012, 132). Indeed, among 
the embezzlements it was involved in, the Muhandis bank granted loans to 
projects with questionable profitability, to say the least. This placed it at the centre 
of some of the corruption cases that were brought to light in the 1980s (Baker 
1990, 43; N. S. Fahmy 2012, 131). This moment coincided with the accession to 
power of the new president, Hosni Mubarak (Ḥusnī Mubārak), after a militant 
from an Islamist group assassinated the former’s predecessor in 1981. Mubarak 
supposedly allowed these scandals to come out, which helped him distance 
himself from the most corrupt members close to the previous ruling group (Gobe 
1999, 219). During Mubarak’s presidency, the activities of Osman Ahmed 
Osman continued, in spite of the decline of his direct political influence. 
However, he remained the Syndicate’s head until 1988, when Mubarak 
intervened to save the companies of the Syndicate from bankruptcy. In the 
meantime, the Muslim Brotherhood created a place for themselves in the 
Engineers’ Syndicate. The 1980s corresponded to a revival of Islamic 
architecture, which was showcased in the magazine ‘Ālam al-binā’ (1980–2000). 

3. THE RULE OF CONTRACTORS: ARCHITECTS IN QUEST OF A 
POSITION 

A. THE OUTCOMES OF PRIVATIZATION FOR THE CITY 

‘Ālam al-binā’ (1980–2000) 

During the 1970s, the many high-rises and malls were perceived as archetypes of 
foreign architecture’s import into Cairo’s landscape. In these times of (re)opening 
of the country’s economy to foreigners, warnings of the intelligentsia against the 
decadence that foreign influences could represent were expressed in several 
cultural fields, such as cinema, theatre, and literature (Armbrust 2000; 
Jacquemond 2003). The question of identity was very present, whether it was in 
the background or a central issue in Egyptian cultural production, including 
architecture. In the architectural field, this translated into a renewed interest in 
any type of building that could be deemed traditional, from vernacular rural 
constructions to Islamic architecture models, especially visible during the 1980s, 
but continuing in the 1990s and 2000s. This context was favourable to Hassan 
Fathy, whose work gained recognition in the country. His legacy spread through 
the work of followers such as Abdel-Wahed El-Wakil (‘Abd al-Wāḥid al-Wakīl), 
for example. This conservative tendency echoes what happened in the political 
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scene. During his term, President Anwar Sadat eliminated the Nasserist left and 
moved closer to the Islamists to ensure their support (Mirel 1982, 100; Kepel 
1984). The magazine ‘Ālam al-bina’ is the fruit of that decade. 

 

Figure 12. Op-ed on Osman Ahmed Osman, ‘Fikra li-tanẓīm mihnat al-‘imāra’ (Idea for the 
organization of the architecture profession) (A. B. Ibrahim 1980). 

The cover of the first issue of ‘Ālam al-binā’ magazine is a bird’s-eye view of 
Mecca (Figure 13). With this choice, architects and professors Abdel Baqi 
Ibrahim and Ḥāzim Ibrāhīm announce the editorial line of the magazine they 
founded. It calls for a strict return to ‘Islamic’ architecture, understood in a broad 
sense, without reference to a particular period or place. This idea is particularly 
visible in the written sources, especially since the only architectural magazine 
was dedicated to conveying this idea. But its manifestation in the built 
environment was not as clear and immediate. The numerous book reviews and 
articles analysing vernacular and heritage buildings from the Arab world and 
beyond are a good illustration of the theoretical project of the journal. Examples 
include ‘Mabānī sakaniyya bi-l-qāhira ismā‘īl bāshā’ (Residential buildings in 
the Cairo of the Khedive Ismā‘īl) 1999, in a new section of the magazine titled 
‘min al-turāth (from heritage); ‘Al-malāmiḥ al-takhṭīṭiyya’ (Planning features of 
traditional cities) 1982; Muṣṭāfa Kamal Ṣabrī 1993). Their aim is to awaken Arab 
architects to the ingenuity of their local architectural heritage and encourage them 
to integrate this knowledge in their work. Likewise, the images published on the 
front page show examples of contemporary interpretations of these references to 
the past, in the form of buildings and urban planning with Islamic or sometimes 
pharaonic inspiration. 
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ϢϟϯϭϰΒϳέΪΘϟϞϤϜϤϟϢϬΗϼϫΆϤϟΔϴϤϳΩΎϛϻ

ΫϭϥΎϛάϫϊοϮϟϯϮΘδϳϰϓϰοΎϤϟϰϓϭ
ΕΎμμΨΘϟήμϋΔϘϴϗΪϟωϭϡ˯ΎϨΒϟΔΒόθΘϤϟϢϟ

ΪόϳϻϮΒϘϣάϫϭϖΒτϨϳϚϟάϛϰϠϋΞϫΎϨϣΔγέΪϟ
ΎϬϟϭϥΎϜϣϰϓήΧΩΪϋήΧ

ΎϨϧΎϨϫϻΪϳήϧϥϢϋήΑήϴΜΘδϧϦϴϳέΎϤόϤϟ
ϭϦϴττΨϤϟΎϨϨϜϟϭϝϭΎΤϧϦΛϢϬόπϧϰϠϋςΨϟ

ϢϴϠδϟΎϴϧΎϴϤϴψϨΗϭϥ΄ϓΔϟΎΣΩΩήΘϟϕΰϤΘϟϭϰΘϟ
ΎϬϨΤθϴόϳΪόΑΝήΨΘϟΓήηΎΒϣΎϬΠϟΎόϳϻϻΓήΘϓ

έΪΘϟΐϳ

ΔϴϟϮΌδϤϓϰλΎϤόϤϟςτΨϤϟϭϊϣήϴϏϦϣ
ΕΎμμΨΘϟΔϴγΪΑΔϠϣΎϜΘϤϟΖΤΒλϰϓ

ΔϠΣήϤϟΔϴϟΎΤϟΓήϴΒϛΔϓΎηϭϰδϤΗϭΓΎϴΣ
ΚΒϟέΎϣΎϤΗΔϴϟϮΌδϤϛΐϴΒτϟϯάϟϊϴτΘδϳϻ
ϥϝϭΰϳΔΘϨϬϣϻΪόΑΓήΘϓϦϣΐϳέΪΘϟΎϫΪϤΘόΗ

ΕΎϴόϤΠϟΔμμΨΘϤϟϪϠΜϣϞΜϣϰϣΎΤϤϟϰϔΤμϟϭ
ϢϫήϴϛϭϦϤϣϥϮόϴτΘδϳϻΔλέΎϤϣϢϬϨϨϬϣϻΪόΑ

ΓήΘϓΓΩΪϋϦϣΐϳέΪΘϟΪϤΘόϤϟ

ϥΓήΘϓϲϤϳέΪΘϟϼϟΔϣϦϴϳέΎϤόϤϠϟϭ
ϦϴττΤϤϟϑϮγΪϋΎδΗϦϣΔϴΣΎϧϯήΧϰϠϋ

ΩϢϬσΎΑϰϨϬϤϟϢϛΎϴόϤϤΟΔϴμμΨΘϟήϣϻ
ϯάϟΪϳΰϳϦϣϕΪΗϩάϫΕΎϴόϤΠϟ˯ΎϘϠϗϻϭ

ΎϫϮΘδϤΑϰϨϬϤϟ˯ϮγϰϓϢϴψϨΘϟΩϻϭϩϭ
ϰϓϒϴϟ΄ΘϟϰϓϭήθϨϟϭΕήϤΘΤϣϮϤϟ

ΕϭΪϨϟϭΔϴϠϤόϟϰϓϭϝΩΎΒΗΕήΒσ
ΔϓΎοϻΎΑϭϰϟϚϟΫϥΈϓΓήΘϓϲϤϳέΪΘϟ
ΔϤϓϼϟϦϴϳέΎϤόϤϠϟϦϴττΨϟϭϑϮγΪϋΎδΗ

ϰϠϋΩΎϤΟϞϛΎϴϬϟΔϴϤϴψϨΘϟΓήϴΒϜϟϢϠϟϲϤΗ
ΔϳέΎθΘγϻΔϴϠΤϤϟΪϳΰϳϭϦϣΎϬΗέΪϗΎϬΗΎΠϧΎϴϛϭ

ΩΰΘϟϊϓϰϟϯϮΘδϣϰϓΎϬΗϼϴΜϣΝέάϫϭ
ϰϓΪΣϪΗΫϰτόϳϑΩΔϋϯήΧϼϟ˯ΎϘ˰ϫ

ϯϮΘδϤΑΔϨϬϤϟϯάϟβϜόϨϳΔΠϴΘϨϟΎΑϰϠϋ
ϯϮΘδϤϟϰϧήϤόϟϥΪϤϠϟϯήϘϟϭΪόΑϭ
ϚϟΫϊϴτΘδϧϥϲϤϟΎτϧϢϴϘϟέΎϬχΎΑ

ΔϳέΎπΤϟϕΎϤόϠϟΔϴϣϼγϻϰϓςϴτΨΗϥΪϤϟ
ΕΎϤόϟϭΓήλΎόϤϟΫ·ϥΎϛάϫϑΪϬϟϮϫϦϣ

ϻ˯ΎϗΩΔϨϬϤΑΓέΎϤόϟςϴτΨπϟϭάλ
Ϣ˰ϬοϮϣϪϟήΧ�ΔϔϗϭϯήΧϰϓΔϤϠϛϯήΧ

ϰϠϋΕΎΤϔλϩάϫΔϠΠϤϟ
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Figure 13. Covers of the magazine ‘Ālam al-binā’ (1980–2000). From left to right, and from top 
to bottom: August 1980 (1), May 1985 (57), March 1983 (31), August 1996 (181). Source: Centre 

of Planning and Architecture Studies website26 (visited in July 2020). 

Contemporary buildings from around the world are published in the magazine. 
However, some Egyptian examples are displayed only to be criticized for not 
being ‘appropriate’ (ghayr munāsib) for their context, because they imitate 
foreign models (Figure 14). The section entitled ‘image and comment’, from 
which Figure 14 is taken, is present in each issue. The page usually shows a photo 
taken in the city and a brief commentary, leaving the possibility for the architect 
authoring the piece to write a lapidary and general remark about the city, without 

 
26 https://www.cpas-egypt.com. 
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further argument. In the case presented here, the caption says: 

The architecture of the new desert city. It [this architecture] departs from the 
ancient Islamic traditions. It removes the covering and the veil from itself. It 
wears ready-made and fancy clothing, the latest in Western markets, and goes 
out in the colourful carnival that the cities of the world boast about. 

 

Figure 14. Example of architecture built in new desert cities, disloyal to ‘its Arab Islamic 
tradition’, says the caption (Picture: al-Nimr 1981). 

Another contributor proclaims the recurrent allegation that imitating foreign 
models is the reason why mass housing projects built in Egypt failed (al-‘Alāilī 
1980). To him, the buildings do not relate to ‘local history, tradition, and 
civilization’. This disconnection results in damage to the psychological and moral 

:: !"#$%& '#(%)* +,&- - !,./&0&)* # !,1,123)* 4/5*.6)* 78.& ::  
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condition of the population, and transforms the place into a genuine breeding 
ground for crime. After a one-page introduction, the architect proposes to solve 
the issue based on what inspired him in Fez, Morocco. His alternative plan 
consists of combining housing units in such way that they form courtyards, 
which, to him, best embody the qualities of Islamic architecture, such as privacy 
and natural climate regulation. This same pattern of argument is repeated in many 
articles published in ‘Ālam al-binā’ throughout the years. 

Climate in ‘Ālam al-binā’ 

In such an ideological context, climate is a synecdoche for the connection to the 
local context. Having previously stated that the problem of the architecture 
produced in Egypt is its foreign character, then the answer must lie in re-
anchoring it to its context. The architects of ‘Ālam al-binā’ count climate among 
the criteria that define this context. Its evocation is meant to describe the natural 
belonging in its natural, cultural, and historical environment that should 
characterize architecture. By extension, this defines what true ‘Egyptian-ness’ is 
– which is supposedly the solution to the problems that architecture faced at that 
time. A truly Egyptian architecture is necessarily climate-responsive. The 
question of national identity in architecture is not new, since articles dealing with 
this issue are already found in al-‘Imāra. Its extraordinary consistency through 
time led architects to repeat the same nationalist statements over and over again. 
Nevertheless, the tone of the authors in al-‘Imāra was more conquering, while 
the tone of those of ‘Ālam al-binā’ expresses more resentment against variable 
things at times, including Western architectural models and those who follow 
them, for example. 

Yet, the relation between climate and architecture is constantly approached from 
the same angle, to the point where the information conveyed becomes trivial 
commonplace. The paper on architecture in the desert written by Hazem Ibrahim 
in issue no. 8 is exemplary in that regard (H. Ibrahim 1981). Ibrahim condemns 
urban planners who do not study the climate conditions of their sites. He 
introduces a guidebook for practitioners concerning urban development in desert 
regions. Thus, he advocates for planning green belts, minimizing openings to 
create self-ventilating designs, and avoiding the use of artificial cooling devices. 
According to Ibrahim, the desert urban typology is an integrated one that 
comprises walkability (the possibility to access services without using a car), 
multiple-sized alleyways, and shading devices. As for architectural typologies, 
he calls for the use of green interior courtyards and supports his argument with 
explaining the mechanism leading hot and cold air movements. 
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Figure 15. Thermal principles in desert architecture as illustrated in H. Ibrahim (1981). 

Moving on to architectural elements, Ibrahim suggests using shading devices 
such as mashrabiyya in the window frames to filter direct sunlight while allowing 
air circulation. He also recommends using building materials with low thermal 
conductivity, as opposed to the red fired bricks and concrete used in the new 
desert cities that were being built. As for the building methods, Ibrahim’s advice 
includes building double walls and double ceilings and leaving the air circulating 
in between the two layers. The paint also plays a role, as light colours reflect 
sunrays. The use of greenery not only provides humidity (even if it is a limited 
percentage) that cools down the atmosphere, but, according to the author, also 
filters out the dust in the air. At the end of his piece, Ibrahim calls for a return to 
what he terms ‘the roots of Islamic architecture’, which should compel architects 
to design new, contemporary cities on a basis for building in desert environments 
that was established practically. The author of the article ticks all the boxes of 
good climate-sensitive design but remains at the level of wishful thinking. And 
this discontinuity between discourse and action resonates vividly in the 
ethnography I conducted, especially in my conversations with architects. 

The other articles dealing with climate control of buildings concern the technical 
implementation of insulation as well as the importance of shading devices like 
mashrabiyya – again – and light structures (‘Niẓām gadīd li-‘azl al-ḥarārī’ 1994; 
‘Rafa‘ al-idā’ al-ḥarāriyya’ 1998). Air conditioning is documented far less. Only 
one article from 1986 explains its operation (Farag 1986). 
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Figure 16. Air conditioning unit (Farag 1986). 

  

ΪϤΣΥήϓ
ϮϔϋΔϴόϤΠϟΔϴϜϳήϣϷϰϤϟΪϨϬϤϟΔΌϓΪΘϟ

ΪϳήΒΘϟϭϒϴϴϜΗϭϮϬϟ˯

ΕΪΣϭϪϋέϭΔϤϘϟϡΪΤΘΗΩϡΎτϟϚΗϮϬϟ˯

ΎϛϢϟ

ϡΪΨΘΑ·ΐϴϟΎϳϷϚϨϟϴϬΒΒϧΈϤϟκΘΑϮϫ�ςϟΎϏήϔϬϟΔϳϭΎϬόϤϟ
ϊΟήϳωήλϥΎϧϻϊϣήψϟ-ΔϴΧΎϤϟϰΘϟ

ςΤΗϪΑϢϜΤΘϳΎϬϴϓϰϟϦϣίΪϴόΑΪϘϠϓϡΪΨΘγ
ϥΎϧϻϝϭϷέΎϨϟϊϴθϳϑΪϟ˯ϦϣϮΣSM

ϰϠϋΔΪΗϪϨϜϣϊϣΔϳΪΑΕέΎϐΤϟΔϴϧΎϧϻ
ΓήϜΒϤϟάϣϭM\ϦϴϨδϟϝϭΎΣϥΎδϧϻΐϠϐΘϟ

ϰϠϋϖϴϔϟϯάϟϞΗϪϟΓέήΤϟΓΪϳΪθϟΔϟϮσήϟϭ
ΔόϔΗήϤϟϦϜϟϭϚΗϑϮϬϟ˯ϪϣϮϬϔϤΑϰϤϠόϟ
ΚϳΪΤϟϢϟΩLΔϳΪϟάϫϥήϘϟςϘϓϑΰόϳϭ
ϪϴΗϮϬϟ˯Ϫϧ΄ΑΔΠϟΎόϣϮϬϟ˯ϢϜΤΘϠϟϰϓΔΟέΩ

ϪΗέήΣΔϴδϧϭϪηϮσέϩϮϠΧϭϦϣΔΑήΗϷ
ΕΎΑϭήϜϴϤϟϭϭήϟϭϪϋήϜϟϚϟάϛϭϊϳίϮΗ

ϮϬϟ˯όϳίϮΗΪϴΟ

ϪΒθϳϢΟϥΎδϧϻΔϟϵΔϳέήΤϟϰϟ·ϱΪΣήϳ
Ϋ·ϝϮΘΗΩΔϠΧΩΔϗΎτϟΔϳέήΤϟΎϤΗϭΔϗΎτϟϰΘϟ

ΪϳΰΗωϪΘΟΎΣϰϟ·ϮΠϟςϴΤϤϟϪϟήϋϖϳήσ
ϞϴλϮΘϟϞϔΤϟϭωΎόηϹϭΫ·ϭϢϟώϳκϠΤΘϟϞϛ

ϩΪϫΔϗΎτϟϥΈϓΔΟέΩΓέήΣϢδΠϟΪΗϰϓ
ωΎϤΗέϻΔΒΒϣϪϟΎϘϴοΪϳΪηΪϤΘόϳϭϝΪόϣ
ϝΎϘΘϧΔϗΎτϟΔϳέήΤϟϦϣϢδΠϟϰϟ·ϮΠϟςΠϤϟϪΑ
ϰϠϋϞϣϮϋΓΩΪόΘϣήϛάϧΎϬϣΔΟέΩρΎθϧ

ϥΎδϧϻΫ·ώϠΒϳάϫϝΪόϤϟ���ΓΪΣϭΔϳέήΣ
ΔϳΎτϳήΑϰϟΔϋΎθϟΎϣΪϋϥϮϜϳϥΎδϧϻΎϤΎϧ
ϪϔΗήϳϭϰϟ·���ΓΪΣϭϭΔϋΎδϟΎϣΪϋϢόϳϝ
ϥΎδϧϹϼϤϋΎϴϬϴϣΪϳΰϳϭϰϟ·���ΓΪΣϭϰϓ
ΔϋΎδϟΪϋΔϟέΎϤϣϥΎϧϻΏΎόϟϸϟιΎϳήϟΓ

αϻΎϓϥήόθϳΔΣήϟϻΎϣΪϨϋϯϭΎΘϳ/ϊϣϝ

ΪϳϮΗΔϗΎτϟΔϳέήΤϟϞΧΩϢΤϟϊϣΪόϣϝ
ϝΎϘΗϩάϫΔϗΎτϟϰϟ·ϮΤϟςΤϤϟϪϟΎϣϭϰόΒϨϳ
ϪϘϴϘΤΗϰϓϡΎψϧϒϴϴϜΗϮϬϟ˯ϮϫϢϜΤΘϟϰϟϞϣϮϋ
ϮΠϟςΠϤϟϢΠϟΎΑϰΘϟήΗΆΗϰϠϋΕϻΪόϣϝΎϘΘϧ

ΔϗΎτϟΔϳέήΤϟάϟϭϚϟϥ·ΩϢϜΤΘϟϰϓΔΣέΩ
ΓέήΣΔΑϮσέϭϮΠϟςΠϤϟΞΑϡϥΎδϧϻϚϟάϛϭ
ϢϜΤΘϟϰϟαΔϋΔϛήΣϮϬϟ˯ϥΪϋΎδϳϰϠϋ
ϝΎϘηΔϗΎτϟΔϳέήΤϟϝΪόϤϟϻΐγΎϤϟΪϳΪΤΘϟϻϭ

ϥϹΔΣέΩΓέήΣϮΠϟςΠϤϟϢΠϟϻήΛΆΗϰϠϋϝΪόϣ
ϝΎϘΘϟΓέήΤϟϞϛϟϡϞϛΔϳήσϞϋϮΘϟΪϫϭ
ΕΎμϳϯΎϋΔϟϮσήϟϪϟΖΟήΗΆΗΎϫέϭΪϟ

ΎϋϝΪόϣϝΎϘΘϟΓέήΤϟϞϛήϳήσήΨΒΘϟήΗΆΗϭ
αΔϋΔϛήΣϭ˯ϯΎϋϝΪόϣϝΎϘΘϟΓέήΤϟϞϛ

ϖϳήσϞϴλϮΘϟήΨΒϳϭϚϟάϛϥΈϓΔΟέΩΓέήΣ
ςϮΤϟϒϘδϟϭΔϴοέϷϭήΛΆΗΎϬόϴϤΟϰϠϋϝΪόϣ
ϝΎϘΘϧΓέήΤϟϦϋϖϳήσωΎόηϻ

ϼϤϟϢψϧϒϴϴϜΗϮϬϟ˯
ϦϜϤϳϡΪΨΘγϒϴϴϜΗϮϬϟ˯ϪΟϮΑϡΎϋϰϟ·ΔόΑέ

Ϣψϧ

�ϡΎψϧϒϴϴϜΘϟϮϬϟΎΑ˯
�ϡΎτϧϒϬϴΘϟΎϤϟΎΑ˯
�ϡΎψϧϒϴϴϜΗϮϬϟΎΑ˯ΎϤϟϭ˯VWHPV:DWHU$LU
�ϡΎψϧϚΗϑνΎΒϤϟΩάΗΎΑω

ϰϓϡΎψϧϒϴϴϜΘϟϮϬϟΎΑ˯ϥϮϜΗΓΪΣϭϙΪϳήΑϭ
ϦϴΨδϳϚϟάϛϭΓΪΣϭϒϬϴΗϮϬϟ˯ΓΪϴόΑϦϋ
ϥΎϜϟϒϴϜϤϟϞμϳϭϮϟ˯έΎΑϭΥΎδϟ

OϥΎϜϟϒϴϜϤϟϦϋϖϳήσϲϟΎΠϣϮϬϠϟ˯ΐϤΗ
ΓήηΎϣϰϓύήϔϟΩήϤϟϚΗϪϓϭϭϡΎψϧϒϴϴϜΘϟ

ΎϤϟΎΑ˯ϥϮϜΗΕΪΣϭϒϴϴϜΗϮϬϟ˯ϦϣωϮΘϟ
ϰοέϷϭϰϔϘδϟΔϬΑήϣϞΧΩϥΎϜϟϒϴϜϤϟ
ϰϠμΘΗϭΓΪΣϮΑϙΪϳήΑϭήϴΤδΘϟΔϳΰϛήϤϟϦϋ
ϖϳήσΔϜΒηϮϣήϳΎϤϟΔΠϠΜϤϟϭΔϨΧΎθϟ

ΎϣϡΎψϧϒϴϜϳϮϬϟΎΑ˯ΎϤϟϭ˯ΎόϣϪϧϹϪΒθϳ
ϡΎτϧϒϴϴϬϴϟϮϬϟΎΑ˯ϦϣΚΟϥΓΪΣϭϙΪϳήΑ

ΔϳΰϛήϤϟϒϴϜϣϭϪϬϟ˯ΩΪόΒϳήϋύήϔϟ
ϲϜϤϟϢΘΗϭΔϴϠϤϋϙΪϳήΑϭθϟΎϴΰΟ

ΔτγϮΑϮϬϟ˯ΩέϻϭϦΣϻΎϣήΠϟ˯
1έϦϣϙΪϳήΑϭήϴΨθϟώϴϓΔτγϮϟ

ΕΪΣϭΔϓέϭΔϴϔϘγϞΧΩϥΎϜϟϲϜϤϟ
ϦϣϭΔϠΜϣΪϫϡΎψϟκϴϴϜΗϮϬϟ˯ΔτγϮΑΕΪΣϭ

ΎΜΤϟ�ϚϟάϛϭϡΎψϧϭήϬϴϟ
ΕΪΣϮΑΔϴϓέϯΪϐΗϮϬϟΎΑ˯ϰΣέΎΤϟLOέMϭ
ΓΪΣϭϒϬϴΗϮϫ˯Δϳΰϛήϣ

ΎϣϡΎψϨϟϷήϳϮϫϭϪϴϟΩΪϗϻήηΎϤϟ
ώϴϓϲϓϙΪϳέΔτγϮΑΓΰϬΟϪϴϟϑϙΐϛήΗ
ϰϓΓάϓϻXQLWVQLQGLPϭΕΪΣϮϟΔϠμϤϤϟ

VSOLWϭΔϤΎϘϟΩΎϬΗΫώϳϭϺΤθϟϭϩάϫΔϟΎΤϟ
ϝΩΓϙΪϳήΑϭϑήόϳΎϣϡΎτϟΔΤμϤϟ

ΔϳέήΤϟXXPQKHDWΓΪϋϭΎϤϋΔγέΩκϴϴϬϴϟ
/,ωϞΧΩϰϨϣϊϣΪϗΩϮϜϳΪϤϤϟϥΪΗ
ϩΪϫΔγέΪϟϊϣΔϠΣήϣβϤμΘϟϯέΎϤόϤϟϷΖϴΣ
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Similar to these informative texts, there are also educational articles explaining 
general engineering principles, such as Nūra al-Shinnāwī’s ‘Al-‘imāra wa al-
mu‘ālaga al-manākhiyya’ (al-Shinnāwī 1982). 

 

 

 

Figure 17. Ventilation and other thermal principles with references to vernacular architecture 
(al-Shinnāwī 1982). 

ϩΫήλΎόϟΔΒϘϟΖΨθϟϭΔΧϒϘϠϤϟϭΕΎϣήΨϤϟϭ
ΔϴμΠϟϭΔϴϴτϟεϮΤϟϭϞϴδϠδϟϭΎϫήϴϏϭΎϣ
ΔΒϘϟϰϟ΅ΐϧΎΟΎϬϧϮϛήμϨϋΎΎθϧϞΤϳΔϠϜθϣ

ϒϴϘδΘϟβϔϨΑΓΩΎ˰ϫ˯ΎϧςϮΤϟϰϬϓϞϣϯήΛΆϣ
ΎϳέήΣϞΧΩϝΰΑΕέ΅ωΔΒϘϟΓϭϼϋϰϠϋωΎϔΗέϻ

ϰόϴΒτϟΔϓήϐϠϟΪϋΎΑϰϠϋΝΎϬϟ˯ϮϬϠϟΔϳήΤΑΔϛήΣ
ήΜϛΎϤϛΪϳΰϳϦϣϢΠΤϟϰϠΧΪϟϯΫςϐϔϟξϔΨϨϤϟ

Ύ˰ϫΐΒδϳέήϤΘγϻϰϓω΅Ϊϧ˯ϮϬϟΎϴϠΧΩϰΘΣ
ϯϭΎϓϥΎτϐπϟϰΟέ˯ϰϠΧΪϟϭϩάϫϭΔΒϘϟ

Ϋ·ϥΎϛΔΒϗέϼΑϭΕήΘϓϰϤδΗΔϴΨθΨηΚϴΣ
ϤδΗϩάϫΕήΘϔϟ˯ϮϬϠϟϦΧΎ˰ϫΏϭήϬϟΎΑϰΘΣ
ϞΤϳϪϠΤϣ˯ϮϫΩέΎΑϦϣΝέϭέϦϋϖϳήσϒϘϠϤϟ

ϒϘϠϤϟϭΓέΎϳϦϋή˯ϮϫΐϛήϳϦϛήϟΎΑϱάϟϰϓϩΎΠΗ
ΡΎΑήϟϦϣϝΔϋϰϓϭΖϧΎϛΝΎΑήϟΔσήϟΐϬΗϰϓήμϣ
ϦϣϝΎϬθϟϝΎϬϟϭϰΑήϐϟΪϘϓϞϤϋΎΒϧήΑάϫήϟ

ϰϠΒϘϟϰϗήθϟϭϦϴϠϔϘϣϩΎϴϧήΑϭϰϟΎϬθϟϰϳήϐϟϭ
ϦϴΣϮΘϔϣϞϤϋϭϪϔϘγϼΎ˰ϫϰϟ·ϰϠϋϲϓϩΎϴϓϳήϟ
ϒϘϠϳ˯ϮϬϟΐσήϟϊϓΪϟϭϪΑϰϟϞΧΩΔϋΎϘϟ
ϰϓϭϕΎϛϒϘγέΪϟϪϋ΅ϮϠόϳϰϠϋϰϗΎΑϒϘγ
ϝΰϨϤϟΎϤϨϣϭϒϘγΕίϮϳϻβϔϨΑϝΔϋΪϗϭΐϛ
ϩϼϋ΄ΑέϮϣϪΑϚϳΈΛΎϬΑρήΧϊγϭΎϤϛϮϫϲϓϪϋΎϗ
ΰϨϣΐΤϣϦϳΪϟϰόϗϮϤϟ

ϥΎϧ˯ϮϬϟϦΧΎδϟΝήΨϴγϦϣάϫέϮΑϞΤϳϭ
ϪϠΤϣΐσέ˯ϮϫϦϣϒϘϠϤϟ

Ϫϧ·ϩάϬΑΔϘϳήτϟκΤϨγϝϰϠϋΔϛήΣ˯ϮϫϞΧΩ
ΔϋΎϘϟϰΘΣΫ·ΖϧΎϛΝΎϳήϟϪϬΑΎγϲϓΡέΎΨϟϞόϔΑ
ΔϴϠϤϋΪϴόμϳ

ϥ·ϯέΎϤόϤϟϰΑήόϟάϴΑϞΤϟΪϗϪϬΒϣϞμϔϟϦϴΑ
ϒΎχϭΕΎΤΘϔϟΙϼϳϻϰϫϭΔϳϮϬΘϟΓ˯Ύοϻϭ
Δϳ΅ήϟϭϰϟ·ΝέΎΨϟϲϳϊϤΠΘΗϲϓϙΎΒθϟϱΩΎόϟ

ϲϓΓέΎϤόϟΔϳέϭϷΤϴΘϣϚϟάΑ˯ΎτϋϞϛΔϔϴχϭ
ϦϣϩάϫϒΎχϮϟήμϨόϠϟϯέΎϤόϤϟϯάϟΎϬϳΩΆϳήΒϛΎΑ

Γ˯Ύϔϛ

ΎϫϭΐΠϳϥήϛάϧϥϒϗϼϣ˯ϮϬϟΖϧΎϛΔϗϭήόϣ
ΔϠϤόΘδϣϭϲϓήμϣϪϤϳΪϘϟΎϤϛΎϫήϧΓέϮμϣϲϓΓήΒϘϣ

ΐϧϥϮϣϦϣΓήγϷΔόγΎϨϟΓήθϋφΣϼϳϭϥ
άϫϒϘϠϤϟϪϟϥΎΘΤΘϓΎϫΪΣϰϓΪοϩΎΠΗϳήϟ

ϒϘϠΘϟ˯ϮϬϟϯήΧϷϭϲϓϩΎΠΗϳήϟϒϠϴμΘϟ˯ϮϬϟ
ϮϫϭΎϣϖΒτϨϳϰϠϋΙΪΣΕΎϳήψϧΎϜϴϣΎϴϧΩϭήϳϻΎϤϛ
ϥήϴΜϜϟϦϣΩϼΒϟΓέΎΤϟϞϤόΘδΗϒϗϼϤϟϞΜϣΩϼΑ
ΪϟϕήόϟϭϩήϴϏϭ

ΪϗϭϊϓϮϳϒϘϠϤϟΎΑήϴμΣϭζϴΧϭϢΤϓϞϠΒϣ
ϥΎϛϭΩΪΟϻϥϮόϨμϳϪΑήϳίϩΎϴϤϠϟϰΘΣϤδϳ˯ϮϬϠϟ

ϞΧΪϟϥ΄ΑϞϤΤΘϳξόΒΑΔΑϮχήϟΔΑϮϠτϤϟϞΒϗ
ϝϮΧΪϟϰϟΔϋΎϘϟ·ΔϴδϴήϟΎϤϛϪϧΪϋΎδϳϰϠϋΪϟϮΗ

ϩΎΠϟϰΘϟϞϤόΘδΗΪόΑϚϟΫϰϓΏήθϟάϫϭϒϘϠϤϟ
ϪϟΏΎΑϰϠΧΩϞϔϘϳϰϓ˯ΎΘθϟϭϡΎϳϷΔΑήΘϤϟ

ΔϳήψϧϭΐϴσήΗ˯ϮϬϟϰϓϒϘϠϤϟΎϧήϛάΗϞϴΒδϠδϟΎΑ
ϯάϟϥΎϛϰϓΕϮϴΒϟΔϳήόϟΔϤϳΪϘϟϮϫϭΓέΎΒϋϦϋ
ΔότϗϦϣϡΎΣήϟαϮϘϤϟΎϬΟϭΪϴϋΎΠΗΡϮϣϷΎϛϞϤόϳ
ϰϠϋΐϴσήΗϮΠϟϰϠΧΪϟϝήϨϤϠϟΎϣεϮΤϟϞϤόϴϓ

ΔϘτϨϤϛςϔΛΩ˯ϮϬϠϟϙήΤΘϤϟϪϗϮϓΎϤϛϥϪΘϋέί
ΪϋΎδΗϒϴτϠΗϭϞϴϠψΗΕΎϬΟϮϟΔϴϠΧΪϟ˯ϮϬϟΎϣ
ΔϳήΛΪΟϮϛϲϓΕήΠΤϟϰΘϟϻϦϜϤϳΐϴϛήΗ
ϒϗϼϣ˯ϮϫΎϬΑΐϠτΘΗϭϞϤϋΕΎΤΘϓΓήϴΒϛϥΎϓ
ϩάϫΕΎΤΘϔϟϞΧΪΘγϲϓϒϧΖϗϮϟΕΎϴϤϛΓήΑ
Ϧϣ˯ϮπϟΓέήΤϟϭΓήηΎΑΔδϜόΘϤϟϭϦϣτγ

ϥέΪΟϝίΎϨϤϟΔϠΑΎϘϤϟϒϴϔΨΘϟϭΓΪΣ˯ϮπϟΩΎόΒΘγϭ
ΓέήΤϟΔδϜόΘϤϟ΄ΠϟϥϮϳέΎϤόϤϟΏήόϟϰϟ˯Ϟϣ

ΕΎΨϤϟΓήϴΒϜϟϩάϫΔτγϮΑϰϠϤΤϧϰϤδϳΔϴΑήθϣ
ωϮϨμϣϦϣϖϣήΑΐθΨϟΔϘϴϗΪϟΕΎγΎϘϤΑΓΩΪΤϣ

ϦϣΚϴΣέΎτϗϩάϫϖϣήΒϟϦϣϭΚϴΣΔόγ
ΕΎΤΘϔϟϰΘϟΎϬϴΑΎϤΑϦϤπϳΓ˯ΎϔϛήΒϛϲϓΐΠΣ

Δϳ΅ήϟϦϣΝέΎΨϟϰϟ·ϞΧΪϟϊϣΝΎϤδϟΔϟ΅ήϟΎΑϦϣ
ϞΧΪϟϰϟΝέΎΨϟϲϓϭΐΠΣΓέήΤϟΔόηϭϢθϟ

ϊϣΡΎϤδϟέϭήϤΑ˯ϮϬϟϞϤϋϭϖϣήΒϟΓήϳΪΘδϣ
ϞόΠϳ˯ϮπϟϞψϟϭϥΎϋίϮΘϳΎϬϠϋΚΠΑϒΨΗΓΪΣ

ΩΎπΘϟϦϴΑϑϮΣϖϣήΒϟϦϴΑϭΕΎΤΘϔϟΔΌϴπϤϟΎϬϨϳ
ΎϤϋΫ·ΖϧΎϛΕΎϋΎτϗϩάϫϖϣήΒϟΔόΑήϣϭ

ΔϠΒτΘδϣΎϤϛϦϴΒΘϳϦϣϞϴϠΤΗ˯ϮπϟϩάϬΑϭΔϔϧϮτϟϦϜϣ
ϯέΎϤόϤϠϟϰϳήόϟϥϞόΠϳΔΤΘϓϙΎΒθϟϞϣΎϜΑτδϣ
έΪΠϟϲΟέΎΨϟΓήΠΤϠϟϥϭΩΝήΣ

ϥ·ΔϛήΣ˯ϮϬϟϲϓϞΧΪϟϦϣϢϫϞϣϮόϟϲϓϲϓϮΗ
ΔΣήϟΔϳέήΤϟϦϣϭϡϮϠόϤϟϥΔϛήΣ˯ϮϬϟΙΪΤΗΎϣ·
ϕήϔΑςϐπϟΚϴΣΐϫάϳ˯ϮϬϟϦϣϖσΎϓςϐϔϟ
ϢϟΎόϟϰϟ·ϖσΎϨϣςϐπϟξϔΨΑΎϣϭΔϴϠϤόΑ

ΪϴόμΘϟΎϣΪϨϋϊϔΗήϳ˯ϮϬϟϦΧΎδϟϰϟϰϠϋϞΤϳϭ
ϪϠΤϣ˯ϮϫΩέΎΑΪϗϭϡΪΨΘγϯέΎϤόϤϟϰΑήόϟϼϛ
ςϟϦϴΘϘΑϰϓϖϠΧΔϛήΣ˯ϮϬϟϞΧΩΔϋΎϘϟΔτγϮΑ

ϒϗϼϣ˯ϮϬϟϦϣϭϊϗϭϦϳϮϜΘϟϯέΎϤόϤϟήϔϠϟ
ΪϟϰϠΧ
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ϡέϮϧϯϭΎϨθϟ

ΥΎϛϰϠΧΪϟϯϷϰϨΒϣήΛ΄ΌϳΔΛϼΗΎϣϮϋ
ΔϴγΎ˰ϫέΩΕΓέήΤϟΔϴϠΧΪϟΔϛήΣϭ˯ϮϬϟ
ΔΑϮσήϟϭΔϴθϟϰϓϭΔϤϤΨϟϥΫϭΪϟκϟΔϳ
ϼΗϼϜθϣϊϣΡΎϛήϬψΗϰϓϞμϓϒϴμϟέϷ
˯ΎΘΜϟΎϬϴϓΙΪΘόϣϒϴμϟΪΑϼϓϦϣΩήϳ·ϮϠΣ

ϟΔϳϕϰΑϺΧΩϦϣΕέωΕήΑέΩΓέήΤϟ˰Ωάϫϭ
ΔϠϜθϤϟϢϗΎμΘΗήΜϛϰϓϖσΎϛΔϳϮϨΠϟΓέϭέϭΚϴΣ
ΪΘθΗΕήΑέΩΓέήΤϟΥϞμΗΙΎψϟ���Ρ
ϰϓϭβϤθϟϰϟ·���ϡωϮΟήϟΎΑϭΩΔϳήϗϝΔϳ

ϪΑήΠΘϛΔϴΣΕϰϟέΪϟϭΕϼϴΤΘϟϭϰΘϟϭϭήΟ
αΪϨϬϤϟϦΣϰΤϛΎϤϴϓΪΠϧν�ΖϧΎϤϛΔΑΎϴϓέήϣ·
ΐόλϞΤϟϩάϫΎϛΎΗΔϴΧΎϛϰϟΫΐϟήΑΕέΙ
ΕήΑέΩΓέήΤϟϰϓϦϟέϪϧ΅ΙΪΤϳΕϭΎϬΗήϴϬΑΏϼΑ
ΕήΑέΩΓέήΤϟϰϓέϸϟϞϴϟϭωΏϰϟ

ΕέωέΩΕΓέήΤϟϚϟάϠϓΓΪϋΏΎηϼϣΖΧ˯
ϝΐΣϰΘϟϞϤόΗΕϼψϤϛΚΟϢΘϤΗϑέϻ
ΎϤϛήϴΜϛϦϣεϻωϯέήΤϟήϤθϠϟϰϓϝέΪΗϭ
ΪόΑΏϭήϐϟϰϓεΎϬϋΓήϣϯήΧϭΎϛϑϭϭΪϘϔΗ
ϞϴϠϟΒϤΗϭΓΩέΎΑϚϟάϟϭΪϤΘόϳϻϢϟΔΣήϟΎΑ
βϟϥϩάϫϖσΎϛϰϠϋκΎμΨϟΔϳέήΤϟςϮΤϠϟ

ϒϘγϷϭϞμϓϭΩϮϤϟϰΘϟϞϤόΘδΗϰϫΩϮϤϟήϴϐϟ
ΔϠλϮϣΓέήΤϠϟϣϷΎΑϭΔϔϴόπϟϰϓΎϴϋϮϳ
ϯέήΤϟϦΤϟϭφ˰ϫϥ΅ϦϴτϟϦϣκόο

ΕϼλϮϤϟΔϳέΰΤϟΏέΎΠΘϟήΑϭΔϴϠϤόϟΪΟϭϥ
ϞϴλϮϨϟϯέήΤϟϦϴτϠϟρϮϠΨϤϟϞϣήϟΎΑΔΒδϨΑ��
ϞμΗϰϟ·��ήόγΡϯέέϪϘϗΩϢγ�ΓΪΣϭ

ϚϤδϟΎϤϨϴΑϞϴϋϮϨϟϯέήΤϟϦϴτϠϟρϮϠΨϤϟϞϣήϟΎΑ
ΔΒδϨΑ��Ϟμϳϰϟ��ήόγϯέήΣΔϘϴϗΩϢϤϟ��
ΓΪΣϭϝϚϣάϫϰϓϞΑΔϣ��ήόγϯέήΣΔϔϴϗΩ
Ϣγ��ΓΪΣϭϚϤδϟϰϓΔϟΎγΏϮτϟϕϭήΨϤϟ�
ήόγϯέήΣΕΎϛϮϠΒϠϟϪϴΘϨϤϣϻΔϏήϔϤϟΓϭϼϋϭϰϠϋ
ϝΰϋΓΩΎϣϦϴτϟϰϓΓΪΣϭΔϧΎθΘϟϪϧΎϗήψϧϼϓϻΓΩΎ˰ϫ
˯ΎϨΑΔϔΠοϚϟάϟΐΠϳ˯ΎΑςϮΤϟϙΎγήΑΓήϴϬΑ
άϫϭΐόϠϳέϭΩΎϔϳϰϓΔϳΎϬΤϟΎ˰ϫήδϔϳϥίΎϛ
ΔϣΎϘϤϟϦϣΏϮτϟϰϴτϟφϔΘΤΗΕήΑέΪΑΓέήΣ

ΔπϔΨϣήΒϛϷΖϗϭϦϜϤϣϦϣέϰϓ
ΪϗϭΏήοαΪϨϬϤϟϦδΣϰΤΘϓϦϛΎΑϼΜϣ

ΔϛήηήϜδϟϰϓϡϮϛήΒϣΚϴΣήΠϫΩϮϔχϮϤϟϩάϫ

ϦϛϰϤϟϢϟΔϣέέΎΑΔϧϯΏϮτϟϭιϷϭΩϯϭΫ
ϯήΧϥέϰΑΔϴϴτϟϰϳΎ˰ϬϤϴϘϳΩϮϳϭήϘϳΕϺτϟϭ
ϪϧϮϛΓΩΎ˰ϫΔϔϴόοΎϴϋϮϳκϠϟΓέϪϧΎϗήϤΘϤϳΓέέέ
˯ςϳΎ˰ϬόΜγϭ˯ςΑϒϳάϫϭϲϓϮϳΕήΑΩιΓέ

ΔμϔΨϨϣϮσζϔϟΕΔΟΎΒμϟΪϋΎΑέϰϠϋΔΌϓΪϳ
ΔϴϠΧΪϟΚϛΎϴϠϟβϜόϟέ˯ΚϴΣΒμΗΕϰΟέΩ
ΓέέϭΔϔϔΨϣΪΣάϫΎϬϴϓήϤΨϳΔγέΩΕήΑέΩ
έέΓΔϴϠΧΪϟΪϗϭΎϤϳϢϜΤΘϟϑΕήΑέΩΓέ
ΪΣϰϤϗΫϲϗ˯ΎΗίΎϛΕϮΣ˯ΎΗϰϠΧΩΚϴΣ
ϞΤΗΔϠϜθϤϟΔϴϧΎϛϰϫϭΔϜγ˯ϮϬϟϚϟΩϭϥ˰ΩΎϴϓ
ϮΒϫϝΫΪΎ˰ϫϮϫϭ˰ΩΎϴΗϻΎϬθϟϭϯΎϬθϟ

Ϟ˰ϬπϟϰϫϭρΎΑέ˰ΩΩέΎΑΏεϝ΅ϯάϟΫΩέ·
ΩϵϮϫκϴϛϢϳΕϢϜΤϳϑΔϬϴγ˯ϮϬϟ

ϺΧΩ

ΙΓΪϋ΅ΔϴγΎ˰ϫϡΎψϟΔϜγ˯ϮϬϟϑΥΩ
ϢΒΤϟΕϥ·έΎϴΗ˯ϮϬϟϮΣϰΠϟϖϠΨϳΔϘτϨϣςϐϓ

ΔπϔΨϨϣΎΧΩϟΩΫ·΅ϥΎϛάϬϟ˰�ϟΫΕήΘϓ

Γήϴϐλϥ΅˯ϮϬϟϊϓΪϨϳΩϞΧΪϟΙέΎϴΗϢψΘϨϣϦϣ
ϼΧ˰ΩάϫΖϔϟΕϑΔϟϭϯϭΎϓήϴτϐπϟ

ϰΟέϭέϰϠΧΪϟϭΎϬϠϛϭΖϧΎϛΖϔϟΕΓήϴϐλΎϬϘϛ
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Architects’ Diminished Power to Act 

During the 1970s, the rise of entrepreneurs marked the marginalization of 
architects in the construction field. In parallel, from 1980, the editorial project of 
‘Ālam al-binā’ was somewhat similar to that of al-‘Imāra during its time, that is, 
a reference magazine to represent and bring together the local architectural scene, 
but beyond this also the Arab scene. As previously said, many projects from 
around the world were published on the magazine’s pages, along with portraits 
(in the section shakhṣiyyat al ‘adad [‘personality of the issue’]) and interviews 
with Arab architects and, more rarely, international architects like Mario Botta 
(no. 215, September 1999). It seems to me that representing the architectural 
activity happening in Egypt and connecting it to an international level served to 
re-establish the important role that architects thought their expertise should play 
in these times of unprecedented urban development. But from the 1970s onward, 
architects were put in competition with foreign experts and consultancy offices, 
sometimes working with international development agencies. The emergence of 
these new competitors contributed to dispossessing the architects of an area of 
their expertise. As a consequence, the prestigious status they once enjoyed no 
longer corresponded to their effective power of action. While architects lacked 
space to intervene in the actual ‘world of construction’ (echoing the magazine’s 
name) at a decision-making level and on the scale they would probably like, those 
who wrote for the magazine invested the field with symbolic force, relying on 
prescriptions of what should be done. The texts published in ‘Ālam al-binā’ 
oscillate between excessive celebration and unquestionable denunciation of the 
architectural practice of their time. The preaching tone of the articles comforts 
their promoters in the idea that they convey a message in the general interest, 
praising the good, the just, and beauty. The religious overtones of the magazine 
make it even more remarkable. The architect’s figure as envisioned in Ālam al-
binā’ combines technical and moral truth in their practice as well as their 
discourse. Reclaiming their place in the realm of construction entails partaking in 
contemporary issues, if not in action, at least in words. This is why the magazine 
has as many articles on architecture as on urban planning. Indeed, the 
construction of settlements in the desert, which started in the 1970s, continued 
under Hosni Mubarak, and cities in the Gulf were planning their development 
roughly around the same period. 

Urban Upgrading and Megaprojects 

The concentration of land and resources initiated during the infitah continued and 
was generalized under the rule of Hosni Mubarak from 1981. The luxury 
compound settlements mushrooming in the desert east and west of the capital best 
demonstrated the appropriation of the country’s resources. The state built the 
infrastructure to develop new satellite towns planned in a law issued in 1979. This 
gave value to land plots that were sold at very low prices to private developers. 
Between 1995 and 2007, this massive handover of 1,200 km2 (the equivalent of 
about two and a half times the size of the city of Cairo) to the private sector led 
to the urbanization of 120 km2 of desert land (Denis 2011, 140). Foreign and 
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local investors developed housing estates, mostly for the wealthy fringes of 
society. Military stakeholders were also involved in the process as contractors 
and builders. In addition to the military institution being formally involved, 
retired officers of the Egyptian Armed Forces enjoyed privileges in the form of 
private companies and underpriced land on sale. Thus, these companies remained 
unofficially in the fold of the army. This is what researcher Yezid Sayigh calls 
the ‘officers’ republic’ (Sayigh 2019, 4). The frantic pace of construction, both 
formal and informal, contrasted with the financial frugality imposed by the 
structural adjustment programme that Egypt was undergoing (Mitchell 2002, 
274). Indeed, the counterpart to this monopolizing system was that informal 
settlements proliferated closer to the city, answering the unmet demand for 
affordable housing. 

The 1990s saw many governmental measures meant to rehabilitate these informal 
areas. The National Fund for Urban Upgrading, launched in 1993, focused on 
infrastructure around these neighbourhoods instead of operating in the built fabric 
(Mahmoud and Abd Elrahman 2014). In 2008, right after the rockfall that killed 
more than a hundred people in a neighbourhood of Manshiyat Naser east of the 
capital, the Informal Settlement Development Fund (ISDF, or ṣundūq taṭwīr al-
manāṭiq al-’ashwa’iyya) was established, with the support of UN-Habitat. Its 
board consists of professionals and ministers appointed by the Minister of 
Housing. The ISDF listed the potentially hazardous areas, essentially based on 
their construction condition and location. Most often, the areas were cleared, and 
those living there were relocated (Deboulet 2011; Deboulet and Florin 2014; 
Ghannam 2002). Classifying the neighbourhoods according to various criteria 
such as safety was also a pretext for the authorities to clear valuable land, reclaim 
it for exclusive projects, and evict residents (Simcik Arese 2015). The 
government continued to offset overpopulation by creating new settlements, most 
often in remote areas. It directed significant investments into this venture 
whereas, comparatively, it almost ignored the existing built environment of 
Cairo. As I have mentioned in the introduction of this dissertation, this 
development in the urban history of Cairo contributed to producing the urban 
climate as it is today. 

The government already had massive projects in the end of the 1990s and in the 
first decade of the 2000s. For example, in spite of the difficulty finding serious 
investors, the government launched the Toshka project. Based on a plan 
originally from the 1950s, its aim was to turn a part of the desert in Upper Egypt 
into fertile land. The project entailed an artificial parallel valley, with a canal 
supplied by the waters of Lake Nasser, behind the Aswan High Dam (itself a 
grand projet of the Nasser era). The project never fully materialized, because the 
stakeholders turned out to be insolvent. As for Cairo, the GOPP released a 
planning strategy called Cairo 2027, quickly replaced by Cairo 2050. In the same 
megalomanic vein, the most striking pictures of the Cairo 2050 strategy showed 
new wide boulevards cutting through existing, densely built-up neighbourhoods. 
Glossy visuals depicting iconic towers along the Nile circulated in newspapers 
and Powerpoint presentations. They were aimed at potential stakeholders, like the 
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United Nations Development Programme, foreign development agencies, and 
other, private investors. Little attention was paid to the actual feasibility of the 
project. Indeed, ‘vision’, ‘horizon’, and ‘strategy’ – the key terms of the 
Cairo 2050 plan – betray the shallowness of what was not yet a concrete project. 
Gamal Mubarak (Gamāl Mubārak), President Hosni Mubarak’s son, was in 
charge of promoting Cairo 2050’s vision in the media. Contrary to the previous 
master plans, Cairo 2050 focused, as its name says, on the capital, neglecting the 
rest of the country. The gap between the actual challenges that the city faced and 
the images presented sparked criticisms (Stadnicki 2014). The government’s 
attitude towards the existing built fabric echoes the fact that most architects I met 
had no experience in thorough building renovation. They also build mostly new 
buildings in the New Towns on the peripheries of the city of Cairo, and rarely 
deal with existing structures within the city. 

The Architectural Scene of the 1990s 

In such a context, what were architects building? While in the past, the state called 
on architects to solve issues of public interest, for example, problems related to 
urban planning or access to housing of a vulnerable population, the privatization 
policies restrained these possibilities more and more. In addition, the 
empowerment of contractors and other professionals seriously undermined the 
field of expertise and practice of architects. As a result, ordinary Egyptian 
architectural production during the last decade of the last century did not excel in 
experimentation, to say the least. Most of it got stuck on the identity question. In 
that sense, the trend initiated in the 1980s continued, with more and less success. 
Sometimes, it crystallized in the use of evocative ornaments, like the calligraphy 
on the façade of the Faisal Islamic Bank Headquarters, a tower built in 2000 by 
Issam Hafez (‘Iṣām Ḥāfiẓ) (Elshahed 2014). Other attempts drew inspiration 
from the pharaonic style, such as the Supreme Court of Egypt, built on Maadi 
Corniche (Kurnīsh al-Ma‘ādī) in 1999 by Ahmed Mito (Aḥmad Mītō). I discuss 
his case in more detail in Chapter 2. However, in other contexts, the idea of local 
anchoring was grounded in a traditional spatial organization and social uses. 
Abdelhalim Ibrahim Abdelhalim (‘Abd al-Ḥalīm Ibrāhīm ‘Abd al-Ḥalīm) 
embodies Egyptian regionalism in architecture. He won the Aga Khan award for 
architecture (1990–1992 cycle) for the Cultural Park for Children in Sayeda 
Zainab, Cairo, commissioned by the Ministry of Culture (Asfour 1990). 

For places for architectural experiments, such as the Children’s Park, individual 
initiatives remain a fertile ground, like in the case of private villas. The boom in 
tourism and the investments it generated have also provided many opportunities 
for architects. Tourists’ supposed search of authenticity, understood as the formal 
expression of local specificities, corresponds well to the ‘Egyptian-ness’ which 
some architects are seeking to express in their projects. And in these projects, 
architects explicitly design in accordance with climate conditions, in line with the 
idea that climate is a synonym for the nature of the place, in both a geographic 
and a symbolic way. Eventually, the market was opened to foreign businesses, 
which increased the number of collaborations with international offices. One of 
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the most famous examples of this kind of teamwork is the Bibliotheca 
Alexandrina (1989–2002), fruit of the collaboration between the Norwegian 
office Snøhetta, Austrian architect Christoph Kapeller, and Egyptian architect 
Ihab El Habbak (Ihāb al-Ḥabbāk) (in short, the Snøhetta Hamza consortium). 
Abdel Baqi Ibrahim points to (and disapproved of) the fact that many other 
significant buildings were built by foreigners. The Opera House was built by 
Japanese professionals, while Germans erected the Cairo stadium (A. B. Ibrahim 
1998). 

In the field of development, governmental institutes (the GOPP, the Supreme 
Council for Antiquities, the Tourist Development Authority, etc.) work hand in 
hand with international stakeholders (the Aga Khan Trust for Culture; national 
development agencies from France, Germany, Japan, the US; the Ford 
Foundation; UN institutions, etc.). The few refurbishment operations that have 
occurred took place in these circumstances, and were specifically oriented 
towards heritage preservation, involving architects who specialized in that field 
(Salama 2001). Projects built under this kind of international partnership tend to 
integrate standard demands that are generally found on the agenda of 
development institutions. In recent initiatives, sustainability entered these 
agendas, and thus generated projects led by NGOs that integrated issues of 
passive heat regulation. Between 2014 and 2017, for example, the German 
development agency (GIZ) launched the ‘Climate Change Adaptation and Urban 
Resilience’ project as part of their Participatory Development Programme (PDP) 
in urban areas,27 which focused on informal neighbourhoods. An architect 
involved in this programme explained the architectural aspects of the projects to 
me: 

There was a list of specific measures that could assist in climate adaptation 
in general. First, there was the façade’s plastering and painting, because in 
informal settlements, facades are not treated and you just see the red bricks. 
Another one was street greening, because there is no greenery in informal 
areas. Street and rooftop shading, because roofs have a lot of heat gain, which 
transmits to the entire building. Usually the first two floors under the roof are 
the ones that suffer from heat gain. So, when you shade this part, when you 
shade the roof, it has a positive impact on thermal comfort indoors. […] All 
the architectural measures implemented by the PDP are all microscale, and 
they are pilot projects (interview with Salmā ‘Awad,28 28 September 2017). 

In the context of NGOs and international development institutions, projects often 

 
27 ‘The PDP is an Egyptian-German development measure implemented by the 
[Egyptian] Ministry of Housing, Utilities & Urban Communities (MoHUUC) and the 
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH, on behalf of the 
German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ). It started 
in 2004 and the actual phase (until 2018), beside the core-financing by BMZ, is funded 
by the European Union (EU) and by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF) with 
a total amount of 49 million euros’ (http://www.egypt-urban.net, visited 14 May 2021). 
28 The name has been changed. 
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rely on resources that are available only intermittently, for the projects’ duration. 
In that sense, this realm of architectural practice is quite marginal, and there are 
a few offices or NGOs which specialize in this ‘market’, so to speak. These 
different fields of activity shape the professional landscape in which the architects 
I met in the course of my ethnographic research in Cairo evolve. The same can 
be said of the political events that have marked the country’s recent history. 

B. CONFIRMING THE TACIT COALITIONS IN CONSTRUCTION 

2011–2013: The Hopeful Interlude 

With popular discontent becoming more and more vocal, mobilizations against 
all sorts of injustices suffered by the Egyptians led to massive demonstrations in 
January 2011. The revolutionary uprising, as it is now commonly described, 
suspended the government’s plans but triggered and made visible many 
community-led (including pre-existing) initiatives in various domains (Deboulet 
and Florin 2014). Some architects and students were involved in community 
workshops in neighbourhoods where inhabitants self-organized to compensate 
for state inaction, chiefly in providing urban services. Young professionals 
teamed up to offer their expertise. The story of the Maspero Triangle (muṯallaṯ 
māsbīrū), in the region of Bulaq Abul Ela is a revealing account of the ambitions 
and disappointments that marked the hopeful interlude between 2011 and 2013. 
This episode also illustrates the extent of architects’ capacity to initiate and 
implement projects – including a sustainable design – and what can hinder this 
capacity. Architect and researcher Omnia Khalil (Umniyya Khalīl), who 
immersed herself in the area to study it during this period, gives a comprehensive 
description of the struggles and attempts at alternative planning that occurred 
there (Khalil 2018). This central area of Cairo overlooking the eastern side of the 
Nile29 has been threatened with eviction since the 1990s. Its location, surrounded 
by landmarks like ministries and the headquarters of the Egyptian television and 
radio union, made it an attractive place. The triangle of Maspero was on the list 
of the ISDF as a potentially unsafe area. Some homes in this historical area were 
indeed damaged after the earthquake that shook the city in 1992. However, people 
were not allowed to repair the buildings because, local authorities argued, the area 
was officially placed under their supervision. 

While the threats of eviction of the population from the Maspero Triangle began 
in the late 1990s, the Cairo Governorate made them explicit in 2008 and forcibly 
relocated some families to the al-Asmarat housing project in Mokattam. A group 
of local inhabitants initiated the Maspero Youth Association with the aim to resist 
and campaign in the neighbourhood, using the slogan ‘Yes to development, no to 
forced evictions’ (Wahba 2020). This moment coincided with the advertising 

 
29 The Maspero Triangle is the area between El Galaa Street (shāri‘ al-galā’) (under the 
Sixth of October Bridge), 26th of July Street (shāri‘ sitta wa ‘ishrīn yūliū), and the Nile 
Corniche (Kurnīsh al-Nīl). 
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campaign for Cairo 2050, and the plan to clear the neighbourhood to pave the 
way for exclusive private development became obvious. Because a few buildings 
collapsed in December 2011, killing their occupants, the Maspero Youth 
Association organized a protest, resulting in a meeting with the local authorities.30 
It is worth noting that, due to its geographical location and the commitment of its 
inhabitants, the Maspero area played a significant role during the multiple 
demonstrations of January 2011. It was a safe place for injured protesters to 
retreat to, for example. In the trail of the grassroots initiatives born during the 
revolution, some groups gained visibility. Among them, a group of human rights 
defenders called the Egyptian Center for Civil and Legislative Reform (al-markaz 
al-miṣrī li-l-iṣlāḥ al-madanī wa al-tashri‘ī) offered legal support to the Maspero 
Association. Together with a group of architects and researchers called Madd, 
they worked to develop an alternative to the governmental plan for Maspero and 
its people. They started surveys and research in 2013, with a view to creating a 
participatory design for the area. The idea was to develop the neighbourhood 
without removing its original inhabitants. Laila Iskander (Laylā Iskandar), a 
social entrepreneur, headed the freshly created Ministry of Urban Renewal and 
Informal Settlements. This fortunate configuration launched a collaborative 
dynamic around a common project, based on the active participation of 
stakeholders, including the owners and tenants of Maspero. Based on the proposal 
that Madd co-elaborated in this process, most families chose to remain in the area 
after the project’s completion. This work led to writing the terms of reference for 
an international competition. Architecture practices from all around the world, as 
well as from Egypt, submitted proposals (Abotera and Borham 2015). At each 
phase of the process, the Maspero Youth Association was there, even during the 
competition. 

Back to Business 

Abdel Fattah el-Sisi (‘Abd al-Fattāḥ al-Sīsī) became President of the Republic in 
2014, after the coup in summer 2013 against the only civilian president ever 
elected, Dr Mohamed Morsi (Muḥammad Mursī). This moment undeniably 
marked a firm regaining of control over the population. Grassroots projects and 
bottom-up initiatives were more difficult to organize because they were subject 
to more restrictions. Despite all efforts, in 2016, the government abolished the 
Ministry of Urban Renewal and Informal Settlements. The ISDF, and thus the 
Ministry of Housing, took over the Maspero development plan. Both institutions 
were clearly less inclined to a participatory approach. With these new 
interlocutors, residents were left with fewer choices, and the majority ended up 
being relocated to al-Asmarat or accepting 5,000 USD in compensation. The area 
was finally destroyed entirely in 2018. In 2019, the NUCA negotiated with eight 

 
30 The demonstration happened during a tense moment. Indeed, two months earlier, in the 
night of 9 October, more than twenty demonstrators, mostly Copts, were killed and 
hundreds injured during clashes with the Armed Forces in front of the television building. 
This episode of the Revolution is remembered as the Maspero Massacre (Human Rights 
Watch 2011). 
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investors to develop the 1,605 plots of land in the triangle owned by private and 
government companies, according to Khaled Seddik (Khālid Sadīq), head of the 
ISDF (al-Shinnāwī 2020). Arab Contractors was commissioned to build a total 
area of 22,965 m2, at a total value of 611 million EGP (almost 39 million USD 
in 2021), according to the company's website.31 

A law from 2017 provided an extremely strict framework for the activities of 
NGOs and civil society organizations. The tight control over their funding and 
agenda, as well as the heavy penalties for non-compliance with the law, seriously 
threatened their existence (Amnesty International 2017). This pressure on NGOs 
spread its effects across all sectors of society. Official authorization needs to be 
granted for any kind of event, even for gatherings as politically non-subversive 
as a lecture on bioclimatic design. The strain is also economic. In 2016, the 
Egyptian pound lost half its value. The country received extensive financial 
support from the World Bank and the IMF, in exchange for ‘reforming its 
economy’, as one says in the jargon. This included increasing the VAT (value-
added tax) and reducing public subsidies, especially those related to energy and 
raw materials. Between 2015 and 2018, wages increased less than inflation 
(which was 23.5 per cent in 2017), and the number of Egyptians living below the 
poverty line increased by 5 per cent, reaching 32.8 per cent (World Bank 2019). 
On the other hand, reports from the World Bank and IMF were positive, as the 
national economy showed signs of improvement. Investment resumed, chiefly in 
the realm of gas extraction, tourism, real estate, and construction. According to 
Yazid Sayigh, these improvements largely relied on the productive capacities of 
the military institutions, as well as on the state’s renewed faith in engineering and 
technical input (Sayigh 2019, 11). The Egyptian government launched 
megaprojects – such as the series of new cities around the country, including the 
new administrative capital – that will be introduced in the coming chapter. 

4. CONCLUSION 

This brief overview of the architectural field in Egypt shows how the domain of 
activity that was originally dedicated to the architects’ expertise shrank as other 
professions started to compete to achieve similar tasks, that is, building and 
planning. In this dissertation, I argue that researching the levers to mitigate 
overheating in a city like Cairo today compels us to consider the conditions for 
implementation of the architectural knowledge related to climate. And yet, the 
obstacles preventing the understanding of problems and the finding of solutions 
for climate issues in their contemporary urban contexts are visible in the history 
of the architectural field. 

A critical factor that obviously determined the ability of architects to carry out 
planning and design projects is the political decision to let them do so or ask them 
to do so. The profession of architect itself emerged from the project of founding 

 
31 https://www.arabcont.com/English/project-621. 
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a modern state. The political ambition to train the nation’s technical cadres 
periodically yielded results. The country succeeded in implementing large 
infrastructure projects and building smaller structures via housing and industrial 
programmes. Eventually, especially in the 1950s, Egypt had many architects with 
competences that were acknowledged at an international level, and the profession 
and its institutions were well established. But since the 1970s and economic 
liberalization, the domain of the architect has been seriously challenged by the 
large space that private contractors began to occupy in the field of construction, 
imposing their priorities and encroaching on the architects’ prerogatives. These 
prerogatives include spending time to reflect on relevant design solutions for 
urban challenges, such as developing the city in a sustainable way. Thus, 
architects seem to have remained in limbo between the outdated prestige of their 
status and the too narrow space to really exercise their expertise in the city and 
change it for the better through their work. Egypt’s most recent urban history, 
that is, after 2000, shows that both the rigidity and the arbitrariness of the state’s 
planning decisions (as shown in the case of the Maspero Triangle) leave very 
little room, time, and resources for architects to act. Moreover, in various 
interviews I conducted with young professionals in search of employment, the 
idea that companies would rather employ an engineer than an architect to carry 
out the same projects is recurrent. This corresponds to contractors’ preferences in 
the field of construction, as they tend to limit production costs to a minimum, 
sacrificing the design phase. Therefore, researching how construction actually 
works beyond the institutionalized space of architectural projects is a first step 
towards integrating the ordinary building practices to eventually renew the realm 
of action of architects and change the city from the inside. 

The profession of architecture is not unified, and some of its members are 
concealed or implicitly denied the label of architect by those symbolically 
dominating the field of architecture, both internationally and locally. The scarcity 
of sources that inform us about the working conditions of architects in the 1960s 
hint at the selective interest that we have as observers when it comes to 
considering the relevance of an architect and his/her productions. The recent 
attention of researchers for Modernist architecture in Egypt follows the same 
logic. I find that this selective gaze is rarely questioned in architectural research. 
Therefore, the next chapter will provide an overview of architects practising in 
Cairo, based on my fieldwork and the interviews I conducted there. The 
discussions I had with architects were centred on how the latter envision heat 
regulation in their designs. Thermal control of buildings allows for approaching 
architecture on a specific, concrete basis, and to address the issue departing from 
people’s aspirations in terms of comfort and their translation of these aspirations 
into design and construction. 

For many in Egypt and beyond, the problem of urban heat and, by extension, the 
issues of thermal control in buildings are viewed as technical problems that need 
technical solutions, whether mechanically assisted or not. But technical solutions, 
including those providing thermal comfort, are ideologically framed as a plea for 
progress, for authenticity, or for both. Passive means of climate control – 
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including courtyards and mashrabiyya – are celebrated as identity features, 
supposedly closer to an Islamic Arab design, when displayed in the journal ‘Ālam 
al-binā’, for example. Furthermore, these techniques are exclusively thought of 
for the poorest segments of the population, as for instance in Hassan Fathy’s 
project in Gourna (in this case, the use of mud bricks, domes, etc.). Likewise, 
Sayed Karim’s model village – whose plan was organized following the direction 
of the wind and included passive means of climate control – is a project made for 
the rural poor. However, in architecture of a higher standing, I have not seen these 
topics addressed explicitly, hinting at a limit to these projects. One is left to 
wonder whether the projects for the poor did not necessarily stand in opposition 
to mechanical climate control for the wealthier, but complemented the projects 
for the wealthier by providing the poor with cheaper solutions. It is therefore all 
the more ironic that Hassan Fathy’s architecture is nowadays a template for 
mostly expensive villas and touristic resorts. In all these approaches, however, 
technical efficiency as the predominant solution to climate issues is never 
questioned in the light of its possible concrete application in context, with all its 
different factors. This explains the impression that the literature dealing with 
climate issues in architecture changes very little over time and seems to repeat 
itself. This stability is the result of an architectural reflection that takes its 
hegemony over other modes of building for granted, even when it is not the case, 
as I will show. 

Since the construction of the New Towns, mostly developed in the 1970s and 
1980s, planification efforts have looked outside of Cairo and at these peripheral 
settlements. This shift away from the city makes it possible for architects to 
continue to circumvent the crucial question of the conditions of applicability of 
their expertise, by moving to the desert land’s tabula rasa. 

Finally, the relationship of the Egyptian architecture field to foreigners has been 
constant since its beginning. The architectural theories that have been developed, 
even if they were a reaction to the influence of Western countries, still position 
themselves vis-à-vis the latter. This remains the case today. This persistency of 
foreign referencing is problematic because, in addition to the idea of social 
prestige inherited from the origins of the profession, it establishes boundaries that 
prevent architects from investigating different ways of exerting their expertise in 
the spaces where it is sorely needed. Therefore, after having gained insight into 
the origins of such limitations, it is now time to examine the logic that drives the 
architects currently practising in Cairo. 
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CHAPTER 2. ARCHITECTS AND THE CLIMATE IN CAIRO TODAY 

In the quest for solutions to overheating in towns, architects are thought to play a 
significant role. Their contribution to designing climate-responsive buildings 
makes them seemingly key actors in adapting cities to their future environment. 
In fact, architects probably represent the majority of authors, along with 
engineers, writing about the climate in relation to the built environment. This 
suggests that they would be best able to implement what they advocate in 
architectural and climate studies, i.e. to make the habitability of buildings less 
dependent on energy consumption. But to what extent can architects actually 
influence construction with their knowledge? The majority of buildings, in Egypt 
and elsewhere, are built without the help of an architect. In other words, there is 
a significant gap between the space that architects occupy in the climate discourse 
in design and their actual chances to build. So, what kind of relationship exists 
between the relative marginality of architects in urban production and their 
involvement, or over-representation, in the discursive field? To answer these 
questions, this chapter builds on ethnographic fieldwork that I have conducted in 
Cairo, documenting and analysing architects’ discourses regarding climate issues 
in Cairo. This work depicts an impressionist panorama of the architectural field 
in Cairo, in the sense that it is necessarily blurry in some parts, but aims to provide 
a general idea of how that professional landscape works and which contradictions 
it deals with. Such a picture is essential and aims to enlighten us as to the true 
resources that are available in the architectural field to mitigate urban heat, as 
well as the conditions for their efficient implementation. Talking to practitioners 
has revealed that what they know about heat mitigation is far removed from what 
they can actually do in their projects, which they generally perceive as being too 
little. They speak about the various obstacles that they identify (symbolic, 
material, social, economic, etc.) and that prevent them from implementing 
adequate solutions to problems related to the thermal regulation of homes. Each 
of the people involved in the construction of the city has his or her own specific 
capacities. These abilities are varied, and include architectural knowledge, free 
time, and access to labour power as well as to adequate material resources. And 
it is precisely the distribution of these abilities that determines the range of 
effective options available to tame overheating in homes through the means of 
architecture, whether they are designed by architects or not. 

The corpus I have collected consists of articles published in the local architectural 
press, public speeches, and private conversations with architects. It conveys 
strong feelings of nostalgia and helplessness and shows that architects often 
bemoan the current state of architectural production in Egypt, expressed by turns 
in a sad, cynical, and dramatic tone. First, such a disillusioned view often 
implicitly suggests that things were different – usually better – at other times or 
in other places. Whatever situations are referred to, the idea that architecture is 
threatened or that it is already a lost cause is recurrent. Second, architects pointed 
to the many obstacles that, according to them, prevent them from implementing 
climate design ideals. These constraints also generate frustrations that mingle 
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with a general feeling of powerlessness. Such feelings are not new, as the 
previous chapter has shown. This ethnographic study seeks to clarify what creates 
these difficulties – whether they are proven or anticipated – as it sheds light on 
how architects formulate problems and solutions, including climate issues. 
Studying what architects see and how they see it is the only way to reveal what 
they ignore, consciously or unconsciously. The fact that, as shown in the previous 
chapter, the literature on climate and building is so repetitive and that its effects 
remain marginal in construction practices suggests that the same blind spots 
persist. This observation leads me to question whether architects’ relative power 
to prescribe the ideal design in relation to climate issues and their inability to 
actually intervene in the world of construction are two sides of the same coin. In 
this chapter, I try to uncover these blind spots, while at the same time highlighting 
what causes them to occur and linger. 

The relative persistence of certain ideas, such as the celebration of traditional 
building features as models for sustainability (Vellinga 2013), and the visible 
absence of their influence in practice is a central question in this chapter. I argue 
that the gap that exists between, on the one hand, architectural discourse 
(epitomized in the literature, research, publications, gatherings for knowledge 
exchange, etc.) and, on the other, architectural or building practices is structural 
and exists for certain reasons. Instead of feeding each other, discourse and 
practice exist as two separate domains with little communication between them. 
According to my interlocutors, architects’ working conditions on the ground are 
deteriorating, both materially and symbolically. Situations in which their 
expertise is deemed relevant and can indeed bloom are becoming rare. Thus, the 
realm of discourse becomes a space in which it is possible to save face, as if to 
counterbalance the loss of autonomy and place in the field of professional action. 
This chapter examines how this relationship is articulated, generating both 
opportunities for and obstacles to the implementation of climatic architectural 
design. 

The sociology of professions greatly contributed to understanding the inner 
organization of the architectural field and the challenges it faces. It did so mainly 
by considering the field’s institutional frame as well as its effects on architects’ 
working conditions (Biau 2020; Blau 1984; Champy 2011; Chadoin 2013; Bolle, 
Decommer, and Nègre 2020). Drawing on these analyses but focusing instead on 
the material outcomes of the field’s intrinsic struggles, my aim here is not to 
contribute to a theoretical analysis of the profession but rather to research the 
effects (or non-effects) of the architect’s work on the built production. Although 
these consequences are not exclusively the result of the sociology of the field, the 
way in which architects perceive their existence vis-à-vis society undeniably 
orients their work (Montlibert 1995; Stevens 2002). Olivier Chadoin illustrates 
this fact well in his study of the reasons why French architects at the end of the 
1990s were not very enthusiastic about taking up missions of building 
maintenance and restoration, compared to their eagerness for new construction 
(Chadoin 2016). He explains that making that market progressively attractive to 
architects required an adjustment of several parameters. Changes included the 
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introduction of incentives by dedicated institutions, such as awards, but also 
publications in the architectural press promoting good practices and showing 
projects of famous architects who work on already existing structures. This 
highlights that the mere existence of architectural problems does not necessarily 
mean that architects are ready to tackle them, even if they express opinions on 
these issues. The obstacles are not only institutional or economic but also 
symbolic, as Olivier Chadoin suggests. This ethnographic research therefore aims 
to bring to light the attitude of architects towards climate issues in Cairo. To do 
so, I have first looked at the field of architecture through its public manifestations 
by attending events, visiting relevant locations, and reading related publications 
that I supplemented with interviews in order to, second, move on to the 
individualised narration of architects’ experience. 

The concept of field introduced in the previous chapter helps in considering the 
variety of attitudes of architects but also raises the question of the unity and 
autonomy of the group. Even if, at first glance, architects’ motivations seem very 
different from one another, they still implicitly contribute to establishing the 
boundaries of their field by indicating what lies within and beyond them. For 
instance, in the interviews, my interlocutors deliberately omitted certain people 
when talking about architecture in Cairo, in spite of their manifest active 
involvement in the production of buildings in town. Among these people are the 
contractors who build within the city, as opposed to on Cairo’s peripheries (the 
Fifth Settlement, Sixth of October, Sheikh Zayed, etc.); the entrepreneurs 
working in informal settlements who are totally eclipsed or despised by the 
architects, although the urban landscape shows that they produce a considerable 
number of buildings; but also internationally connected architects who ignore 
those working in local networks only. This tacitly designates who is deemed part 
of the field and who is not from the point of view of those who intend to occupy 
the best positions in that field. These dividing lines obviously differ, depending 
on the person interviewed. While the previous chapter was dedicated to the 
history of the architectural field in Egypt, this one, by focusing on Cairo and 
architects’ approach to climate issues, sketches an outline of the field of 
architecture today, its inner dissension, and its structuring networks, based on my 
observations and interviews.32 

 
32 In addition to the interviews I conducted with about thirty architects, I attended several 
events during which architects met and socialized. Venues included the House of 
Egyptian Architecture (Bayt al-mi‘mār al-miṣrī) in the historical area called Darb al-
Labbana and foreign institutions, such as the American Research Centre in Egypt 
(ARCE), the French Institute, and places linked to German international cooperation 
services. Students often attended these events as well. I had the opportunity to meet them 
in universities too, as I was invited to lecture and attend public events (presentations, book 
launches, etc.). I also took part in two professional three-day workshops that were held in 
a hotel in Cairo (as is often the case), addressing the topic of today’s climate-responsive 
design. Although I will not be telling the story of all events in all these places, visiting 
these venues helped me familiarize myself with the architecture scene in Cairo. 
Nevertheless, I regret not having been able to visit other places more specifically 
dedicated to the socialization of architects, such as branches of the Syndicate and of 
professional clubs, including Nādī al-Muhandisīn. I have to say though that working in 
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One of the effects of the field’s dynamic is to make some agents more visible 
than others. Taking this into consideration, I have tried to reach out to ordinary 
architects when selecting my interlocutors. By ordinary architects I mean those 
who are not readily visible to a foreign researcher such as myself, who would 
naturally be oriented towards architects active in the public arena, who are 
generally polyglot, have a background in research, teaching, and consulting, and 
often work with or as NGOs. One of my local colleagues aptly identified them as 
‘the usual suspects’. As their number is limited, their position allows only a partial 
approach to the field of architecture. Moreover, they are generally used to being 
interviewed, including by foreign students and researchers. Thus, by dint of 
repetition, they develop a discourse that is more likely to suit their interlocutors’ 
assumed expectations. Their accessibility, mostly caused by them being 
accustomed to using English in their professional activities, puts them in the 
position of gatekeepers who are able to translate local situations for their foreign 
interlocutors, all the more so when the latter are students or researchers inevitably 
in quest of explanations. I found their position in between research, education, 
architectural practice, and public communication both stimulating and 
challenging. However, the position of these architects, in between colleagues (as 
researchers) and informants (as local architects), eludes the fact that they are 
themselves part of a bigger field within which they have interests to defend, just 
like any other agent of a social field. And this has effects on the production of 
knowledge on the urban environment and architecture in Egypt and contributes 
to consolidating certain points of view. To counter this, I endeavoured to balance 
this attractive force with engaging conversations with architects who did not 
necessarily invest time in public activities related to their discipline. Their 
absence from publications, public events, exhibitions, and scientific research is 
equally part of my research problem. This distinction between the various 
practitioners reflects the division between the different places of work – such as 
offices, engineering consultancy firms, contracting firms, NGOs, public 
institutions, etc. – which, to me, has to be investigated if we are to research why 
architectural knowledge on climate issues struggles to find its way into building 
practices. 

The first section of this chapter is based on my participation in meetings that 
included architects, such as workshops, round tables, book launches, public 
lectures, and an international congress. This fieldwork aimed to offer an 
outsider’s perspective on the public life of architects. The second part of the 
chapter elaborates on the interviews and thus scrutinizes the individual’s narrative 
in more depth, based on their observations and experience. Beyond understanding 
architects’ ideas on the thermal regulation of homes and buildings, being around 
them for an extended period of time helped capture their logics and habits. The 
question of thermal comfort, which is at the heart of this study, offers an 
interesting avenue for ethnographic research, as it is both technical and 
perceptual. On the one hand, their position as experts entitled and/or compelled 

 
official spaces is a difficult task, and security personnel are often reluctant to allow any 
outside presence, as I experienced myself. 
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my interlocutors to display technical knowledge about the topic. On the other 
hand, the aspect related to perception made it possible to hear the architects’ 
personal reflections and experience related to heat and climate control of 
buildings. This invited interviewees to explicate their point of view, which was 
the goal of the interviews as I conducted them. The context of the interview, the 
interlocutor’s behaviour and posture, as well as the context of the interview (e.g. 
the location, area in the city) were equally relevant details in the encounter, as 
they offered information about the people I was meeting. The interlocutors were 
placed in a position in which they could perform their profession and social 
identity. The contradictions and incoherence that are inherent in the exercise of 
dialogue exposed the ambiguities and tensions that individuals felt when 
narrating their actions and formulating their opinions. Eventually, this exercise of 
clarification imposed by the interview revealed the extent to which what are 
believed to be expert arguments are entangled with the social position of those 
who profess them. 

While I endeavoured to stick to thermal comfort as a thread in our discussions, 
my interlocutors inevitably spent time addressing more or less defined ‘others’. 
From clients to developers, policymakers, manufacturers, or the ‘Western world’, 
these ‘others’ were used to justify why architects rarely managed to implement 
what they deemed to be an appropriate design, also climatically speaking. On the 
other hand, these recurrences functioned as exercises of self-representation by 
claiming the architects’ singularity and distinguishing their knowledge and 
practice from those of others. What distinguishes the architects I met during my 
fieldwork in Cairo from each other can be roughly summed up as follows: their 
background and trajectory, their age, the market segment they were involved in 
– which relates to the type of clients they had – and their public and editorial 
activity. The temptation to classify them according to typologies is strong, but 
such a structure carries a great risk of oversimplifying the diversity of architects’ 
views, like Véronique Biau underlines in her study of the professional trajectory 
of French architects in the 1990s (Biau 1998). Instead, from the sample of 
architects I met in the course of my fieldwork, I relied on the description they 
gave me of their counterparts. By tracing how these characters related to one 
another, a schematic map of the architectural field emerged from my 
interlocutors’ narratives, along with the possible positions within it. When 
architects describe their colleagues (always including some and excluding others, 
as previously said), they carve out their own outline of the field and show how 
they posit themselves in it. In that sense, the exercise is similar to painting their 
self-portraits by picturing others. 

The struggle of architects to maintain a space for their practice in the construction 
sector has met with little success, so much so that this situation has generated 
another equilibrium, in which the discursive realm of architecture has become 
detached from the sphere of action. This gap sanctions the ineffectiveness of the 
architectural discourse (if we consider the goal to be improving thermal comfort 
in Cairo), which functions as a space of compensation for the architect’s 
powerlessness to significantly shape the built environment. The description of 
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others to describe oneself shows how closely the architects’ position is tied to 
agents that are external to their field. The clients, public authorities, developers, 
contracting and construction companies, workers, etc. that the architects strive to 
depict are also those who determine the possibilities for architects to work. It is 
in this narrow configuration that architects must navigate in order to perform. The 
obstacles that architects identified during the interviews are related to these 
agents: money, issues of taste and imaginaries, labour organization, and class 
distinction are among the aspects my interlocutors mentioned. This raises the 
question of the autonomy of the field of architecture. The multiplicity of external 
forces constrains the practice of architecture, and the balance of power, as the 
Egyptian architects experience it, outlines a field that is deeply heteronomous. 
This heteronomy lies at the origin of the discrepancy between the realm of 
discourse and the realm of practice. The House of Egyptian Architecture (Bayt 
al-mi’mār al-miṣrī) embodies this disjunction well. This two-story Ottoman 
house with Mamluk features became the Museum of Architecture after being a 
place where artists gathered from the 1930s to 1980. All the elements that the 
architectural literature celebrates as exemplary passive climate-control features, 
such as the wooden lattices on the openings, the shukhshaykha (small wooden 
cupola), and the courtyards, are closed off with Plexiglas or plastic sheets, 
blocking the ventilation they are meant to generate. 

     

Figure 18. Bayt al-mi’mār al-miṣrī.33 

My hypothesis is that there are structural reasons for this discrepancy. The 
ordinary building practice in Cairo is portrayed as an anomaly from the architects’ 

 
33 All photos are mine, unless stated otherwise. 
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point of view. In parallel, the architectural models and techniques conveyed as 
desirable (mashrabiyya, shukhshaykha, but also high-tech solutions) in the 
architectural public discourse are virtually deadlocked. 

1. PUBLIC ARCHITECTURAL EVENTS: THE (UNCERTAIN) 
PROSPECTS FOR SUSTAINABLE ARCHITECTURE 

A. PREACHING THE GOOD ARCHITECTURE IN THE DESERT 

International Congress 

In spring 2019, a world-class cement company organizes a professional forum for 
sustainable construction in Cairo. Renowned architects from all over the world 
and other relevant stakeholders – such as policymakers, researchers, 
manufacturers, but also students – are invited to contribute to this conference and 
workshop. The opening event attracts such a large audience that it is broadcast in 
a second lecture hall. In the spacious, state-of-the-art auditorium, the deputy 
minister of the Egyptian Ministry of Housing is the first guest to enter the stage. 
Standing behind the lectern, he opens his speech with the time-honoured formula: 
Bismi-llāhi al-raḥmāni al-raḥīmi (in the name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the 
Most Merciful). He continues in English. The slight tremors in his voice slowly 
subside as he adjusts his flow. On the big screen behind him, images of flagship 
governmental projects, including the new administrative capital, are scrolling. 
The slides say that this new settlement, spread over 715 km2 (almost the size of 
New York City), will be located 45 km east of Downtown Cairo and should 
accommodate 6.5 million inhabitants. It will consist of housing, office buildings, 
and governmental institutions, but also leisure spaces, cultural landmarks, and 
commercial facilities. The deputy minister mechanically comments on the rapid 
stream of slides displaying construction sites, master plans, 3D models of 
neoclassical villas in rows as far as the eye can see, replicas of the Khedivial 
architecture of Downtown Cairo, massive public buildings… Pictures of ‘the 
CBD’ (Central Business District), as the caption read, show glass volumes 
scattered around what will be the tallest tower of the continent. The administrative 
capital is only the first project presented of a list of twenty other new cities, such 
as New Alamein City (al-‘Alamayn al-Gadīda), New Mansoura City (al-Manṣūra 
al-Gadīda), New Ismailia City (al-Ismā‘iliyya al-Gadīda), al-Fashn New City 
(Madīnat al-Fashn al-Gadīda), and so on. 
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Figure 19. The Iconic Tower of the CBD’s New Administrative Capital, March 2019 (source: 
Pedro Costa Gomes/AFP/Getty Images; www.middleeastmonitor.com). 

After about half an hour, the deputy minister leaves the room as swiftly as 
discreetly, probably heading back to his professional duties. Afterwards, two 
world-renowned architects successively enter the same stage to present the work 
of their respective practices. What they show contrasts sharply with the first 
presentation. The difference lies in both the words and the iconography used, be 
it high technology architecture or earth construction. Most statements articulate 
common-sense claims – i.e. assertions that are difficult to disagree with – without 
providing further details, such as the value of sustainable development, 
environmental design, the use of local ecological materials, local democracy, 
‘social aspects’ (without specifying what these include), etc. These rhetorical 
devices prove useful in generating general public approval. However, the two 
architects have their own specific trope. For example, one of them proudly 
displays projects that are remarkable for both their technical ambitions and their 
engineering prowess. His well-elaborated speech in favour of geoengineering 
solutions mesmerizes the audience. Suddenly, his microphone stops working. His 
voice no longer reaches the audience. This simple breakdown, ironically enough, 
cuts off the dream of technological progress that the polished graphic and 
narrative storytelling were promising. A staff member scrambles to fix the 
problem. Ten minutes later, the show is ready to start again. Delicate diagrams 
and elegant maps, buildings in lush meadows and in the Alps gently carry us away 
from the Egyptian desert, where the venue hosting our event is located. The 
landscapes displayed certainly clash with the large sandy expanses outside. Each 
picture is carefully structured. The compositions are balanced and harmoniously 
framed, worthy of coffee table books and art galleries. 

Later, both speakers are invited to sit with two discussants. The dialogue begins 
with addressing the issue of sustainability in general. In response to the 
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introductory question, a speaker evokes ‘political will and leadership’ as the key 
factor enabling the implementation of projects similar to theirs. This prompts the 
second discussant, himself an influential architect, to comment in turn. He 
eventually chooses to share his embarrassment: 

When sitting there [in the audience] and listening to the presentations, I was 
debating with myself: ‘Do I ask this, do I comment on this or not?’ and I 
decided to do that. I will do this with a lot of respect, but also try to be as 
clear and honest as possible. And I wonder: ‘Is there room to change the 
direction and change the path of what was presented by the deputy minister 
in terms of the built environment there?’ 

Here, the audience explodes in applause and whistles of approval. He goes on: 

What we saw in those presentations [of the two architects] is not nostalgically 
looking at architectural languages of the past but learning, from very concrete 
lessons, how to domesticate the environment to create nice places to live. It’s 
not the façade; it’s the footprint. It’s the proximity and the shape of the street, 
the choice of materials. I wonder if it is clear that that tower is going to be the 
tallest greenhouse effect generator in Africa. So, one of the questions is to 
comment and reflect. What was shown here is not the result of having the 
talent or knowledge to come up with ideas. You [one of the speakers] used 
the words ‘convincing the client’. How can we make these [the architects’ 
projects presented] become the mainstream and not the exception? How can 
we make the client aligned along these lines [that is, make the clients align 
themselves with such projects]? It’s not how fast… it’s how can we make it 
the rule? 

Symbolic Offences 

The gap between the governmental projects and the architects’ presentation 
provoked tension in the audience that the architect releases with these few words. 
Through his voice, the profession finds its legitimacy restored. Indeed, the 
government representative demonstrated the overwhelming extent of the 
government’s power to build, opening the event under bad auspices for the 
architects who, by contrast, appear helpless. No matter how technically 
sophisticated, aesthetically pleasing and democratically fair their projects are, 
they seem little in comparison to the state’s master plans. The ostentatious 
exhibition of the government’s pictures appeared like an offence to those who set 
the trends in the field of architecture at an international level. In fact, that is what 
the very first question asked by the discussant suggests: ‘Can we move fast 
enough to see the projects that you’ve presented [implemented] at the scale that 
the planet needs to see?’ The necessity of speaking in a way that is accessible to 
a broad audience certainly excuses the lack of nuance in this question. 
Nevertheless, it reveals the status of the architects invited to deliver their lectures. 
For the sake of the discipline and, from their point of view, for the sake of the 
planet, they are the ones entitled to design and build. If anything, the question at 
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least indicates that this is the ideal horizon with a view to a sustainable future. 
Here, sustainability stands for a self-evident concept whose content is taken for 
granted. It is used as if its definition is unequivocal and, therefore, universally 
understood in the same way.34 Having been confronted with the governmental 
projects presented, the makers of good architecture – that which is taught at 
school and promoted through dedicated publications – have to reaffirm the 
symbolic power that their discipline is due. The offence is thus repaired for the 
duration of the congress. 

This story highlights the constant struggle to promote architecture in a context in 
which its integrity is threatened because its input is neglected. One of the realities 
generally overlooked is the fact that architects have also contributed to 
government projects. However, their role has diminished, both by architects who 
are leaders in their field and by the government, which places them under the 
umbrella of civil engineering rather than as independent from it. The episode 
opening this chapter thus gives the impression of an opposition between the field 
of architecture, as represented by the personalities invited to the event and from 
which the architects behind the governmental projects are by default excluded, 
and central political power. The latter is summoned to act according to the 
sustainability criteria set by famous architects, all the more so as sustainable 
stands for universal. This is indeed the question that ends the commentary 
transcribed above. It can be rephrased as: ‘How can we make our practice the rule 
that would be imposed on all?’ One discussant calls for ‘political leadership’ and 
a ‘political will’ to fulfil these criteria, as if the new administrative capital and 
the dozens of new cities planned were not already a sign of political will and 
leadership. In Egypt, though, there is a history of top-down technocratic urban 
planning, in which architects have little room compared to the engineers of the 
National Army and local prominent entrepreneurs, who are also related to the 
Armed Forces. This strong belief in engineering solutions is a peculiarity of the 
Egyptian regime (Mitchell 2002). As I will show, trying to integrate into this rigid 
structure locked by the state is proving to be a virtual dead end for most architects. 
Hence the interest in examining possible areas of architectural practice beyond 
the traditionally admitted scope and looking into underestimated areas, such as 
housing maintenance. The difficulty that agents of the field experience in 
perceiving the relevance of these areas as opportunities to exercise their expertise 
is caused partly by the existing boundaries of the fields. These boundaries are 
regularly re-enacted locally, for example on the occasion of public events. 

An example that aptly summarizes the situation of the Egyptian architectural field 

 
34 In his book about the colour green, Gareth Doherty argues that while the adjective 
‘sustainable’ in urban and landscape planning is often substituted with ‘green’, in 
Bahrain, the colours that should dominate environmental landscape development should 
be hues of yellow or ochre (Doherty 2017). Through this simple observation, Doherty 
questions habits of communication and their effects on the production of the built 
environment or, in other words, on experts’ work. He offers a stimulating analysis of 
environmental stakes through a sensitive approach to the colour green in its various 
Bahraini contexts. 
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is the building of the Supreme Constitutional Court (al-maḥkama al-dustūriyya 
al-‘uliā) on Maadi Corniche in Cairo. Some criticized its style (Elshahed 2014), 
but architect Galal al-Bashir (Galāl al-Bashīr)35, who once had the chance to 
collaborate with Ahmed Mito, the architect of the building, insisted on the latter’s 
talent during our interview: ‘He can do real design’ (interview with Galal al-
Bashir, 26 April 2019).36 Ahmed Mito appeared on a television show37 in 2014 to 
talk about the competition for and design and construction of the building. The 
presenter, Osama Munir (Usāma Munīr), asked him about the neo-pharaonic style 
of this monument. The international competition went through several phases 
until Ahmed Mito, his partner Aḥmad Khālid, and two foreign teams remained. 
Mito explained that in 1994, Chief Justice of the Supreme Constitutional Court 
Awad al-Murr (‘Awad al-Murr) informed him that the modern style of his 
proposal was not what he desired. To al-Murr, as the British built their 
institutional buildings in neoclassical style and included references to traditions 
in their judicial practices (clothing, customs, etc.), the equivalent should be done 
in Egypt. Therefore, the Supreme Court should express its Egyptian-ness, so to 
speak, through formal references to Egypt’s heritage. While most candidates 
referred to the Khedivial era, Mito chose a neo-pharaonic style, which convinced 
the client. This is how the design was changed to respond to the stylistic wishes 
of the Chief Justice, who was also the person who initiated the project. 

 

 
35 All names were changed, except for those of public personalities. Also, all interviews 
were conducted in Arabic and translated by me, except for the one with Osama Abdo 
(Usāma ‘Adbuh) (on the next pages). 
36 The notion of design is central to the appreciation of what an architect is, as I will 
develop further in Chapter 3. 
37 Ninety minutes (tis‘īn daqīqa), a TV show broadcast on 14 June 2014 on the Egyptian 
channel Miḥwar, hosted by Osama Munir (Usāma Munīr) (Mehwar Drama, ‘Usāma 
Munīr: ṭafāṣīl akhtiār taṣmīm mabnī al-maḥkāma al-dustūriyya’ (Osama Munir: Details 
of the selection of the design of building the Constitutional Court), 15 June 2014, 
YouTube video, 20:17, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PZrwdNVDZ_k). 
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Figure 20. Illustration project before/after (source: A. al-Raouf (‘Abd al-Ra’ūf) 2016, 84–85 and 
A. Badr 2010 (Wikimedia Commons)). 

The architect was reduced to an implementer, since what was meant to be the 
architect’s skill – design – was largely relinquished to the client. Ahmed Mito 
said during the interview that Awad al-Murr’s intervention in the design choices 
reached such a point that the latter suggested the inclusion of curtain walls on the 
façade to provide the building with an image of modernity in spite of its pharaonic 
anchorage, so as not to mislead future users into thinking that it was a true 
pharaonic monument. This situation echoes the first event that I described, during 
which the overwhelming political power annihilated the autonomy of the 
architectural field, condemning it to having no significant effect on the production 
of the built environment. 

A More Dramatic Case – Mohamed Ali (Muḥammad ‘Alī) 

In September 2019, to everyone’s surprise and despite the violent repression 
exerted by the government, brief demonstrations took place in the streets of Cairo 
in response to a video from a wealthy Egyptian entrepreneur called Mohamed Ali 
(Muḥammad ‘Alī). This man runs a company, Amlak (Amlāk means properties), 
and has been working in the circle close to central power and with the army since 
around 2005. His misadventures eloquently illustrate how the construction 
economy in Egypt works. According to him, the Engineering Authority of the 
Armed Forces appointed him directly to build a luxury hotel for the Military 
Intelligence, without a preceding competition. He also said, in an interview 
published in the British newspaper The Guardian, that he had to pay bribes to 
access these military contracts; otherwise, it would have been impossible to 
obtain them (Wintour 2019). According to Ali, in such a context, companies also 
have to be prepared to start working before receiving any payment. The engineer 
participated in building luxury hotels and a palace for the president, and claimed 
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that he was owed 220 million EGP (equivalent to about 13.3 million USD back 
then). In a video that went viral online, Ali explains that the contracting authority 
pressured him to begin swiftly, without a preliminary study. He adds that his 
employers suddenly ordered him to change locations to focus on building a palace 
for the president near Alexandria. In all cases, controlling expenses was never an 
explicit issue, to say the least. He accuses the President of the Republic of 
squandering money on building opulent palaces. Even if the entrepreneur never 
proved his accusations, the president himself publicly responded to him, arguing 
that these castles were built ‘in Egypt’s name’, ‘for the new state’ (Mada Masr 
2019). The gap between the president’s lavish lifestyle and the growing hardship 
of the population brought people to the streets of several cities to protest against 
the regime, leading to the arrest of more than 4,000 people. What Mohamed Ali 
describes as corruption, which echoes some of my interlocutors’ experience, also 
constitutes an important limitation on architects’ possibilities of work. There is 
practically no way to participate in competitions and, a fortiori, access contracts 
at all scales, which hinders architectural production. Only big companies can 
resist the economic pressure. The devaluation of the Egyptian currency caused 
the price of imported materials and goods to double. Opportunities are not rare, 
but are not accessible to all. In an interview, one of my interlocutors claimed that 
between 2011 and 2016, 50 per cent of architecture practices, about 2,000, were 
forced to shut down. Although I could not verify this information, it is an 
indication of how my interlocutors perceived the state of the profession. 

Egypt’s recent urban history shows that both the rigidity and the arbitrariness of 
the planning structure leave very little room, time, and resources for architects to 
act. Moreover, the profession of architect always evolved in the shadow of that 
of engineer, including civil engineer. Since the 1950s, engineers have embodied 
the builders of the Nation. Their education was promoted in view of supporting 
the technocratic agenda of the time. This is why this course of study attracted 
many young Egyptians and those of other nationalities in Africa and the Arab 
world. Today’s series of large-scale infrastructure and urban projects, such as the 
new administrative capital and all the roads, bridges, and highways built to access 
it, demonstrate a confidence in the power of engineering that is still very strong. 
Engineers clearly dominate the field of construction activity. In various 
interviews, especially with young professionals, the idea that companies would 
rather employ a civil engineer than an architect to perform the same commission 
is recurrent, as stated in the previous chapter. 

What might read like anecdotal episodes provides a good illustration of the issues 
of power relationships and the autonomy of the field of architecture within the 
rest of society. The episodes bring to light a foundational discrepancy between 
design and building activities. During the international congress, the architects 
present on the stage were implicitly compelled to comment on the government’s 
project of building new cities. They said that there was a problem, and that this 
problem was educational: ‘In the end, it’s bad education, isn’t it?’; ‘I guess it’s 
education’; ‘There is a lack of educational knowledge. And so, I think it’s good 
that this meeting happens here and now’; etc. These reactions indicate that the 
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two spheres of design and building are rivals in Egypt. The ‘argument’ of 
education targets moral and symbolic matters, instead of tackling the concrete 
power of building, which is obviously at stake here. By doing so, it seems that 
architects both justify their marginal position in building activities and try to 
assert their function as thinkers and tastemakers rather than as producers of built 
forms. 

B. US AND THEM. BAYT AL-MI‘MĀR AL-MIṢRĪ 

Local Urban Issues and the NGO World. Regaining Social Significance in 
Architecture 

In addition to the internal positioning games in the architectural field, there are 
other actors, especially foreign ones, in relation to which Egyptian architects have 
to position themselves. These include foreign and Western capital, development 
agencies, and NGOs. The local relevance of foreign architectural examples has 
always sparked debates among architects in Egypt, as I have shown. Signs of this 
complex relationship were apparent during the many public events that I attended. 
One of these took place in mid-autumn 2017 at Bayt al-mi‘mār al-miṣrī (the 
House of Egyptian Architecture). A group of architects and students gathered on 
the occasion of World Architecture Day. The International Union of Architects 
(UIA) initiated this annual celebration in 2005. Its date was chosen to coincide 
with UN-Habitat’s World Habitat Day, which has been celebrated annually on 
the first Monday of October since 1986. For the 2017 edition, Egyptian speakers 
with various backgrounds met at Bayt al-mi‘mār to discuss the topic ‘vision of 
the future’. In the hall of the building, the guest book in which participants wrote 
down their name and profession indicates, not surprisingly, that the majority are 
architects. After passing through the bends of the entrance, the students remain 
in the first patio, as they struggle to enter the small courtyard of this eighteenth-
century mansion, where presentations are taking place. The cultural history of the 
venue and its good state of conservation and maintenance make it one of the most 
valuable examples of local architectural heritage. In the paved courtyard, 
surrounded by high walls with mashrabiyya wooden screens on the windows, the 
rest of the audience is already seated on chairs facing the large screen set up for 
the occasion. 
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Figure 21. The courtyard of Bayt al-mi‘mār al-miṣrī (2019). 

In Egypt, architects who engage with communities commonly do so within the 
framework of an NGO or association, addressing issues most often related to 
public space, heritage conservation, and the environment, and sometimes 
targeting specific groups (women, children, young workers, the elderly, etc.). 
This event has gathered architects involved in educational initiatives related to 
the built environment. A woman is presenting the work she has done with her 
association on public spaces for communities in working-class neighbourhoods. 
She punctuates her Arabic with English words such as ‘stake’, ‘quality education 
and quality students’, ‘the joy of learning’, etc. Most speakers present initiatives 
of this type. They often introduce a specific rhetoric on raising awareness, 
engaging civil society, working-class empowerment, participatory workshops, 
capacity-building, and ‘the community’. This is the lexicon of development 
agencies and the non-profit sector worldwide. The fervent voice of the speakers 
and mottos resemble the atmosphere of charity events, hinting at the moral 
commitment that these activities represent to those involved in them. Indeed, one 
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of the speakers shows a scheme representing two students, a professional expert, 
a scholar, and, with a plain circle for the head, a random individual probably 
representing the community. The subtitle reads: ‘bring people together’. All this 
expresses the search for a new social significance of architects in society, while 
most opportunities for work drag them away from the urgent urban issues that 
they observe around them. The NGOs and development agencies work according 
to precise formats, such as pilot projects, and generally include educational 
outreach. Their presence in the urban and architectural panorama remains 
marginal but has persisted through time. NGOs are among the few practice spaces 
in which architects can engage with issues of public interest, especially young 
professionals. Attempts to take such concerns beyond the circles of the NGOs 
remain barely visible. Working in this realm offers an opportunity for architects 
to bypass the difficulties that working with public authorities entails, if it is 
possible at all. 

During this same evening, a member of the Society of Egyptian Architects (SEA) 
takes the floor. He centres his speech around the ambition that the profession 
should have, in line with debates happening at an international level. He reports 
on the SEA’s participation in the World Architects Congress in Seoul, South 
Korea, which was the 2017 edition of this triennial event organized by the UIA. 
The speaker starts with a question: ‘What is success?’ He explains that the 
Egyptian delegation represented its country well in Seoul and even won the Jean 
Tschumi Prize38 through Ashraf Salama (Ashraf Salāma), an Egyptian professor 
of architecture at a Scottish university, who is also active and respected in his 
country of origin. The core of the speaker’s discourse is deeply motivational. It 
intends to make the architects present, especially the students, aware that 
Egyptians speak to the world, and that the world hears them and even rewards 
them in return. The speaker’s tone is all the more grandiloquent as, conversely, 
in Egypt, these same (future) professionals enjoy little acknowledgement. 
Therefore, the award for Ashraf Salama is experienced as the recognition of a 
country. This fact is worth noting, since it is hard to imagine something analogous 
for, for instance, Renzo Piano and Italy. The importance given to the international 
representation of Egypt is also reminiscent of the nationalist spirit that has been 
very present in the country (Elshahed 2016b). It is easy to draw parallels with the 
case of Hassan Fathy. It is customary to say that Fathy’s work received the 
interest of his compatriots only after it was praised abroad. In the case of Ashraf 
Salama, the award he received abroad made him gain recognition in Egypt. The 
fact that the House of Egyptian Architecture, which hosted the event described 
here, was Hassan Fathy’s studio until his death in 1989 is quite telling in this 
regard. His global recognition largely contributed to making him an outstanding 
architect in his own country, to the extent that his workshop became the Egyptian 
House of Architecture. I do not know of any precedent where the legacy of one 
architect is chosen to symbolize the architectural history of an entire country. The 

 
38 Since its creation in 1967, the Jean Tschumi Prize rewards excellence in critical 
thinking and writing in architecture. Some past winners include Reyner Banham, Peter 
Cook, Juhani Pallasmaa, and Kenneth Frampton. 
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validation of his peers at an international level amplifies the local recognition of 
the architect, which further illustrates the relationship between the local and the 
foreign scene. 

 

Figure 22. Hassan Fathy’s workshop at Bayt al-mi‘mār al-miṣrī (2019). 

When the SEA speaker questions the meaning of success, he brings to light the 
existence of ambiguous understandings of what constitutes professional 
achievement. On the one hand, the community-based initiatives in which 
architects are involved, even if their focus tends to be repetitive, show their desire 
to use their skills in the service of the public and contribute to solving local urban 
issues. On the other hand, the SEA, through the voice of the speaker, encourages 
his peers to engage in discussions on the international scene. At first sight, these 
two aspects do not contradict each other. However, the relationship to foreign 
expertise, as previously noted, is a complex one, and the issue of the local 
relevance of foreign models often pops up in debates. This happened during 
public presentations I attended, but also in private conversations, even beyond 
the realm of architects and architecture. In such situations, the tension between 
getting involved locally and participating internationally put the architects in a 
challenging position. 

The Book Launch 

Almost exactly a year after the celebration of World Architecture Day, the House 
of Egyptian Architecture invited Dr Rami Karim (Rāmī Karīm), an Egyptian 
architect-engineer in his early forties who is a professor at a European university, 
to present his latest book. The publication, written in English, deals with low-
energy buildings and analyses four recent examples located in Europe and the 
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United States. Dr Rami has always been active in his home country as well as in 
other countries of the Arab region by organizing workshops and events, despite 
living abroad. Moreover, in each of his presentations that I had the chance to 
attend in Cairo (at least five), he was always careful to make his contribution 
relevant to his Egyptian audience by drawing parallels with foreign architectural 
examples and distinguishing specificities. To catch his audience’s attention, he 
also often referred to local examples of climate-responsive and low-energy design 
in his introduction. One could argue that sharing knowledge is always a good 
thing to do, whatever the cases discussed. However, the reactions of attendees 
confirmed that indeed, concern for the local applicability of the principles 
outlined is strong. 

The projects presented show technological advances that provoke different 
reactions in the audience. Smart grids, automation to optimize energy use, 
sophisticated material and devices, etc. all seem far removed from Egyptian 
realities. Besides, the atmosphere is friendly, and there is mutual warmth between 
the guest speaker and the participants, some of whom he knows personally. The 
author underlines that these projects are examples of how to tackle the issue of 
future energy scarcity. He insists on the fact that some issues differ according to 
context and that, as a consequence, the solutions are not applicable to every case. 
For example, in continental Europe, photovoltaic panels are cleaned every two 
months, while in Egypt this should be every two days due to the sand and dust, 
which according to him makes them a less relevant technique. These precautions 
are intended to clarify that the low-energy buildings presented are not models 
suitable to any place. However, the comments that I heard still show that they are 
perceived as the ultimate image of progress. A woman giggles to her neighbour, 
‘We are not there yet’, implicitly comparing Egypt’s situation with the cases 
presented. Others say: ‘It’s not like here’, ‘they [Westerners] are pragmatic’, 
‘there is a brain on top planning the whole process’, ‘they, they take care of 
heritage’.39 Another young man worriedly asks the speaker: ‘Will we manage to 
make it?’, meaning, ‘Will we be able to build energy-efficient buildings in 
Egypt?’ 

This series of comments suggests several things: first, comments by the speaker, 
the audience, but also many of my interlocutors point to the strong mental divide 
that persists between an ‘us’ (Egyptians) and a ‘them’ (the rest of the world, but 
mostly the ‘West’, with variable definitions), which is characteristic of the 
nationalistic tradition but is also often heard in postcolonial countries. Second, 
progress appears as a linear process tracing what is built and thought in Western 
countries. This is clear in the comment of the woman who manages the House of 
Egyptian Architecture and who suggested that in Egypt, solutions would lie in a 

 
39 This last remark about heritage recalls the conflicting definitions of heritage and 
approaches to it since the creation of the Committee for the Conservation of the 
Monuments of Arab Art (Comité de Conservation des Monuments de l'Art Arabe) in 
1881, which are well documented in the book Whose Pharaohs? by Donald Reid (2002). 
And for a rigorous analysis of the actual hybrid nature of the safeguard operations of the 
Comité, see Ishak Bakhoum (2021). 
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progressive approach, ‘at our level’. Moreover, the energy issue surely does 
manifest in different ways, depending on location. One question raised in the 
audience casts doubt on Rami’s presentation about the place of energy 
performance in design: ‘What is the place of design, in the sense of aesthetics, of 
a variety of tastes, of pleasure in these projects that seem to be entirely dedicated 
to their function and energetic performance?’ The speaker’s answer is 
straightforward. To him, there are priorities; energy is one of them, if not the first 
one, and beauty results from tackling it in the right way (that is, in the most frugal 
way). The gap between the extent to which energy consumption determines the 
projects that Rami presented and actual practice in Egypt makes the projects not 
very relatable. Thus, he implicitly pictures Europe as a model.40 For example, he 
speaks about the accountability of architects in Europe: if a building does not 
keep its promises, he says, there are ways in which users can complain. This 
seems so distant from what is known in Egypt that it sparks laughter of 
amusement in the audience. 

The recurrence and persistence of the pattern consisting of praising models that 
are bound to remain distant from Egyptian urban life as it is experienced raise the 
question of its reason. To keep on affirming that Egypt lacks what it needs to 
tackle issues of sustainability, energy consumption, heritage protection, etc. 
equates to portraying the country as an exception, an anomaly, instead of 
questioning the raison d’être of local practices. While local actors are often said 
to lack awareness, the reverse could be said as well, meaning that those 
perpetuating such public discourse are not aware of local practitioners’ concerns 
and conditions. However, it is difficult to believe that the architects active in the 
public scene ignore the fate of their colleagues who are ‘ordinary’ practitioners 
in Cairo. At certain moments, such as on the sidelines of public events or during 
private conversations at dinners, for example, architects do exchange thoughts on 
topics such as business strategies or office management without filter. These 
topics are never addressed in public talks as they supposedly contradict the noble 
purpose of the architecture. This supports the hypothesis of the existence of a 
public language that repeats the same chain of arguments in spite of its distance 
from the local context and that maintains the same blind spots. Such an 
understanding suggests that the discursive field is separate from the field of 
action. But although they are distinct, I would argue that they complement each 
other. On the one hand, through their motivational and preaching tone, the public 
presentations display the positive inputs of architecture and aim to galvanize their 
audience by pointing to desirable models for the built production. On the other 
hand, architects’ experience on the ground nuances, if not contradicts this image. 
This gap offers more freedom for the content of the speeches, since it does not 
have to be bound to the realities of practice on the ground. This discrepancy 
occasionally surfaces during discussions with the audience at events and is at best 
expressed through questioning, but sometimes also through anger, perplexity, or 

 
40 While the architects writing in ‘Ālam al-binā’ used to show a strong rejection of foreign 
architectural models (materials, spatial organization, ornaments) in Egypt (cf. previous 
chapter). 
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sarcasm, as the short comments quoted above show. 

The public architectural discourses create strange situations, in that what is 
promoted in terms of good practices is always exceptional. It seems that the desire 
to align with international agendas implies sharing the same methods for positing 
architectural problems.41 I argue that the architects willing to follow global trends 
are more inclined to share the same ways of formulating their concerns in 
architecture. Thus, the problems related to the built environment such as 
overheating are not self-evident, but are the result of a situated point of view. 
And, moreover, they are not due to a supposed lack of awareness. In the case of 
architects who navigate in global professional circles, I observed that questions 
and answers tend to be formulated in a sectorial way, tackling separately mobility, 
pollution, overheating, and building and infrastructure maintenance for example. 
Architects’ way of approaching each topic often corresponds to the ideas that are 
on the agenda of international donors, which carries the risk of overlooking other 
urban problems that Cairenes face. The three events described above have in 
common that they illustrate how to make sense of the existing gaps between, on 
the one hand, the situations that architects wish for and advertise as ideals or 
models and, on the other, the situations they actually face. In public, justifications 
found to explain such gaps are often expressed in terms of lack: lack of education, 
lack of planning, lack of vision, or lack of awareness are all phrases recurrently 
heard during public lectures. Surprisingly, a lack of money was never explicitly 
mentioned, while, on the other hand, my direct interlocutors were all prompt in 
pointing to financial issues as a significant obstacle in their practice. Everything 
occurs as if there is a specific language for public speaking, which predefines the 
content of the messages. In other words, it seems as if the form dictates the 
content. If this is the case, it would not be so surprising that practical 
considerations appear only very rarely, since they are not included in the rhetoric 
of public speaking, as illustrated here. 

The opposition between the sphere of discourse and that of practice gives the 
impression that one compensates for the other. In the world of construction, the 
existence of architects and their value is called into question. Their skills are put 
in competition with those of many other agents, as we will develop in the second 
part of this chapter. In such a situation, the public architectural discourse revives 
the figure of the architect as a central actor in social and technical progress. It acts 
as a space of refuge, a sanctified moment to reaffirm a status which is otherwise 
constantly under threat. Thus, the public face of architecture, which is expressed 
in dedicated places (museums, institutes, publications, conferences) is part of a 

 
41 For example, my first interactions during my fieldwork were sometimes confusing, as 
I was talking about the problem of heat while my interlocutors obviously did not see heat 
as a problem. Besides, what could one possibly do about something as uncontrollable as 
heat? This misunderstanding often occurred when talking to people who had too few 
means to actually improve the thermal comfort of their home, as I argue more in detail in 
Chapter 4. There seems to be a close link between formulating something as problematic 
(overheating) and being able to do something about it. This means that there is no problem 
per se, but only in relation to a context. 



 108 

ritual of compensation – in the sense of an instituted social practice of validation 
of the architects’ existence – but it is also, paradoxically, a ritual of perpetuation 
of their degraded condition. This ritual embeds the separation between architects’ 
monopoly on legitimate discourse on the built environment and their 
powerlessness in the world of construction; that is, in the sphere of practice. In 
the same way, this practice contributes to justifying the discrepancy that 
architects experience in the field between their vision of what is good and the 
vision of other actors and interlocutors. 

The architects I met and spoke with at various stages of this research expressed 
feelings of powerlessness, as previously said. The mechanism that I sketched here 
implies that putting an end to architects’ impression of weakness in the field of 
action entails overcoming the discourse of compensation. Furthermore, ‘de-
exceptionalizing’ the urbanity of Egypt in the architectural discourse, as 
previously suggested, is a first step towards reassessing the actual assets of 
architects in the contexts in which their expertise needs to be made practically 
relevant. In a nutshell, the distance between the models of sustainability as they 
were promoted in these three events and the urban situation of Cairo should be 
shortened through more grounded questioning that emerges from Egyptian urban 
contexts, in order to free the latter from being perceived as abnormal. 

2. INTERVIEWS 

A. PORTRAIT OF MAHER KISHK (MĀHIR KISHK) 

An Embodied Narrative of Architects’ Options in Cairo 

The series of interviews I conducted with architects of various profiles in Cairo 
offers insights into the difficulties experienced and perceived by architects in their 
ordinary practice. They thus express a certain awareness of the issues actually at 
stake in urban production in Cairo. In this section, I attempt to detail the 
relationships that architects have with the various agents involved in defining 
their space of action. In analysing the various positions that these architects 
occupy in their field, the idea is to uncover existing obstacles and the potential to 
effectively reconquer a space of significance, so that architectural expertise can 
effectively contribute to the improvement of the built environment in Cairo and, 
by extension, its microclimates. 

To articulate the rich narratives collected during my fieldwork and to make 
connections between them and the other information I gathered, I chose to 
introduce this section with a portrait of Maher Kishk. His trajectory – that of a 
young architect who has consistent professional experience navigating different 
spaces of the architectural field (public and private projects, new construction and 
restoration, large- and small-scale projects, individual and corporate projects, 
etc.) – offers an overview of the professional options available to architects in 
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Cairo and shows what these options entail. The portrait format also shows the 
various phases he went through and the logics that drove his choices and 
reactions. This wide snapshot provides a contextualized description of how 
architects envision their practice, including more specific responsibilities such as 
offering the thermal comfort. I selected the aspects deserving further elaboration, 
which I will develop relying on the material I put together. 

A Professional Trajectory Through an Uneven Field 

Maher Kishk is an architect and building engineer who received his bachelor’s 
degree from the School of Architecture, Faculty of Fine Arts in Helwan (Cairo) 
in 2007. He acquired his professional experience in diverse sectors of design and 
construction, working on multiscale projects in Egypt and Saudi Arabia. One 
afternoon in April 2019, we sat for about two hours in a café in Heliopolis to 
discuss his practice of architecture. The resulting portrait eloquently articulates 
the various stakes of architects’ practice in Cairo through the spectrum of climatic 
concerns. The muhandis’s narrative expresses both his positive experiences, 
including of governmental projects, and the difficulties he sometimes faced. He 
has been involved on construction sites such as one in Sharm El-Sheikh (Sharm 
al-Shaykh), where he participated in a massive project for a hotel with an artificial 
lake in the mountains. His extensive work experience in building activities led 
him to enrol in a programme for a master’s degree in architectural engineering at 
the Polytechnic University of Milan. This is where he developed an interest in 
environmental and sustainable approaches to building. He is also a teaching 
assistant at a university and has been occasionally involved in crafts workshops. 
Therefore, he practised his profession in a variety of contexts and with different 
people. After graduating in 2015, he came back to Cairo in 2016, where he started 
to work on his own and, in parallel, worked on a couple of projects for 
administrative buildings. As according to my other interlocutors, access to public 
commissions generally remains restricted, personal connections are needed. The 
person who introduced Maher is a muqāwil (entrepreneur or contractor) who 
organizes construction works for the army and worked with the Ministry of 
Agriculture on a couple of projects. 

I’ve worked with him on the Qobbah Palace [a presidential guest house in 
Heliopolis], in the agricultural centre in Dokki, and in Helwan at university. 
He is a muqāwil, so I made him the drawings and the design, research, and 
survey. I was the only architect, so I was doing pretty much everything. I’ve 
worked on the construction site as well. At first, we thought of having four 
columns, with cloths stretched between them. We researched to see where 
the sun comes from, how it will move, and the surface shaded as a result of 
our design; I really enjoyed this. […] When I worked on the Qobbah Palace, 
the Ministry of Agriculture had a building there, and the garden of the palace 
is the biggest botanical garden in Egypt. The government had an idea. […] I 
made them several proposals. The building is not an administrative building, 
because there is a museum and a library. So, the project needed to be thought 
out accordingly. But they absolutely wanted marble, while I felt concerned 
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about the material use. […] 

On thermal comfort in Egypt, there are not a lot of people who try to… You 
would need to build double walls, you would need insulation materials, to 
build windows on measurements, natural materials and environment, a lot of 
things, while people would just think instead that they can install an air 
conditioning device and not bother with all this. Of course, I faced difficulties 
with my clients about such topics. It was hard to make them agree on such 
issues. The closest I could get was designing the windows in a way to allow 
cross-ventilation, and to draw them (long, narrow, or large). But insulating or 
building double walls? No one agreed because of the costs it would generate. 
[…] Also, the idea of having high ceilings, double height, even the authorities 
do not allow that, and won’t deliver the building permit. I’ve made my 
cousin’s villa, in which I designed a window in their bedroom for which I got 
into a fight with the guy of the construction and the guy doing the aluminium 
things. A narrow long window facing baḥrī [that is, windward], and opposite 
that window there is another window bringing the air. My cousin afterwards 
told them that I offered them a natural A/C [air conditioner]. In summer, at 
night, they open both windows and they don’t need the A/C. It is known, but 
still, it’s always hard to convince them, because it means more money spent 
on the aluminium. Usually, they don’t want more than one window per 
bedroom. […] In short, thermal comfort is the last of the last issue on which 
people would spend money, let alone playing with the windows. 

Muhandis Maher remembers his first commission as a satisfying job, with 
colleagues he praised for their competence and his wish to experiment and 
research appropriate solutions to the problems being welcomed and appreciated. 
However, working in a context with a supervisor who was less prone to 
experimentation, such as that of the Ministry of Agriculture, proved less 
stimulating for him. Furthermore, what he enjoyed in his previous working 
experience was more the contact with his colleagues than the lack of resources. 
He likes to research materials himself. He recounts his attempt to create outdoor 
floor tiling from marble scraps in his garden, which he has so far managed to 
convince a single client to implement. Also, he usually works in direct contact 
with his private clients, and he takes an approach in which he tries to convince 
them to do what he believes is right. 

I’m pretty flexible. I think I’m not the one who will be using that space, so 
he [my client] has to let me know if he encounters any problem in his house. 
And the architect can explain things in a nice way, ‘what if we do that… 
thank you’, and so on. On the topic of taste, classic or modern, I always try 
to reach a happy medium. You know, Egyptians, they like to show that they 
live in luxury, with columns, etc. I make something basic, modern, for the 
apartment, and then, I leave the salon classic, as the clients usually want.42 

 
42 Experimentation seems to be possible only in the private spaces of the habitat, as 
opposed to the semi-public or representational space of the living room (salon), where 
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And to me, the function comes before the forms. Forms are more about taste; 
the architect’s role maybe is to improve tastes. […] I try, step by step, to show 
them other things, suitable to their lifestyle, that don’t demand too much 
work. For example, by saying that that material, with the wind, rain, dust, etc. 
will quickly deteriorate. Many people are receptive to that and accept it, and 
sometimes they don’t, and then I see that there is no point in working for 
them. But I’m a bit flexible; I respect the opinion of the client, what he or she 
wants since at the end, he or she will be the one living in that house. That’s 
mostly how I deal with my clients. But from an environmental perspective, I 
didn’t manage to do much, to be honest. […] If the person is, say, a doctor or 
someone educated, usually they get the idea. I remember visiting a doctor in 
mathematics living in Sixth of October, and in the staircase of his house, he 
created a malqaf [windcatcher]. I asked him why he made this window up 
there, and he answered: ‘To bring the air in’. In fact, the ‘tower’ of the 
staircase is higher than the building, and the staircase is open to all rooms in 
the house, so it functions as an exhaust air duct and activates ventilation. As 
for the dust, it’s a window, so you would close it in winter and open it in 
summer, and dust is part of it anyway. 

[…] I am used to working with my hands, and I get involved with the workers. 
As soon as the workers see that I’m not the kind of consultant who will look 
down on them, there is more trust between us; then, things are easier. But 
also, some workers were building their house in their village, and asked me 
if I could do the design of the house. I accepted and asked them to show me 
the plan of the plot. And I see that there is a neighbour stuck here, and here, 
and in the back, and the only possibility for ventilation and natural light is on 
one side, which is usually the narrow one, so he must do a manwar [light and 
ventilation well] inside. For them, a manwar is maximum one metre or two 
[squares of one or two by one], to pass all the pipes, open a window, to keep 
a maximum of surface inside, because the plot is usually small as well. I tried 
very hard, I tried, I’ve made proposals to ten of them: instead of doing a 
manwar here and a manwar there, and another here, [I proposed] why not do 
a big central manwar, even if there is a corridor around, like a courtyard. It 
would bring light and ventilation. They absolutely refused; it was impossible. 
First reason [they gave], it’s a waste of space inside. They wanted an 
apartment that would be three bedrooms, a kitchen, a bathroom, a ṣāla [an 
entrance room that usually leads to the rest of the flat], and indeed, it would 
take off one room from the plan, like a big waste of space. And the second 
point […] is that the muqāwil who will build for him has a toolbox (‘idda) 
that he uses to execute the work, to build in a specific way, and he cannot 
change it. He thinks if he changes the shape of the beams or the pillars or the 
concrete, it will require him to cut his wood in another way [the wood of the 

 
guests are welcomed. Maher’s style is more likely to conform to popular tastes, such as 
the ‘classical’ look (neoclassical furniture, typically with gilded woodwork and velvet 
fabric), also known as the Louis Fārūq style, to denote a local adaptation of French royal 
design by adding the name of the Egyptian monarch. 
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moulds for pouring the concrete], so he will lose money. He would think no, 
I will put a pillar every four metres and a small manwar for this bedroom and 
this manwar for this bedroom. Changing the way of doing things would cost 
you at the start. As long as you are in mass production, you are fine. But if 
you want to change, you would change your tools, to start the same process 
again. The muqāwil will tell you, I have these tools and I work with that 
manẓar [look], and the people are used to this manẓar too. 

Maher Kishk aptly illustrates the relationships between the diverse actors and 
how their ambitions are sometimes caught up in conflicting wishes. While the 
workers with whom he worked on the construction site trust his skills, they fail 
nevertheless to find a common ground. Even people who are supposedly qualified 
are no longer in a position to fulfil their duty of building quality buildings, even 
if invited to do so, not only because they do not know how or do not want to, but 
because they are caught in a configuration that constrains their desire for a certain 
design. At the same time, the young architect does not blame the workers for not 
accepting his design, because somehow, their location in different fields of 
practice makes the disagreement to be expected. However, when he comments 
on his fellow architects, he expresses his disappointment at their supposed lack 
of concern for passive thermal control of the buildings they construct. 

How many architects are concerned with sustainability and environmental 
issues? He [the architect] just builds with the idea that the most important 
thing to him is that it looks nice, and he attracts the eye of the client so that 
he brings him another client. This allows him to distribute more material, so 
that he can make money. These are the majority. […] I rarely found an 
architect in the field of architecture (al-gumhūr, literally, the public) who 
actually designed well-functioning buildings. I’m not saying thinking outside 
of the box.43 But they are always after cost reduction: ‘I build more to earn 
more’. I didn’t know that architects agreed on that, and are a part of this. But 
there are standards that people follow, and the architects follow them. I will 
build a low ceiling, to build one or two extra floors. I will build a thin wall 
with half a brick [literally ‘nuṣṣ al-ṭūba, i.e. a brick pattern in which a wall is 
made with only one layer of bricks, with the bricks oriented end-to-end as 
opposed to side-to-side, i.e. with their ends touching instead of their sides 
(Figure 23)], twelve centimetres thick. It’s hot, but it’s also unsafe. In the 
apartment of a friend of mine, on the seventh floor, which is also the last one, 
it [the flat] looks onto the metro tracks in Mounira, in Sayeda Zainab. The 
metro creates vibrations. The wall is full of cracks, exactly like those 
provoked by earthquakes. He asked me what to do. I told him that he should 
have built at least ṭūba [meaning with bricks assembled with their sides 
touching], and not nuṣṣ al-ṭūba [bricks assembled end-to-end]. It’s an 
additional floor he built on top of an old building that he owns. Normally, 
you would have a connection between the bricks and the pillars to absorb the 

 
43 Originality, understood as the singularity of the design, is something that is very much 
valorized. For more on this, see Chapter 3. 
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vibrations, the pressure from the wind, etc. I told him that he’ll need to 
destroy the wall and build a new one. The one who made it is his father, and 
his grandfather is a big muqāwil who built the building, so we speak of people 
‘who understand’ (who are educated – al-nās alli fāhma). But no, he wants 
to build faster and cheaper. 

- How much cheaper? How much do the bricks cost now? 

One thousand bricks cost 600 EGP.44 […] 

Those who build villas can still afford that, it’s not that they are building in 
the ‘ashwā’iyyāt [informal settlements]. When we say it’s expensive, it 
depends on the time frame. People like to save money immediately. And then 
they spend money on the finishing, the furniture. He [a fictional client] tells 
me he has no money to insulate, and then he brings a 16,000 EGP Jacuzzi. 
[…] Egyptians like to spend on appearances, but not on the functional. Those 
having this culture are very few. 

  

Figure 23. Brick assemblage nuṣṣ al-ṭūba (right) and ṭūba (left). 

The architects’ educational trajectory plays an important role in shaping their 
ideals and values. Indeed, Maher explains that he graduated from the Faculty of 
Fine Arts in Helwan (Cairo), which promotes the aesthetic dimension of 
architectural design, as opposed to his education in Milan, which was more 
engineering-oriented. All this contributed to the development of his taste, but 
more importantly, it shaped his ability to make sense of things, distancing him 
from other forms of rationality which, by contrast, are beyond his grasp. This is 
very clear in his feeling of confusion when interacting with other actors in the 
construction field, but even more in the contact with his Egyptian colleagues, who 
are supposed to share his vision of the profession. Allies in his practice of the 
profession exist, but they are rare. And converting people to his cause, to his 
understanding of good architecture, has been an uphill battle. Not only does he 
struggle to convince his interlocutors, but they sometimes turn against him and 
question his devotion. 

I’m working on my own, with two or three people sometimes helping. What 
used to cost 15, costs 30, and I pay myself, and finally, the client doesn’t like 
it. And people are slow. So lately, I closed everything, and I decided to go 
back to consultancy, far from the clients, in a big company, an engineering 
firm. […] For me, housing projects were a pleasure, but the market is so bad! 

 
44 15 EGP is 1 USD (in February 2021). 
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Prices change every day, dealing with clients who think I’m a thief, that I’m 
not necessary, that I’m slow. […] Every worker has a margin of error, so why 
would the architect not? […] Misled architect, misled clients, it’s making 
problems concerning the money, and it deteriorates the relationship. And 
everything else worsens. That’s what happened with my cousin [who thinks 
Maher engaged in unnecessarily costly work]. His building is from the 1990s. 
The plaster inside was very badly done, so to reach the surface of the wall, I 
spent a lot of money. I removed it, I added plastic on the edges and in the 
corner; instead of plastering twice, I had three or five layers of plaster. I 
wanted to do it well, and to honour him. He complained about the price. Most 
clients don’t take into account what is hidden from their view. And he trusts 
any guy who would quote any low price on the phone to get the job. After he 
takes the job, he will increase the price. There are no ethics on our market, 
like on any other market; that’s why I’m frustrated these days. And I’m 
thinking of doing a PhD, or working at a university, or for a company; I’ve 
worked in a lot of things that I liked, with the ministry, public arts, university, 
but this issue of money, it’s such a stress. 

Maher’s portrait offers a glimpse of the main issues that also appeared in 
conversations with the other architects that I met. Based on his story, I will 
elaborate further on each of the most prominent aspects through the narratives I 
collected during the interviews. 

B. OBSTACLES 

About Categories: The Official 

The thermal regulation of the atmosphere in a building can be approached from 
different angles, such as seasonal spatial practices, including changing furniture 
and clothes, organizing use of the space according to the time of the day, etc. 
However, my architect interlocutors’ ideas on climate control were limited to 
energy performance and the use of specific construction materials, as if they were 
filtered through the funnel of predesigned architectural models. These 
preconceptions equate to ready-made ideals, including ready-made actors, ready-
made standards, but also ready-made solutions which the interlocutors have 
experienced to be ineffective. The repetition of this pattern, as if its sequence was 
logical, shows the inertia that structures the discursive field of architecture. Such 
inertia prevents the climate problem from being approached from other angles, 
thus automatically cutting architects off from potential areas and means of 
effective action that can be used to address issues related to the climate and the 
built environment. This pattern of thinking is organized around the identification 
of obstacles that prevent architects from doing what they think is right. These 
obstacles act as a justification for the thematic categories (sometimes 
overlapping, as they are rarely strictly defined) that architects deploy 
(environmental design, architectural heritage, participatory or social design, 
bioclimatic or passive architecture, etc.). 
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In the course of the conversations I had with architects during my fieldwork, some 
elements surfaced repeatedly. These repetitions are part of what Pierre Bourdieu 
calls the ‘official’: the common sense of what is good, which architects share. By 
this I mean the words and attitudes that my interlocutors proclaimed, and that go 
without saying for architects in their field, thereby suggesting their belonging to 
that field. In doing so, they also contributed to securing the official as the visible 
norm. This shared discourse is what constitutes the identity of the architects who 
miss opportunities to act. In this way, they showed that they could indeed display 
the attributes expected from an architect. 

The official, therefore, is the public. It is the idea that the group has of itself, 
and the idea that it wants to give of itself, the representation (in the sense of 
mental image but also of theatrical performance) that it wants to give of itself 
when it presents itself as a group (Bourdieu 2014, 48).45 

Remarks that architects made repeatedly included, for example, the almost 
systematic reference to vernacular architecture such as that of the Sīwa Oasis and 
to Islamic architecture as soon as we started talking about climate and architecture 
in Egypt. This official discourse is what supports the architect’s authority. 
Moreover, some of my interlocutors chose to express themselves using an 
‘educated’ level of language (‘āmmiyyat al-muthaqqafīn) for the occasion of our 
interview, which means that they used formulas and vocabulary that were closer 
to the Modern Standard Arabic (fuṣḥā al-‘aṣr) than to the dialect.46 This was 
explicitly meant to correspond to the formal situation of the interview (nobody 
speaks like this in the daily life) as well as to the high standard expected from an 
architect. Hence, enunciating the official was a necessary prelude, even if the 
respondent subsequently wished to take a subversive stance towards this 
discourse, such as being critical, cynical, nostalgic, or partisan. Furthermore, this 
principle is similar to that observed during public events, such as the one 
described in the first part of this chapter. 

The official discourse was also visible in the way my interlocutors interpreted 
what I was searching for. I could tell that they very often had images in their 
minds as well as predefined categories regarding where to locate the research I 
was trying to conduct. The discussion I had with a professor in architecture is a 
good example of this mechanism. While I explained the purpose of my research, 
and thus, of our interview, the teacher associated climate issues and architecture 
with the phrase ‘architecture and environmental design’ (mi‘māra wa taṣmīm 
bi’i). In the same way, researching how people deal with issues related to thermal 
comfort in their everyday life equated to looking at issues of ‘culture and identity’ 

 
45 ‘L’officiel est donc le public : c’est l’idée que le groupe a de lui-même, et l’idée qu’il 
entend professer de lui-même, la représentation (au sens d’image mentale mais aussi de 
représentation théâtrale) qu’il entend donner de lui-même quand il se présente en tant que 
groupe’ (Bourdieu 2012, 84). 
46 El-Said Badawi invented the classification of the Arabic language in Egypt into five 
levels, including three levels of dialectal Arabic: the colloquial of the educated, the 
standard, and the Arabic of the illiterates (Badawi [Badawī] 1973). 
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(interview with professor Dr Sayyed Abaza (Sayyid Abāẓa), 22 April 2019). 
Here, while I tried to address no more than the relationship to heat, the professor 
– just like many of my other interlocutors – interpreted this using his own 
‘software’, so to speak, understanding my research as part of a ‘sustainability’ or 
‘environmental design’ theme. Showing the ability to utilize these notions also 
contributed to the professional positioning of my interlocutor. Processing 
information through the filter of architectural concepts plays an important role in 
securing the position of the speaker. Nevertheless, this reformulation through the 
prism of what Pierre Bourdieu would call the illusio,47 that is, the commitment to 
the norms and values that govern the field, constrained potential questions, 
potential answers, and dead ends, giving our conversations a fatalist character. 
Likewise, the content of these categories and ready-made questions was never 
specified, as if the stakes involved in struggling for, say, preserving heritage 
buildings were obvious. And when these issues were addressed, their purpose 
remained symbolic. To continue with the example of heritage, these stakes were 
‘the legacy left to “our children”’ or ‘identity’. 

Dividing the questions that I asked into categories revealed a compartmentalized 
way of processing information. This partition resonates with how thermal 
comfort is implemented in architectural projects. The idea of thermal control in 
buildings is often embodied in architectural features, such as traditional 
courtyards, mashrabiyya, malqaf (windcatcher), and nowadays solar panels, 
insulation, and the presence of greenery in the design. 

[In addition to the fundamental things, such as orientation, drawing a patio], 
we add a bit of landscape to create shade; the things that don’t influence the 
cost. But mostly, when we get close to things like, for example, specific brise-
soleil (kāsirāt al-shams) against the sun, this would be a factor increasing 
costs, and it would be neglected (interview with Mahmud Hilmi (Maḥmūd 
Ḥilmī), 24 April 2019). 

This quote from an interview with this self-employed architect in his early fifties 
from Nasr City illustrates that showing care about the thermal comfort of the 
occupants of the building is perceived to be an extra, a luxury. His attitude echoes 
what Maher Kishk, whose portrait opened the second section of this chapter, 
criticized: the architects who follow the client’s constraints too closely and who, 
in anticipation, apply them to their own practice. 

 
47 ‘Illusio is the fact of being caught in and by the game, of believing the game is “worth 
the candle”, or, more simply, that playing is worth the effort. In fact, the word interest 
initially meant very precisely what I include in the notion of illusio, that is, the fact of 
attributing importance to a social game, the fact that what happens matters to those 
engaged in it, who are in the game’ (Bourdieu 1998, 76–77). 
‘L’illusio, c’est le fait d’être pris au jeu, d’être pris par le jeu, de croire que le jeu en vaut 
la chandelle, ou, pour dire les choses simplement, que ça vaut la peine de jouer. En fait, 
le mot intérêt, dans un premier sens, voulait signifier très précisément ce que j’ai mis sous 
cette notion d’illusio, c’est-à-dire le fait d’accorder à un jeu social qu’il est important, que 
ce qui s’y passe importe à ceux qui y sont engagés, qui en sont’ (Bourdieu 1994, 153). 
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When architects anticipate that people will not care about the thermal comfort of 
their home, or at least that they do not expect their architect to help them improve 
it, they employ shortcuts. In the same way, when I speak about thermal control in 
buildings, my architect interlocutors connect my questions to the architectural 
categories they associate that topic with. These metonymies, in the sense that they 
substitute the issue of climate-responsive design with what they identify as green 
architectural features, contribute to the expert way of processing information. 
They translate it into ready-made solutions, for example adding greenery around 
homes to address problems of overheating. But in our case, it looks like the 
architects repeat the same dead end, since their approach to the question is 
systematically oriented towards what they ultimately describe as experiences of 
failure or towards diverted goals. 

Although they remain exceptional, some contractors are interested in the LEED 
(Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) rating system. The status of 
the green labels in architecture and professionals’ interest in the LEED rating 
system in Egypt is an example of the commodification of environmental matters 
in design. The architect-engineer Dr Rami Karim, mentioned above, is also a 
LEED consultant, which is one reason he brings participants to his workshops in 
Cairo. Moreover, regarding the housing projects implemented by contractors on 
the peripheries of Cairo, an architect working for such a contractor explained to 
me that a label such as LEED is part of the diversification of products available 
on the market. In other terms, including climate concerns means following the 
list of LEED demands. Hence, labels such as LEED can be included to the extent 
that they can increase the value of properties on the real estate market. 

Money Can’t Buy Comfort 

In the cases just mentioned, climate-responsive architectural design is not seen as 
a holistic principle running through an entire project. It is rather embodied in 
particular objects, aspects, or labels. This vision hints at thermal comfort being 
an extra asset in a project and therefore something that costs more. This 
corresponds to a conception of construction that is exclusively concerned with 
money. This works in both ways: if we consider building as an exclusively 
financial operation, then any attempt to improve it will be perceived through the 
prism of money. At the heart of this conception lies what has been described to 
me on several occasions as ‘commercial architecture’ or ‘corporate architecture’, 
generally understood to have negative connotations. The adjective ‘commercial’ 
suggests that this type of architecture’s only motivation is money, which 
supposedly obstructs any quest for nobler purposes, such as people’s quality of 
life, beauty, or a sustainable mode of construction. Those who use these terms are 
either experienced architects who have left the realm of the so-called commercial 
architecture or young architects (in their thirties) working in that domain 
somewhat out of spite. These young professionals often work for these companies 
for financial reasons, but also because they think they will quickly gain 
experience that could potentially be recognized abroad, for example. They use 
the term ‘commercial architecture’ to describe the standardized architecture of 
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private offices or housing compounds in Egypt and sometimes the rest of the Arab 
world, especially in Saudi Arabia, which most of them know intimately from 
having worked there. Regarding their projects, my interlocutors complained that 
everything was mechanically regulated. Hence, thermal control of the building 
was rarely considered in the design for the space or in the use of specific building 
materials. Concrete established as a standard building material in Africa (Choplin 
2020), and its use was almost never questioned by my interlocutors. In our 
exchanges, climate control was rather a matter of mechanical devices, which 
contributes to the commodification of thermal comfort, as previously noted. 
When architects worked directly for a developer who would sell the homes, they 
had to comply with the rules of the developer. The developer’s demands were 
usually succinct, such as having a swimming pool facing south to heat the water 
and a terrace facing north to avoid direct sun exposure (interview with Kamal al-
Gawhari (Kamāl al-Gawharī), 30 September 2017). These programmatic 
guidelines are provided by standard property classifications. Class A, B, or C 
refers to the clients’ habits of consumption and assumed solvency. Here again, 
the claim to a LEED label may lead the developer to consider thermal comfort in 
the architectural design, as including means of passive climate mitigation would 
be in the requirements. Indeed, reaching this standard entails ticking the boxes of 
a pre-established list of criteria, including control of the indoor thermal 
atmosphere that consumes less energy. 

The relationship of those who build with money is an ambivalent one. Many 
architects consider the financial profitability of an architecture project (even if 
this is difficult to determine in a strict sense) to be the key to a successful 
implementation of a climatic strategy in current architectural design. This is what 
Muhammad Ibrahim (Muḥammad Ibrāhīm), who is the co-founder of one of the 
rare practices in Cairo that specializes in sustainable design, argues. The major 
part of his clientele consists of factories, because, he says, designing these in ways 
that save energy and provide thermal comfort to workers has direct consequences 
on companies’ productivity and expenses. To him, the challenge lies in 
convincing contractors that they can actually implement a sustainable design 
without additional costs, and even the opposite, showing them that it is financially 
profitable in the relatively short term. Here, the financial balance is understood 
as the principle that roots the project in reality. Another interlocutor named it ‘the 
moment of truth’. This means that anything that adds to the final costs is 
discarded, such as the horizontal louvres that this interlocutor had originally 
planned for a façade. As for Muhammad Ibrahim, he teamed up with an architect-
engineer who is a researcher and professor in the field of sustainable design. His 
aim is to bridge the gap between what he describes as the academic sphere, which 
struggles to find grounds for implementing its input, and actual opportunities to 
build. To him, this gap can be closed by understanding the contractors’ priorities, 
at the top of which is financial profit. He calls this ‘trying to fit in’ (interview 
with Muhammad Ibrahim, 7 November 2017). His attitude comes closest to what 
I advocate for, even though he considers the economy the ultimate concern of his 
potential clients, ignoring all other concerns. 
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Apart from the architects explicitly investigating issues of bioclimatic design, 
those who are interested in climate control in buildings are mainly engineers who 
have a background in the field of thermal sciences. They sometimes work in 
engineering consultancy offices. Therefore, they deal with the technical part of 
project implementation as well as mechanical equipment. As such, they show 
little interest in bioclimatic or passive solutions, as they see these aspects as 
remote from their scope of activity. Moreover, the link with architecture as city 
dwellers experience it today in a particular place is not considered at any time. 
On the other hand, those architects working for universities are concerned with 
producing publications based on physical measurements made with sensors. In 
their methods, everything must be systematized. As one architect teaching at a 
university said to me at the end of a long interview: ‘There is “academia”, and 
there is reality’ (interview with Lamiā’ Khalīl, 10 September 2017). This is in 
line with the compartmentalized vision of architecture. It seems that everyone is 
driven by their own vision on reality, which happens to be relatively one-
dimensional. This contradicts the multifaceted nature of thermal comfort, which 
includes issues related to technique, construction, money, physiology, and the 
social organization of households. 

The way in which my interlocutors, Egyptian architects, approach architectural 
projects makes it seem like money is not just an obstacle or a facilitator. For 
Osama Abdo (Usāma ‘Adbuh), an architect in his mid-thirties who works for a 
big office that has several branches in Egypt and in the Gulf, money is an 
aberration, both materially and morally: 

I’m judging the responsibility part because the concepts they [architects 
dedicated to ‘commercial architecture’] are following are impacting our city. 
For example, a person like him [his boss], who is supposed to be one of the 
oldest professors of architecture in town, has a voice on the council of 
professionals, which has a voice against or with the cultural situation in the 
city. And they don’t [use it]. They already forgot about what is what, what is 
good, and they don’t care. They only care about what could bring profit to 
them, and this involves a lot of problems. So, it’s not only about his own firm. 
[…] When you are on the other side, you see how it works. And it’s not about 
corruption; it’s some self-corruption (interview with Osama Abdo, 25 
September 2017). 

Osama strongly puts his position as architect to use in a broader mission for the 
city, and by extension society. By denouncing what he considers to be a deviation, 
if not a betrayal, of the moral mission that he imagines, he accuses the heads of 
architectural offices such as his boss of threatening the city. Despite the 
reprehensible behaviour of those he accuses of self-corruption, the fact remains 
that he depends on them to survive. In that sense, labelling their projects as 
‘commercial’ contributes to his statement, because to Osama, they are more 
dedicated to financial profit than to architecture. The bleak picture of the 
architects he targets, in return, elevates architecture to an almost spiritual rank, 
demanding sacred commitment. Paradoxically, engaging in such a metaphysical 
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sphere echoes the difficulties of making architecture materialize on concrete 
ground. This parallels what Bourdieu describes about the field of literature: when 
there can be no direct material usefulness, what remains is the realm of the holy, 
l’art pour l’art (Bourdieu 1992). Eventually, Osama struggles to carry out this 
mission, albeit a vague one, by committing himself in his spare time to the 
protection of heritage. Those who corrupt the field by worshipping, so to speak, 
the forces of money, prevent him from fully committing to this mission. 

However, in this kind of discourse, everything happens as if economic rationality 
substitutes other realities. By this, I mean that attempts to explain the current 
situation of architectural production in Cairo often led my interlocutors to bring 
forward one by one the things that constrain their action. Nevertheless, these 
difficulties most probably act in conjunction (not to mention the role of other 
factors that were not identified or orally expressed), and the actors make their 
own calculations. Architects ignore or pretend not to know people’s motivations 
and rationality which, collaterally, serves their narrative. In other words, 
architects ignore or pretend not to know that people actually reflect on what they 
want, and that these reflections follow a logic, even if that logic might be 
diverging from the architects’ thinking. Indeed, when architects are asked to 
explain how they integrate climate concerns into their projects, they mention 
several obstacles to prove that responsibility is not fully in their hands. The first 
thing evoked here is money, but those who own that money and their decisions 
on how to spend it are also part of the issue. 

Division of Labour 

Architects work differently, depending on whether they work for a big company 
or in a smaller structure, and whether clients are developers or private clients. In 
the first case, the architect is expected to produce plans for different homes,48 but 
the distance from the final recipients makes any concrete vision of the imagined 
dwellings abstract. The tasks are often very specific, and divided among 
collaborators, so that the architects have to repeat the same chore. An architect in 
his forties, who has always been self-employed (with the occasional help of ten 
employees), told me about his professional transition to working for a big 
contracting firm after he decided to shut down his business: 

When I entered the company, I discovered that all I was doing by myself 
before, instantly, it was not four divisions, not ten, not a thousand, no. There 
were 3,000. There is one called engineer of cost control, responsible for the 
money. Planner, he’s in charge of the time, technical office, construction 
implementation, HR [human resources]… until MEP [Mechanical, 
Electrical, and Plumbing], electromechanical and plumbing, one for 
electricity, one for… all of these; before, it was Galal [he himself]. I do 
design, I do electrical design, et cetera to create your house (interview with 

 
48 I have focused on housing projects, as the rest of the research investigates thermal and 
building practices in domestic contexts. 
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Galal al-Bashir, 26 April 2019). 

Some perceive this division of labour as a relief from the direct contact with 
clients and being constantly exposed to their whims. This was the case for Maher 
Kishk. Working for a contractor as a technical consultant (since architects can 
also work as engineers) or in another position narrows down the scope of 
individual tasks and also means that personal responsibilities are diffused into the 
division of functions and the hierarchy. In such a position, the architect is more 
likely to not see the consequences of his or her own actions. 

Architect Talaat Shafiq (Ṭal‘at Shafīq) is about the same age as Galal al-Bashir, 
but followed the opposite path. After ten years of working for a developer, he 
said he reached a level of boredom that encouraged him to start a business 
targeting individual clients. He acknowledged that the market was different. 
Working directly with a real estate contractor provided him with steady wages, 
while designing for individuals generated more instability, because it implies 
following a market that is more variable. He explained how things operate when 
he worked for a contracting company: 

I worked for a company where we did everything internally, except the 
electromechanical and the execution. Our idea was to have a maximum 
surface to be able to sell more [he laughs]; to fill all the gaps. That was the 
concept; we were not looking for anything else at all. The opposite, he [the 
head of the company] wanted the view that looks good (al-manẓar), and the 
snapshot (al-laqta), so he would pay for the finishing, but always with the 
cheapest cladding. […] The driver was the money. You would do something 
good-looking (ḥalwa) so that people buy. And when they come, people would 
ask about surface areas, investment, and indeed instead of putting their 
money into banks, they prefer to put it into real estate (‘iqār). Who knows 
how much the Egyptian pound will be worth in the next months? 

He elaborated on his motivation to change his professional practice: 

I started in real estate, and now I’m mostly doing decorations and design 
(décor). […] Mass production is calmer, whereas with residential and 
individual clients, you need to follow each one’s taste, and do everything 
exceptionally. In real estate, everyone is a consultant (istishāri): they work as 
they want, we see the amount of time, of money, and then, we install air 
conditioners. 

[Working] directly with people, I have the impression that I make their 
desires come true; it’s a nice feeling. But at that stage, in terms of (thermal) 
comfort, as I work in villas in compounds, for example, I don’t have many 
options, I’m bound to the inside (interview with Talaat Shafiq, 28 April 
2019). 

Indeed, some architects saw employment in big businesses as an impoverishment 
of their work, and found it more stimulating to speak with different people 
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directly. Some pointed to the boredom of repeating the same tasks, while others 
were more concerned about not using all their skills. The powers of decision were 
left to the developer or to other technical consultants, who could move the 
designed house from one place to another or rotate it on the master plan, as one 
of my interlocutors described. Therefore, even basic things such as thinking about 
openings according to orientation no longer seemed to make sense, as recounted 
by a thirty-year-old architect who had been working in the same Cairo office for 
a few years (interview with Kamal al-Gawhari, 30 September 2017). This loss of 
autonomy threatened the integrity of the architect’s input. This distance also 
distorted the perception of future occupants and their desires, which were often 
viewed with disdain. The same architect said about them: 

They generally know little about architecture. They just use an air 
conditioner, that’s all. 

–But on the market, baḥrī apartments are more expensive, but they’re quite 
popular, aren’t they? 

Maybe, the customer will know that baḥrī is better, but in the end, he 
probably doesn’t know what difference it makes at home; he’s not even going 
to use it (interview with Kamal al-Gawhari, 30. September 2017). 

Such depreciative comments were recurrent, and for understandable reasons. 
Indeed, when the architects described the neighbouring actors in the construction 
field, especially those who played such a decisive role in their ability to work, 
they were in the relatively difficult situation of basically explaining the reasons 
for their own inability, which is not a valorizing thing to do. 

References and Legacy 

Past and contemporary prominent public figures in the architectural field still 
embody the ideal character in the profession, without actually having any effect 
on the ordinary practice of architects in Cairo. I expected Hassan Fathy to be 
automatically mentioned in the course of the interviews I conducted. But going 
through the pages I transcribed from my audio records, I realized that I was the 
one bringing him into the conversation most of the time. As mentioned in the 
beginning of this chapter, Hassan Fathy occupies a significant place in Egyptian 
architectural historiography. The decision to transform his workshop into the 
House of Egyptian Architecture is a sign that he embodies the entirety of the 
discipline, all the more so as he is one of the few Egyptian architects with 
worldwide fame. In 1986, he wrote a book dedicated to bioclimatic design in arid 
hot climates and vernacular architecture, which was translated into Arabic two 
years later (Fathy 1986). Ramsis Wissa Wasef (Ramsīs Wīṣā Wāṣif) is, just like 
Fathy, an important figure because of the reinterpretation of the vernacular 
aesthetic and principles in his design. The last floors of the House of Egyptian 
Architecture are dedicated to his work and house Fathy’s workshop. 
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The architects I interviewed certainly acknowledge these architects’ legacy and 
associate them with specific formal architectural expressions. Some of those who 
followed their example built in a style identifiable as neo-vernacular, reusing the 
formal vocabulary that Fathy developed by for example reinterpreting Nubian 
architecture: the use of raw earth, vaults, and domes. Omar El Farouk (‘Umar al-
Fārūq), Rami El Dahan (Rāmī al-Dahān), and Soheir Farid (Suhayr Farīd) are 
among the famous names that often reappeared in the conversations. Other 
architects were associated with Fathy for their specific concern with materials 
and the climate, which they integrated into their own formal expression. 
Examples include Tarek Labib (Tāriq Labīb) and Ahmad Hamid (Aḥmad 
Ḥāmid). More recent noticeable architects were also mentioned, including 
Waleed Arafa (Walīd ‘Arafa), whose mosque in Basuna (Bāṣūna) (Sohag [Suhāg] 
governorate) in Upper Egypt enjoyed extensive online media coverage in- and 
outside Egypt. In the eyes of my interlocutors, the type of projects and their 
aesthetic quality placed these architects beyond ordinary practice. The 
constellation in which they were positioned included a certain concern with a 
vernacular aesthetic, using natural material on the visible parts of the building, 
for example. 

The architectural features associated with bioclimatic design in Egypt are mostly 
implemented in projects related to touristic activities, located in the countryside 
or on the coasts. These places explicitly target foreign tastes, and thus expect 
foreign capital in return. Architect Talaat Shafiq told of his experience building a 
holiday complex with domes in Sharm El-Sheikh and using local materials for 
villas for foreigners with a sea view, as he formulated it. He insisted: ‘This was a 
cultural initiative’, to underline the exceptional character of such a project. 

Also, at the time, tourism was working. It was a good experience, but I didn’t 
reuse this experience afterwards in my own work [light laugh]. There was 
one of the clients who was Egyptian, and he wanted concrete, no special 
material. He wants to sell [laugh]. He enjoyed the view, but he wanted 
concrete, no brick thingy. Environmental design is mostly in touristic areas, 
because there is the culture of foreigners. While foreigners are interested in 
culture and in the aesthetic of Egyptian architecture as portrayed for them in 
magazines, Egyptians are interested in what’s on their plate [laugh] 
(interview with Talaat Shafiq, 28 April 2019). 

Touristic areas are places where architects get to enjoy the space to design 
buildings with explicit references to their environment. The fact that they are also 
shaped to please foreign tastes echoes the relationship between architectural 
models and the influence of NGOs, which was previously mentioned, including 
the idea of an omnipresent ‘foreign eye’. One of the rare spaces in which 
architectural practice can meet architectural discourse depends on foreign capital 
and is most likely to meet foreigners’ ideas of what is good architectural design. 
This reinforces the argument that architectural discourse evolves in a sphere quite 
separate from commonplace Egyptian society, and addresses a different world. 
Dependence on foreign institutions and capital entrenches this gap. 
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The touristic buildings are explicitly dedicated to expressing something of the 
locality and correspond to a moment of pause from ordinary daily life; that is, a 
vacation. One aspect that differentiates the engineer from the architect is the 
ability and entitlement to focus on aesthetic issues, on ‘beauty’ (al-gamāl), which 
locally does not bear the negative connotation of cosmetic superficiality. In these 
contexts, relative arbitrariness is accepted. With the core of such projects being 
their expressive dimension, many architects express a favourable opinion about 
touristic buildings. But the fact that spaces where architects are welcome to fulfil 
their potential are spaces of exception (in the sense that they are dedicated to 
special moments of having a break from daily life) forms the counterpart to their 
difficulty to secure their position when building housing for ordinary life. 

Another point that underlines this structural distance is the fact that from among 
the architects I met, those who specialized in working with individual clients 
whose preferences were close to their practical requirements were less prone to 
refer to the noble character of the profession (with theoretical principles or 
historical references, for example). These architects, such as Galal al-Bashir, 
answered straight away and without resistance when asked about their concrete 
daily tasks, contrary to those who, in ornate language, elaborated on topics such 
as society, people’s mindsets, or national identity. They acted like intellectuals, 
feeling compelled to state their opinion about such general, abstract, and thus 
noble topics. Conversely, when Galal al-Bashir was asked by a client to propose 
a design that would include a reflection on the surrounding environment, the 
architect explained how he balanced the ambitions of the clients with his ability 
to invest money. To this, he added: 

I’m not Hassan Fathy; I won’t make you a malqaf hawā’ [windcatcher], and 
all of that. That was in the past (interview with Galal al-Bashir, 26 April 
2019). 

The closer the architects interviewed are to individual service and the concrete 
implementation of work, the further they are from the concerns and models 
praised in the public architectural sphere and from the symbolic figure of the 
architect as a creative mind, who supervises the entire project by imposing his or 
her choice, expressed as expertise, on the clients. Of course, this is not systematic, 
meaning that the majority of architects navigate somewhere in between these two 
ends, which are the architect as an expert of ideas and the architect as an expert 
of direct solutions implemented. 

A schematic map of architects as they exist in the panorama of the profession 
supports the point that was previously raised about the existence of a sphere of 
public speech and a sphere of action. The architects that I tried to reach out to – 
ordinary practitioners – manoeuvre in the space located between these two 
spheres. The case of the architects who work in the field of development is 
instructive. To briefly introduce them, they are few in number but very visible to 
foreigners interested in architecture in Egypt. They set up projects financed by 
international institutions or respond to the latter’s calls (United Nations 
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Development Programme, foreign development agencies, or foundations). These 
are architects who actually work in the city, contrary to most architects, who work 
generally on the peripheries and the coasts. They mainly work on informal or 
historical neighbourhoods, or at least working-class areas, and deal with issues 
on the donors’ agenda (public space in relation to built heritage and preservation, 
participatory projects, craftsmanship, capacity-building, women’s empowerment, 
etc.). In that sense, they are sensitive to attempts made in the past to tackle the 
issues that they face, while they are at the same time dedicated to intensively 
seeking solutions to problems on the ground. Their intermediary position, 
between the donors and those with whom they work – generally inhabitants of 
the place where the project is located – sometimes confronts them with 
contradictions, where ‘raising awareness’ cannot do much: 

They know that the lime-coated [stone] buildings in which they live are 
comfortable and very good for the climate. But when I ask them if they had 
the choice to live in a cement house or in their house, they choose the cement 
house, with air conditioner (interview with Nadia Amr (Nādia ‘Amr), 17 
August 2017). 

This choice, according to the architect with whom I spoke, is also due to a lack 
of competitive industry. Finding other materials at attractive prices is indeed a 
challenge. Producing lime is slightly more expensive but above all takes time. 
Hence, these attributes of sustainable architecture as we imagine it in the 
international sphere (the use of lime coating or solar panels, for example) 
encounter obstacles in their local application. Architects working in the world of 
development point out very precisely what limits these possibilities, without 
however being able to systematically adjust their own practice accordingly. 

A short story published in the comic series Tanāblat al-ṣubiān (the slothful 
boys)49 illustrates well what could have been the point of view of Nadia Amr’s 
interlocutors. The story takes place in the countryside, and Saber (Ṣābir), the man 
dressed in blue (third balloon on the right page) explains that he wants to build a 
house in red fired bricks. He explains his plan to get married and send his future 
child to study in the nearby city to the child Khalifa (character in the first balloon 
of the right page). This entire project revolves around his idea to build a house 
with red fired bricks instead of the mud that was used at the time there, triggering 
the sarcasm of his fellow peasants. The old man in the last balloon (left page) 
retorts: 

 
49 The title Tanāblat al-ṣubiān is a pun on Tanāblat al-sulṭān, which are ‘three fairy-tale 
characters of legendary indolence employed to amuse the sultan’ (Hinds and Badawi 
1986, 138). The cartoon came out in serial form from 1966 in the children’s magazine 
Samīr, and later in books until the beginning of the 1990s (both published by Dār al-
Hilāl).  
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Figure 24. Excerpt from Tanāblat al-ṣubiān (Higazi 2020, 120–21). 

(last balloon, bottom left) You are all laughing at Saber because he wants to 
build his house in red bricks!? Do you mean that you enjoy the mud life that 
you are living? [You spend] all day cultivating in the mud, and all night 
sleeping in houses made of mud. And even when you want to stay up a bit 
late, you sit on benches made of mud!!! (my translation) 

Saber’s story, as well as the reaction of the old man, epitomizes the meaning of 
building materials in the project of life improvement. Switching from building 
with mud to using red fired bricks is not only a technical or practical change, but 
takes place in a larger scheme that includes how people imagine their life could 
be better (in the case of Saber, this means being married, having an educated 
child, etc.). The same could be said about the use of concrete and cement (Choplin 
2020). 

Eventually, some of my interlocutors tended to direct me towards ‘eco-
architects’. These never work in the city, either because ‘nature is not there’, as 
one of them told me (interview with Gamal Masaad (Gamāl Mas‘ad), 5 
September 2017), or because the opportunities do not seem obvious to them. They 
build with earth or natural materials, but mostly public-use facilities and rarely 
housing, for natural park or tourist complexes in Upper Egypt, on the sea side, in 
the desert, or in oases. So-called eco-architecture often draws on a neo-vernacular 
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vocabulary. Moreover, links exist with those who work on vernacular heritage. 
They sometimes share implementation techniques, for instance. Finally, their 
work remains distant from urban domestic life. Both these examples – eco-
architects and those working in the realm of development, who sometimes 
intersect – complement the spectrum of available positions for architects within 
their field, between the official, public architectural discourse and life and the 
building activities that are commonly found in the city. 

3. CONCLUSION 

The portrait of the profession of architects in Cairo that I endeavoured to sketch 
here is an overview of how architects view their power to act in the face of 
environmental challenges in the city, of which thermal comfort is an architectural 
translation. What emerges from this ethnographic study is that the field of 
architecture as it is structured in Egypt is shaped largely by factors exterior to that 
field (the market, other agents, clients, developers, manufacturers, politicians, 
etc.). This is not new, and it led Christian de Montlibert to suggest that the 
architectural field is heteronomous per se (Montlibert 1995). Véronique Biau 
nuances this conclusion by saying that if we consider what happens within the 
field itself, in internal sub-groups, architects find ways to enjoy some sort of 
autonomy (Biau 2000, 60–62).50 The fact is that in the context of Cairo, the 
balance of power between factors external to the field and the autonomous life 
internal to the field is unfavourable to the latter. This unbalanced power 
relationship results in a feeling of powerlessness shared by those architects who 
invest in the symbolic capital that is shaped and circulated during public activities 
related to architecture. Indeed, the first vignette of this chapter effectively shows 
that the architectural discourse does not seem to have any chance to influence the 
governments’ plan. Moreover, in a country in which the state closely watches any 
kind of public expression (Amnesty International 2018), we can easily imagine 
that professionals hesitate to engage in any consistent public discussion. 

What I have identified as two spheres of architectural activity – namely the public 
face, including events and publications, and the sphere of action, referring to the 
professional mostly involved in construction activities – echoes the idea of a 
deeply heteronomous field. Indeed, symbolic capital is deactivated and emptied 
from its power of influence, and little remains of the supposed autonomy of the 
field. Instead, the architects who are left in between these two poles express their 
feelings of helplessness, while those who engage fully in a mission of service to 
their clients – engaging with them in the implementation of their project or even 

 
50 Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s work on literature (Bourdieu 1992), Biau cites several 
examples showing that the field of architecture is autonomous: the discussions among 
architects do not have to be understood to the public audience beyond the field; the 
detachment of the architects from the demands expressed by the masses is admitted and 
generally not contested; a strong collective and individual reflexivity on the part of the 
agents in the field; the existence of internal polemics in the field which remain closed to 
the uninitiated, etc. (Biau 2000, 61). 
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fully submitting to their clients’ wishes with little discussion, as was the case for 
Galal al-Bashir – explicitly distance themselves from the ideals of architectural 
design as promoted during public events. This confirms the interpretation of 
public architectural life as a space of compensation, in which architects try to find 
support in their relationship to the global scene, for example in the case of the 
IUA. If there is autonomy, it is autonomy from the architectural discourse from 
the local realms of action. 

A heteronomous field, such as building, is captive to the health of the 
economy, the wishes of the state and the demands of consumers. The more 
autonomous a field is, the more it can do as it pleases, and the more its 
products are designed to satisfy its own requirements, not those of any 
exogenous market (Stevens 2002, 93). 

Some authors, such as Garry Stevens, take the heteronomy of the architectural 
field for granted. Olivier Chadoin praises the versatility of architects as the virtue 
of indeterminacy (implied, of the architects’ position), arguing that architects are 
skilled enough to reinvent spaces where their abilities are relevant, contrary to the 
idea of an obsolescence of the architect’s function (Chadoin 2013). What might 
be accurate in the context that Chadoin examines, that is, 1990s France, is not 
quite true for Cairo. In the case of Cairo, the space available for architects to 
reinvent their skills and knowledge beyond the usual functions of architects is 
particularly narrow. Working with NGOs and international agencies, as 
mentioned earlier, might be one of these spaces for the restoration of architects’ 
relevance. But such moments of revaluation of architectural capital remain 
limited, if not threatened, if one thinks of the various laws aimed at increasing 
control of NGO activities in Egypt, for example (Amnesty International 2017). 

The dependency that results from the heteronomy of the architectural field in 
Cairo is apparent in both local and global networks. It is notable that the architects 
who engage in the discursive field the most are also those who are more in contact 
with foreign institutions. In that frame, enlarging the audience for architectural 
services translates into ‘working with the community’. Organized in projects, the 
work is bound to remain limited, and paradoxically prevents architects from 
thinking on a structural level of ways in which to engage a larger audience for 
architecture and make the profession truly capable of tackling issues of general 
urban interest. The architect’s dependency on foreign institutions paradoxically 
contributes to perpetuating the existence of a zone of discourse disconnected from 
ordinary practice, cultivating publics and professionals who are out of sync with 
people’s practical needs. 

With regard to my concern, namely the ability of architecture to make a 
significant contribution to the diminution of the effects of urban heat in Cairo, the 
situation I described leads to a paradox where, in order to make their skills 
effective, architects should mourn their loss of autonomy. In spite of the 
segregated way in which architects perceive climate issues in architecture, 
climatic concerns do exist in the architect’s practice. Architects essentially 
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pointed to the obstacles that prevented them from implementing what they 
implicitly agreed with me are well known, good ways of dealing with climate 
issues in Egypt. The focus is now on identifying the actual issues to solve and the 
potential channels available for doing so. 
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CHAPTER 3. BUILDING ACTUALLY: DESIGN IN PRACTICE 

To resituate this chapter within the broader frame of the research, let us go back 
to the overall objective of the dissertation. Drawing up an ethnography of 
domestic practices in Cairo is how I chose to update climate knowledge in 
architecture, after noting its relative failure to address today’s urban issues in 
context. These issues include people’s material precarity, pollution, congestion, 
real estate pressure, density, the unavailability of energy, and other situations in 
which climatic problems are experienced and amplified. The first steps consisted 
in researching the reasons for this gap. The two previous chapters offered an 
overview of the architectural field in Cairo, including fragments of its history, as 
well as a description of how it works today. One of the hypotheses resulting from 
this scrutiny is that there is a structural dissociation between the realm of 
architectural discourse and that of building practice. This disconnection leads 
professionals to conceal the rationality driving people’s choices in terms of 
housing improvement. Moreover, the architects I interviewed conceded that they 
have ideals in terms of climatic design, but that they cannot implement them. 
Beyond these ideals, our purpose now is to show how individuals manage to 
implement building projects, either for renovation, maintenance, or 
additions/extensions. Within what kind of configuration do these projects 
emerge? What do they rely on? What determines their implementation? These 
questions refer to the conditions under which the problem of overheating is 
formulated as such, and to how constructive solutions are being developed in 
view of improving homes. 

This chapter’s focus is on building practices in Cairo. Within the city’s climate, 
individuals find and create microclimates at different scales. Shaping a 
satisfactory thermal environment ranges from slight adjustments (clothes, 
movements around the house, addition or removal of screens, etc.) to more 
permanent work. Whether it involves architects or not, building remains a 
collective enterprise. In that regard, it includes a variety of intermediaries, from 
the instigators of the projects to those who implement them. Here, I examine how 
this mediation occurs. The objective is to assess the actual functions of each of 
these intermediary agents in their context, regardless of what they are called. 
Approaching the creation of a microclimate through construction and renovation 
activities (rebuilding, finishing, or maintenance) implies analysing it from a 
practical point of view, as opposed to departing from (architectural) discourse. It 
is from this perspective that the distribution of roles in these projects to improve 
the thermal environment of homes – and, by extension, potentially the built 
environment as a whole – becomes apparent. 

What differentiates architects from the other agents in the field of construction is, 
according to them, their ability to design (taṣmīm), understood as the capacity to 
conceive the arrangement of spaces. In the interviews I conducted with architects 
in Cairo, my interlocutors claimed the monopoly on taṣmīm while, at the same 
time, bemoaning the obstacles that hinder their practice of architectural design. 
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What are the effects of this supposed monopoly on the architects’ practice? How 
does it influence the interactions of architects with those involved in construction 
activity? And to what extent does this influence the way in which architects 
include climate concerns in the projects they implement? In this chapter, I argue 
that while the strict definition of the architects’ expertise could protect their 
domain practice, it actually impedes their presence in contexts where their 
expertise is much needed, like the homes of the ordinary Cairene I surveyed in 
the frame of this research. While for architects, design is supposed to be their 
domain alone, it is at the heart of symbolic struggles among those who share the 
space of building activities with them. This is especially apparent in the 
experience of residents who worked with architects for their housing 
improvement projects. For those people who were once an architect’s client, 
keeping control of the decision-making process regarding the layout of the space 
was a real concern. In this relationship, their concern about being denied the right 
to have a say was strong. Instead, when refurbishment occurred without an 
architect, no one was predisposed to design. This seemed to make the interaction 
more open, as I could observe on-site in discussions. How does this symbolic 
struggle over design materialize in the projects that people implement? 

However, just because these configurations exclude architects, this does not mean 
that there are no other topics for conflict, such as the level of detail in the 
finishing, the type of material used, the prices charged, or the schedule. These 
more practical aspects compel agents to choose their interlocutors and service 
providers with particular care. The ability to make a building thermally 
comfortable depends on factors inherent in resource management but also on the 
social organization within and around households. These factors most notably 
include trust built on personal connections and whether people consider heat a 
problem that can actually be solved. In line with architects’ distance from the 
building practices of ordinary people, there are indeed defined circles within 
which my interlocutors seek advice on their plans to improve their home 
environment. The social connection between individuals, or the opposite, their 
social distance, plays an important role in delimiting the pools of resources as 
well as their content. Thus, I argue that not only do technology and objects 
mediate the relationships of individuals with each other, but also the links 
between people determine technical potentialities in turn. To elaborate this 
hypothesis further, I will first discuss the architects’ relationship with those who 
build. For this purpose, I relied on the interviews I conducted with them and with 
those who used architects’ services in the past. This side of the narrative on 
building needs to be balanced with examining concrete examples of how people 
shape and repair their houses when no architect is involved. I participated in two 
refurbishment projects of this kind. In the first one, Umm Rania, the woman who 
hosted me in her house during my fieldwork, decided to insulate her rooftop. The 
work undertaken was directly aimed at reducing the overheating felt during the 
hot season. The second renovation site was heavier and involved repairing the 
ceiling of an apartment in a small, three-storey building from the 1940s. Although 
this work did not affect thermal comfort, it was an opportunity to observe how 
building solutions are actively sought when no expert intervenes. 
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My approach is to examine specific cases in detail in order to document precisely 
how the urban fabric is constructed. As said at the beginning of this chapter, the 
emphasis is on the process more than on the results, as this is precisely what is 
often missing in the architectural discourse read in the press and heard in 
presentations in Cairo (cf. Chapter 2). My attempt to anchor the research through 
my participation in the refurbishment projects aims to counterbalance the 
overarching gaze that architects tend to adopt in the discourse. Moreover, the 
objective is to explore the resources that people identify as such, including 
knowledge and skills, in their endeavour to shape their homes and their thermal 
environment. Speaking of people’s identification of the resources contributes to 
making individuals and their abilities central to the equation, as opposed to ideal 
technical solutions to overheating. Architects told me a lot about what hinders 
their ambition to apply their architectural knowledge to improve thermal comfort 
in their buildings. Instead, here I want to focus on what enables people to find 
solutions, even partial solutions, to the problems related to their homes, including 
overheating. 

One significant difference between how architects and how residents deal with 
renovation or building works obviously lies in their personal involvement. 
Architects navigate between the demands that clients explicitly formulate and 
those that remain unsaid. As for craftsmen, they are part of the toolbox – as they 
say – that architects use according to their clients. These seemingly standard 
procedures do not prevent architects from making arbitrary choices. On the one 
hand, the architectural discourse is based on the idea that professionals are driven 
by some kind of rationality, as opposed to the emotional expressions of their 
clients, as I often heard during interviews. On the other hand, claiming such 
rational thinking paradoxically leads to following a pre-established work 
planning that strongly limits the possibilities to adapt the service to clients’ 
demands when the latter are specific. Besides, and this forms part of the issues 
addressed in the second section of this chapter, residents who worked with 
architects before complained about being deprived of their power to make their 
own decisions. This is why most of my non-architect interlocutors carefully chose 
those assisting them in their thermal projects. Through the two refurbishment 
projects previously mentioned, as well as the interviews conducted with residents 
of the nine case study homes surveyed during fieldwork in Cairo, a pattern of 
action emerges, showing how people tend to make choices. When there is more 
shared implicitness between the interlocutors, then there is less conflict compared 
to what architects say about their exchanges with their interlocutors, Therefore, 
when no architect is involved, power relations seem to be more balanced, which 
provides space for discussion and counselling, as well as for deliberation about 
what to do and negotiation about how to implement the work. 
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1. ARCHITECTS WITHOUT ARCHITECTURE 

A. THE ARCHITECTS’ MONOPOLY ON INTELLECTUAL FUNCTIONS 

Building without taṣmīm (Design) 

All architects I interviewed agree on one thing: they are the only ones capable of 
designing. Describing a young, successful Egyptian architect, one of my 
interlocutors said: ‘He designs and he builds’ (interview with professor Dr 
Sayyed Abaza,51 22 April 2019). Another architect referred to his famous 
colleague Ahmed Mito with a laudatory comment, insisting that “He can do real 
design” (as mentioned before; interview with Galal al-Bashir, 26 April 2019). 
What is implied here is that designing is an additional function, which definitely 
adds value to both the architect and the building. Design is considered to be 
economically risky, unless the person is already famous and, in this case, has 
enough capital to afford design. 

Today, in 2019, our market for architects consists of two things: the question 
of implementation (tanfīḏ) is important, and doing the structural concrete 
work (kharsānāt) is what will bring you money, unless you have a name and 
then you can do design (interview with Galal al-Bashir, 26 April 2019). 

Most people want to work on the real estate directly. […] I didn’t work a lot 
in design. There are different types of real estate. There is mass production, 
in which there is no [economic] crisis. It brings money. It’s quite even. As 
for those working in design, their condition depends on the market variations 
(interview with Talaat Shafiq, 28 April 2019). 

The economic context pushes many architects to work in engineering (structural 
consulting, inshā’ī) or to specialize in finishing works (tashṭībāt). Moreover, 
financial pressure compels some of them to rely on their administrative 
prerogatives to support themselves. This concretely translates into signing and 
stamping other people’s projects, mainly for contractors, who will submit the 
documents to the authorities. This is what one of Dr Sayyed Abaza’s former 
students discovered when entering the job market. 

He [the student] told us: ‘I’m fine, and you [professors] taught us a lot. But 
all these things, they don’t feed me [in a literal meaning, ma ya’kulsh ‘aysh]’. 
[…] He was talking about the money, and he was talking at the same time 
about ideal models (miṯāliyyāt). To him, the theories (naẓariyyāt) were not 
relevant to reality (interview with professor Dr Sayyed Abaza, 22 April 
2019). 

While visiting his former professor at university, he said that he worked for a 
contractor’s office, where he reviewed and stamped building projects without 

 
51 All names were changed, except for those of public personalities. 
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designing or drawing anything. 

The way in which design is approached posits it in opposition to construction, 
rather than as part of the same work. Architecture, in this sense, refers to the 
intellectual activity consisting in reflecting on design aspects, including aesthetic 
concerns. The definition of design that emerged from the discussions also 
suggests that it stops at the doorstep of the building. Although some architects 
claim that they design interiors, the design that counts – that is, the design that is 
remarked upon as an architectural achievement, and is therefore remarkable – is 
that of the exterior envelope. Unlike the interior, it respects the urban planning 
laws of the area, and it is almost impossible to modify after its implementation. 
In the settlements around Cairo, especially in the affluent neighbourhoods, the 
appearance of buildings is strictly regulated. The wealthier the neighbourhood, 
the stricter the rules and authorities’ control over the architectural expressions of 
the buildings. Paradoxically, architects tend to appreciate this frame, because it 
requires their presence to design something in accordance with these rules, which 
other professionals cannot do. It is also synonymous with order, which they 
complain is lacking in other parts of Cairo. Thus, the conception of what design 
is, is based on its association with ideas such as control, respect for the law, 
immutability, high social status, and external appearance. Architects’ space lies 
somewhere in this constellation.  

I will limit myself here to discussing what design refers to in the context of my 
interlocutors that I studied, although plenty of definitions exist (Murphy 2016).52 
Yet, the definition that is often quoted – that of Victor Papenek – expresses well 
what the practice of design touches upon: 

Design is the conscious and intuitive effort to impose meaningful order 
[original emphasis]. It is only in recent years that to add the phrase ‘and 
intuitive’ seemed crucial to my definition of design. Consciousness implies 
intellectualization, cerebration, research, and analysis. The sensing/feeling 
part of the creative process was missing from my original definition (Papanek 
2006, 4). 

The notion of meaningful order provides an accurate picture of the system of 
values that architects’ design practice refers to. However, in the frame of my 

 
52 The many existing definitions offered by the anthropology of design – not always 
referring to architectural design, but still relevant to it – are likely to mislead us. 
Moreover, reading anthropological studies on design, I found that contexts such as the 
one I studied are rare. Most cases investigated are related to institutionalized design 
practice in countries where it is not particularly threatened. Scandinavian countries are 
well represented in the corpus in this regard. Otherwise, the literature addresses design in 
a large sense, not necessarily in relation to an institutional frame. There is no geographical 
distinction, whereas the first body of literature includes mostly industrialized countries 
(Gunn, Otto, and Smith 2013). Therefore, researching the practice of design and 
architecture in Egypt, where the profession has institutional anchorage and history but 
where a large part of the urban landscape is not institutionally framed, is a way of 
renewing the understanding of architectural design in contexts with a practical dimension. 
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research, the word ‘intuitive’ echoes more design as practised by non-architects, 
in the sense that they are not academically trained. This will be the subject of the 
second section of this chapter. 

In keeping with Papenek’s idea of meaningful order, the social geography of 
Cairo’s neighbourhoods is apparent in building practices. To describe them, one 
of my interlocutors talked about the ‘level of design’ that one can expect to find 
in a place. His description of the city matched the formal/informal distinction of 
the areas, their income levels, and their centrality. 
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Figure 25. Per capita income in the Greater Cairo Region. 
(Source: Tadamun [Taḍāmun], 5 August 2018, http://www.tadamun.co/visible-inequality-greater-

cairo-region-rich-poor-live-side-side/?lang=en). 

The fact that these three criteria do not necessarily overlap led my interlocutor to 
give approximate measures of how much design one could imagine to observe in 
the neighbourhoods. For example, in a central and historical district like Abdeen, 
construction would not involve an architect, which in this frame means no design, 
but as a formal area, it would be difficult to build a building that is visibly higher 
or larger than the allowed volume. In neighbourhoods like Zamalek and 
Mohandisin, one would hire an architect, because their population is traditionally 
wealthier than in central neighbourhoods. However, they would probably be as 
likely as Abdeen to be checked by the authorities, which led my interlocutor to 
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suggest that there would be a higher chance of finding taṣmīm (design) there, but 
still less than in more remote upper-class urban settlements such as Rehab. In this 
rough classification, informal central neighbourhoods do not have anything that 
one would call taṣmīm, while Katameya Heights, a very affluent suburban area, 
has a lot. In between, Heliopolis or Nasr City – planned urban areas from the 
beginning and second part of the twentieth century, which one can qualify as 
upper middle class – would have a bit more taṣmīm than central working-class 
formal areas such as Tawfikeya (al-Tawfīqiyya). This kind of description of the 
city complements and slightly complicates the binary relationships previously 
underlined, which structure the possibilities for architectural action as perceived 
by the architects themselves. This socially determined conception of taṣmīm also 
marks the geographic and symbolic boundaries of architectural practice. 

The Paradoxical Preconditions for Being an Architect’s Client 

Making design a central skill of the architectural profession resonates with other 
remarks that were made in the course of my conversations with architects. For 
example, the lack of imagination (notably using taṣawwūr, from the lexical root 
ṣ-w-r, ‘to picture’) of clients, understood as the ability to picture something in 
one’s mind that I mentioned in the previous chapter, forms part of the gaps that 
architects point at and that they implicitly say they fill: 

The clients, or the owner of the unit – it’s all the same – that one has his own 
taste. You, as an architect, you make him the design, the interior design, the 
floors, the walls, the ceiling and so on, you make him a project (interview 
with Yasin Hafez (Yasīn Ḥāfiẓ), 17 April 2019).  

This rhetoric, which consists in indicating what others lack in order to highlight, 
by contrast, the architects’ input, is ambivalent, however. For most architects I 
talked to, one channel through which they are able to implement their ideal 
standards in design – including in terms of thermal comfort – is the pre-existing 
knowledge of their interlocutors. Craftsmen, just like clients, must already share, 
at least partly, the ideals of architects and thus be part of what literally translates 
as ‘those who understand’ (al-nās alli fāhma). The same idea was expressed by 
talking about targeting ‘the living standards’ (mustawā al-ma‘īsha) of the clients 
and ‘their culture’ (al-ṯaqāfa): 

Those who would ask [for insulation] are those who are already convinced 
and determined that they must have thermal insulation. But, if I say I want to 
build a double wall with foam in between on the western façade, the client 
would complain that I make him waste floor surface, twenty-five centimetres 
on the whole width of the building (interview with Mahmud Hilmi, 24 April 
2019). 

To demonstrate what these terms refer to in this context, the most prominent 
example consists of Egyptian clients who lived in Saudi Arabia and other Gulf 
countries for a while. Since the end of the 1970s, as mentioned in the first chapter, 
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many Egyptians have found jobs on the other side of the Red Sea, to such an 
extent that this is commonly said to have changed Egyptian society through 
imported ideas and models of consumption, including in architecture. This leads 
architects to emphasize that their clients who lived in Saudi Arabia are 
particularly fond of air conditioning, which they supposedly became accustomed 
to when living on the Arabian Peninsula. Initially, air conditioners were not very 
widespread, so the popular imagination pictures these migrants as using their 
newly accumulated wealth to install these units in their homes in Cairo. More 
generally, this influence is seen as corrupting traditional Egyptian manners. It is 
said that unlike other Egyptians, these customers do not care about having a flat 
facing the prevailing wind (baḥrī), even though this is a common concern when 
looking for housing in Cairo. Besides, although architects fully acknowledge 
people’s preferences for baḥrī apartments, it is not necessarily perceived as a sign 
of people’s concern for passive ways to provide thermal comfort, as we will see. 
In parallel with bemoaning people’s lack of interest in climate-responsive design, 
architects describe their mission as bringing this interest and knowledge to their 
interlocutors. Their duty of guidance is evident in their attempts to convince their 
clients to, for example, insulate the walls of their homes. But in order to get an 
architect’s support to make their house thermally comfortable, clients should 
explicitly show interest first.  

The Diverging Visions of Architecture 

The relationship between architect and client can lead to misunderstandings, 
which reveal the distance that separates their two imaginations. Such a gap is not 
systematic, but several times, it posed a significant challenge to architects in 
terms of fulfilling their projects. One architect I met offered a good illustration of 
this through three villas that he was commissioned to design in Cairo’s suburbs 
at the beginning of his career. He proposed a plan to his clients with a central 
courtyard, as an alternative to the American suburban house that is surrounded 
by a lawn and a swimming pool. The designer saw this typology as a clever way 
to allow cross-ventilation and offer a richer landscape treatment than the simple 
green lawn. The three clients perceived it otherwise, afraid as they were that the 
courtyard might end up as an enlarged light well, a manwar, which they 
associated with stale air and a dark and humid hole, and not at all with the image 
of a small, quiet, and sheltered indoor garden. This discrepancy reminds us of the 
misfortunes of muhandis Maher with the workers of his construction site, who 
asked him to design their homes. 
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Figure 26. Example of projects of one architect I interviewed. 
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The architects have different interpretations of this mismatch between what they 
wish to convey and what clients envision. Here again, explanations in terms of 
lack are often brought to the fore. For example, one engineer I interviewed, Abdel 
Halim Mitwalli (‘Abd al-Ḥalīm Mitwallī), insisted that many of his clients lack 
imagination (takhayyul, which is slightly different from taṣawwūr, which is the 
ability to mentally picture things), in the sense that they struggle to visualize 
themselves in the design proposed. 

The problem is that clients don’t have the capacity to picture things 
(takhayyul) like the architect. When the architect says he will create a void 
here, or something, it’s because he can imagine it. The engineer can picture 
it too. But the client looks at the board, accepts, but doesn’t have the ability 
to picture the proposal. When he sees the project appearing in front of his 
eyes, he says no. This happens a lot. I just finished a villa in Tagammu‘ 
[Tagammu‘ al-Khāmis, the Fifth Settlement, in Cairo’s suburbs] for example. 
Its owner doesn’t have takhayyul. He slows me down every time he comes. 
He lives in Saudi Arabia and comes to Egypt every three months or so. He 
discusses things: he wants like a bar at the reception, for example. Architect 
Mahmud Hilmi started something on the façades also; he asked for something 
else. He has no takhayyul. He makes decisions on the spot, and not in 
advance. […] Second, the tastes. Demolitions can happen because something 
was not done according to the client’s taste. Maybe Mahmud Hilmi told you 
about that already. Each one would destroy according to what he could afford. 
I have a client who demolished marble that costed 300,000 EGP.53 It depends 
on the standard of living [level of income, which includes the idea of a 
comfortable lifestyle. The phrase in Arabic is as follows: mustawā al-
ma‘īsha, literally ‘standard of living’]. I have another client who couldn’t, he 
found something else. Each one does it according to his own level. We 
agreed, he wanted this, and at the end when he saw the result, he didn’t like 
it so we destroyed everything. I know an architect in Mansoura, she does 3D 
pictures on 3ds Max [Autodesk software] in a very realistic way. And that 
fixes the problem; it helps a lot. The client doesn’t have to be an architect and 
have the ability to picture things in advance (interview with Abdel Halim 
Mitwalli, 27 April 2019). 

In the case that Abdel Halim Mitwalli recounts here, the client’s inability to 
understand plans hinders the transmission of the architect’s ideas. Other 
architects see their mission precisely as creating a relationship with their clients 
in order to convey to them the most appropriate way to answer their needs and 
wishes. Attempts to overcome the gap from the side of the architects take several 
forms, ranging from teaching them, to being more indulging, to even totally 
submitting to the client’s will (which is one thing that Maher Kishk deplored, for 
example). Regarding this process, almost all architects talked about the 
importance of establishing trust. However, it is worth noting that the architect’s 
narrative allows for a one-sided transfer of knowledge that the client surely lacks. 

 
53 300,000 EGP equated to about 19,000 USD in 2019, when this episode occurred. 
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The client’s rationality, or motives, rarely appeared as positive drivers of the 
project, and instead seemed more like an obstacle or a problem to solve. This is 
very clear in Abdel Halim Mitwalli’s quoted words: he finds that his client ‘slows 
[him] down’. The attributes that the architects assign to their clients depend on 
which of their own skills they want to highlight. Describing their sponsor’s 
motives serves to paint their self-portrait, and this is also true when they describe 
any other actor in the construction field. This negative picture occasions some 
contradictions. Indeed, when I questioned the architects on how they include 
passive means of thermal regulation in their design, they often answered that their 
efforts were hindered. What could remedy this situation is if a client explicitly 
demands this kind of design, which, according to my interlocutors, implies that 
an owner already knows about the importance of considering thermal comfort 
issues and would then not need an architect to inform him or her. On the other 
hand, the architects describe their mission as a pedagogical one, accompanying 
and informing their clients while respecting their taste. 

Our profession consists in this, like a doctor. You stay with the patient; you 
tell him what? I feel this and that and that. He listens to you, and then he gives 
you the causes, and the medicine. The architect is the same (interview with 
Yasin Hafez, 17 April 2019). 

Throughout the interviews, the architects adjusted their attitude following the 
character of the clients. The latter were portrayed as being driven by their taste or 
instincts. In other words, their actions were arbitrary, as opposed to the 
rationalization that the architect engaged in when hearing his or her client’s 
wishes. In a way, Maher Kishk also adhered to this opposition when celebrating 
the value of technical over aesthetic concerns. In one of his public presentations, 
another architect-engineer opposed rational optimal design to random formalist 
choices. Showing pictures of what he saw as exemplary design, he explained to 
the audience that this shape was the result of careful consideration and 
calculation; it was not done ‘keda bi-l-ḥobb’ (literally: ‘like this, out of love’). 
For Yasin Hafez, the architect quoted above, the same distinction applied to ‘the 
Egyptians’ who, in his discourse, ‘like fashion’. In the context of our 
conversation, Yasin Hafez used this phrase to address the architect’s wish for 
materials that were not suitable to Egyptian environments. Clients who want to 
express their needs are limited to their voices, while muhandis Yasin Hafez 
translates them into a rational drawing and design. This led him to claim that 
people are not interested in addressing climate issues in their home design, at the 
same time as saying that their priority is to have it baḥrī-oriented. The second 
assertion contradicts the first, but it is balanced right after, with the distinction 
made between clients’ ‘standard of living and culture’. This sentence of 
adjustment not only re-establishes distance between the skilful architect and the 
ignorant clients, in spite of the latter’s interest in the orientation of their homes, 
but also links the client’s knowledge to his position on the social ladder, invoking 
a lifestyle in line with their level of income. This association confirms the 
pertinence of studying architectural practice as a social practice, as I intended to 
do by using the Bourdieusian concept of field in the previous chapter. 
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B. WHAT PEOPLE WANT 

Automatic Steering: Understanding Requests with Standardized Responses 

On the market, housing is available at various stages of finishing. Companies 
advertise three possible ways to deliver a house or apartment. It can be unfinished, 
or ‘alā al-ṭūb al-aḥmar, as it is commonly called, literally ‘on red bricks’. This 
means that the apartment has nothing but a simple entrance door, with the rest 
being a concrete floor, red-brick walls, and openings. Windows, plaster, and the 
door frames are included in half-finished apartments (nuṣṣ tashṭīb), along with 
electricity and sanitation pipes. Finally, a company can deliver the apartment 
fully finished (tashṭīb kāmil), that is, with the painting, flooring, carpentry, and 
all electrical and sanitation installations done. Beyond these three types, there are 
subsections, namely several ways in which a house can be finished, from ‘luxe’ 
(lūks) to ‘deluxe’ (dīlūks) as the quality of materials used increases and includes 
imported items (wood, ceramic, tiles, etc.). Most people opt to buy their 
apartment unfinished or half-finished. One argument is that these homes are more 
affordable, but the argument I heard the most is that they let people choose 
whatever they want to use in the interior. They can also control their expenses 
more precisely. 

The priorities of the client depend on the standards of living [mustawā al-
ma‘īsha]. In the project I’m telling you about, he builds for investment. He 
will keep only one flat out of the two that he is building. So, what matters to 
him is that from the outside, someone passing by the building finds it good-
looking; it has to attract the eye. It needs to give the future buyer the 
impression that he pays the right price for what he gets. The nicer it looks, 
the more you can increase the price. Since he [his client] is an electrical 
engineer in Saudi Arabia, he invested in lighting on the facades. He wanted 
to. But in Egypt, the most important is the interior, it is not that the façade is 
well lit. But the house looks good, it’s a nice one. In my opinion, I told him, 
it’s better to do nuṣṣ tashṭīb. Like this, you don’t impose your tastes on the 
one who will buy the apartment. You would pay two million Egyptian pounds 
for a tashṭīb, and when you enter the house, you discover that you don’t like 
the colours! Why would you pay two million then? Someone has a dream of 
a place, with his own tastes. He takes an interior designer (muhandis dīkūr) 
and sees with him what is best. Nuṣṣ tashṭīb is better. At least, when I bought 
my apartment, that’s what I did (interview with Abdel Halim Mitwalli, 27 
April 2019). 
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Figure 27. Advertisement in subway in Cairo. ‘Shaṭṭab shaqqatak bi-l-kāmil bi 6,999 gunayhan 
faqaṭ. Khuṣūmāt taṣil ilā 80%’ (Finish your apartment entirely for only 6,999 EGP. Up to 80% 

discount) (Summer 2018). 

Both architects and residents support this argument in favour of these two stages 
of finishing (‘alā al-ṭūb al-aḥmar and nuṣṣ tashṭīb, respectively unfinished and 
half-finished). But delivering unfinished apartments also means leaving a house 
in the middle of the project, which prevents the architects from designing the 
different spaces. What comes with delegating decisions to clients is building 
standardized envelopes, with limited possibilities to offer architectural quality. 
Many architects I met argued that issues of thermal comfort could well be left to 
the judgement of the client, who would deal with them when doing the finishing 
works indoors. If the owner wanted to invest in insulating the apartment’s walls 
for example, he or she could perfectly 

add five centimetres of insulation on the inside walls and cover it with a wall 
built with bricks aligned on their shorter edge (nuṣṣ al-ṭūba). It will make the 
room smaller but it will be insulated. And it will be at his or her own expense 
(interview with Abdel Halim Mitwalli, 27 April 2019). 

In the same way, one could opt to buy air conditioners. The advantage of such a 
solution is that these are portable, and people can take them in case they move 
out and thus continue enjoying the fruit of their investment. These remarks that I 
heard from architects display their assumptions about how their clients make their 
choices. Paradoxically, the argument that states that leaving room for the owners 
to make their own choices drives architects to reproduce the same buildings in 
anticipation of their potential clients’ wishes, including those concerning thermal 
comfort. As a result, the differences between architectural projects does not 
depend on the architects’ design, i.e. the choices in terms of the arrangement and 
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aesthetic expression of the home. Instead, buildings differ from one another 
according to their own external characteristics, such as the plot’s orientation or 
the neighbourhood, the presence of greenery, the distance to a busy street, or the 
surrounding buildings’ height, for example. 

 

Figure 28. Unfinished apartment for sale in Kafr al-Musaylha (Kafr el-Muṣīlḥa), Menofia (al-
Munūfiyya) Governorate (shaqqa ‘alā al-ṭūb al-aḥmar) (source: 

https://elwaseetmnf.com/items/664/29). 

The Architects’ (Self-)Distinction 

The defence of architects’ specificity is an important stake and manifested in 
several forms. Because their skills apparently overlap with the abilities of other 
agents in the field of construction, architects made an effort to underline how 
different they are. 

The architect understands his job, because he has long-lived experience 
(‘umruh ṭawīl). But the craftsman (al-‘āmil) didn’t learn; he only works with 
his experience (khibra), that’s it. For example, in your house, the light bulb 
burnt out. If you bring a worker (al-ṣāni‘) – this bulb needs to be changed. If 
he is a muhandis, there are possibilities: I can tell you maybe the tranfo 
[transformer] burnt out, or the bulb, or something else. Three possibilities, 
while the handyman maybe would tell you just the bulb. He tests. We 
changed the bulb? It didn’t work. OK, I will try something else, etc. The 
muhandis has an image in mind, theories; the craftsman has only his 
experience, he makes decisions by chance: try this, try that. And he feels like 
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he has to test things to do things (interview with Yasin Hafez, 17 April 2019). 

The justification of the difference between a worker and an architect relies on a 
distinction between two forms of experience supposedly generating two forms of 
knowledge. Yet, these two regimes of experience do not fundamentally differ, as 
they are both the consolidation of a skill over time. What actually distinguishes 
them is the recognition of that skill in society (Grasseni 2004). Moreover, it is 
clear that there are many more concrete reasons why an architect is not a 
craftsman and vice versa, such as the possession of a diploma, the ability to 
coordinate several trades, etc. 

The image of the architect who draws his knowledge from abstract theories 
echoes the comment of my host during my fieldwork, Umm Rania (Umm Rāniā), 
when our neighbour Tareq (Tāriq), 19 years old, came to fix things in my small 
apartment on the ground floor of her building. While he found clever solutions to 
our problems, I tried to break the ice, and I teased him by saying that I should 
have found these solutions, since I was an architect. Umm Rania replied, 
laughing: ‘Ah, but the muhandisīn (architects and engineers), they are into theory 
(naẓari); they do not do anything with their hands. They are into computers and 
calculations’ (field notes, 6 April 2018). Tareq nodded in agreement. As we were 
sitting in the ḥāra (here, a dead-end street with a semi-private use) enjoying the 
sun on a fresh autumn morning, Tareq’s brother, Hatem (Ḥātim), 21 years old, 
asked me about the research I was conducting. After having known me for a few 
months already, he wanted to know more. Talking about architects, his face 
suddenly lit up, and he said to me: ‘Oh, yes, I see, a guy who makes drawings on 
a computer and all. I know one in Manshiyat Naser. In this particular case, the 
symmetry between the effort of distinction of muhandis Yasin Hafez and the 
depiction of architects provided by my neighbours showed that the exclusion is 
somewhat reciprocal: the architect’s work does not engage with the people in 
Cairo’s existing buildings, but the people do not acknowledge the relevance of 
the architect’s work to their situation either. This ignorance is not specific to 
people with little formal education, as this architect says: 

When I was at university, I underwent training in Germany, and there was a 
weekly programme on TV about architects54. This created general awareness, 
for those watching TV, of what an architect is. In Egypt, no one talks about 
what an architect does. To give you a picture of the extent of the problem, my 
daughter just got married and said that she wanted to see an interior architect 
(muhandis dīkūr) to see what she could do inside her apartment. I asked her 
if she was serious. I mean, I, your father, this is my job. She was surprised 
and asked if I would know how to do this. [He laughs.] You can imagine the 
gap between people’s awareness of what architects can do, how they can 
benefit them, what we can provide them with, and how they imagine them! 

 
54 The comparison with a foreign model echoes the argument developed earlier about the 
persisting references to distant examples of practices that feed into architects’ self-
perceptions, while staying remote from local circumstances. 
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(interview with Mahmud Hilmi 24 April 2019). 

The lack of acknowledgement that this architect bemoaned can be interpreted as 
a collateral effect of the distinction that the previous architect, Yasin Hafez, made 
an effort to draw between his expertise and that of a worker, as well as my 
neighbours’ conception of the architect’s skills as being irrelevant to their 
practical problems. It also offers an accurate picture of the contradictions in which 
architects are caught: their opportunities to implement projects largely depend on 
clients for whom they sometimes show little consideration, and from whom they 
symbolically and socially dissociate themselves. The image of the architect 
supervisor and master of the project contrasts with the actual situation of 
structural dependency in which architects find themselves. Efforts to convince 
clients to do what architects think is right leave room for scorn, especially when 
these efforts fail. Architects want to be acknowledged in society, while they 
themselves exclude a large part of the built environment, i.e. the people, in their 
perception of their potential field of action. 

Who Serves Whom? 

Two distinct moments of intervention create a line dividing the work of the 
architect and the work of the owners. These are also expressions of the struggle 
around design. Occurring in the same place but not at the same time, these 
moments of intervention prevent any significant dialogue from happening. The 
transfer of decision-making powers from the architect to the owner means not 
discussing the needs and demands of residents and the possible responses from 
the architect who planned the structure of the building. This missing space of 
exchange physically manifests itself in the rupture between the exterior – the 
space of the architect’s design – and the interior, the shell within which residents 
can design the layout of their home. Designing only the structure and the exterior 
of the buildings embeds standardized models, leaving individuals with the task 
of making their place unique to them. For this, the new owner of the home has 
several options. They can decide to discuss options directly with craftsmen, with 
a muqāwil (contractor), or with an architect who specializes in finishing works 
(tashṭībāt), who is occasionally referred to as a muhandis dīkūr (interior 
designer). At this stage, architects are also said to perform design, but only 
following the owner’s demands. Architects rarely spoke about this type of work 
as significant architectural design, however, probably because of this subordinate 
position, which shows that residents, architects, and other actors in construction 
symbolically fight over the monopoly on design. Besides, when architect Galal 
al-Bashir praised Ahmed Mito, he stressed the independence of his ideas and his 
design. As already mentioned, we know that this is not exactly true (cf. Chapter 
2), but to him, this is a valid reason to valorize an architect. 

The unfortunate experience of Mahmud Hilmi and his daughter offered another 
example of the disjunction between, on the one hand, the architect and the 
function of design and, on the other, the arrangements done on the inside. In his 
case, the muhandis dīkūr, who ironically enough is usually an architect as well, 
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appeared like a competitor to muhandis Hilmi, confirming the symbolic and 
practical stakes involved in design. In a nutshell, architects’ agendas are not well 
known by people, but conversely, architects have few opportunities to verify their 
assumptions about people’s logics of homemaking and their domestic desires. 

When it comes to the tashṭībāt (finishing works) stage of the project, the 
relationship of service between professionals (architects, entrepreneurs, 
craftsmen) and the owner appears to be more obvious. At this stage, it is clear 
that the decision belongs to the owners, because they are free to choose with 
whom they will work. Although architects claim that their job is to assist their 
clients, similar to their task of educating them, the architectural ideal of 
independent creation interferes in the relationship with the owner, who is then 
likely to disturb the architect’s project of self-fulfilment. This idea of the 
architect’s demiurgic status forms a symbolic obstacle that prevents both owners 
and architects from imagining architects as being at the former’s service. 
Moreover, the narrowing of the spaces for discussion between the architect and 
residents perpetuates both parties’ assumptions about the other’s motivations. For 
that reason, the architects I interviewed tend to attribute the same priorities to 
their clients. This is also why delivering housing without the finishing done is so 
convenient for architects. According to them, people are mainly concerned with 
the surface of the building, its cost, and its look. Once this idea is set, the 
possibility to make design suggestions becomes limited, even if it produces 
contradictions. For example, people are supposedly concerned with saving 
money, to the extent that they refuse to insulate the walls of their home or order 
tailor-made windows. But at the same time, according to my interlocutors, they 
do not hesitate to spend large amounts of money on luxurious objects and 
materials, such as the state-of-the-art Jacuzzi mentioned before, or marble 
fountains. Of course, this is an overall observation, and it does not mean that there 
are no situations in which architects and their sponsors work in full agreement. 
But this tacitly means that the client already subscribes to the architect’s vision 
for the design and is willing to let him carry it out. When I asked architect Galal 
al-Bashir whether his clients often ask him to help them deal with the heat in their 
homes, he answered: 

There was an engineer, an agronomist who wanted to plant things in his villa. 
[…] He had two villas, and his wish was to have a LEED project. He wanted 
to build his house in an organic way and include vegetation (zar‘a) in the 
project. He was the owner, he had money, I was meant to make him a design 
(interview with Galal al-Bashir, 26 April 2019). 

In this case, it is clear that the owner already identified his desires to follow the 
architectural LEED label. According to Galal al-Bashir, this was his way of 
expressing his wish to improve thermal comfort in his home. The opposite 
situation occurs as well, in which Muhandis Kishk, whose portrait appears in 
Chapter 2, was attentive to the solutions that a villa owner implemented to 
ventilate his house naturally, without being involved in the project himself. The 
architect recognizes a knack for design in the hand of a non-architect. In most 
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cases, the input is one-sided, from the architect to the client, who supposedly 
benefits from the professional’s skill. This example is one of the rare cases in 
which an architect acknowledged that an owner can actually positively contribute 
to improving the architecture of his house. However, just like in the previous 
example, the decision about what is worthy of interest from an architectural point 
of view is well defined and expressed from the sole point of view of the architects. 
That is why it is possible to speak about a monopoly on intellectual functions. 
Institutionalized architectural knowledge remains the reference against which 
other building practices are evaluated. 

The dialogical nature of an architectural project is paradoxically problematic, as 
it contradicts the ideal of the architect as the only designer and unique point of 
reference. When it comes to doing the interior design, he is in competition with 
professionals who are not positioned in such a complex in-between. That is why 
some people prefer to deal with a muqāwil, whose experience in concretely 
implementing refurbishment projects is valuable in the eyes of owners. The 
muqāwilīn are sometimes favoured as it is clear that they have no interest in 
imposing design choices, compared to an architect. Concerning the finishing 
work and renovations, the muqāwilīn and architects who specialize in tashṭībāt 
are sometimes rivals, as one architect told me. Here, what differentiates them is 
their relationship with the owners. In the case of the architects, their position as 
service providers is not entirely clear. And, contrary to what architects tend to 
say, people actually seek advice and support for their projects. Owners often look 
for information in available networks, including online networks, or ask those 
who are accessible to them. They also look for support from those who have 
expertise in issues related to construction. It is easier to establish a relationship 
with a muqāwil, a mu‘allim (master builder), or a craftsman than with an architect, 
who might have an agenda that they cannot understand, as already stated. 
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Figure 29. Excerpt from Tanāblat al-ṣubiān (Higazi 2020, 456–57). 

This excerpt from the Egyptian comic Tanāblat al-ṣubiān (the slothful boys) 
provides a glimpse of how architects are sometimes perceived.55 The main 
characters are three lazy boys (third balloon of the first page, reading from right 
to left), who play pranks, each as mischievous as the next, to take advantage of 
the people around them. Through the adventures of these children, the author, 
Higazi, chronicles Egyptian society as it existed in his time. In this sequence, the 
children involve a naive architect in their evil deed. They publish an 
advertisement in the newspapers because they urgently need a ‘daring’ architect 
with ‘non-traditional ideas in architecture’ (maṭlūb li-l-‘amal fawran muhandis 
gari’ yamlik afkāran ghayr taqlidiyya fi fan al-‘imāra) to plan their housing 
project. The architect who answers the call, Hassan Zaabala (Ḥasan Za‘bala), 
looks exalted when telling the story to a police officer later on. 

- (Balloon 6 page 1) Truly, the idea pleased me a lot. Imagine, they told 
me that women in their apartments hang their laundry and hang garlic 
and onions on the balconies and… 

- [The officer] Yā Sir Hassan Zaabala, please spare us the onion and garlic 

 
55 The exact date of publication of this story is not known, but according to the editor of 
Higazi's complete works, it may have originally been published around 1998 (personal 
communication). 
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and the laundry and get to the point. 

- (Balloon 7 page 1) The point is, dear officer, that the Tanāblat al-ṣubiān 
were willing to build a new residential building for the people of the 
neighbourhood. But they expected from me first that I draw for them the 
old apartments in which the people of the neighbourhoods live now. 
(Balloon 8 page 1) And this, in theory, to build a new apartment for the 
citizen, it’s necessary first to look at the old one in which he lived, and 
this is the theory that… 

- Yā Sir Hassan Zaabala, please spare us the theory and get to the point. 

And he goes on to explain that they had the plan of distributing biscuits to 
residents so that when they would open their doors, the architect could see inside 
and sketch the plan of their apartment from memory. When the police officer tells 
him that the children used these plans to rob the homes, the architect initially files 
a complaint against them to get his drawings back. This caricature highlights an 
image of architects as individuals who are so fascinated by abstract ‘theories’ that 
they skim over concrete issues. In a relatively accurate manner, the cartoonist 
sketches what the monopoly on intellectual function can produce. In the story, 
the idea that emerges is to place balconies on the interior ventilation/light shaft 
(manwar) to hang garlic, onions, and laundry from, and leave the façades for 
flower pots. ‘We also have non-traditional ideas,’ cheer the boys in unison when 
explaining the project. We see well how this idea might be new, but not quite 
functional at first sight. The curiosity that motivates the architect and his 
enthusiasm as expressed in the blissful look on his face inspire empathy in 
readers. In the end, his desire to serve ‘the people of the neighbourhood’ (ahl al-
ḥayy) turns out to expose them to the young robbers, without him being aware of 
it. 

In sum, there are multiple barriers between residents and architects. These 
obstacles take several forms. They can be material, as hiring an architect is costly, 
and he might impose a high standard of execution, which is expensive as well. 
The hindrance can also be symbolic. On the one hand, people’s perception of the 
architect as an intellectual can inhibit interactions, as Higazi’s character 
illustrates. On the other, the architects’ own view of themselves as autonomous 
creators from whom design emanates equally hampers exchanges. The case of 
Nadia Amr mentioned at the end of the previous chapter, as well as Figure 24, 
illustrated that well. 

In contrast, the other construction experts – the muqāwilīn (sing. muqāwil), the 
craftsmen, and the mu‘allimīn (sing. mu‘allim) – are more accessible (even 
though they can sometimes impose their own views as well). They have their 
building experience. As they occasionally work with socially diverse households, 
while they themselves are part of a rather working-class stratum (in the case of 
craftsmen, the mu‘allimīn, and some of the muqāwilīn), their socio-geographical 
mobility contributes to making them accessible. And unlike architects, the fact 
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that they are devoid of intellectual aura and theoretical projects is likely to enable 
them to address domestic considerations in a concrete manner. Dialogue is 
facilitated, even if it is not always in favour of the residents. But this is how people 
find support in a project that has the chance to become unequivocally their own. 
They assess their priorities and, together with their interlocutors, do what they 
can to find realistic and achievable answers to their problems or wishes to 
improve their home. Understanding how these housing projects are developed 
helps us understand why architects are too often excluded from them, thus 
depriving residents from considerable knowledge that would surely enable them 
to achieve their objectives more effectively. 

C. NETWORKS OF RESOURCE PEOPLE 

The Craftsmen in the Architects’ ‘Closet’ 

Craftsmen are those actually building the project. In big projects, there are 
intermediaries – like an entrepreneur or a contractor (muqāwil) or, in the case of 
big engineering companies, a dedicated department – that coordinate the 
construction site. But in smaller projects, the architect works directly with 
craftsmen. These are part of their toolbox. The metaphor that is often used to 
describe their functions is one of closets (dawālīb) that represent each craft: 
carpentry, plumbing, masonry, metalwork, etc. Architects call on these for 
specific tasks, selecting craftsmen based on their characteristics, their specific 
abilities, the quality of their work, their reliability, and their availability. As an 
intermediary between the demands of his client and the answer to these demands, 
the architect finds the most suitable person in his or her toolbox: 

Maybe in this closet I have three carpenters […]. For an A-class project, I 
will call that one. For the one who has money. With great material, a great 
carpenter, everything great. I also have B and C, the C being a carpenter you 
would never call; rarely you’re going to use him. But I now have a small job 
I need to fix, a door that is not significant, for a person who’s evil and sly. 
To finish up only. He’s thinking himself better than the others. You want to 
finish up, that’s it. […] I classify according to the clients (interview with 
Galal al-Bashir, 26 April 2019). 

The workers should always be closely supervised, because any mistake would 
incur additional costs, which architects want to avoid. However, as one of the 
architects put it, the ideal relationship is one of cooperation (ta‘āwun). And, in 
the best cases, if a craftsman is experienced, he can potentially bring solutions to 
implementation issues, especially those concerning details. This remains a 
marginal idea, however, evoked by only one of the architects I interviewed. 
Otherwise, craftsmen remain mostly out of the frame, and when I questioned 
architects about the former’s potential responsibility for the quality of the project, 
the idea did not seem relevant to architecture. This lack of consideration is 
surprising, since the potential lack of skills of workers can also determine the 
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technical feasibility of projects. But the character who is meant to be aware of 
these aspects is normally the entrepreneur himself, who, under the name of al-
muqāwil, conceals an ambivalent character. 

The Ambivalent Definition of the Muqāwil 

While the word muqāwil translates into entrepreneur or contractor, the functions 
it refers to considerably change according to the situation. However, it is certain 
that his position is central in any building process, from upscale projects to self-
initiated refurbishment works. Therefore, all my interlocutors, from architects to 
craftsmen and residents of the homes I studied, had to deal with a muqāwil at 
some point. 

Some consider the muqāwil to be an investor, i.e. any individual who has capital 
to invest into a real estate project. This is especially the case in rather well-off 
neighbourhoods, but not only there. On the other hand, when one speaks of a 
muqāwil in a more working-class context, the image and skills of the entrepreneur 
are quite different, as this architect explains: 

We have a big problem here in Egypt. The awareness of the architect’s scope 
of knowledge is close to zero [nervous laugh]. Those who understand are 
maybe 5 per cent of the people. But the majority has no idea. If they want to 
build, they go to the muqāwil and ask him to build. He wouldn’t go to an 
architect in any case. He would bring somebody to dig up the ground [he 
gasps] and a muqāwil with a libda,56 a muqāwil wearing a galābiyya,57 the 
picture of the primitive muqāwil, the very simple muqāwil, and he would do 
the building. There’s no concern about who’ll do the design [my emphasis]. 
They want the building to be as high as possible and as large as possible. I’m 
talking about a certain sector of course, the simple people. In the villa, it 
would be a bit better. The one who builds a villa would go to an architect. In 
both cases, their main problem is who will do the paperwork for me, who will 
give me access to the permit [from the authorities]. If they know that you can 
ease the administrative procedure for them, then they are more likely to 
accept that you offer them a design as well (interview with Mahmud Hilmi, 
24 April 2019, my emphasis). 

The muqāwil as described in the extract from this interview ticks all the boxes of 
being the opposite of the architect. He builds without any design consideration 
and without any purpose other than that of maximizing financial profit. This 
opposite is not only characterized by the muqāwil himself, but also by his 
traditional clothes (as opposed to the outfit that workers wear on more official 
construction sites, for example) and the social background of those he supposedly 

 
56 A libda is ‘a cap of heavy felt (worn by Egyptian peasant men)’ (Hinds and Badawi 
1986, 777). 
57 A galābiyya is ‘a full-length loose gown (the traditional dress of Egyptian men and 
women)’ (Hinds and Badawi 1986, 164). 
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serves, namely the ‘simple people’. These oppositions, which were repeated on 
several occasions during the conversations, are organized in an almost structural 
way. Legal, moral, and aesthetic values overlap with social divides. The muqāwil 
who works in working-class neighbourhoods is also more likely to commit 
building violations (mukhālafāt). The abundance of regulations and the 
authorities’ zeal for enforcing them in richer neighbourhoods does not mean that 
the latter are free of construction rules infringements or that there is no inspection 
in lower-income neighbourhoods, but this is the simplified view expressed in the 
interviews. The most common violation is adding more floors to buildings than 
is allowed. A spectacular case of this kind of practice was the thirteen-storey 
tower that fell on the building facing it in Alexandria in 2017. Legally, this tower 
was permitted to be only four stories high. 

 

Figure 30. The leaning building in Alexandria, 3 June 2017. 

The variety of roles that the term ‘muqāwil’ can cover includes the roles of 
architects, to the extent that some disappointed clients found an alternative to 
their architect in the muqāwil, especially for finishing works or the refurbishment 
of mainly interior spaces. In these circumstances, the muqāwil’s mission is to 
advise clients, identify the issues, and coordinate the workers who will solve 
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them. On the one hand, we find him on larger sites as the one who coordinates 
the workers, but on the other, in working-class neighbourhoods he is a ‘mu‘allim’: 
the person who has the experience and contacts to guide people through their 
building projects. Depending on the social environment in which he intervenes, 
he is a business manager, a site supervisor, or a mu‘allim, that is, a master mason. 
It is this broad spectrum of potential roles that makes him accessible. It is both 
his competence and the indeterminacy of what his name represents that allows 
the muqāwil and his skills to circulate. This indeterminacy of the muqāwil’s scope 
echoes the versatility of the architect’s functions, which pictures the former as 
the architect’s alter ego. One difference lies in the connection they are able to 
establish with their interlocutors. The social mobility of a muqāwil seems to be 
an advantage when it comes to decision-making. In the interviews with architects, 
just like in the discussions with people who worked with them, the issue of 
decision-making is at stake. Although it theoretically is up to the owner to decide 
what the project will be like, it is not always clear where the job of assistance 
from the architect begins and ends, as the following examples show. 

2. BUILDING AND REFURBISHING WITHOUT ARCHITECTS 

A. GETTING THE WORK DONE: A RELATIONAL ENDEAVOUR 

Finding and Keeping Skilled Workers 

While I was doing my fieldwork, I looked for opportunities to study Cairo 
households’ relationship to the climate and to their domestic thermal atmosphere. 
Just like any ethnographer, I used a couple of tricks to access places, with more 
and less success. My interlocutors guided me according to what they understood 
I was searching for. Some prioritized heritage aspects, remembering that I was 
originally interested in the thermal qualities of old homes in Cairo and how these 
are relevant to today’s urban environment. Others oriented me towards those of 
their acquaintances who were very involved in the improvement of their home. 
The particular care they give to their homes includes design for more thermal 
comfort. This category of people happened to look for ideas and resources for 
their projects on a large spectrum of professionals, including architects. Thus, 
their narrative offers us another point of view on the relationship between the 
various agents who make building happen. 

In the first case, Magda (Māgda) and her husband, two engineers in their fifties, 
live in a large apartment in Garden City, a central, affluent neighbourhood. After 
living in the neighbourhood for years, they finally bought their flat. Magda put a 
lot of effort in renovating it. The previous occupant was an old lady who had lived 
there for decades, and the apartment needed thorough renovation, including 
infrastructure such as electricity and plumbing. This also involved masonry work 
(creating an opening in three walls) and, obviously, finishing (floors, ceilings, 
and painting). What Magda accomplished is similar to the work somebody does 
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when buying an apartment ‘on red bricks’, namely the tashṭībāt. As for Sawsan, 
who, like Magda, already owns several properties, she was also very actively 
involved in the construction of her villa in the Fifth Settlement at every stage of 
its progress. The scope of the work that Sawsan did is similar to what Magda did, 
except that it is a new villa that she built herself. As a result, the surface area of 
the work was larger (we are talking about three floors and a basement), and the 
infrastructural work more extensive. The building includes more or less 
autonomous sections, dedicated to accommodating Sawsan’s children and their 
spouses and children. While in the architects’ narratives, the rationality of 
residents’ motivations is often hidden, here it appears elaborate instead. And the 
two women’s intentions to maintain control over the design of their homes are 
explicit. In addition to talking about the special arrangements that they wanted to 
implement, they also used architects’ instruments in the process, such as 
measuring and drawing, to simulate the solutions that they imagined. 

The story of their experiences highlights the network of individuals on which the 
projects rely. For the two women, the resources they struggled to gather were 
mostly human: they required people with the ability to perform their job as well 
as these people’s availability. Concerning the renovation of her house, Magda 
blames the craftsmen (al-ḥirafī; pl. al-ḥarafiyyīn or al-ṣāni‘; pl. al-ṣunnā‘) for 
having worked badly. She had previously commissioned an architect who was in 
charge of the renovation of the flat and had been satisfied with the work. To her, 
the poorly skilled workers needed very close supervision, which her architect 
failed to provide. She lists what she considers the artisans’ mistakes: the 
electrician, for example, placed cables on the outside wall, where they were 
exposed to the sun; the floorboards do not interlock properly; and the plaster is 
poorly applied, so that the edges of the walls and beams are not completely 
straight. To her, finding people to implement the work is hard for everyone. 
Competent workers have a busy schedule, because they are called upon from all 
sides. It is therefore difficult to obtain their services. Sometimes, they finish only 
part of the work before moving on to another site, especially if the latter is more 
lucrative. Many people I spoke to raised this point. Magda experienced this 
problem with a carpenter, who was recommended by a member of her family. He 
was efficient and brought clever ideas for organizing her kitchen, but he could 
not stay longer to continue fixing the rest of the flat. The same occurred with the 
electrician who fixed the first electrician’s errors. 

Choosing the right people for the right tasks is a central issue of the project, for 
both Magda and Sawsan. Magda, for example, had clear expectations for the tasks 
she wanted her architect to fulfil. She would go back and forth between friends, 
the internet, and stores, and she would draw, because she says that it was 
sometimes hard for her to picture spaces: 

I know what I wanted, and I lived (‘isht)58 [enough to know what I want now]. 

 
58 Here, the time lived counts as knowledge, which seems to be one possible 
understanding of the notion of experience, echoing a comment heard from an architect I 
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[…] I didn’t bring an architect, a real one, who would develop ideas and so 
on, but one who would do whatever I wanted. 

- Do you mean like a mu‘allim? 

No, not really, he would be dressed up and everything, he would be a graduate 
from architecture. I mean, it’s not important. I could have taken an architect 
who would have made a drawing and everything, but it would have been more 
expensive. I have a friend in Tagammu‘ [al-Khāmis] who is working with an 
architect like that and who doesn’t let her do what she wants [she laughs]. I 
didn’t want that. I wanted to look for the things, to discuss the feasibility, and 
then he carries out the work. 

Her vision of the initial function of architects corresponds to the idea that I 
described in the first part of this chapter. For her, their distinctive quality is 
theoretical and intellectual, and it consists in ‘developing ideas’ and drawing. 
And she sees these abilities as conflicting with implementing her own ideas, 
which challenges the architects’ monopoly on design. By extension, this excerpt 
echoes many other moments of conversation during which my interlocutors had 
to define what precisely they meant by architect, mu‘allim (master builder), or 
muqāwil (building contractor). These three figures are central in the construction 
process, but their functions vary according to the social context in which they 
operate. Referring to their clothes is how this distinction manifests, echoing the 
description of the muqāwil made above: the professional who supervises 
renovations in a fancy apartment is a graduated architect (the very fact that she 
mentions it shows that the place of the architect is not to be taken for granted), 
but somebody else could have filled the same function in other, less privileged 
places. This explains the need for clarification each time one of these characters 
is mentioned during conversation. Basically, Magda was very clear about what 
she looked for: any person who could understand her wishes and assist her in 
expressing and implementing them. Choosing someone with the same level of 
education as her to supervise the work could have guaranteed better mutual 
understanding about what is desirable. Such an attitude hints at the impossibility 
of making everything explicit. Magda’s choice to work with a formally educated 
architect is intended to prevent her from over-explaining her wishes, especially 
as there must be some that she did not formulate. By choosing someone with 
whom she potentially shares a similar social background, like a graduate 
architect, she has more room to manoeuvre, as she can rely on implicit 
assumptions between them. She found him and hired him to renovate a small 
apartment she owned in the Fifth Settlement. His work satisfied her. When she 
decided to renew her trust in him, she was eventually disappointed by his lack of 
supervision of the workers. At least, that is how she explains the discontent she 
felt about the renovation of her large flat in the city centre. 

 
interviewed and mentioned in the first section of this chapter. 
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Sawsan and Her Family’s Muqāwil 

Magda’s experience resonates with that of Sawsan. Sawsan started working with 
an architect who was part of her circle of friends. Contrary to Magda’s friend, 
Sawsan was determined enough to actively intervene in the design of her house 
by modifying the architect’s plans. She insisted on natural ventilation and lighting 
of the house, avoiding direct sunlight, which causes overheating. Talking about 
air circulation, she explains that ‘everything turns’, while pointing at the 
windows. According to her, facing each window there should be another window, 
so that when both are open, the airflow (al-tiyār) is activated. The circulation in 
the building is organized around a wide spiral staircase that serves each floor. 
Each level of the villa was planned to accommodate each of Sawsan’s children, 
as well as their spouse and children. ‘In Egypt, you know, we live in groups,’ she 
says. On the top floor, which is the third floor, there is a roof terrace and the glass 
roof over the central staircase, which illuminates the whole house, as she explains. 
To her, this is a reference to the domes that are found in traditional Coptic and 
Egyptian architecture, which sometimes diffuse light into high buildings. These 
details concerning the openings, namely to have them in twos and limiting their 
number and size when they face the south, were absent from the architect plans. 

He [the architect] brought me a plan, but I [sound of paper being teared up], 
all of this is rubbish. I brought my plans and a corrector. I removed walls, and 
I put another one, open here, etc. […] 

In the architect’s plan, the whole staircase was made of glass windows that 
couldn’t be opened. In addition to the heat it is likely to produce, how could 
I clean all this glass? It was beautiful coloured glass, but it was not practical 
(interview with Sawsan, 1 October 2018). 

Sawsan says that she gained experience and knowledge from previous 
refurbishment projects she undertook in her other properties. The same faithful 
muqāwil, Ali (‘Alī), worked for her in these contexts, and also for the rest of the 
family. He was actually the muqāwil of Sawsan’s brother-in-law, who is an 
architect. Her son, who joined us during the interview, insists on the distinction 
between their muqāwil and the kind that one finds in poorer neighbourhoods. 
Such a distinction was frequently repeated in the conversations I had with my 
interlocutors during my fieldwork, as mentioned before. 

He [Ali] is the family’s muqāwil. It’s not any muqāwil that we picked up from 
the street. The architect, Fāris [the one they finally dismissed], brought his 
own muqāwil, who was a thief and a crook. He didn’t want to change to work 
with Ali (comment from Sawsan’s son during her interview, 1 October 2018). 

That’s when I decided to make him leave. I realized the man was saying he 
finished the job to ask for the money while he actually didn’t. And the 
architect was not checking on his guys. And when I asked him to come, he 
never came to check. So, I stopped working with him, and I brought Ali to 
work with him directly. I told him: ‘You will fix this, and install this, and do 
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this and that.’ And we stayed together, he brought me the goods and I could 
choose (interview with Sawsan, 1 October 2018). 

The explicit choice she made to enforce her own decisions justifies that she uses 
the pronoun ‘I’ when talking about what was done in the house, although she did 
not build it with her own hands. She uses ‘we’ when referring to the collaboration 
she started with Ali, showing that there was a partnership between the two of 
them, rather than the delegation of tasks between the architect and his muqāwil 
that she complains about. The relationship between the owner and those who 
concretely carry out the owner’s project is central to the project itself. The stories 
of Magda and Sawsan highlight to what extent the architectural project relies on 
the social connection that can potentially be established between the agents of the 
architectural field. Centring the project around the people who implement it 
echoes the heteronomy of the architectural field that we demonstrated in the 
previous chapter. Instead of being experienced as a threat, the dialogic nature of 
the project is acknowledged and encompassed in the process. 

Sawsan’s first apartment was in her family’s building in Nasr City. Her mother 
built a building in which each floor was an independent apartment for each of her 
children. Their task was to finish their own flat, which Sawsan did. Later on, 
when she moved to an already existing apartment Maadi with her husband and 
children, she renovated the place. This is where her son lives today with his wife, 
while Sawsan, her husband, and their daughters moved to the villa. This 
cumulative experience shows how building and living are entangled. Just like the 
individual’s relationships structure social life, they are equally important in the 
process of shaping his or her habitat. After Ali showed his ability to fulfil 
Sawsan’s wishes, she took him to the various apartments that she owned to 
correct the mistakes she made there, as these were her first experiences in 
renovation. This equated to letting the muqāwil access her private life through the 
homes she occupied and furnished, which are part of her personal and family 
heritage. Ali thus became the family’s muqāwil. Moreover, in the villa, she and 
Ali discussed mundane adjustments, ‘small details that make life comfortable,’ 
as she says, such as the hole in the kitchen counter to easily access the trash bin, 
for example. Ali reused this detail in other people’s homes. ‘He is highly self-
educated,’ Sawsan’s son notices. This kind of circulation of experience and the 
exchanges between the muqāwil and the owner are all elements that Sawsan and 
her son mention to describe their experience of building. Sawsan tried to establish 
a similar relationship with the craftsmen too, so that she could have a direct 
connection, as she did with her carpenter, for example. 

The experiences of Magda’s and Sawsan’s families show that the key to accessing 
appropriate resources to carry out home improvement projects is not only money, 
but a trusted relationship with those who implement the work. The fact that both 
families are in a comfortable financial situation surely helps keep the workers at 
their service. As for households with less economic capital, other elements enter 
the balance when planning renovations or any other operation to improve their 
homes. 
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B. THE SOCIO-GEOGRAPHICAL ANCHORAGE OF BUILDING 
RESOURCES 

Umm Rania 

Umm Rania is a divorced mother in her early forties. She lives in a small 
apartment located in Khalifa, on the outskirts of the Fatimid area of Cairo, which 
occupies the last floor of a two-storey family building. The house was visibly 
built in several steps, since the ground floor is mainly made of stone and the rest 
is mixed concrete and bricks. The roof used to be a wooden structure above the 
first floor, but was removed to add what is today Umm Rania’s apartment. The 
apartment has a south-west oriented back façade, whose window opens onto a 
lower building’s rooftop. In front of it is the lateral blind gable of another 
building, about five metres away from her window. The building is located in 
what is called a ḥāra, typical in this part of town. In our case, it is a narrow, dead-
end street that the neighbouring extended family uses as an extension of their 
domestic space. For example, the women sweep the ground every morning, and 
every evening, the father sits on his bench outside to smoke his daily water pipe 
after a long day of work. Children play freely and can be watched easily from the 
windows. During celebrations like Ramadan, the neighbours contribute 
financially to decorate their ḥāra with tinsel. Outsiders are automatically 
detected, which makes the ḥāra a semi-private space; a social unit on its own (Al-
Messiri Nadim 1979; Abdelmonem 2016). However, while it is semi-private 
when compared to the street, it is semi-public when compared to the intimacy of 
the home. And the proximity to neighbours can sometimes also be limiting. The 
street is about three to four metres wide. When the family who lived in the house 
in front of Umm Rania’s moved out, fearing that the building might collapse, the 
woman and her daughter did not hide their joy: now they could open the shutters 
wide without risking being seen in their living room (Puig 2003). This 
environment influenced how the mother undertook the project of thermal 
improvement in her home. 

Umm Rania has two teenage children living with her, Rania and Salah (Ṣalāḥ), 
respectively 15 and 17 years old. The apartment contains three rooms, in addition 
to a kitchen and a bathroom. Since it is located on the last floor, almost its entire 
surface is exposed to the sun, which makes it comfortably warm in winter but 
extremely hot in summer. Therefore, after wondering whether she should buy an 
air conditioner to cool her house, Umm Rania finally decided to ask her 
neighbours if they could insulate her rooftop during Ramadan, in May 2017. 

A series of dialogues between Umm Rania and her neighbour Tareq about how 
to achieve this roof insulation ensued, with Tareq discussing the issue with his 
friends. The first dialogue occurred in the staircase, on the doorstep of our 
building, around 5 p.m. During Ramadan, at the end of the day, Tareq and his 
family would usually sit outside in the ḥāra, waiting for the sunset to break their 
fast. The investigation started. How to proceed best? Where to find the material? 
Who can do it with him? Time was short, as Umm Rania wanted to profit from 
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the absence of her mother, Umm Ahmad – who was against the idea – during 
Ramadan in order to finish the insulation project. She also wanted to benefit from 
the presence of her brother, who was back from Europe, where he lives. He 
provides her and her mother with the financial help to do works in the house.  

She profited from Tareq’s presence to start discussing her next project. Her 
brother suggested that they would re-level the stairs, to help their old mother 
come and go with fewer risks of falling. She did not know which material would 
be best. She suggested marble (rukhām), but wanted to know whether there was 
a cheaper alternative that uses stone. Under the insistent flow of questions, Tareq 
covered himself by saying that he was no specialist and dodged the questions by 
stating that he knew someone working in marble, and he would ask him the 
questions. 

Tareq, despite admitting that he did not know much about roof insulation, ended 
up getting the required materials from one of the markets specializing in building 
materials. He began by bringing eight thin, polystyrene boards (5 cm) and a 
bucket of surprisingly aqueous asphalt (bitumen). The sand and the cement were 
brought to the ḥāra in a small pickup truck and poured in front of the building. It 
was 5 p.m., and the weather got milder. The person leading the operations was 
the other neighbour, Amm Farid (‘Amm Farīd), a man in his forties who usually 
works on construction sites. Umm Rania insisted on not closing the drain that 
drains the water from the roof. She was present on the rooftop to supervise the 
operations, or rather to mark her presence. Amm Farid progressively painted 
patches of the roof surface with the asphalt while Tareq continued to clean it by 
removing its thick layers of dust and tiny dead leaves. After putting the boards in 
place, the men positioned anything heavy that was present on the roof on top of 
them, to keep them in place and prevent the dusk breeze from sweeping them 
away. Shortly before the call to prayer marking the sunset, that is, the time to 
break fast (ifṭār), the workers halted their tasks and left. 

Later, Tareq brought four boards of polystyrene that had still been missing. Amm 
Farid and one of Tareq’s young cousins continued to insulate the roof. After 
painting the entire surface with the asphalt (bitumen), and covering it with 
polystyrene, the cement and sand were brought to the roof to make screed. In his 
grey galābiyya and barefoot, Amm Farid started mixing the sand and the cement, 
while I and Tareq’s cousin brought buckets of water upstairs to add to the mix. 
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Figure 31. Insulation of Umm Rania’s rooftop. 

In addition to the insulation, Umm Rania wanted to provide her house with 
outdoor shade. To this purpose, she asked Tareq to bring her a translucent 
corrugated polyester sheet, like the one she had seen on some buildings. Her idea 
was to fix it to the exit of the stairwell, as well as to the old metal rods installed 
in the façade above the windows of her living room. Scraps of curtain consumed 
by the sun’s rays still hung down to the side; traces of the many previous attempts 
at protecting the home from the heat. 
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Figure 32. Shreds of curtain still hang on curtain rods attached to the façade at Umm Rania’s. 
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Most tools seemed improvised and diverted from their usual use. Amm Farid 
finally installed the green plastic sheet with a kitchen knife that Umm Rania 
brought to him. The sheet, which tended to bend, was temporarily stabilized with 
a wooden beam stored at the bottom of the stairs and a broomstick. Later, the 
neighbour returned to fix the sheet to the low wall around the stairwell, using 
nails and flattened soft drink bottle caps converted into rivets. A hoe (instead of 
a shovel) served to mix the cement that was put on top of the polystyrene boards, 
twisting the handyman’s body in an unusual manner, etc. The operation relied 
partly on the objects that were already available around the workers, without them 
planning to have these in advance. This was material that had accumulated, and 
was probably stored with a view to being used in one of the many works that 
Umm Rania incrementally undertook. On the other hand, the workers purchased 
and used new materials very sparingly. As a consequence, the first layer of screed 
was way too thin and started cracking. The neighbour had to cover the roof’s 
surface once more. 

The objects present in the building, and especially those stored on the rooftop, 
generally constitute resources to be used in future, similar situations: wooden 
beams, cardboard, tree branches, etc. This setting perhaps presents a good 
metaphor for the presence of material ‘seeds’ available for the residents to 
prefigure a better home. By this I mean the physical ‘clues’ or ‘signs’, using the 
words of Carlo Ginzburg (1980), that can be tracked in the present and the past 
to understand how people improve their homes (the temporalities and materiality 
of home improvement projects will be developed in Chapter 4). 
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Figure 33. Amm Farid cutting the green plastic sheet with a kitchen knife. 
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Figure 34. Fixing the shading system. 

Umm Rania’s neighbours, all of whom work in construction, were particularly 
helpful to her. They regularly repeated their loyalty in their interactions with her, 
which makes me think that showing availability to her has become part of their 
duty, especially since she has neither a father nor a husband to undertake this 
work (which most people consider to be reserved for men). Umm Rania would 
probably have undertaken the work differently if she had not been able to call on 
the expertise of her neighbours. The neighbours were seen here as being in the 
best position to implement an appropriate technical response to Umm Rania’s 
initial project, even though they had never done any roof insulation. In this case, 
as in others, the search for a craftsman or a worker is done primarily via personal 
networks, because it is a question of ensuring a service by trying to ensure the 
support of these workers. This support is based on the duty of solidarity to which 
they are bound. Finally, it is clear that the material and relational resources which 
Umm Rania could mobilize were clearly intertwined and determined the 
existence of the project and the form in which the work was carried out. Thus, 
this building project illustrates that the resources available in the design of a 
project are both material and human. 

The phase of discussion that preceded the installation of the shading green sheet 
in Khalifa is part of this process, which has all the attributes of a design process 
without going by this name. Umm Rania interrogated Amm Farid concerning the 
use of the corrugated plastic sheet she chose to install on top of the staircase. She 
was not sure whether this would protect her from the heat or the opposite. 
Although it would bring shade, she was worried that the translucent, coloured 
polycarbonate would contribute to a greenhouse effect. He answered that it would 
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increase the heat under the sheet. However, he changed the conversation by 
proposing to add an opening to create cross-ventilation through the bathroom. 
They continued their dialogue, a conversation that could perfectly well have 
occurred between an architect and a resident, even if probably not in a similar 
context. At the top of the staircase, before going down, they discussed the 
following: 

Amm Farid   - If I add the plastic sheet, your staircase is dark, you 
won’t have any light, you won’t see anything. 

Umm Rania  - (silence) 

Amm Farid   - I’ll do it, I don’t want to … 

Umm Rania  - There is light! From there and from there (interrupted). 

Amm Farid   - Take it easy, take it easy. You have a window behind? 

Umm Rania  - On that side, yes, in the kitchen I have a big window 
on the other side. Here, all this area is the bathroom. 

Amm Farid   - How do you know the heat is coming from the roof? 

Umm Rania  - Your roof if lower than mine. 

Amm Farid   - No, but it doesn’t make a change (interrupted). 

Umm Rania  - Yes, yes, it makes a difference for me. If you were 
higher, you would shade [my house] too. You understand me? Also, Umm 
Muḥammad [the neighbour living behind her], her house is small, it is the 
lowest. 

Amm Farid   - Ah, true, it’s on the bottom. 

Umm Rania  - So, the sun beats on that side too. And on the side of 
your house. And also on that other side, the sun… especially this room. 

Amm Farid   - Especially this room, it’s hell [fire – nār]. 

Umm Rania  - Hell! 

Amm Farid   - Alright, and the rooms there. 

Umm Rania  - There? The kitchen. It’s no problem. 

Amm Farid   - It’s no problem the kitchen 

Umm Rania  - The bedroom, and the living [the place where we sit – 
qu‘ād] 



 

 167 

Amm Farid   - It’s this side that is the problem. 

Umm Rania  - Yes, this side remains hell. 

Amm Farid   - Like this, God willing [inshā’ allāh], we will look for 
a solution. 

Umm Rania  - On that side, the tree makes a patch of shade, on the 
side of the room. 

Amm Farid   - We try tomorrow and we see where it takes us, or I 
come after the al-‘aṣr prayer [the mid-afternoon prayer] and we work it out. 
I’ll bring the boards that we ordered (dialogue between Umm Rania and 
Amm Farid, 25 May 2018). 

The two interlocutors discuss the arrangement of the space, that is, its future 
design, including the consequences that these decisions might have. They come 
up with different options, and see which one responds best to Umm Rania’s 
concerns. Amm Farid lets Umm Rania save face in the interaction. Until the 
moment of payment, he displays an explicit posture of deference towards Umm 
Rania, fulfilling his obligation as a good neighbour in the ḥāra (Puig and Battesti 
2011). ‘You are like my sister. I’m at your service’, he will say when she pays 
him. In similar interactions, with a tailor or a hairdresser, the relationship of trust 
is also confirmed by charging a fair amount of money, sometimes barely enough 
to sustain a business. This move leaves space for the interlocutor to show interest 
in the relationship by rewarding the service provider with an additional tip, for 
example, or gifts in the future, although this is not an absolute expectation. Most 
important perhaps is that the entire interaction also aims to secure one’s position 
in a social setting (securing a reputation, a good relationship with the 
neighbourhood, or regular customers). Hence, sharing expertise takes shape 
within codified social interactions, within which the design emerges. The 
possibility of relying on people from within a close geographical circle, which 
become a close social circle in the case of Umm Rania, constitutes the social 
capital that she can use to fulfil her design projects. In addition to being useful 
symbolically in the struggle over taṣmīm, the social network also plays a practical 
role in allowing her to implement her aspirations, whether these include design 
or not. 

Umm Rania’s brother lives abroad with his wife and children. In the 2010s, he 
bought an apartment in an area close to his sister’s place, ‘alā al-ṭūb al-aḥmar, 
unfinished. The way he proceeded to carry out the work in his flat highlights the 
importance of social networks and the existing commitments between 
individuals. To complete installing the electricity and water infrastructure and all 
the finishing (plaster, windows, painting, carpentry, floors, and doors), he brought 
a team of workers from the place of origin of his family, a city in the Nile delta. 
As an important part of his extended family lives there, this potentially guaranteed 
the mutual commitment. Also, the brother avoided to bring someone from outside 
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the family’s circle, or a stranger (ḥad gharīb), to his home. I noticed people’s 
preference for working with counterparts coming from the same areas in Egypt 
on several occasions, which is in line with the idea of social relationships being 
significant in how people plan to build. Moreover, the workers would supposedly 
be dedicated to their tasks, without distraction, since the finishing work is the 
only reason for their presence in Cairo. This solves the problem that many of my 
interlocutors encountered, which is the difficulty of making craftsmen come to 
the house and making them do the work from A to Z, as was the case for Magda. 
Indeed, I experienced this myself when Umm Rania and I asked for a blacksmith 
to come and fix the wrought-iron fence. After planning a visit four times, he never 
came, in spite of being located in the next street. In the end, Tareq did the work 
for us, even though it is not his specialty; at least he was present and willing 
and/or entitled to help. 

Attracting and retaining a skilled artisan is a concern that is common to all 
households, regardless of their social class. While we are sitting at a café with his 
friends, Zayed (Zāyid), a man in mid-thirties, discusses the works he has to carry 
out in his home, an unfinished apartment located on the last floor of his family’s 
building. More precisely, he is concerned about finding a good plumber, 
electrician, bricklayer, etc. During the conversation, it seems that a good worker 
is not only someone who can do the job correctly in a technical sense. Rather, 
what matters is to find someone already known, in one way or another. Then 
comes the question of price, intrinsically related to the nature of the pre-existing 
bond between the worker and the person who introduces him to Zayed. Following 
his research to find the right people partly shows how a certain type of expertise 
circulates. Zayed explicitly says that he is ready concede on the quality of the 
work, if only he can be brought into contact with someone who is known. Here, 
expertise follows a broader imperative that is not strictly bound to one’s technical 
ability to solve clearly defined problems. The conditions of the transaction are at 
least as important as its content. 

I myself faced the need to find people to repair part of a tiny apartment belonging 
to a colleague in Downtown Cairo. I profited from the opportunity to use the 
solidarity ties binding Umm Rania to her neighbours by asking them to help me 
renovate the flat, while the owners were not yet in the country. As I myself 
became their neighbour, as I lived with Umm Rania, I thought this would justify 
me asking for their support. This was not a project that I supervised as an 
architect, and I did not have a particular voice in the decision-making process. At 
the same time, I was offering them work that could potentially be financially 
interesting to them. I relied on these aspects to make my request for support 
acceptable. And they accepted. 

Downtown: Building outside the Neighbourhood. 

The apartment we renovated is located in a ḥāra in Downtown, on the first floor 
of a tiny three-floor building, built in the 1940s. The structure consists of load-
bearing walls made of alternating layers of limestone and bricks, and the floors 
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rest on wooden beams. The third floor is a more recent addition, made of red 
bricks coated with cement on the front and on its gables. The rest of the façade, 
which is no wider than three metres, is done in beige bricks. The ground floor is 
partially covered with paint, but the chiselled stones that form the base of the 
building are visible. The owners are a foreign couple who stay in Egypt 
intermittently, and usually in another flat that is also located in the central area of 
the capital. However, the building is owned collectively by several shareholders, 
and it is in a general state of neglect. Those living there are tenants, except for the 
man who lives in the two-to-three square metres nestled under the stairs. On the 
ground floor, the apartment is locked and used as a warehouse. The last floor 
houses a discreet poor family. 

The source of damage on the first floor was located in the flat above. Five men, 
each coming from other towns in the country, were sharing the 50 m2 for the 
duration of their work in Cairo. They were divided between the living room with 
its three large windows and the smaller bedroom at the back, opening onto a 
narrow manwar. The bathroom did not function and the kitchen had only a tiny 
sink and no floor drain, but most importantly, the water tap in the hallway was 
leaking. This damaged the floor, part of the wall, and consequently the ceiling of 
the flat below. 
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Figure 35. Damage on the ceiling due to a water leak. 
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The problem seemed to be old. In the past, when the consequences of this leakage 
started to show on the ceiling, the solution was apparently to buttress the upper 
floor with reinforced concrete, supported by the surrounding walls and beam. As 
the distance between the wall and the beam was less than one metre, this was 
sufficient. However, as the leak was not stopped, the water seeped further, leading 
to the situation just described. 

Knowing the problem, what to do? From the previous observation of how Umm 
Rania managed to get her rooftop insulated, I deduced that I had to ask my 
neighbours whether they had any idea about how I could do it. By not directly 
asking them to help me, I intended to leave enough space for them to refuse in 
case they considered us not being close enough for them to be compelled to accept 
the work. Many other aspects could potentially interfere with their choice. I was 
concerned about not taking their availability for granted and not putting them in 
an uncomfortable position in case they did not want to do the renovation with me. 
I met my neighbours in our ḥāra. The father of Tareq and Hatem used to sit almost 
every day on the maṣṭaba (a bench often fixed to the façade of the house) with 
his water pipe in the early evening, to smoke a mix of molasses and tobacco 
(ma‘assel). When I asked them, they offered to come and see the place, and I 
went to see the flat with Hatem the next day. There, we met one of the five 
workers living in the apartment above the flat that we needed to renovate, as we 
needed their cooperation to let us do the repair. This worker confirmed that the 
owner of that apartment did not maintain the place. The three of us talked about 
what to fix and how. The man underlined the fact that the building is very old, 
and that its materials are robust. But the state of decay of the wooden beams 
meant that we needed to completely replace the floor. We agreed to come back 
the next day to clear the rooms from their furniture. As we thought of completely 
changing the floor and replacing it with a concrete slab, Hatem proposed to call 
a muqāwil he knew, from the neighbourhood of Manshiyat Naser, where part of 
his family lives. He would come to see the flat and tell us whether he could bring 
props and formwork boards. 

One morning in the same week, I met Hatem and the muqāwil. Alaa (‘Alā’), as 
was his name, observed the damage. With his distinct ṣa‘īdī (Upper Egyptian) 
accent, he explained that the space available was too narrow for us to install the 
material and be able to move around. We also discussed where to mix the cement. 
We went upstairs to see the neighbour’s apartment, whose floor would be redone. 
Later, the men figured out how to proceed, and discussed each person’s 
contribution. Alaa negotiated in order to obtain as many tasks as he could, while 
Hatem insisted on bringing the steel rebars and pour the concrete himself. After 
forty-five minutes of discussion, we walked away and finished the conversation 
outside of the ḥāra, on the street. At this point, Hatem asked the muqāwil about 
the price of his service. ‘About 3,000 EGP’, he said. Hatem disagreed and got 
angry. ‘It is too much’. Alaa told him the detail of the expenses: the 
transportation, the carpenter, the insulation, etc. ‘All of this has a price,’ he said. 
Hatem persisted in thinking that the price was too high, but in a similar situation, 
I never saw someone agreeing straight away, which makes it difficult to interpret 
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his reaction as a sign of anything in particular. Also, the muqāwil here was an 
entrepreneur who provided access to material resources, which were in our case 
mostly wooden planks and props. 

Back in our neighbourhood, in the evening, I found Hatem in our ḥāra with his 
father, who was smoking his daily shīsha, and Amm Farid, the neighbour who 
insulated Umm Rania’s rooftop. They had been chatting about how to repair the 
ceiling in the apartment in Downtown, and concluded that we would do it 
differently. Since only a part of the ceiling was damaged, they proposed to replace 
or add safe wooden beams in place of the damaged ones. We eventually gave up 
on hiring Alaa. The issue of money was never explicitly addressed, but everything 
happened as if the ideal was obviously to pay less, while the owner was more 
concerned about making the repair only once and for all, whatever the costs. The 
amount of money that the owner of the flat was supposed to give them was also 
never openly discussed. ‘Any amount you want.’ It was the only answer I got 
when I delicately tried to broach the topic with Hatem, as expected. 

A few days later, one morning around 9 a.m., we began the work. Amm Farid 
came with a heavy iron tube that was about a metre long, was flattened at the end, 
and had the thickness of a shovel handle. He started removing the cement tiles 
one by one, levering them with his tool. When he finished, only the beams were 
still in place, the debris having fallen into the room below. I filled white raffia 
debris bags with the rubble, while Tareq and Hatem carried them downstairs and 
lined them up against the outside wall. The brothers organized a pickup truck to 
take them away. Very quickly, however, people in the ḥāra started to complain. 
The first was the man who lived under the staircase. Claiming to be the owner of 
the building (which he was, but not the only one), he raised his voice and 
demanded, in an authoritarian manner, that we put the bags elsewhere. The panel 
beater opposite the street did the same, complaining that he could not get his car 
out. As the windscreen was covered in thick dust, it was doubtful that it was used 
often. The next day, it was the turn of two old women in their black ‘abāya dresses 
who sat on their plastic chairs at the corner of two buildings, busy removing the 
stalks from vegetables, to shout at the workers who were supposedly blocking the 
ḥāra. Their neighbour joined their laments from her balcony. The contemptuous 
reactions to the presence of the workers only stopped when the owner of the 
apartment arrived and, standing in the middle of the ḥāra, loudly proclaimed her 
right to repair her house as the ceiling was literally falling on her head. This was 
enough to silence the neighbours and allow the workers to continue their work. 

This situation shows how locality enables or hinders action. Belonging to a place 
and its social network (when the two correspond, and this is often the case) 
redefines the possibilities for home improvement, for example by conditioning 
access and use of space. Furthermore, the number of interlocutors with whom it 
was necessary to make arrangements to start the renovation shows another 
determinant of the built environment, beyond purely material and technical 
means. The attitude of the workers shows that they incorporated this aspect by 
keeping a low profile and seeking to be as non-intrusive as possible. The 
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neighbour’s resentment was not expressed to me, although I was present during 
some of the invective. Hence the importance of being introduced to the place, so 
as not to be (mis)treated as a stranger. This can be interpreted as the counterpart 
of the situation of Umm Rania, who relies on belonging to the same ḥāra to get 
help from her neighbours. 
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Figure 36. Amm Farid demolishing the floor. 
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Figure 37. The floor being repaired. 
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Figure 38. Hatem mixing the cement in the apartment below to be poured on the floor of the 
apartment above. 
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Belonging to the area influences the way of building and also access to materials. 
Cement, sand, and bricks are usually available in small storage places that can be 
found any neighbourhood, just like bakeries or pharmacies. The first one we 
visited was a garage close to the apartment we were renovating. The closer the 
storage location, the lower the transport costs. And if it is close enough, it is even 
possible to transport the goods on foot and save money. This seemed to be a 
dilemma for Hatem, who would have preferred to buy in his neighbourhood. 
There, he knows the prices and the people well, so there are fewer risks of being 
cheated. The first place we visited offered a price that did not satisfy Hatem. As 
he suspected that my presence as a foreigner would influence the price, I stayed 
behind when we visited the second place. The price was lower, but still more than 
in our area, according to my neighbour. However, bringing the material from 
there, with the additional costs of transportation, would have been a zero-sum 
game. I realized later that the first storage place we visited was in the building of 
Umm Ḥamāda, whom I had dined with the night before. And she recommended 
me to go to the retailer on her behalf, which I forgot. As for the wooden planks 
that were nailed to the beams to form the floor, we went to collect them from a 
building materials market in Bab al-Khalq, also located in Downtown Cairo. The 
beams that needed to be replaced were brought from my neighbour’s place, and 
came from a house that had been demolished. Tareq’s father argued that they 
were of better quality than those one can find on the market today. In the same 
way, the pieces of brick that fell off when demolishing the floor were reused to 
stabilize the new beams into the wall. Some of the wood planks were also reused, 
so that we could save some new wooden boards that we had just bought for 
another purpose. On-site reuse is constant and echoes the refurbishment carried 
out on Umm Rania’s rooftop. 
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Figure 39. The construction of the new floor, that is, the ceiling of the apartment below. 
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Figure 40. The ceiling repaired with the new reused beams next to the damaged ones still in 
place. 
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Each time we were having a break during the refurbishment, we would discuss 
the coming steps. This deliberation was almost omnipresent, and the final 
validation came from the owner. The discussion included the brothers and their 
father, the workers living on the second floor, even if they were not actively 
involved in the process, me, and Amm Farid. The plumber, Hatem’s younger 
cousin, helped fix the bathroom and install the ceramic tiles. Solutions were also 
derived from their personal experience. For example, when we were sitting 
outside in our ḥāra during the evening, Tareq’s mother said that the problem we 
had with the bathroom was similar to what Tareq had to fix in his own apartment. 
The drain broke inside of the wall, causing leaks that only became visible when 
the wall was damaged. She thought out loud about people in their family and 
close circles who would be available and fit for the jobs, which included installing 
the ceramic tiles and helping to carry the cement bags, for example. As she was 
connected to the rest of the family in Manshiyat Naser, she was likely aware of 
people’s schedules. The moments of discussion, around the maṣṭaba in our ḥāra 
and during the breaks, were constant. Issues were addressed shortly before we 
had to fix them. For example, how to fix the bathroom was barely discussed at 
the beginning, but rather occurred the day before it happened. And these moments 
were rather inclusive, while I expected the existing hierarchies to be more 
determinant in the decision-making process. These discussions helped in finding 
practical ways in which solutions could actually be implemented within the time 
span we had at our disposal and fitting everyone’s schedule. 
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Figure 41. Discussion between Amm Farid, Tareq, and Tareq’s father. 
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In a nutshell, connections between individuals who participate in projects of 
home improvement are a significant practical lever for the implementation of 
architectural solutions. These connections have a spatial anchorage. The 
geography of a social network determines the ability of its agents to carry out a 
building project. In the refurbishment in Downtown, the geographical anchorage 
of the individuals determined their ability to find trusted collaborators, negotiate 
their presence, and be allowed to work in a neighbourhood that was not theirs 
without the presence of a resident. This also influenced the supply of materials, 
as the quest for bricks, wood, cement, and sand has shown. These geographical 
ties of individuals to a neighbourhood – to a ḥāra but also to a region in the case 
of Umm Rania’s brother – structures the connections between the agents of the 
field of construction. The existence of these ties matters in the practical 
implementation of the projects, but the nature of exchanges also guides the 
building process. The moments of deliberation about which technique to use for 
construction occurred at all stages of the project, during the evening or in the 
morning in our ḥāra but also during the tea breaks. This progressive and 
collective elaboration of the project prepared it to adapt to any new possibilities 
that would present themselves in the course of the renovation. This approach 
seems to be in line with how Cairo has developed. Rather than exclusively 
planned through large urban schemes, Cairo has also been formed through the 
accumulation of actions on smaller scales: those of self-construction and 
occasional real estate development, compensating for what the plans did not 
deliver. 

3. CONCLUSION 

The notion of taṣmīm clarifies the reasons for the marginality of architectural 
knowledge in practice. By claiming the monopoly on design, architects put clear 
boundaries around their field and thus secured a favourable position towards 
other agents intervening in the activity of building. Hence, the distinction 
between design and construction delimits architects’ expertise, that is, the 
intellectual side of construction. In spite of being architects’ distinctive skill, 
designing is deemed an economically risky choice, compared to working in the 
mass production of housing, for example. As a consequence, architects who can 
actually afford the risk to practice design are likely to be among the most 
successful, since they have enough capital (financial and symbolic, including 
fame) to take that risk. Hence, design is the ideal function of the architect, in both 
meanings of perfect accomplishment and hypothetical standard. 

However, the consequence of this distinction between those able to design and 
the others is the shrinking of the architect’s possible area of practice. Some 
residents, including Sawsan and Magda, deem the intellectual functions that 
supposedly reside in architects’ conception of design as irrelevant in practice. 
Instead, my ethnographic study of building practices has shown that design – 
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understood as the ability to shape one’s space in the imagination and on the 
ground – is at the centre of a symbolic struggle among the actors of the field of 
construction. Here I have focused on individual initiatives, because I believe that 
this is where the balance of power between agents is potentially favourable to the 
dissemination of architectural knowledge on a large scale. Enlarging the frame to 
include other agents of the construction field enables shift our gaze from 
architects to architectural practice and to how this is embodied beyond the 
architectural profession. In other words, in the case of refurbishment projects led 
without the help of an architect, architectural practice is not absent; rather, it is 
shared by multiple hands, which enlarges the pool of resources. 

They [those who partake in construction activity] […] explicitly confirmed 
our [the authors’] own idea that architectural knowledge is practical 
knowledge, distributed among many people. No single person possesses all 
of it. It is collective knowledge that is brought out through discussion, 
consultation and shared decision-making. In the end, people gather the 
particular knowledge they need to do the work for a specific project (Macrae 
and Parker 2002, 274).59 

The importance of individuals’ social networks in the quest for intellectual, 
material, and practical resources in the elaboration of projects to improve 
domestic spaces illustrates this distributed architectural agency well. Both the 
struggle over taṣmīm (symbolic) and socio-geographical networks (practical) are 
central to the implementation of a building project. These connections rely on 
tacit shared conceptions about what is a good (thermal, housing, building) project. 
One of the key elements required to understand how people orient themselves 
towards one person rather than another one to assist them in their refurbishment 
projects is this silent agreement between the actors about what is desirable. 
Everything happens as if the claim for design goes against the trust between the 
persons, which is based on the implicit consensus. 

These aspects are often missing in the way climate issues are approached in the 
architectural discourse. Framing the issue of urban heat as a problem of 
architectural practice aims to research possibilities for heat mitigation in context, 
even if this implies giving up on ideal and holistic solutions. Cairo is the proof 
that incremental individual practices are able to change the face of a city. 

  

 
59 The prolific existing literature documenting Balinese architecture puts a single figure 
at the centre of the architectural project, the Undagi. Graeme Macrae and Samuel Parker 
have demonstrated that rather than one person embodying this architectural knowledge, 
architectural practice is dynamic and includes individuals with changing skill and status. 
This is what makes the authors consider architectural knowledge as socially located and 
circulating, rather than institutionally/academically embodied (Macrae and Parker 2002). 
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CHAPTER 4. AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF DOMESTIC MICROCLIMATES  

After exploring in detail the field of architecture and construction practices in 
Cairo, it is time to focus more precisely on climate as a key to address the city’s 
issues. To this aim, it is important to consider Cairo through its multiple 
microclimates and the ways people act on them. In the word ‘microclimate’, the 
prefix micro- suggests the reduced space it refers to as well as the boundaries 
defining it. While the problem of urban heat, linked to the greater problem of 
climate change, is very large and difficult to physically grasp, the notion of 
microclimate offers a more accessible point of entry. The limits designating 
microclimates come in several forms and manifest at various scales. As is often 
the case for big cities, Cairo has expanded beyond the geographical landmarks 
that originally determined its location, justifying the term ‘Greater Cairo region’, 
as explained in the introduction of this thesis. The construction of the Great 
Aswan Dam in Upper Egypt in 1960 stopped the Nile from flooding in Cairo. 
Before, the river’s meanders and seasonal rises had imposed perimeters within 
with to settle safely since the tenth century AD (Pictet 1870). Moreover, Cairo 
has developed westwards on the fringes of the desert since the 1950s, well beyond 
the river and its lush green banks, and to the east, past the rocky hill of the 
Mokattam, which many Cairenes still climb today to enjoy the fresh air and the 
view at the end of hot summer days (Figure 42). 

 

Figure 42. Mokattam Hill, 5 p.m., April 2019. 

The city’s microclimate is constituted not only by the land’s natural topography 
and meteorology. The built fabric, traffic, and industrial activities have developed 
to the extent that they compete with natural elements in influencing the climate 
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at the urban scale and beyond. This upset balance translates into paradoxes, such 
as making the desert’s residential suburbs cooler than a park in the city, as we 
have seen in the introduction of the dissertation. This is due to the fact that in the 
desert, the circulation of wind is unimpeded, and there are fewer buildings that 
re-radiate the heat stored during the day. The city is a microclimate in reference 
to the climate of the larger region it is located in, but if we take a closer look at 
it, we see that it is also composed of several microclimates. This explains the 
fractal character of the notion of microclimate. The multiple microclimates which 
exist within the city depend on localized contexts, forming a mosaic with various 
thermal ambiances. These specific settings interact with natural elements, such as 
the proximity of the Nile or altitude, but they are also shaped by those who live 
and used to live there. In that sense, a microclimate depends on its local context, 
which itself partly depends on individuals’ attempts to mould it according to their 
needs and wishes.  

By context, I mean physical surroundings as well as the socio-economic situation 
of the neighbourhood. The reverse is true as well, since the direct context also 
influences how individuals shape their living environment. Hence, there is a 
cogeneration of the microclimate and its surrounding climate, i.e. between the 
outside and the habitat. This is a reciprocal relationship, which means that the 
climate does not unilaterally influence domestic microclimates but is also shaped 
by other factors, which will be developed in the course of this chapter, as well as 
by the prevailing modes of intervention in the built environment. As the number 
and intensity of heatwaves in cities around the globe increase, the concept of 
microclimate – in its fractal dimension – and the principle of reciprocity connect 
this global phenomenon of urban heat with localized human actions. 

Urban heat and the public health problems it causes require considering potential 
drivers of action beyond traditional institutional tools, such as master plans and 
legal guidelines. Historically, urban planning in Cairo has mainly relied on 
approaches which have proved inadequate to solve the problems originally 
targeted. The case of affordable housing addressed in Chapter 1 is an eloquent 
example (Shawkat 2014). The lack of affordable housing has led to the 
encroachment of urbanization on agricultural land, one consequence of which has 
been an increase in urban heat. The public authorities have produced various 
master plans and measures to organize the city’s development and avoid losing 
even more fertile land. Satellite towns were planned around Cairo to absorb the 
demographic growth60 (El-Kadi and Rabie 1995). However, this did not prevent 
people who could not afford the housing opportunities existing on the legal 
market from finding solutions in the settlements built illegally on available land 
plots close to the city, which had for the most part been dedicated to agriculture 
(Sims 2010, 2014).61 Today, these neighbourhoods represent more than half of 

 
60 For example, Sixth of October, Tenth of Ramadan, and Badr City. 
61 There are two possible configurations: the land is legally purchased, but illegally used 
(as it cannot be legally built on), or it is  reclaimed desert land, but mainly for cultivation, 
even if some resulted into land grabbing and speculation (a system called waḍ‘ al-yad 
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the city’s surface and house the majority of Egyptians living in the capital. Their 
tightly aggregated, high buildings made of uncoated red bricks and grey concrete 
structures stand out in Cairo’s landscape (Bayat and Denis 2000; Noweir and 
Panerai 2016; Sims 2010). This configuration and the lack of open space these 
neighbourhoods suffer from limit the possibilities for buildings to cool down 
during summer heatwaves. These informal neighbourhoods,62 in short, embody 
the gap but also the imbrication that exists between the logics of institutional 
urban planning and the urban production mechanisms which are actually at work. 

This relationship between the planned and the unplanned parallels other dividing 
lines, such as the one splitting those who claim to practice design and those who 
do not. On the one hand, architects embody expertise about the climate and its 
relation to the built environment. On the other hand, however, other approaches 
to building and the climate exist outside the profession, as I show in this chapter. 
These two approaches rarely overlap; if they apply in the same space – for 
example in the case of apartments delivered to clients in an unfinished state – 
architects’ action and residents’ practice are not carried out simultaneously. 

The distinction between institutional architectural knowledge and building 
practices is in line with this discrepancy between architects and residents in the 
space and time frame of their practice. There is a plethora of architectural 
publications documenting what a virtuous relationship to the climate should look 
like. At the urban scale, recommendations to reduce urban heat include 
maximizing the surface of green spaces, creating wind corridors, and using 
adapted materials (Lenzholzer 2015). As for the building scale, windcatchers, 
window filters, thick walls, and courtyards are ubiquitous archetypes, especially 
in the Middle East. However, this extensive technical knowledge remains 
marginal in practice. This distance between what is prescribed – al-mafrūḍ, ‘that 
which is supposed to be done’ (Hinds and Badawi 1986, 649–50), as my 
interlocutors often said – and what is actually implemented is one of the issues 
raised in this chapter. The difference between what is meant to be good for the 
city and its people and what ends up materializing determines the mutually 
exclusive realms of possible intervention for architects and residents alike by 
outlining what is inside or outside of these spheres. The consistency of this 
distinction through time – between virtuous models of urban and architectural 
design and what is being built – clearly shows that it structures urban production 
as it currently occurs. 

Having said that, I must point out that bureaucratic urban planning and individual 
acts of building are not mutually exclusive. Quite the contrary, by exploring the 
distance between the prescribed and the implemented, the previous chapters 
aimed to shed light on how they are related. Some works can be carried out only 
by the state or large companies, such as energy, road, or rail infrastructure. 

 
that David Sims approximatively translates as ‘hand claim’) (Sims 2014, 100–4).  
62 The distinction between formal and informal is only valid up to a certain point, as both 
are often entangled and difficult to differentiate. 
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However, some other urban issues challenge the capacities of planning 
authorities, as in the example of affordable housing. And since there are visible 
signs that agents other than the state did address this issue, for better or worse, 
there are valid reasons to take a closer look at how they function. Thus, 
questioning the possible modes of thermal governance not only from a 
bureaucratic point of view but also by including the diversity of actors and their 
formal and informal practices leaves space for rethinking the norms and structure 
of architectural practice. Hence, this dissertation raises the question of what can 
we plan when we advocate for planning the city’s microclimates? 

To elaborate on this question, I chose the perspective of the domestic scale. 
Researching the logics that drive the creation of domestic microclimates in 
context leads to the uncovering of appropriate yet underestimated tools that can 
be used efficiently in taking care of cities. I will thus analyse the aspects of 
dwelling based on which thermal practices of Cairenes develop, in relation to the 
immediate environment and to the social and material organization of urban 
space. The relationship between the inside and the outside of the homes I 
surveyed epitomises the principle of co-creation of the urban climate. Beyond the 
use of electric devices such as air conditioners and fans, the creation of a 
satisfying microclimate is integrated within a wider nexus, from the room to the 
neighbourhood. And thermal agency, by which I mean the capacity to influence 
one’s domestic microclimate, also partly depends on the nature of the built 
environment around the homes, that is, the buildings’ height and materials, space 
around the buildings, green spaces, the streets’ width, etc. 

Domestic space and life have a reduced spatial scale and a cyclical time 
(following the days, the seasons, etc.), as opposed to the temporality and spatiality 
of the urban and architectural projects as planned in offices, which generally 
apply to a whole building and have a defined beginning and end. This anchorage 
in space and time of domestic space and life determines the conditions of action 
and the scope of individuals’ agency. In other words, it dictates a different 
definition of the design project, since these small-scale interventions, more or less 
planned, more or less improvised, generate the city when they are added up. I 
elaborate on this issue more thoroughly in the second part of the chapter, in which 
I address the cognitive aspects people’s relationship with the climate. This 
perspective echoes the combination of microclimates that shapes the climatic 
urban ensemble. The domestic modus operandi at work in the incremental 
practices of housing improvement can be read as precarious attempts at reducing 
the gap between projected living ideals and the actual setting. Thus, the logic of 
homemaking, or a home’s design, from the resident’s perspective echoes the logic 
that produced Cairo’s urban space. This is why, in this chapter, I aim to shed light 
on how the inhabitants of Cairo relate to the climate and the built environment 
that they primarily control and design, namely, their homes. The first part of this 
chapter dwells on three case studies, while the second takes a closer look at Umm 
Rania’s house. Having lived there offers a different perspective that deserves to 
be developed and analysed in a separate section. 
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From the nine homes I surveyed, I selected four, located in neighbourhoods with 
differing built fabrics (more or less densely built, green, ventilated) and social 
compositions (from well-off to working-class areas). The four case study homes 
are neither models nor prototypes, and are not meant to represent all households 
in Cairo. They were simply among the homes I was lucky enough to access, 
thanks to the people I met through my research. The selection is not representative 
of the wide variety of homes and ways of inhabiting them in the city of Cairo, but 
they present different situations that make it possible to address various existing 
configurations of actors. Jean-Claude Passeron has clear words about the illusion 
of representativeness in sociography (which is for him equivalent to ethnography 
in the way it is practised when he writes, in the 1980s). It can apply to the 
ethnography I conducted here. 

[Sociography is a] poly-monographic juxtaposition of morphological, 
behavioural or statistical flashes enabling their singular referents to be 
unequivocally identified, but almost never enabling these anatomies of 
‘cases’ to be inserted, according to a discourse of representativeness or a 
model of intelligibility, into the ‘types’, mechanisms, structures or functions 
which would illuminate the ‘case’ by situating it in the overall period or 
configuration63 (translated by me; Passeron 1988, 7). 

Research objects are singular per se. Types are static. Concepts in social sciences 
make sense only when subordinated to series of situated cases. Concepts, or 
theories, are a simplified reading, attempts to draw laws (nomos) specific to 
certain configurations, out of a series of cases and following inductive reasoning. 
Processing them otherwise falls into what Passeron calls spontaneous sociology, 
understood as ‘good common sense’: it consists of reading situations using 
predetermined sociological types (or even stereotypes). Any situation finds its 
self-explanatory type, which flattens the roughness and complexity inherent to 
social life. 

Therefore, my case study homes do not intend to respond to criteria of 
representativeness or typicalness. The homes I studied were not selected on the 
basis of pre-defined criteria that were supposedly related to what I recognised as 
best thermal practices or archetypes of climate-responsive architecture, as 
previously said. I actually unconsciously tried to do so when I first started my 
fieldwork. And I realised after a while that if I wanted to actually start my study, 
I should get rid of the quest for the perfect case study, because there was none. 
The fact that I was strongly influenced by preconceived ideas of what is a priori 
architecturally and climatically noteworthy became part of the questioning of my 
research. After realising that the ideal building that I had in mind was a dead end, 

 
63 « [La sociographie est une] juxtaposition poly-monographique de flashes 
morphologiques, comportementaux ou statistiques permettant d’identifier sans équivoque 
leurs référents singuliers, mais ne permettant presque jamais d’emboîter, selon un 
discours de la représentativité ou un modèle d’intelligibilité, ces anatomies de « cas » 
dans les « types », les mécanismes, les structures ou les fonctions qui éclaireraient le « 
cas » en le situant dans la période ou la configuration d’ensemble » (my translation). 
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I decided to survey any home I could access, with the only idea being to visit a 
variety of neighbourhoods and households with various social backgrounds. The 
study of the homes presented here contribute to the mosaic64 formed with other 
ethnographies in/of Cairo. 

As explained in the introduction of this dissertation, the method I used combines 
an extensive survey of the material details of the home and participant 
observation of the thermal and construction practices of my interlocutors. Beyond 
static architectural graphic representations of the building’s relationship to 
climate, the ethnography exposes the dynamic relationship people have with their 
homes and their environment. This compels us to pay special attention the 
dynamic relation between the interior and exterior of the homes (Daniels 2008). 
For this reason, I rely extensively on a detailed description of the experience of 
the thermal environment and its material aspects, which I have sought to 
contextualise as much as possible. The methodology I utilised aims to show the 
homes not only as outcomes, but also as processes that exceed the sole framework 
of construction of/and microclimates. And it is from this process that I believe we 
can learn to think of realistic ways to mitigate the urban climate. 

The researcher’s embeddedness in the fieldwork compels us to question the 
relevance of our (design or research) practice vis-à-vis our interlocutors in a 
specific context. As for the case studies, accessing the homes required building 
the familiarity that guaranteed the possibility of repeated visits; not to all, but to 
most homes (I visited two of them only once and twice). For example, I could 
regularly visit homes where men were absent. Widows, divorced women, or 
women whose husbands work abroad are not bound to organizing their life at 
home around obligations towards their family unit. For that reason, they are more 
flexible and welcoming. This was the case for Maryam, whose home is discussed 
in this chapter. This situation is also what facilitated my stay at Umm Rania’s 
home, to which I dedicate the second part of this chapter. In addition, these 
women’s activities mostly took place at home, since they were unemployed. On 
the contrary, visiting homes where the whole family was present demanded more 
organization according to members’ schedules. In these cases, I visited them 
specifically for the study, a limited number of times, conducting a straightforward 
semi-structured interview and survey. This was the case for Magda in Garden 
City, mentioned in Chapter 3. As for Dr Hisham (Hishām), whose case is included 
in this chapter as well, our relationship is that of mutual aid among colleagues, 
and I was able to befriend his family members, which resulted in being invited 
over about six times during my fieldwork. I begin this chapter with a reflexive 
account of my fieldwork in which I elaborate on the relationship between my 
access to the fieldwork and the research questions that this led me to reformulate 

 
64  Howard Becker, a sociologist from the Chicago School, used this term to explain how 
each particular ethnography was a piece of the mosaic that was Chicago in the 1920s. The 
several cases accounted for local particularities, and their multiplicity allowed for 
constantly testing theories and trying to relate different observations, different 
phenomena, in more or less convincing ways (Becker 1970). 
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my research questions. I argue in this first section that such reflexivity is relevant 
to architectural design as well. 

1. A REFLEXIVE DIGRESSION ON DOING FIELDWORK 

A. IMAGINING GATES TO THE FIELD 

Building Bonds 

In appearance, doing fieldwork does not require more skills than any other social 
interaction. This maybe explains the recurrent request from outsiders to justify 
that ethnography is actually scientific. However, in the eyes of our interlocutors, 
should it be more than any random encounter? In fact, there is a difference, which 
lies in the reflexive exploration of the link between proximity and distance as a 
motor of knowledge – what Jeanne Favret-Saada calls ‘being affected’ (Favret-
Saada 1990) – in addition to the concrete (objectifiable) knowledge gathered 
thanks to the time spent in fieldwork. My presence in a place for the sole purpose 
of inquiry and my dependence on its people turn my enterprise into an experience 
that necessarily fluctuates according to interpersonal and material circumstances; 
al-ẓurūf, as we commonly say in Egypt. 

When I started my fieldwork in Cairo I asked myself, like any other ethnographer, 
how I could justify my presence. I thought that, contrary to the title of the famous 
book (Borneman and Hammoudi 2009), being there was not enough, and I had to 
be doing something there. Of course, conducting an ethnography is not ‘doing 
nothing’. But I was afraid not all my interlocutors thought so. This anticipation is 
somehow similar to a hypothesis formulated in the research that needs to be 
verified (Cefaï 2010). Trying to imagine whether the potential informant would 
find my presence acceptable, or even pleasant, entails similar skills as those 
needed to formulate research questions and hypotheses in the social sciences. The 
combination of strangeness and familiarity in the encounter, between proximity 
and critical distance, is already at stake from the beginning. And indeed, my 
anticipation concerning my interlocutor’s expectations, that is, being present with 
the purpose of actively contributing to something there, turned out to be 
inaccurate, allowing me to reassess my position and to build more proximity to 
my interlocutors in the process. 

A Plan Too Good to Work 

Since I am trained as an architect, I intended to take advantage of my degree to 
join an association working on the city’s architectural heritage. This association 
is located in a neighbourhood that I identified as a potentially suitable place for 
fieldwork for my research purposes. The group was all the more interesting for 
me as it organizes activities with and for the local community. While I presumed 
that it would be the easiest connection to establish, my colleagues at the 
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association decided otherwise. In spite of their welcoming attitude, the 
camaraderie that I expected was more akin to some sort of suspicion, although it 
was never formulated as such. Talking about my research, my interlocutor at the 
association rolled their eyes, sighed, and said essentially: ‘I see… climate change, 
women, housing, development, heritage… a cocktail of buzzwords from foreign 
research…’. My plan was to use the association’s anchoring in the area to gain 
the trust of its inhabitants. Back then, I was beginning this research on domestic 
practices related to the hot climate, which I thought would be of interest to anyone 
living in a house prone to overheating, which is almost everyone in a city like 
Cairo. The plan was almost perfect. Retrospectively, this is probably why it had 
barely a chance of succeeding, as it left no space for seemingly random 
encounters to happen. As the association is active in the community, my plan was 
to profit from this occasion to also propose consultancy to improve the thermal 
comfort of the homes of potentially interested neighbours, since that was the topic 
of my research. Doing so, I thought that my interests and theirs would match, and 
everyone would emerge as a beneficiary of this profitable exchange: they would 
let me survey their home, and I would provide tailored solutions for them. Being 
an architect and trying to offer a service related to my skills did not attract much 
attention from my fellow architects in the association, while I thought that it 
would contribute to their activities in the area for free. There might be many 
different reasons for my lack of success. Obviously, having a degree in 
architecture from a European university did not seem to be relevant to my 
colleagues’ desire to serve the local community, in spite of the arguments 
previously mentioned. Clearly, I failed in metaphorically positioning myself on 
their way of doing things, that is, on the spectrum of what they consider pertinent 
or in line with their interest. 

Making Acquaintances the Local Way 

Eventually, using the already existing range of codified social interactions 
appeared to be a less adventurous route. In my case, being introduced to my 
potential informants by a relative eventually paid off. When we arrived in Cairo 
in March 2017, my husband and I rented an apartment belonging to a colleague 
who married an Egyptian. The latter’s family lives in the same neighbourhood as 
where the association is located. Umm Rania is the sister-in-law of the colleague, 
and she was the person of reference in case anything happened to the flat. While 
I was still looking for a way to live in this historical neighbourhood, she became 
a gatekeeper to my fieldwork. In Egypt, one usually chooses shops, craftsmen, 
and service providers based on recommendations, as shown in the previous 
chapter on construction workers. As a foreigner, I was even more likely to be 
duped if I did not do so. Hence, I asked Umm Rania if she could recommend a 
trusted tailor to repair a jacket, and she responded with enthusiasm. 

We met not far from her house to stroll through her neighbourhood in search of 
the tailor’s workshop. We also visited a jeweller she knew, as I wanted to find a 
chain for a pendant that I received as a gift. At the end of our tour, she invited me 
to her home. We reached her narrow dead end through the ground floor of a 
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building, after wandering the maze of streets and alleyways for a while. We 
entered her tiny two-storey building. We sat on the sofa of her living room and 
drank a hot beverage. I tried to overcome my shyness to make conversation and 
please her, so that she would invite me again. And indeed, since I needed her in 
order not to get lost in the neighbourhood, we had to meet again to retrieve jacket 
from the tailor’s workshop. I figured that Umm Rania seemed to be happy to be 
my guide. She is a relatively young woman who enjoys company, but has little 
occasion to meet people beyond her family circle, especially as a divorcee in 
Egypt. She invited me over again several times. And when, the year after, I came 
back to the country to do my research, alone this time, she eventually agreed to 
host me in the small apartment on the ground floor of her building. By spending 
time with her, I could observe how she deals with the heat in her home and thus 
continue my fieldwork in more depth. 

B. WHEN FIELDWORK ISSUES BECOME RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Chasing a Mirage 

Originally, I selected this historical neighbourhood with the intention to observe 
contemporary uses of heritage homes. Indeed, models of ‘Islamic’ architecture – 
with their courtyards, wooden lattice on the windows, and their windcatchers – 
are celebrated as ideal climate-responsive design in the specialized literature 
quoted in the introduction of this thesis. Therefore, I wondered how those living 
in these homes today experienced the climatic value of these architectural 
features. However, after months of looking for these ‘model’ homes, I realized 
that what I thought was a problem of access to was actually a problem related to 
my original research purpose. As an architect, I have learned to deem some 
buildings more interesting than others, and it is precisely this distinction that was 
problematic. This selective attention and its effects became what I needed to 
discuss in my research. This tacit selection determines the realm of architects’ 
understanding of the problems and solutions related to the built environment, just 
like I thought I knew what a heritage building looked like. In the case of Cairo, 
most homes are a combination of old and new elements that are reused, added, 
and removed (Hampikian 2005; Raymond et al. 2000). This hybridity makes any 
attempt at categorization – for example as ‘heritage’ building – inaccurate and 
irrelevant, at least in the framework of this research. 

The house of Umm Rania (Figure 61, Figure 68) is a good example of the 
heterogenous nature of Cairo’s built environment, because the successive phases 
of construction and changes are visible in the building. For example, parts of the 
walls on the ground floor are made of stone and wood, while the rest of the 
building is built in bricks and concrete. However, despite these changes, the 
overall volume and shape is similar to the neighbour’s building, which has more 
original features, such as the wooden corbel on the first floor, as the ground floor 
is set back from the rest of the facade. It is based on this observation that I started 
including any building I could access, regardless of its so-called architectural 
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value, since one of the objectives of the research became precisely to challenge 
pre-established value assessments of buildings. 

Inventing and Performing a Routine 

During the time I stayed in Umm Rania’s ḥāra, I went almost every day to the 
research centre I was affiliated with, stayed there for a few hours in the morning, 
and came back home. I endeavoured to imitate the routine of Umm Rania’s 
teenagers going to school and somehow to blend in with the ḥāra’s life, as a 
researcher going to her office and spending time with the people of her 
neighbourhood; a woman renting a place in a building inhabited by women. Umm 
Rania played the game of a seamless life, replying to anyone who dared ask who 
I was that I was her cousin. These seemingly ordinary moments were intended to 
extricate myself from the exceptionality of the fieldwork time frame. In the same 
way, my interlocutors were my neighbours, my hosts, the relatives of my local 
colleagues, professional connections, etc. I had a reason to be there, and no one 
openly questioned it. In short, I tried to be identifiable to them, and vice versa, 
with more or less distance. And it is this reciprocity that guarantees, I think, a 
balanced relationship between the ethnographer (myself) and the interlocutors, 
removed from the imaginary of domination that prevails in debates on the ethics 
of fieldwork. Trying to blend into the place of the fieldwork required imagining 
a way to metaphorically locate myself within my interlocutors’ field of vision as 
something or someone recognizable. In a nutshell, considering ourselves, 
ethnographers, equal to our interlocutors during fieldwork makes some of our 
existential-like questioning of our self-positioning anecdotal, and second, 
represents heuristic interests.65 

Mutual Acknowledgement. The Social Nature of Expertise 

The two attempts I described – working in the association and being hosted in 
Umm Rania’s house – show that the difficulties of entering the place of fieldwork 
are a crucial source of knowledge for the research. Getting closer to interlocutors’ 
perspective on social interactions both allowed access to fieldwork and was one 
of the study’s original aims. In other words, the effort consisting in accounting 
for my interlocutors’ perspective was also the objective of the research itself. This 
appeared obvious whenever I made the content of my research explicit to my 
interlocutors. For example, when I elaborated on my research topic, saying that I 
am an architect interested in how people experience heat in their homes, I often 
read perplexity on their faces. The connection between the two pieces of 
information – being an architect and researching something as uncontrollable as 
heat – did not seem relevant. As for my interlocutors who are more familiar with 
architecture – mostly the architects I interviewed as well as graduates – their 

 
65 However, concerns with issues of symbolic domination related to the politics of 
representation that the research engages are naturally important. What I want to address 
here is the importance of distinguishing between contexts of communication, even if this 
always raises challenges. 
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comments quasi-systematically concerned heritage buildings as I mentioned 
before: mostly Islamic, vernacular architecture, in spite of my later insistence on 
my concern with contemporary buildings being built in the urban context of 
Cairo. This shows how the understanding of climatic arrangements emerges as 
something more complex than bare standard measurements of temperature, air 
movements, and humidity or of heritage protection. Observing the experiences of 
the hot climate from homes revealed the meaning of thermal practices in 
reference to their context. And the fact that for my interlocutors, these practices 
do not include architecture raises new questions about the conditions that make 
the architectural expertise of climate relevant to its objects of application. 

Expertise is partly worth the credit that people are willing to give it. Many survey 
situations have shown a gap between the way architects perceive their field of 
expertise and the way it is perceived by residents. Thus, from cohabitating with 
Umm Rania and others, a surprising paradox emerged between, on the one hand, 
the ability to embody expertise and, on the other, the ability to exercise it (Chapter 
2). When my host initiated the project to insulate her flat roof, which I describe 
in Chapter 3, she asked the neighbour’s son, Tareq, to assist her. He frequently 
helps her when she needs to repair or install things in her home. She also looked 
for support from the other neighbour, Amm Farid, who works in the field of 
construction. She never thought of asking me about the appropriate techniques 
and material to insulate a flat roof like hers, probably judging my supposed 
competency as architect as inappropriate for such work. On the other hand, other 
informants asked me mainly about cosmetic issues, such as the colour of the 
walls, or the addition of decorative columns to a living room. Otherwise, others 
turned to me to look for solutions to protect a flat roof from direct sunlight for 
example, but without any connection to implementation issues. Thus, the 
continuity between knowledge and its acknowledgement has both 
methodological outcomes, since it serves as a key to access the field (cf. my initial 
plan with the association and my recasting of the project through the encounter 
with Umm Rania), and heuristic outcomes, insofar as it gives substance to the 
content of the research. Here, knowledge refers to the what is learned from 
ethnography and what results from the process of acknowledgement, which is the 
mutual identification and familiarization of the ethnographer and her 
interlocutors. 

One of my main concerns was to be as aware as possible of maintaining some 
sort of reciprocity in the relationships with people in the fieldwork. This 
reciprocity relies on mutual symbolic debt. The value of this debt is not based on 
what is exchanged, but on the exchange itself. For example, when my informants 
let me take measurements to draw a plan of their apartment, giving them the 
drawing in return would not be appropriate when they showed no interest in it. 
But helping the children do their homework, or bringing nuts and fruit and 
visiting regularly to keep them company, for example, is more welcome, as it 
shows that through engaging with the relationship, I am trying to understand what 
things are worth on their scale of value. In other cases, on the contrary, what was 
expected from me was less personal engagement and more a formal attitude, an 
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expression of deference to confirm the authority of my interlocutors, as was 
sometimes the case with architects or professors. As these interlocutors lived in 
high-end neighbourhoods, I tried to find a balance between ease and restraint, 
which I believe is characteristic of bourgeois circles (Pinçon and Pinçon-Charlot 
2005). Moreover, the exchanges with them were generally of a contractual nature, 
i.e. they expected me to be as clear as possible about my scientific motivations. 
This did not prevent us from speaking about other things, but it was the price they 
demanded before engaging in a conversation with me. 

The approach to fieldwork that I expose here can appear as not being very 
sensitive to the consequences of my presence in my interlocutors’ lives. In fact, I 
felt as if there was a paradox in the so-called ethical questions before fieldwork. 
What motivates them is a legitimate concern about possible negative 
consequences for the people and/or the place included in the research. But the 
emphasis on these aspects paradoxically makes the agency of the ethnographer 
prevail over that of the interlocutors by freezing the power relations at stake in 
favour of the inquirer, as if the latter were unable to negotiate the terms of their 
engagement with the researcher. Therefore, I chose to consider fieldwork as 
partly playing the game of social interactions as they happen in the place under 
study, with their share of uncertainty for both interlocutors. This attitude partially 
relieves some of the tension that can be felt at the thought of intruding into 
people’s lives in order to conduct research. This does not mean that, particularly 
in terms of disseminating research, precautions should not be taken to limit the 
impact of the research on its interlocutors – in particular by anonymising the 
information as much as possible. But on the other hand, it must be recognised and 
accepted that not all variables can be controlled in fieldwork, as is the case for an 
architectural project. This is why I believe that a similar approach is relevant in 
architectural practice in order to include other people’s design practices. The 
effort to make more space for our interlocutors to express their abilities to act and 
react seems like a relevant way to anchor design projects into respondents’ 
realities. 
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2. ANALYSING CLIMATIC RECIPROCITY 

A. CASE STUDY HOMES 

Faysal 

 

 

 

 

Figure 43. Aerial view of Faysal. The satellite views of the neighbourhoods are all on the same 
scale. 
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Figure 44. Floor plan of Maryam’s apartment.66 

  

 
66 On each plan, the thermal items appear in red. The small red items are for fans; the 
large squares are the refrigerators when not located in the kitchen; the large rectangles are 
the air conditioning devices, and the large dotted circles are ceiling fans. Moreover, in 
every flat, the tiled floors were systematically covered with carpets.  
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Maryam lives with her three children in an apartment on the seventh floor of a 
twelve-story corner building in Faysal. It is a residential tower with three 
apartments on each floor and two elevators. A bawāb (doorman) lives on the 
ground floor with his family. The building is made of concrete pillars filled with 
red fired bricks, which has been a standard way of building housing in Cairo since 
the 1980s. The façade is coated and painted in two shades of yellow, faded by 
exhaust fumes, sun, and dust. Like the majority of buildings in Cairo, this building 
has walls that are not insulated. It is in good condition, and its standards show 
that it targets the middle class. The neighbourhood was built between the right 
bank of the Nile and the pyramids of Giza (Figure 43). Its main artery, Faysal 
Street, named after the King of Saudi Arabia,67 parallels Pyramids Street, known 
in the entire Arab world for its nightlife. With its seven-kilometre length, Faysal 
Street is one of the busiest boulevards of the city, gathering a large number of 
commercial activities of all sorts. Satellite images show that the first buildings 
appeared around the 1980s, in what was then agricultural land (leftover green 
plots appear on Figure 43), but construction accelerated during the 1990s. 

Today, the area includes households belonging to diverse social classes, which is 
visible in the appearance of the buildings as well as the urban fabric. Maryam’s 
husband, Marwān, is an engineer and works on the Arabian Peninsula. He 
supports the family financially by sending part of his salary to Maryam every 
month. She takes care of their three children. Faysal is well connected to the rest 
of the city thanks to the metro. Minibuses, taxis, and rickshaws (tuk-tuk, pl. 
takatīk) circulate constantly. All sorts of shops and services are available at all 
times (Figure 45). However, the other side of this is the continuous ambient noise 
that comes with congestion and crowds. Other people, like Maryam’s brother, do 
not have words harsh enough to express how much they hate some areas of the 
neighbourhood: a ghastly, filthy place, full of drug dealers and stalkers. Maryam 
could afford to move out of this crowded area with her family. As far as her 
husband is concerned, they should be living in a villa located in one of the remote 
desert cities, like Sixth of October, Obour, or Shorouk, which are less packed and 
have a better reputation. Marwan assumes that being isolated from the crowd 
would grant more safety to his family. Nevertheless, Maryam prefers to stay in 
Faysal, as she enjoys regular visits from her family and friends who live in Cairo 
and is able to grab anything she needs at any time by just going down to the street 
or ordering from the shopkeepers. She often tells me about her disagreement with 
her husband about the topic. Each time, she adds another justification: the 
closeness to her family and friends, the fact that she has enough space in the flat, 
the children’s schools and activities nearby, etc. 

For Maryam, every trip is an adventure. Getting around with her three young 
 

67 The street was named so in recognition of King Fayṣal bin Abdul Aziz’s historic role 
during the October War of 1973, when he decided to ban the export of oil to countries 
that supported Israel, triggering the 1973 oil crisis. He ruled Saudi Arabia from 1963 to 
1975. 



 

 199 

children is a challenge that she usually meets by taking a taxi, where she is sure 
she can keep her two boys under control, her older daughter being less unruly. 
She is visibly exhausted from trying to channel their boundless energy while 
walking the streets that are full of minibuses, cars, autorickshaws and scooters 
rushing by on all sides. The children have few opportunities to be outside, due to 
the scarceness of public spaces dedicated to them. As they lack experience in the 
streets, they are not aware of the dangers, which makes Maryam nervous and even 
less willing to go out with them. As a consequence, most of their lives take place 
indoors. Fortunately, it is September, and the heat is less overpowering than in 
the beginning of summer. As soon as he has walked through the door, Maher 
(Māhir), 7 years old, rushes into his room, undresses, and sinks into his bed, his 
arms and legs apart. Maryam hastily takes off her hijab (ḥigāb, headscarf) and 
waves it like a fan, blowing with relief. She offers me looser clothes to put on, 
while ordering her youngest son Karim, 4, to quickly go into the bathroom. The 
corner bath serves as a water tank in case of a water cut. Maryam showers her 
son on the floor, which explains the tiled, raised platform on which the washing 
machine sits. Then it is the turn of Omnia (Umniyya), her 11-year-old daughter, 
to cool off under the water, while Maher has fallen asleep in his underwear in the 
semi-darkness of his room. The rhythm slows down; the children have calmed 
down and are ready to have lunch at the table that Omnia has unfolded in the 
living room while her brother showered. This transition from the outside to the 
inside passes through successive adjustments of the body of each of the occupants 
to the home’s microclimate: changing clothes, lying down, showering, sitting, 
etc. The daily repetition of the same ritual to merge with the domestic space, 
evading the weight of the climatic conditions, becomes part of an almost 
choreographic thermal routine. 
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Figure 45. Streets of Faysal. 
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Figure 46. Maryam’s neighbours, seen from her balcony. 

Despite her desire to stay in the district, Myriam has ambivalent feelings about 
Faysal, which affect the organization of her apartment (Figure 44). Placed in the 
corner of the building, the longer façade opens on a narrow street, while the 
shortest one has a small balcony overlooking a large, dusty avenue, with some 
palm trees in a row and a garbage dump. On the inside, the bathroom and kitchen 
have their windows oriented towards the manwar, as is often the case. The high 
position of the flat and the generous dimensions of the air shaft enable a draught 
to ventilate the rooms. However, the only source of natural light is the blurred 
glass of the bow window in the main living room (Figure 48). The other windows 
are carefully shut: shutters, glass, nets embedded within the frame, and curtains 
(Figure 47). On one of my regular visits, I opened the shutter of the dining room 
to enjoy the natural light. As soon as Maryam entered the room, she quickly 
pulled the shutter back in place, explaining that the woman who lives across the 
street observes her. Later, she added that the entire family lives and sleeps on the 
roof terrace, which is an extension of their flat and which is parallel to her home. 
Maryam considers her neighbours’ exposure of their family life to be 
inappropriate (Figure 46). They dress lightly, she says, and they do not behave 
properly. It should be noted here that rooftop housing in Cairo is generally 
inhabited by poor families, and since the homes are prone to overheating, the roof 
terrace is used extensively for a range of domestic activities. Maryam takes care 
to protect herself from the gaze of her neighbours, as if there was a risk of being 
assimilated to their misery and being considered as belonging to the same social 
stratum (Figure 47). She shields herself from their sight, which echoes the 
ambivalent relationship she has with her presence in the neighbourhood and has 
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a concrete impact on the way she inhabits the space of her home, as well as on its 
atmosphere. 

  

   

Figure 47. Maryam’s apartment. The openings are carefully controlled and shutters are closed. 

In winter, when temperatures drop and the nights become colder, Maryam moves 
Maher’s bed away from the wall and pushes it towards the beds of his sister and 
brother. The outside wall transfers the cold to Maryam’s son, and she thinks that 
this is the reason for his occasional incontinence. They also gather in Maryam’s 
bedroom sometimes, when the night is very cold and the children cannot warm 
up. Just like the beds, tables and chairs are also mobile. During the school period, 
the lunch table is moved from the living room, where the television is and where 
they have lunch, to the podium in front of the bow window, where Omnia can do 
her homework in daylight and away from her brothers (Figure 48). 
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The moving of the furniture around the home contributes to compensating for the 
thermal deficits of the walls. In other words, domestic practices make up for what 
the walls of the home do not do, i.e. providing an environment ready for the body 
to rest in. This series of habits that results from the daily experience of the home 
and its atmosphere is particularly visible as soon as guests arrive. As she usually 
sits in the living room located right at the front door (Figure 48), Maryam brings 
the two standing fans of the home straight to their faces. This obvious move 
recalls how creating a cool atmosphere for people who come from the outside is 
part of the hospitality one should offer to his or her guests, just like providing 
drinks. The same happened during visits to other homes, sometimes with air 
conditioning. In a way, offering coolness is similar to inviting guests to go 
through the same ritual of crossing the doorstep and making themselves 
comfortable by cooling down the body as if they were at home. But this mode of 
operation paradoxically underlines the fact that the space is not welcoming 
enough in itself. For it to be so, even artificially, the room would have to be full 
of conditioned air, and the body would not have to do anything to cool itself. 
Among those in Egypt who own an air conditioner, some use it with great care, 
if at all, because air conditioning consumes so much energy. The price of 
electricity was rarely invoked during my fieldwork, but regularly increased. 
Middle-income households, whose average monthly consumption is estimated at 
215 kW/h, saw their monthly electricity bill rise from 23 EGP to 79 EGP between 
2013 and 2017 (Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights and the Built Environment 
Observatory 2017).68 Electricity remains largely subsided, but the government 
agenda is to aim for drastic cuts, in line with the demands of international donors. 
The future increase of energy prices threatens the adequate provision of 
households, which makes it essential to look for appropriate new and existing 
low-energy ways to control the thermal environment. 

 
68 In winter 2017, prices of telecommunications increased by about 30 per cent. Around 
May 2018, gas and electricity prices followed the same path, after the price of a metro 
ticket in Cairo went from 2 EGP to 3, 5, or 7 EGP, depending on the distance travelled. 
The government agenda consists in progressively cutting subsidies, especially in the 
energy sector. These measures explain the regular announcements of price changes. 
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Figure 48. Maryam’s living room. 
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Garden City 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 49. Aerial view of Garden City. 
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Figure 50. Floor plan of Magda’s apartment. 
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Magda, whose refurbishment efforts I already described in Chapter 3, also faced 
a dilemma in her neighbourhood, Garden City, similar to the one expressed by 
Maryam in Faysal. But contrary to Maryam, Magda lives with her husband, Mina, 
who is also an engineer, in a large flat in a central, well-off neighbourhood. They 
recently bought the apartment, but have always lived in the area. During our 
conversation, she unexpectedly explains why they do not live in one of the 
suburbs built around Cairo, such as the Fifth Settlement, Sheikh Zayed, or 
Madinaty, leaving implicit that this is where most of the upper class tends to move 
to. She enumerates the number of reasons that made her stay in the centre. To her, 
the neighbourhood is mainly congested during weekdays, while she is at work in 
another place. Thus, she does not suffer much from it. This reverse commuting 
spares her the traffic in her neighbourhood. The latter is at its worst from 3 p.m., 
which is said to be the time when most civil servants finish their working day. In 
addition, Magda says that she uses her cell phone to anticipate traffic on her way 
home. Depending on whether the roads appear green, orange-red, or bold dark 
red on her GPS navigator, she decides when and which way she will drive from 
her office in the far western suburbs of the capital to her home in the centre. She 
confesses that she has this freedom because she is lucky enough to enjoy relative 
autonomy and independence in her work. Thus, she can also appreciate the green 
environment she lives in now, which is indeed quite a rare thing, especially in the 
centre of Cairo (Figure 51). 

 

Figure 51. Magda appreciates the green environment in which she lives. 
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And just like Maryam, Magda is concerned about mobility and access to services, 
for herself once she reaches old age and for her two young adult daughters, who 
do not drive. Magda’s flat is located on the eighth floor of a twelve-storey modern 
building that is more recent than those around it, which were built around the first 
decade of the twentieth century and are therefore shorter. The building’s 
relationship to its surroundings plays a role in how Magda thought about the 
ambiance she planned for her home. Nothing seemed to hinder her intention to 
enjoy the outside. She added a window so that, as she says, she can enjoy natural 
light, which is a preoccupation that I have rarely heard about from my other 
interlocutors. She also broke one of the sidewalls of the loggia to enlarge the view 
of the city’s landscape. 

At work, once I had an office with a tiny window, and with a vis-à-vis. That 
was a nightmare. Thank God there was central A/C. I had the feeling of 
entering a cell, so I didn’t want this feeling at home. I prefer when the place 
is bright, especially in the morning, nūr rabbina (the light of our Lord). The 
idea of everything dark oppresses me. […] Also, it was impossible for me not 
to have a balcony. Even if I don’t sit on it, I want to be able to go and see the 
world from it (interview with Magda, 7 September 2018). 

When she redesigned the home to their taste after they bought it, she paid special 
attention to the openings, which impact the possibilities to ventilate the home. 
One specifically caught her attention. In the master bedroom, she decided to turn 
the existing loggia into an indoor alcove, while opening up a window as wide as 
possible. As she says, it is the most important window, because it faces the 
direction of the dominant wind, towards to north. She wanted to be able to fully 
open the baḥrī (i.e. north) window, as it is called, by using two casements. In the 
end, however, they installed the sliding window that she wanted to avoid, because 
it opens only half of the original opening. These aluminium sliding windows are 
popular. The organization of the home is thus oriented towards the outside, and – 
contrary to the previous apartment in Faysal, that of Maryam – the light shaft is 
described by Magda as a gloomy staircase and does not bring much air to the 
kitchen. There is a door and the combined fan and window set called shaffāṭ that 
can be found in most kitchens in Cairo and that sometimes includes a side window 
(Figure 52). To compensate for the gloominess, Magda chose to create a window 
between the kitchen and the dining room to enjoy a minimum of natural light and 
let the air can circulate better, as she points out once more. This spatial 
organization is a result of the possibility she has to relate to the outdoors without 
being bothered by obstacles such as direct neighbours or heavy traffic, for 
example. 
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Figure 52. Shaffāṭ in Magda’s kitchen. 
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Magda’s apartment has many rooms: two bedrooms, four living rooms, a library, 
a dining room, a kitchen, three bathrooms, a terrace, and a balcony. Each room 
has its own microclimatic particularity. Hence, in Magda’s case, the members of 
her family and her guests enjoy the choice of thermal comfort à la carte, 
according to their wish, just like she offered me when I could choose where I 
would like to sit when I first came to her place. 

In winter, we would stay in this room, the temperature would be great, with 
the sun entering. We call it the ṣūba [a greenhouse69]. In summer, it’s OK, 
but we cannot stay there with more than three or four people without turning 
on the A/C. If we are only Mina and I, we watch TV, it’s fine. It’s tiny and 
cosy. Sometimes we stay in the large (one), but always with the A/C; it’s 
necessary. In winter, we never go to the big rooms, at all. It’s not that it’s 
cold, but in winter you want to stay in a cosy corner, like here (interview with 
Magda, 7 September 2018). 

The location of the room they call ṣūba today was originally the outside of the 
building (Figure 50). It was a recess in the façade, running the full height of the 
building. Only Magda’s flat and the one below her have an additional room 
inserted into this space. However, the roof of this room is light, and the outer 
layer is a galvanized steel sheet. The sun hitting the steel roof pleasantly heats the 
room in winter, but it is more constraining in summer, hence its nickname 
‘greenhouse’. Still, it always offers an effective alternative for drying laundry, for 
example during the khamaseen season in spring (episodes can occur in autumn 
as well), when the wind blowing from the south fills the terrace with sand and 
soils the clothes. 

  

 
69 A ṣūba is ‘a shed in which young plants are cultivated. Ṣūba ’izāz is a greenhouse’ 
(Hinds and Badawi 1986, 514). 
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Figure 53. The ‘greenhouse’. 
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As for the big rooms that Magda mentions in the excerpt of the interview, there 
are two adjacent living rooms in the continuation of the dining room, as shown 
on the plan (Figure 50). Magda chose to install only two A/C devices, instead of 
three (for the three defined spaces), because she does not receive guests too often 
and for her, turning on the two devices with the doors shut sufficiently cools the 
space. The representational function of these rooms is explicitly mentioned by 
Magda, who, after sharing her frustration at seeing the details of poorly executed 
finishes, resigns herself to them by saying: 

Anyways, the important thing is that those who come from outside see [the 
flat], and find that it looks good (interview with Magda, 7 September 2018). 

 

Figure 54. Magda’s sitting rooms. 

Magda made sure that the rest of the flat offers other options, according to the 
occupants’ preferences. Thus, her husband has the possibility to sleep with the 
A/C on, and her daughters, who prefer warmer alternatives, sleep in a room that 
is protected from the direct sunlight and enjoy the night’s draught or the fan 
blowing. As for Magda, the tiny alcove in her bedroom formed with the closing 
of the balcony creates what she calls a tiny living room for herself, from where 
she can enjoy the baḥrī wind while training on her exercise bike.  

Of course, Magda and her family are in a privileged situation. People in less 
favourable circumstances find alternative means to work around the relative 
thermal precariousness in their lives, as is the case for Maryam in Faysal and Dr 
Hisham Muhammad (Hishām Muḥammad) and his family in Munib. 
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Munib 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 55. Aerial view of Munib. 
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Figure 56. Floor plan of Dr Hisham’s apartment. 
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Enjoying one’s surroundings is not possible everywhere. In Munib, for example, 
buildings are so densely grouped together that the home of Dr Hisham 
Muhammad has only one façade. Two other sides are boxed in by buildings, and 
the fourth side is a blind wall oriented towards another parcel. This is often the 
case in such informal neighbourhoods, where builders’ and investors’ concern 
with maximizing the built space encounters few obstacles. The façade is not 
plastered and the bricks are left exposed, as if waiting for finishing touches. But 
the building gives the impression that it is inhabited for the long term, with 
curtains, clotheslines on the tiny balconies, and a large, opaque wrought-iron 
gate. On the flat roof, pillars with their steel reinforcements point skywards, as if 
to announce the continuation of the vertical construction in the future. In the same 
way, many streets are not paved or asphalted, but covered with a mixture of earth 
and dust. Dr Hisham Muhammad is a professor at a university located in the north 
of the country. Compared to the prestige attached to the profession, his salary is 
relatively low, like that of most government employees. But his position gives 
him access to certain privileges, such as access to special loans for housing. 

He lives with his wife Sana (Sanā’) and their two children of 10 and 13 years old 
on the last floor of a three-storey building that was built in 2010. Relative to its 
surface, the apartment has few windows. The rest of the openings open onto the 
manwar, which is supposed to enable the ventilation of the rooms that have no 
direct access to the exterior. The windows of the master bedroom, kitchen, and 
bathroom open onto this two-square-metre shaft. On the one hand, the possibility 
to cross-ventilate is limited. The front door sometimes remains open to activate 
the draught from the staircase and send it through the flat. On the other hand, the 
blind façade, oriented towards the south, is the longest wall of the home. Its 
thickness does not exceed 15 cm, as it consists of a single row of bricks joined 
together in the direction of their width (nuṣṣ al-ṭūba, Figure 23). In the heart of 
summer, during the afternoon, the surface is so hot that touching the wall with 
the palm of one’s hand is almost unbearable, as I accidentally find out one day. 
At no time, however, do my interlocutors mention the heat in the flat. Its presence 
manifests itself only in fragments, for example when a cousin, who is visibly 
pregnant, is gently chased out of the tiny kitchen. Dishes are being cooked in the 
oven and on the gas cooker at full heat. Sana declines the cousin’s assistance, 
arguing that the conditions in this room could be bad for her health, and that there 
are already people helping her. In summer, the fan in the living room operates 
around the clock. 
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Figure 57. Dr Hisham’s apartment. 
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Figure 58. A building under construction in Munib. 
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The fact that the apartment’s residents do not verbalize the overheating as an issue 
does not mean that it is not problematic to them. In conversations with other 
interlocutors where the topic occurred, it would be followed by a reflection on 
what to do to improve the comfort of the home. This means that the oral 
formulation of the problem implies the availability of resources for possible 
action to solve it. In the case of Dr Hisham Mohammed, I believe that the absence 
of conversation about the heat suggests that he sees no resources at his disposal 
to improve the situation. Nevertheless, in our multiple conversations, he shows 
that he has many escape routes. Repeatedly, he talks at length about his love for 
the seaside, which he visits as often as he can. He speaks about the espresso he 
sips every week at the sea, when he goes to teach at university. The flat in a 
popular seaside resort that he regularly rents with friends has a spacious terrace, 
where the breeze never stops blowing, as he says. Several times, he also mentions 
a subsidized housing unit he bought in one of the satellite towns around Cairo. 
Here, too, he is not short on detail: it is an apartment bought off-plan, in a building 
with three to four flats, and surrounded by a garden. As for the level of finishing, 
it is ‘mutshaṭṭab sūbir lūks’ (finished ‘super-luxe’).70 He does not know whether 
he will move into it or sell it to generate a profit. He embellishes his description 
of this remote project as much as he belittles the neighbourhood in which he lives. 

 

Figure 59. Streets in Munib. 

 
70 Cf. Chapter 3 for more details on the level of finishing (al-tashṭīb) available on the 
Egyptian housing market. 
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To him, Munib is not what it used to be. During the last years, its population has 
grown to a level that the infrastructure of the neighbourhood can no longer 
sustain. Indeed, its sewage system breaks down regularly, and the supply of water 
and electricity is frequently interrupted (Rabi‘ 2019). Hisham Muhammad 
explains that in the past, good relations with neighbours preserved control over 
what was happening in the streets and ensured relative safety. To him, this is no 
longer the case today, because of the newcomers. In every corner now, he says, 
there are criminals and drug dealers, and the name ‘Munib’ can regularly be seen 
in the ‘news in brief’ sections of newspapers. Although a significant part of Dr 
Hisham’s family lives close by, he is considering moving out, but with no 
concrete prospect yet at the moment we meet. He and his wife met in their village 
of origin in the Nile Delta, and moved to Munib where a part of their family is. 
That is why his wife and children actually benefit from the solidarity network 
they are integrated in, while he is often away. Dr Hisham’s polarized discourse 
perfectly illustrates the tension previously mentioned between what should be 
done (al-mafrūḍ) and what is done (al-ma‘mūl). Al-mafrūḍ, a university professor 
and intellectual should be living in better conditions: by the sea or in a building 
surrounded by gardens, like in his descriptions of cooler places. However, this is 
not the case, which leads him to leave Cairo often, at least twice a month. And 
this distance between what, according to him, should be and the actual conditions 
in which he lives with his family is common to the residents of our case study 
homes and to most interlocutors I met during my fieldwork. 

In the course of the survey, in each case it was impossible to consider the thermal 
element independently from other factors. Producing an ethnography of the 
various ways in which thermal issues take shape in domestic life informs us about 
these interwoven constraints that govern the creation of an environment that is 
satisfactory in the eyes of residents. This kind of research provides a better 
understanding of the contexts in which the contemporary domestic environment 
in cities like Cairo is produced. 

B. MICROCLIMATIC AGENCIES 

Belonging and Longing for a Neighbourhood 

In spite of living in very different environments, Maryam, Magda, and, to a lesser 
extent, Dr Hisham share the need to justify why they live in their respective 
neighbourhoods and not elsewhere, supposing that this elsewhere would be more 
appropriate to their social class. The recurrent justifications of their choice to live 
where they live, which other informants repeated as well, shows how 
expectations shape social-spatial practices (both in the domestic sphere and in the 
residential trajectories in the city), leading to the above-mentioned perceived gap 
between what is and what should be. My interlocutors fill this gap with arguments 
in favour of staying in a neighbourhood that many people around them dislike. 
And in all the cases I encountered, this gap between where the people live and 
where they ‘should’ be living has concrete consequences for the indoor 
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microclimates each of the informants created in their domestic space, sometimes 
in opposition to, sometimes in agreement with the climate – literally and 
symbolically – surrounding the home. Thus, the distance between what my 
interlocutors experience and what they aspire to has consequences for their 
concrete and material practices. But conversely, the material realities 
significantly drive what these people aspire to. Susan Gal explains the material 
basis of such justification discourse, which is a cornerstone of the principle of 
reciprocity (Gal 2002). She argues that the narratives of a distant ideal situation 
have a reference point which is the body of the interlocutor in its context and 
which gives direction towards envisaging the improvement of living conditions. 
And at the same time, these discourses serve in shaping one’s self and material 
context.71  

The dichotomy between the place where my informants should live according to 
themselves – al-mafrūḍ – and the place where they ultimately live has concrete, 
driving effects on the way they conceive their thermal practices. 

The thermal practices I describe here are not only symbolic, but also instrumental. 
Offering coolness is a sign of hospitality that also contributes to demonstrating 
one’s social status. But the use of air conditioning gives a physical dimension to 
this exercise of representation, which goes beyond mere sight, and involves the 
sensations of the body at rest. Here again we find a dichotomy which is reformed 
according to a fractal scheme – thermal comfort and the representation of a 
comfort we do not have. Turning on the air conditioner means adjusting to the 
supposed expectations of others and to an imaginary, luxurious ‘elsewhere’. 

In the case of Maryam in Faysal, Yousef (Yūsif), a close friend, does not hesitate 
to tell her at almost each of our visits that she should install an air conditioner in 
her living room. Adding thermal perception to the concern with representation 
and status complicates the issue beyond the visual aspects. Those living in the 
home benefit from the acknowledgement of their social status, but also enjoy the 
fruits of their efforts because they profit from thermal comfort at home due to the 
materiality of the residence. It is possible to argue that this second benefit even 
reciprocally reinforces the first. Indeed, appearances alone are not enough to 
assert a status. First, Yousef’s remark is all the more legitimate from Maryam’s 
point of view, because the interior of her home and its location in a rather well-
off part of a working-class neighbourhood creates an expectation of an air 
conditioned place. Second, the relationship between appearance and usage cannot 
simply be random. For example, Maryam’s living room has a marble platform at 
the foot of the bow window. She says that the layout of the flat was supervised 
by her mother and mother-in-law, while she herself was living on the Arabian 

 
71 ‘Deictics and other indexicals most often use the speaker’s body as an orienting centre 
so that far from being “merely discourse”, these processes of “pointing” away from self 
and towards self through speech have a strong materiality. Even when recruited – through 
metadiscursive commentary – for grand political projects, they remain available for 
creating embodied subjectivities’ (Gal 2002, 81). 
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Peninsula with her husband. Her mother-in-low proposed building the marble 
platform. Embarrassed by the idea of contradicting her enthusiastic mother-in-
law, she accepted. The argument of the mother-in-law makes Maryam laugh 
today: she thought that the podium was a good idea because when Omnia, who 
was then barely 5 years old, would get married, the DJ would stand on it. Here, 
the design has no immediately conceivable content other than a simple 
demonstration of status. In this case, installing a marble platform seemed 
disproportionate compared to Maryam’s use benefits, even if it was in line with 
her mother-in-law’s concern with how it would look during an important moment 
of public representation, such as the wedding of her granddaughter. Contrary to 
the air conditioner, it becomes an object of ridicule from the point of view of the 
household’s members. The idea that the air conditioner is a display of prestige is 
not enough (van Leeuwen 2011). If its practical dimension is concealed, its 
representational value is annihilated, just as in the case of the marble stage. Air 
conditioning not only gives status, it also gives the body rest, sparing it from 
changing, showering, and lying down to calm down and refresh itself. 

Circumventing Thermal Precarity 

The road to creating microclimates is fraught with pitfalls, which are more or less 
restrictive depending on the household. The multiple arrangements that people 
make are all attempts at bridging the gap between the situation they experience 
and the one they desire. They find alternative ways to work around the thermal 
precariousness of their existence. In the case of the professor living in Munib, 
telling stories is the key to escaping his ‘socio-climatic fate’. Dr Hisham 
Muhammad offsets the difference between what the position of a professor at 
university should be offering to his family and his actual situation with a narrative 
of brighter horizons, since he cannot concretely remedy it. In the case of families 
in more favourable geographic and housing situations, there is literally more 
room for manoeuvre. Thus, through various clever arrangements, with more or 
less ease, some people tinker with their thermal comfort at home. These tricks are 
attempts to reduce the gap between al-mafrūḍ, that is, what should be – the 
conditional in sum – and its fulfilment. This gap is clearly not the same for every 
household. Magda has the possibility to offer various nuances of thermal 
ambiance to suit her and her visitors’ wishes, while Maryam struggles to meet the 
expectations of her guests. Observing the ways in which individuals in the case 
study homes create a satisfactory thermal atmosphere at home elucidates social 
inequalities in context and through the lens of climate. In other words, analysing 
the thermal practices of residents shows how they compensate for the 
shortcomings of the existing thermal structure in which they live. 

The infrastructure meant to provide city dwellers with energy and services does 
not satisfy their needs either, which means that people’s dependency on the 
energy infrastructure remains loose. The climatic zone in which Cairo is located 
means buildings that have no mechanical cooling or heating are relatively 
bearable throughout the year. Otherwise, gas remains a widespread heating mode, 
in addition to passive modes of cooling and heating oneself. The storage practices 
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that I observed, such as using bathtubs as water tanks, show the poor reliability 
of the existing infrastructure. In my conversations, I observed that people are 
worried about the price of oil more than about infrastructure, since it dictates the 
price of transportation and thus influences the cost of basic food products such as 
meat, vegetables, sugar, bread… The prices of these goods appear to be quite 
volatile. 

Besides engaging in storytelling, some of my informants have committed 
themselves to changing their material environment in order to change the climatic 
atmosphere of their homes, as we have seen. Indeed, one of the most striking 
aspects of the survey is the sustained pace of repair, change, and adjustment acts 
in the homes studied. It appears that, from the addition of a simple curtain to the 
insulation of a flat roof, the objects used to manipulate the thermal environment 
are most often already present in the home. 

Domestic thermal practices are a projection towards a more desirable climatic 
life. In that sense, they are similar to reaffirming the distinction between an 
outside and an inside, which are delimited by the boundaries that create the 
microclimate as well. Using the example of the dichotomy between private and 
public, Susan Gal argues that the notions of private or public cannot be 
understood as static facts, but only in relation to a situation of reference. The 
street outside is public compared to the home indoors, but the living room is 
public compared to the bedroom within the home (Gal 2002). This understanding 
of the inside/outside relationship in constant redefinition is relevant to the notion 
of microclimate. The case of Maryam is quite telling in this sense. When she 
closes the shutters of her living room, her neighbour’s gaze is the public space, 
while the inside of her home is the private space. 

However, when she receives visitors, the living room becomes the space 
dedicated to the public, to the outsiders, and it is prepared accordingly. She wears 
her hijab when the visitors are male, she brings the fans and turns them on, 
pointing towards her guests. This is contrary to the kitchen or the second living 
room for example, which is reserved for women and closer relatives. The kitchen 
and the bathroom are the two places where I rarely observed any effort to control 
the thermal environment, which has to do with the fact that they are not likely to 
be turned public. There, the heat is simply undergone. This is explicit in what 
Umm Rania told her neighbour, who insulated the roof of her home. When he 
was short on material, she told him that it was not necessary to insulate the part 
of the roof that covers the bathroom. Similarly, she found his suggestion to create 
a window in the bathroom wall, to allow for better ventilation, ridiculous, since 
in her words, ‘It’s only a bathroom, it doesn’t matter’. The re-indexation of the 
public to the private and vice versa intersects with the recreation of microclimates 
in contrasts. It makes it possible to transcend scales and to think of thermal 
comfort in terms of agency. 

City dwellers do not experience climate in the same way; their experiences differ 
according to whether they have the resources to create a microclimate at home 
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that they consider satisfactory. As I have tried to demonstrate, specific 
neighbourhoods influence the thermal strategies indoors, in reaction to the direct 
environment but also in reference to a distant, more desirable model. Faysal and 
Munib are both working-class areas associated with crowds and with rural 
immigration since the 1970s. Both Maryam and Dr Hisham struggle to escape the 
social stigmatization of such neighbourhoods, which is more pronounced in the 
case of Munib. And this struggle can be read through the lens of their relationship 
with the climate. At the other end of the spectrum, in well-off neighbourhoods, 
the relationship with the social and material environment does not seem to be 
problematic. Instead, the outside environment – the air, the greenery, sun 
exposure – is used as an advantage, as is the case in Garden City. 

Microclimatic Entanglements in the City 

The reciprocity of interaction between the neighbourhood and the home is key to 
understanding the mechanisms that drive the creation of the home and its 
microclimates, which, by extension, as evoked in the introduction of this chapter, 
produce the city. The way in which those living in the case study homes presented 
in this chapter occupy the urban space both illustrates and offers keys to 
understanding thermal agency. Indeed, the places identified as appropriate for a 
break in the navigation from one point to another in the city or as appropriate 
destinations vary according to a series of more or less changing criteria. For 
example, it is obvious that age, gender, and social class influence the perception 
of these places and condition access to them. Hence, taking a nap alone in the 
courtyard of a mosque to wait for the afternoon heat to cool down is a mainly 
male activity. Likewise, the use of cafés known as ‘traditional’ (baladī), that is 
to say, very open to the outside world, is a mainly male activity. When women – 
and only middle-class women – go to cafés, they are generally accompanied, and 
mainly go to a branch of a coffee shop chain or similar, which means they are 
indoors and the place is air conditioned (De Koning 2006). The use of these places 
as stopovers or relays on the way to the city consecrates them as hospitable 
microclimates. Looking at the thermal map of Cairo from this dynamic point of 
view, we can see the city is a series of microclimates, generated as city dwellers 
identify them, flee them if they are unbearable, or take advantage of them if, on 
the contrary, they are welcome on their journeys. This point of view has at least 
the advantage of thinking about the capacity to act on the variety of microclimatic 
spaces, and thus thinking of real levers for action, if not planning. In that sense, 
planning the variety of thermal ambiances, like Philippe Rahm did in the Jade 
Eco Park in Taichung (Taiwan) for example, is an interesting path (Roesler and 
Kobi 2018, 102–19). What is at stake today is to imagine ways in which such a 
logic could be implemented in a context where taking action in urban space is not 
the responsibility of planners only. 

The fractal or fragmented approach to urban space is a relevant concept that can 
be used to develop a new perspective on the methods of urban planning. The 
lessons of the recent history of urban planning in Cairo, certainly resembling that 
of other cities of the world, but also the new challenges that are emerging, 
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especially those related to climate change, must lead us to rethink ways of 
planning cities. The idea that political will – or the lack of it – understood as the 
state’s action is the sole determinant of the future of cities is as much a lack of 
imagination as it is a lack of observation. This is based on the mistaken 
assumption that only governments can develop cities. Even if in some contexts, 
the state is an efficient planner, Cairo – as so many other cities in the South – is 
a blatant counterexample, showing that the state is not the only acting force.72 
Therefore, this deceptive intellectual impasse should not blind us to the other 
dynamic forces which are capable of co-constructing urban microclimates. 
Microclimates and the capacity to produce them are an integral part of material 
and social life. These circumstances determine the thermal agency of individuals 
– as opposed to institutions – which is a potential foundation for an efficient plan 
for city microclimates, which equates to planning the climate, following the 
principle of reciprocity between the spaces, their creation, and their uses. Each 
space is qualified in reference to another space; in the same way, a microclimate 
is defined by the climate or another microclimate of reference. In this sense, there 
is a reciprocal definition of the qualities of a space. By extension, this means that 
creating a microclimate cannot be envisioned in a detached way, but only in 
relation to other microclimates and to their materiality, as we will see in Umm 
Rania’s home in Khalifa. 

C. OBJECTIFYING CLIMATIC ISSUES  

The Distribution of Knowledge in Practice  

While I surveyed several homes during my fieldwork, the building in which I was 
able to make the most in-depth observations was the one where I lived with Umm 
Rania and her family. This two-story building, composed of three small 
apartments of about 40 square metres and a flat roof, is located in a historic 
neighbourhood around the Cairo Citadel, as I have already mentioned. Umm 
Rania lives on the second floor and her mother, Umm Ahmad, lives on the first 
floor. I stayed on the ground floor for about eight months, and later for a few 
weeks, in the course of my fieldwork. In Chapter 3, in which I describe the house 
in more detail, I focused mainly on how my host carried out refurbishments done 
inside. In the first part of this chapter, I analysed the thermal organization of the 
household’s life in relation to the outdoors.  I describe the insights gained from 
my prolonged participant observation in this building. The time I spent there with 

 
72 Interestingly, there are parallels between my interlocutors who contrast their situation 
with an ideal unattainable situation and the action of the Egyptian government, which 
plans master plans regardless of the actual possibility of changing the whole city. The 
government actually ends up implementing solutions that are much more pragmatic than 
what they claim in their public communication. Lise Debout has described the 
arrangements that exist between the state, foreign companies, the existing networks of 
garbage collectors, and residents (Debout 2012). These adjustments were also underlined 
by Cilja Harders (Harders 2013). And David Sims explains something similar concerning 
land reclamation, waḍ‘ al-yad (Sims 2014, 100-4). 
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residents also allowed me to describe in more detail how they strive to create an 
environment that is satisfying to them throughout the seasons, weeks, and hours 
of the day. It was also through this home that I began to look at my fieldwork in 
a reflexive way. 

Homes are tangible objects that surround and mediate the thermal environment. 
They are an interface as well as a tool utilized to shape the indoor climate, and 
they are a structure that residents alter. A detailed investigation into how people 
modify their homes is a dynamic way to approach their thermal qualities beyond 
mere building features. The lens of the microclimate compelled me to focus my 
observations on specific objects, and thus allowed for more precision than if I had 
just looked at home improvement in more general terms. The thermal issue 
highlights how and when elements that seem contextual, such as heat, become 
problematic from the point of view of those who live in the house. In this sense, 
focusing on domestic microclimates enables the ethnographic gaze to be directed 
towards specific objects. And this selective focus makes it possible to observe 
what the improvement of the domestic environment is concretely based on, 
perhaps not in an exhaustive way but certainly more intelligibly. 

Although fighting heat in Cairo is clearly not limited to domestic spaces, homes 
are particularly suitable for research. They are the space where other people – 
especially residents – contradict architects’ claims to a monopoly of design. This 
claim is based on architects’ assumptions that people generally lack rationality 
when they make choices to improve their domestic environments. This 
distribution of knowledge is entangled with power relations between individuals 
or groups of individuals. As I already stated, the category of vernacular 
architecture is a good example of this entanglement: any building from outside 
the architecture realm is categorized under this label, designated as such by 
architects’ collective acknowledgement. The difference between the power to 
actually build and the power to prescribe what good building practice is (Chapter 
2), and the struggle between architects and non-architects for appropriating 
design (Chapter 3) I described above are also part of these practices of distinction. 

Roy Dilley dedicated a paper to the anthropological understandings of ignorance. 
He noted the double meaning of the words ignorance and ignoring, i.e. not 
knowing, but also not paying attention to someone or something (the French verb 
ignorer has both definitions as well). This double meaning echoes the idea that 
the distinction between those who know (the experts; in our case the architects) 
and those who do not know is utilized to position oneself favourably in society. 

The dynamics of claims to knowledge and the counter-attributions of 
ignorance […] illustrate the way in which definitions of expertise, and the 
social relations that produce it, cast a shadow of not-knowing on others who 
are denied the possibility of knowing in a social domain considered to be 
outside their ken (Dilley 2011, 173). 

This split between knowing and not-knowing, which is the stake of symbolic 
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struggles between architects and non-architects, is challenged in the building 
practices of the people improving their homes without architects (Chapter 3), but 
also in the way they relate to the climate in the domestic sphere. Through Umm 
Rania’s home, this section of the chapter questions the integration of heat and its 
regulation in everyday life, focusing more on the cognitive aspects of the 
identifications of the technical issues related to heat control. This domestic 
perspective makes visible what is intentionally or unintentionally ignored in the 
field of architecture: the existence of practical strategies underlying people’s 
relationship with heat and their way of dealing with it. 

By shedding light on these skilled practices related to domestic microclimates, 
this part of the chapter critically engages with the notion of architectural expertise 
applied to climate issues (Kresse and Marchand 2009). I established my research 
framework and methodology to show a cross section of building expertise related 
to climate within and beyond the architectural field, and thus shed light on various 
forms of existing thermal knowledge. This panorama of different actors, their 
abilities, and how they are positioned socially makes visible different approaches 
towards climate control. The ethnographic analysis of the forms that thermal 
issues take in domestic life looks into the multiple constraints that drive the 
creation of an environment that is satisfying to its inhabitants and allows for a 
better understanding of the situations in which a contemporary domestic 
environment in cities like Cairo is produced. The place of heat as an integral part 
of daily life situations necessarily makes it the object of knowledge, which differs 
from the thermal knowledge formed and transmitted in general in the field of 
architecture because it is integrated into a range of constraints that constitute the 
experience of inhabiting (Ségaud 2010). 

How does the question of thermal comfort arise for residents in their homes? How 
do they create satisfying microclimates? In which situations? In Chapter 3, I 
showed that the approach of those who undertake home improvement projects 
can be considered as equivalent to design, which architects claim they are the 
only ones capable of implementing. However, if by design we mean the practical 
and spatial choices made in homes, how is it practised in the household? The 
description of life at home highlights what the materialization of thermal projects 
consists of. This materialization of the thermal issue is linked to several 
temporalities, that is, the time periods in which individuals imagine, live, and plan 
their life. People’s narratives of the changes they made in their homes often 
include stories about events in their lives and memories of these events, more or 
less remote in time. The relationship between these various temporalities and the 
design process that people practice in their homes determines, along with the 
quest for the al-mafrūḍ I previously described, the work carried out on the 
architectural structure within which thermal control occurs. 

Rethinking Architectural Design through Ethnography 

Accessing the places of fieldwork consisted first of all of imagining what might, 
in the eyes of my interlocutors, be a relevant reason for being present in their 
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home. I tried to anticipate their reaction or what they might think. For me, this 
creative effort was similar to formulating hypotheses about my interlocutors’ 
reasons for acting (on their built environment in this case). And the ethnographic 
inquiry made it possible to gather elements to refine, validate, or refute these 
hypotheses. 

This is part of what Wendy Gunn and Jared Donovan consider a heuristic attitude 
that design anthropology allows. Pointing out that “people often use things far 
beyond what designers expect” (Gunn and Donovan 2012, 1), the authors argue 
in favour of an ethnographic observation of users’ practices, as – following Tim 
Ingold’s suggestion – they can be considered producers, that is, designers 
(Anusas and Ingold 2013; Ingold 2009). 

Among the hypotheses that I was able to elaborate on thanks to participant 
observation, there is the hypothesis of the impossible isolation of the thermal 
problem in architecture from the other dimensions of inhabiting. For example, 
closing windows may protect from the outside heat or cold, but can also be 
dictated by outside dust, insects, or neighbours’ too curious ears. In the same way, 
the thermal solutions implemented never exclusively tackle thermal problems, 
but are embedded in broader concerns. As I previously mentioned, my 
interlocutors often seemed confused when I talked about heat. Addressing 
something as uncontrollable and unpalpable as the air we breathe probably 
appeared to them as nonsense. Gunn and Donovan advocate for 

a concept of design that moves away from a problem-oriented approach, 
away from the standard trajectory of one situated context of use, one problem, 
and how to solve this (Gunn and Donovan 2012, 1).  

Understanding how the issue of heat appears in the eyes (and bodies) of those 
who live in the building that I investigated is a crucial part of the objective of this 
research, that is, interrogating the existing potential channels to mitigate heat in 
the city. 

The immediate appraisal of interior microclimates occurs through their material 
form. Thus, the point of entry I chose to account for the issue of heat in domestic 
contexts required observing and describing the material manifestations of 
microclimates in the home and the instruments that allow for their manipulation. 
In the course of the fieldwork period, my hosts undertook multiple works in their 
homes, both structural and more superficial, some of them documented in 
Chapter 3. 

In the discourse of my interlocutors, but also in my observations in situ, each of 
these changes is linked to precise moments. These temporalities are variable. 
They can be counted in days or in years. They can correspond to the absence or 
to the presence of certain people who trigger or hinder the projects. They can 
correspond to more significant events in people’s lives, such as a birth, death, or 
divorce, which sometimes change the structure of the household. The homes 
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crystallize broader changes that affect the life of their residents (Isabaeva 2021; 
Telle 2007). Indeed, these life changes in some cases determine the changes made 
in the home. 

The design plans that Umm Rania and her mother developed followed 
temporalities that affected the resources available to implement these plans. 
Reciprocally, the identification of resources to improve the home determined the 
existence of the projects. This hints at an approach to architectural design that 
differs from the architect’s approach but contributes to generating the built 
environment of the city. Therefore, it deserves our attention. Identifying these 
approaches to design and deciphering them is an opportunity for architectural 
practice to renew its approach to existing urban problems, which they so often 
complained during my fieldwork they were unable to do anything about. That is 
why I elaborated in the first part of this chapter on the connection between the 
methodology of fieldwork and the research itself. I believe this echoes the 
dynamic attitude I suggest is needed in architectural practice – developing tools 
to be able to effectively tackle climate issues in cities and integrating existing 
design abilities and ambitions – as well as the configuration within which these 
issues actually occur. In sum, I refer here to the use of reflexivity in professional 
practice, which, as I argue in the general conclusion of the thesis, is a powerful 
lever to imagine a larger realm of action for architects. 
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3. IN KHALIFA 

A. NAVIGATING THE NEIGHBOURHOOD AND BEYOND 

 

 

 

 

Figure 60. Aerial view of Khalifa. 
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Figure 61. Floor plan of Umm Rania’s apartment. 
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Seasonal ‘migration’ around the home equates to finding or creating appropriate 
microclimates that suit the outdoor climatic conditions (Merghani 2004). This 
quest is equally expressed in the way Umm Rania and her family move around 
and across their neighbourhood. In summer, most of their outdoor activities 
happen after 7 p.m., when the sun sets. From dusk, the wind starts to blow in the 
ḥāra. But it is even later at night when Umm Rania usually ventures to the market, 
around midnight, when the crowd has dispersed and some of the vendors receive 
their fresh vegetables and fruit. Sometimes, we go a bit earlier to the lively 
neighbourhood of Sayeda Zainab nearby. Shops install their goods outside on the 
pavements, coffee shops take their tables out, and street vendors sell their 
seasonal fruit on their carts: prickly pears, bananas, ground cherries, etc. In 
winter, ovens on wheels sell baked sweet potatoes. The walk is pleasant only if it 
is punctuated by breaks for the body, often associated with a hot or cool spot, 
depending on the season: resting behind the counter of a juice bar to finish a glass 
of sugar cane juice, sitting down for a cup of tea, or entering an air conditioned 
store and pretending to look at the items to enjoy the cool air, as Rania sometimes 
does. 



 232 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 62. A market at night. 
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Figure 63. Streets around the Fatimid area of Cairo. 
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Just like the Mokattam plateau, which some Cairene climb to find a bit of 
coolness, some places in the city are primary places where people spend time, 
especially at night, to enjoy the outdoors and the air, which is relatively cooler 
than during the day. These places include the few parks and green spaces that 
exist, such as the lawn of the Abdeen Palace in Downtown, where Maryam 
occasionally takes her children when on a visit to her mother’s place. Similar rare 
places include the zoo of Giza (Battesti 2006). The bridges over the Nile welcome 
strollers at night. Vendors sell lupin beans, toys, and sweets and serve drinks; 
people take a break to enjoy the breeze. There is loud music and photographers 
take pictures. All these activities make the bridges look like fairground parties. 
In the suburbs, malls are also appreciated for being accessible to families and air 
conditioned. But going there and consuming can be expensive for some people, 
which makes a mall more of an exceptional meeting point to spend a whole 
evening until it closes its doors (Abaza 2001). In Sayeda Zainab, people settle on 
the few modest patches of grass in front of the mosque and find a place to lie 
down, stretch out, and picnic, surrounded by the roar of cars, minibuses, 
autorickshaws, and the crowd. During the holy month of Ramadan, taking place 
in summer during my fieldwork, Sayeda Zaynab is a place where traditionally, 
many people from all around the city come to stroll around, eat, drink, and enjoy 
a convivial, working-class atmosphere (al-gaww al-sha‘bī, as the phrase goes). 
In Khalifa, like in the whole Fatimid area, people gather in palaces – where 
concerts, shows, and other activities take place (Figure 65) – or in mosques for 
the traditional reciting of the Koran, which takes place after the last prayer of the 
day. Umm Rania once took me to one of the monumental Mamluk mosques in 
her neighbourhood, where we sat in the cubic courtyard, whose marble floor is 
covered with carpets in the four big alcoves where people sit (Figure 64). Around 
the monument, there are a few trees, low walls, and steps on which visitors like 
to sit while children run around. There are so few places for resting outside that 
any potential open-air rest area is immediately considered suitable. These spaces 
are even more limited for women, whose presence in most public spaces in Cairo 
is allowed socially under certain conditions only, like when they are 
accompanied. This is especially true for Umm Rania, who is a rather shy, 
divorced relatively young woman. Therefore, her life is mostly organized around 
the space of her home, which explains the special care she gives to it. 
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Figure 64. A mosque in Khalifa during Ramadan. 
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Figure 65. Bayt al-Yakan, in Fatimid Cairo. 
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B. THE THERMAL DESIGN OF A HOME 

A Perpetual Project That Is Materially Embedded 

In the course of the research, I realised that beyond the phatic language of small 
talk, heat control lacks words in everyday language. I also rarely encountered 
expected terms such as (thermal) comfort (in Arabic rāḥa, comfort; murīḥ, 
comfortable) during my discussions with my interlocutors. They associated the 
question of thermal control with the weather, implying that for both issues, 
nothing can be done to change them. ‘It’s hot, it’s like that’ is a sentence I often 
heard, and echoes the comment of the sports correspondent introducing this 
dissertation. The thermal environment appears like something someone would 
essentially passively undergo rather than actively shape. Since the vocabulary is 
scarce, the object of the research becomes accessible to the ethnographer mostly 
through its effects (and the discourse on these effects), as well as through what it 
produces materially in specific situations. This compelled me to look at the 
material arrangements made in the building that play a direct or indirect role in 
shaping domestic microclimates, like putting carpets down to avoid cleaning the 
floors, avoiding living on the ground floor (even though the summer temperatures 
are generally cooler there, it is where parasites show up), etc. Thus, the thermal 
environment does not only relate to air flow, temperature, and humidity or to a 
poetic relationship between people and the climate, as some of the existing 
literature tends to stress (for example, Heschong 1979; Reynolds 2002), but is 
also entangled with other material aspects of life that carry their own symbolic 
but also practical aspects. Also, the cognitive or contemplative representations of 
space that sometimes prevail in architecture lead to underestimating the practical 
reasons for people’s conceptions of spatial arrangements (Genestier 1994). 

During my stay with the family, the building underwent almost constant changes 
at different scales: doors were added, openings were managed with different 
layers of curtains, protection nets, shutters, sunblinds, etc. These changes are 
what the ever-changing project of a home is made of. It is made of corrugated 
plastic sheets, metal nets on wooden frames, cement, expanded polystyrene, 
cardboard… How does the desire for a thermally satisfying house manifest 
concretely in the material used? In the social interactions that accompany and 
lead the improvement works? In the various meanings and uses they carry? 

Some of the works done in the house and practices related to the climate illustrate 
the material characteristics of the thermal domestic environment, in line with the 
material nature of the building. For example, Umm Rania shares her bedroom 
with her daughter. The living room, where her son Salah sleeps, adjoins the 
bedroom. Both rooms were separated with a white curtain. Umm Rania replaced 
it with a plastic accordion door, to leave the possibility, especially in winter, to 
isolate the tiny room from the small living room. At roughly the same moment, 
she bought a wooden door at the flea market. Her carpenter, Amm Badr (‘Amm 
Badr), whose workshop is located in the ḥāra next to ours, made it a sliding door. 
He installed a rail separating the living room from the ṣāla, which is the big 
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entrance. Both doors remain constantly open. Adding them does not seem to have 
been a matter of use, at least in summer. But consolidating the house made sense 
in the general process of life improvement. Umm Rania’s apartment itself was 
created thanks to the replacement of a wooden roof with a cement one and its 
subsequent elevation. According to me, replacing a piece of cloth with a rigid 
plastic door corresponds to the same logic. 

Regardless of their size, the rhythm and tight succession of these operations make 
it possible to redefine the project of a good home as not only a horizon or an 
aspiration but also as the whole of the actions that equate to inhabiting the home. 
In this sense, the home design practiced by residents differs from the design that 
architects practice (Boutinet 2012, 170–200). Regarding the Khalifa house, 
considering the multiplicity of fixes and changes that occurred, it is obvious that 
this dynamic is fuelled by a diffuse endeavour. Taken like this, it is a project in 
itself, as mentioned. The project does not refer exclusively to a distant goal, but 
is also a process that is aimed at this moving horizon of comfort. It is constantly 
reassessed following various types of constraints and the readjustment of 
priorities. This project (which is by nature evolutionary) surely corresponds to 
moral imperatives of achieving what is believed/agreed to be a good and 
respectable living situation. But in addition, the encompassing dimension of the 
indoor climate means that there has to be a thermal project embedded in the 
broader project of improving one’s life. This strongly depends on external factors 
and directly influences the liveability of the house.73 

Filtering the Outside In 

Indoor microclimates depend on the outdoor weather conditions and on people’s 
ability to arrange their home to profit from the advantages of the outside 
environment (mostly air, sun, natural light, and, for some, the view) and protect 
themselves from its disadvantages (noise, insects, dust, outsiders’ gaze…). In 
Khalifa, there is a 45-square-metre flat on the ground floor that opens onto a small 
balcony. The two other openings of the house are on the manwar, the ventilation 
and light shaft, where water pipes are installed. Usually, these windows are 
equipped with a silk or silk al-nāmūs (net or mosquito net), which is a fixed metal 
screen in a wooden frame of the same size as the window and prevents insects 

 
73 If thermal comfort is not achieved in a home, this can actually be a reason to move out; 
it thus hinders the main project of making a home. That is what happened to Islam (Islām), 
a cartoonist in his twenties, who moved out after he spent six months in a flat because his 
laundry hardly dried. As for Mahmoud (Maḥmūd), 34, his wife, and their two young 
children, they were forced to move out of his house as the rental contract came to an end. 
Their new apartment happens to be located on the last floor of a building and is therefore 
overheated. The only openings not on the ventilation shaft (manwar) are the doors of a 
balcony that directly faces the neighbours’ windows. For this reason, they are always kept 
closed. Living in a lesser quality flat is probably the price they had to pay to stay in this 
neighbourhood, which is obviously beyond Mahmoud’s means but in keeping with his 
wife’s demands. Despite his financial hardships, Mahmoud, disappointed with his new 
home, felt compelled to purchase an air conditioner that he will take with him as he moves 
out in the future. 



 

 239 

and parasites from getting in (mostly rats, mice, cockroaches, tarantulas, and 
geckos). In this small apartment, there was some rubble in the manwar, in 
addition to one water pipe. The sun reached inside, since the building is not tall. 
A manwar is normally dimensioned according to the height of the building (cf. 
the apartment’s plans in Chapter 4). It is one of the aspects that is checked when 
the authorities inspect new construction. In most cases, it is a gloomy, humid air 
shaft where all sorts of parasites thrive. The top of the manwar, on the roof, was 
also covered with a net, in addition to an iron grid (the same used to reinforce 
concrete), sealed with cement in a horizontal position to avoid potential intruders 
from accessing the building from there. The window of the bathroom was not 
equipped with a net when I first settled in the apartment, so I never opened it, just 
like the two women suggested I should do. In the same bathroom, there was a 
built-in fan (shaffāṭ) that was constantly on. Considering the scarcity of openings 
in the home, the fan was of great help in evacuating hot air. But the other reason 
why I never turned it off was that there was no way to close it and no filter, so 
unwanted creatures could potentially sneak in from there.74 The relationship to 
the outside is carefully managed thanks to all kinds of fixes and flexible filters 
(Figure 66). 

The living room had a ceiling fan, which was rarely turned off in summer; in the 
bedroom, another fan hang on the wall. The summer temperature inside the house 
on the ground floor was steady, despite the variations outside, since it opens only 
on the narrow street and the sunrays never entered the house very far. The 
measurements I did during the week of 10 to 16 July 2018 indicate that the 
outdoor temperature varied from 26°C at night to 36°C during the day. As for the 
indoor temperature, it oscillated between 30°C and 31°C. The back façade is 
protected by the presence of the neighbouring attached house. The relative 
humidity monitored varied between 18 and 67 per cent outdoors, whereas indoors 
it was between 30 and 55 per cent. The trend, though, followed outdoor 
conditions: when relative humidity increased outside, it did so inside as well, and 
vice versa. The bathroom was paradoxically the least humid place, since it was 
constantly mechanically ventilated thanks to the small fan. 

The apartment on the first floor, of Umm Ahmad (Rania and Salah’s 
grandmother), had air conditioning. This is why I was invited to gather there with 
them during the heatwave that occurred during Ramadan 2018, when the outdoor 
temperature reached 47°C. Both Umm Rania and her mother are aware of the 
influence of the outside on the inside, the course of the sun, the moment of the 
day when the wind comes, etc. At least, these were the first things they said when 
I asked them about the building and its thermal comfort during one of our first 
conversations, sitting in Umm Ahmad’s living room. At a microscale, the main 
items that are manipulated are the different layers created in the thickness of the 
wall, in and around windows. Sometimes, there are shutters (shīsh; most of the 

 
74 This fear proved to be legitimate, as living on the ground floor, I was able to observe 
these intrusions, such as the day a tarantula entered through the window when I had 
chosen to open it to dry the floor. 
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time wooden louvres); in case there are no shutters, plastic coloured filters are 
stuck on the glass (like in Umm Rania’s kitchen). There is also the glass itself 
(possibly coloured), curtains, a plastic canopy for shade, or metal screens on a 
fixed or mobile frame. All these elements can be set in different orders. The silk 
can be on the shutters, curtains can be inside or outside or both, etc. The 
combinations of layers generally depend on outside conditions: noise, dust, heat, 
and smell require hermetic closing (with glass- ’izāz); the neighbours’ curiosity 
and sunlight require shutters; tree leaves, flies, and insects require screens, etc. 
And all these constraints, despite not being climate-driven in the first place, end 
up determining the indoor thermal environment. Thus, there is no such a thing as 
exclusively thermal skills in people’s lived experience, as stated above. 
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Figure 66. Protective layers around the windows. 
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Thermal concerns can also lead to broader modifications and uses of space. Years 
ago, Umm Rania removed the wall that separated the kitchen from the ṣāla. 
However, she kept the lower part, and topped it with a marble plate to create a 
kitchen work surface that is now open to the ṣāla (cf. floor plan, Figure 61). Her 
kitchen was just like Umm Ahmad’s, that is, narrow and closed, in addition to 
being overheated by the afternoon sun. Breaking the wall allowed her to enlarge 
the kitchen and reduce the ṣāla, which is not of great use on a daily basis. It also 
evacuates the heat that would otherwise accumulate in the kitchen, where Umm 
Rania spends time. Open kitchens are not very common in working-class 
Egyptian housing. Hence, Umm Rania’s choice can be interpreted as a moment 
when the thermal problem prevailed over the common typology of the kitchen 
(Ghannam 2002). 

C. CLIMATE BEYOND ITS STRICT THERMAL BOUNDARIES 

Domestic Microclimates in Context 

 

Figure 67. Panel showing the design principle of a malqaf, the Egyptian House of Architecture, 
Cairo. 

Cross sections such as those in Figure 67 are standard in teaching bioclimatic 
design principles to this day. They show air circulation and the path of the sun’s 
rays in a building, which is synonymous with both heat and light. However, they 
never show the noise, flies, leaves, dust, and other intrusions into the domestic 
space that inevitably accompany these blue and orange arrows. Although these 
simplifications are essential in conveying the basic principles of thermal control 
in buildings, by contrast, my aim is to reveal the social and material thickness of 
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thermal practices, which is sometimes difficult to account for in works with a 
pedagogical aim (for example, Fathy 1986). Indeed, thermal comfort rarely exists 
as an objective in itself, but, as already mentioned, is indexed on other aspects, 
whether these are imperatives of domestic life, the availability of materials, or the 
association of certain tasks with unavoidable heat constraints, such as cooking for 
example. 

Several situations during my survey pointed to how thermal considerations are 
woven into this broader regime of constraints. Indeed, thermal comfort rarely 
exists as an objective in itself, but is indexed to other aspects, whether it is a 
question of the imperatives of domestic life, the availability of materials, or the 
association of certain tasks with unavoidable heat constraints, such as cooking. 
Let us take the example of air circulation. In the home of Umm Rania, the ceiling 
fan remains on during the summer evenings, despite the twilight wind that passes 
through the living room. If we focus on thermal comfort alone, this redundancy 
might seem nonsensical. However, the open window and curtain surely let the air 
in, but also the flies. Therefore, the fan is used to limit their presence. Similarly, 
on hot days, people tend to keep their windows closed so as not to let warm air 
into the home, and open them from dusk onwards, when the north wind blows. 
Later, in autumn, Umm Rania continues to keep the windows closed and the 
ceiling fan switched on, although the outside air has finally softened. This time, 
she does so because the tall tree in front of the window, which protects her from 
the sun in summer, loses its tiny leaves, which then lie on the living room carpets. 
As this example shows, it is the overall constraints that define what a satisfactory 
domestic microclimate is, of which thermal comfort is only one aspect among 
others.75 

  

 
75 Another example of the difficulty to isolate thermal problems from other issues is that 
of Omar (‘Umar), a waiter in a baladi café in his fifties. He has always lived in the same 
house in an old central district of Cairo. When he was younger, he said, several families 
lived under the same roof. The omnipresence of his own family members and a close 
relationship with the neighbourhood provided enough social control to live with the 
windows and doors open at all times, without fear of intrusion. Today, he lives there alone 
with his wife. After having had goods stolen from his home, he said that he has had to 
close openings constantly, and prefers using fans. Leaving the door open also has different 
connotations across different neighbourhoods and sociabilities. Nicolas Puig recounts the 
story of a family from the historic area of Darb al-Ahmar (Darb al-Aḥmar) moving to 
Duwaiqa (Duwayqa), a working-class area of Manshiyat Naser, where the family 
members were well received. But when they started closing their front door, as they would 
in Darb al-Ahmar, the neighbours perceived that as a sign that something went wrong in 
their relationship and a loss of social cohesion in the neighbourhood (Puig 2006). 
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Figure 68. Umm Rania’s sitting room. 
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Thermal Knowledge in Practice 

Living in Khalifa made obvious that the scope of what is meant by thermal control 
in architecture needs to be enlarged to include more variables like those 
mentioned above and their possible interconnections. On the one hand, thermal 
matters are never isolated from other matters, all the more so as they are inherent 
to and constitutive of the context. The indoor ambiance orients or dictates certain 
uses of the house. For example, extreme heat can force people to restrain their 
mobility or limit cooking with gas. On the other hand, material transformations 
influencing the thermal environment can take several forms, and these types of 
connection always involve other, external elements. Dust, neighbours, noise, or 
insects, mostly coming from the outside, count among the factors that require a 
material answer or protections, a reaction that directly changes the indoor thermal 
atmosphere. 

In her study on families who were relocated from the historic neighbourhood of 
Bulaq in Downtown Cairo to public housing on the outskirts of the city al-Zawiya 
al-Hamra (al-Zawiya al-Ḥamra), Farha Ghannam depicts the strategies and tactics 
that relocated groups employ to shape their environment. They settle in spaces 
essentially structured by the central state and its conception of what a modern 
housing lifestyle should look like. In Ghannam’s book, many examples highlight 
the gap between the standardized space and its practices. 

A woman may feel comfortable sitting on the bed near a window on a sunny 
day during winter to sort rice, to shell peas, or to peel garlic. She may bring 
the gasoline burner to the living room to fix tea or prepare mint syrup while 
chatting with others and warming the room at the same time. […] Women’s 
daily activities continually cross the boundaries that state officials and 
planners projected in the new apartments as central to modern housing 
(Ghannam 2002, 60). 

Parallels can be drawn between the figure of authority that represents the 
Egyptian state in Ghannam’s study and the technical appreciation of what is 
climate-responsive architecture.76 Climate expertise in relation to the built 
environment largely goes beyond architecture and engineering, strictly speaking. 

Admitting this equates to acknowledging the thermal as well as design agency of 
those who inhabit homes. This makes sense, as we describe intentional actions 
and thermal practices rather than behaviours. This switch brings to the fore that 
indoor climate is actively shaped, which makes people ‘carriers’ of thermal skills 
(Shove, Pantzar, and Watson 2012). Domestic thermal knowledge, in the sense 
that it takes shape through activities in the home, is also domesticated knowledge, 

 
76 In a paper dedicated to the renovation of the heating system in social housing in 
Chicago, Catherine Fennell describes residents lives and sociability in social housing 
units that were abnormally overheated in winter. She shows how housing policies shape 
the sensorial life of the urban poor, which has a great impact on the organization of their 
social life (Fennell 2011). 
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in the sense of appropriation, acquired through the multiple adaptations of the 
dwelling space over the seasons (De Certeau 1990). Knowing the effects of the 
sun’s path, of orientations, of whether the façade faces the baḥri or qibli direction 
(respectively a façade orientation exposed to the refreshing north-eastern winds 
and its opposite) are notions that most respondents master, not as experts in 
thermal issues but as attentive occupants of their dwelling who have learned to 
deal with the thermal environment on the basis of repeated experiences. This is 
part of the fabrication of a common sense, while people refer rarely, or not 
explicitly, to architects’ discourse of expertise. For example, baḥri-facing flats 
are much more expensive than qibli-facing ones, just as top-floor flats are 
generally the cheapest, both for sale and rent, as they are prone to overheating in 
summer. The design project as practiced in homes makes use of the above-
mentioned domesticated knowledge while, at the same time, it generates it 
through the multiple arrangements that constitute the domestic design project. 
Moreover, this project is always in a situation of tension between the ideal 
horizon of the mafrūḍ, that is, what should be, and the situation that people 
actually find themselves in. 

Seasonality and Other Temporalities 

In large apartments, like in Garden City, residents move around their home 
following the seasons, just as Magda does. Since this mobility is limited in 
smaller apartments, thermal comfort in these spaces relies more on moving 
objects and furniture across the home, such as carpets, blankets, curtains, chairs, 
mobile heaters, etc. However, occasionally, more structural works can be done in 
the home to achieve more satisfying microclimates, like in Khalifa’s case study 
home, where Umm Rania insulated the roof of her building and added shading 
(Chapter 3). During the hot season, in the kitchen, whose wall is directly exposed 
to the sun, the temperature is so high that the refrigerator cannot withstand it and 
breaks down. It must therefore be moved to the entrance hall, also known as ṣāla. 
The refrigerator itself produces heat in the centre of the apartment.77 In addition, 
it occupies the space where the folding table, at which the two teenagers usually 
study during the school period from September to June, is located. But as soon as 
autumn arrives, the objects return to their place. During the coolest few weeks of 
the year, around January, carpets are put on the floor, velvet blankets are thrown 
on the red sofa, and the blades of the ceiling fan are covered with a red cotton 
cover that protects them while the fan is at rest. This is how seasonality regulates 
the household’s life and domestic space. 

Thermal ambiance is connected to different time frames and rhythms. Obviously, 

 
77 About half of the households I visited during my fieldwork had their fridge outside of 
the kitchen. I have two hypotheses for this, beyond the lack of space in some of the 
kitchens. The first is that indeed, the refrigerator produced heat, which adds to the heat 
produced by the stove and the oven, The second is that since many goods are sensitive to 
heat (fruit, medicine, cosmetics, coffee, but also sugar, as it attracts ants), it is easier to 
access them when the fridge is in a corridor, a bedroom, or a ṣāla, and more people need 
to use it. Water and other drinks are most often stored in the fridge as well. 
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seasonal changes have an impact on the life of the household. For example, during 
summer, Salah and Rania do not go to school. The whole family is therefore free 
to sleep during the day and be awake at night, as they have no obligations, which 
helps them get through the hot season. The thick velvet blankets thrown on the 
sofa during the few coldest weeks are folded in the closet. They are used again at 
the start of winter, when the fans are switched off and wrapped in a protective 
cloth. Objects are part of the material arrangement used to react to and create 
thermal satisfaction at home throughout the seasons. For example, during the 
summer days, when the kitchen is overheated from receiving full sun exposure, 
Umm Rania moves to the other side of her apartment, to her living room. She 
installs a tray – like a portable kitchen counter – with her vegetables on the floor 
or the unfolded sofa that serves as a bed for Salah. This illustrates the material 
mediation between the indoor climate and the occupants of the house. 

In Khalifa, three generations live together under the same roof. This makes it 
possible to measure generational differences in the perception of thermal comfort, 
and in the techniques or postures to fulfil it. This temporal dimension echoes one 
aspect that ran through my interactions with people of different ages, genders, 
and social conditions. When talking about thermal (dis)comfort at home, my 
interlocutors tend to refer to their childhood or to a past period. The nostalgic 
narratives embrace the ambiance in remembered moments, often with family 
members. The high ceilings in a grandmother’s house, the mother sticking wet 
pieces of fabric on the window glass, or the father lighting the bābōr78 to heat the 
house in winter, etc. Thanks to their contextualization, these situated memories 
provide us with a glimpse of a thermal discourse that is hard to outline otherwise. 
The reference to the past creates enough distance to visualize the connection 
between a context and how its microclimate was created and experienced. Once 
put in context, it is easier to reflect on microclimates and show how intertwined 
the climate is with life in general. The nostalgia with which this past is often 
evoked indicates that the ‘supposed ideal’, al-mafrūḍ, seems to be embodied in 
these narrated, perhaps embellished scenes. It is in this temporal continuity that 
the current thermal design project is formulated. 

When I managed to speak with my interlocutors about how they deal with the 
heat, they often included a larger description of the work they had done in their 
home, which corresponded to moments in the life of the household and its 
members. Umm Ahmad explained: 

I made that [the balcony and the filters on the window facing the street], along 
with the whole apartment. This flat had only earth on the floor; I’ve installed 
the ceramic on the floor, and also on the walls. It was damp. For many years, 
I lived on the ground floor with al-ḥāgg79 [her now late husband], peace on 

 
78 A bābōr is a mobile heating device that works a gas cylinder or kerosene, on top of 
which people would prepare tea. It got replaced with gas or electrical space heaters, or air 
conditioner that would work as heaters too.  
79 A ḥāgg is a person who performed the pilgrimage to Mecca. By extension, it is a mark 
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him. 

And she went on, unfolding all the details of what she made of this building. It is 
worth noting that I encountered only one person who had actually implemented 
manual work on his own. People commonly ask a worker, who is carefully 
selected from their personal network, to fix things in the house or do works such 
as painting, for example (Chapter 3). The work that Umm Ahmad did includes 
the third flat, which is on the second floor. After living there with her sister before 
the latter got married, Umm Rania settled there again once she got divorced. 

Globally, uses of different spaces of the home, such as the roof or the ground 
floor, follow different episodes in family members’ life trajectories. For example, 
now that the family no longer has a dog, no one uses the roof, except to hide to 
make a private phone call or smoke a cigarette. The temporal anchors of living 
and building are attuned to each other. Housing improvement projects, as the 
residents’ stories show, are structured around the events in residents’ lives. While 
the architectural discourse conveys the idea that the ability to build according to 
the climate got lost, the family’s memory, in which the building’s history is 
embedded, hints at a climatic heritage that is present in domestic practices as 
much as in the building itself. Therefore, in Khalifa, heritage is not located 
exclusively in craftsmen’s hands or in buildings. There is a form of heritage 
beyond the dichotomy between tangible and intangible. People’s continual 
narrating of past efforts to improve their home hints at a correspondence between 
the making of domestic spaces and residents’ memory of the place. To them, 
building a home is similar to writing their biographies, as Janet Carsten suggests, 
because modifying the house is interwoven with people’s life trajectories 
(disease, having a dog, divorce, etc.) (Carsten 2018).80 The triptych 
memory/inhabiting/building – in the past, present, future – is made of the same 
material and unfolds through different temporalities. 

Thermal improvements of the home are embedded in social relations, economic 
possibilities, and representations and expectations of what a home should be like. 
The house in Khalifa reveals what it takes to stay thermally satisfied at home in 
material terms but also what it takes to build desirable life perspectives, both 
literally and figuratively. Even if models of comfort exist and are conveyed 
through various media such as advertisements, movies, series, etc., the 
transformation of a home is necessarily a fragmented project that follows social 
networks, building materials, and representations of some sort of ‘fate’ – 

 
of respect to call an old man ḥāgg even though he did not do the pilgrimage. 
80 Carsten draws upon a rich description of her experience in Malay homes. She 
researches how the home crystalizes a historically situated socio-political configuration, 
while being ‘embedded in the biographies of its inhabitants and vice-versa’ (Carsten 
2018, 103). Having been interested in Malay homes for decades, she recounts the multiple 
building and rebuilding in the place she did fieldwork in, and discusses how they 
accompany the lives of those who made them. But she also reflects on the process of 
remembering and coming back only sporadically. Her absence weakened the familiarity 
she had with the people and their homes. 
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elements which seem out of reach and out of control for residents: climatic fate, 
material fate, and the physical fate of people (for example related to the decline 
of their health) (Boutinet 2012; Roncayolo 1996). 

Material Seeds 

At first sight, in a country that is used to hot summers, fighting the heat seems 
like an already lost battle. As a consequence, it paradoxically rarely rates number 
one in people’s order of priorities. However, as previously argued, various 
constraints, thermal and others, compel people to reassess their ideal of domestic 
life in a material transformation that reveals forms of thermal skills. Once climate 
is understood in its large context, it can be identified in the succession of 
improvement works done in the home. Tracking climate more closely via the 
project of a good home sheds light on the multiple temporalities of the thermal 
project, following the seasons, the course of the day, but also the availability of 
resources (money, workers, equipment). What drives the modifications of the 
home is the way priorities are organized. These realizations all dawned when, 
through my dialogues, I understood that domestic thermal problems were not as 
present as I expected. Thermal issues are not obvious, and my hypothesis is that 
there are preconditions for heat to become considered a problem to solve – that 
is, to become objectivized as it is made into an object of reflection. And solving 
the problem of heat is most often achieved through its objectification, that is 
through the manipulation of objects, or broader material arrangements. Both 
objectivization and objectification of the climate into the domestic microclimates 
are related. Indeed, my interlocutors who were in the most critical situations, 
living in overheated apartments, with almost no possibilities available to them to 
actually change their thermal situation were those who communicated the least 
about overheat. A thermal issue is climate formulated into a problem to solve 
through changes in and on the building, through objects and materials. 

During a summer afternoon, Umm Ahmad, her niece, and I were cooking koshari, 
a typical Egyptian dish made of six elements cooked separately. It was about 
1 p.m., and the sun was beating down hard on the 20 cm brick wall of the tiny 
kitchen. They both had a piece of fabric wrapped around their hair, as they often 
do when staying at home. Three different pots were on the fire. We were sweating 
large drops. In comparison, some of the visits I paid to Umm Rania, usually at 
the end of the day, would start with her telling me how hot it was that day. Then 
we would compare how we got through it despite the heat, what we did, or what 
we could not do. On some other occasions, I would find myself totally out of step 
if I started talking about the heat, while my interlocutor obviously struggled with 
more critical issues, such as anticipating fluctuations in food prices to be able to 
build up stocks, coping with the additional costs for food and transportation for 
the son who goes to a more distant school, or repairing a car that has broken down 
in an accident, for example. 

These three situations illustrate three ways to relate to heat as a problem 
(Felstiner, Abel, and Sarat 1980; Gusfield 1984). Naming the problem of heat 
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somehow equates to making it exist, as we have seen a contrario with the case of 
Dr Hisham. Not that heat is denied, but in some situations, heat cannot exist as a 
problem (as a problem to be solved). These situations correspond to moments of 
total immersion in a literally irresistible heat. Where else could one go to cook 
with three saucepans for a koshari other than the kitchen? What else could one 
do to cross the Nile every day without ending up broke other than taking the 
crowded bus? These cases show how the capacity of action of individuals in 
specific situations is perceived. When no levers of action seem to be at their 
disposal, no problems can be solved. Again, the problem is formulated in relation 
to the perceived ability to fix it. The necessary resources include material and 
financial means, but also knowledge and expertise. This is also part of learning 
from the way the family modifies its building. The chain of action redefines the 
project of home as problems are identified as problems (Gunn and Donovan 
2012). A fortiori, the thermal project follows the same movement.  

While most of the works described here can be understood as a quest for comfort, 
in our case, they appear to be most often indexed to constraints. For example, 
Umm Rania looked for a way to level the steps in the staircase with stone or 
marble, so that Umm Ahmad, who has mobility issues, could continue accessing 
her flat on the first floor. Another example is that of the air conditioner. Too often 
hurriedly described as a luxury item or a display of prestige, A/C does not escape 
this logic. In my interviews, many architects assumed that people rely on their 
A/C to be comfortable at home (Chapter 2), which makes them ignore any other 
way to regulate the heat in summer or be warm in winter. This remark echoes the 
idea that technical innovations and the abundance of new consumption goods 
supposedly contribute to erasing people’s traditional habits or skills, while 
instead, they are often integrated into these (Daniels 2009). It is worth noting that 
Umm Rania and her mother have blood pressure problems that get worse during 
heatwaves. Therefore, Umm Rania is considering acquiring an air conditioner 
despite the prohibitive price, as part of her efforts to incrementally improve her 
situation at home. 

As a common base, in the constant upgrading and maintenance of the home, the 
material that is already present orients the work that is undertaken. For example, 
the offcut of a curtain that was once thrown over the wrought-iron balcony railing 
extends the house. The extra heavy mattresses that Umm Ahmad kept after 
changing hers later transformed the ground floor’s living room into a bedroom 
for her grandchildren whenever they visit. When I first settled in the ground-floor 
apartment, many things were stored there. The slatted bed base formed a chest 
that was full of objects: a big metal dish, a sports bag, cardboard boxes, plastic 
bags with old telephones, clothes, a clock, etc. As I wanted to clean what I 
considered a mess, I asked Umm Rania what was useful and what was not, 
assuming that what fell in the second category could be sold to the ruba bikia,81 

 
81 Ruba bikia comes from the Italian roba vecchia literally meaning old stuff. It designates 
the rag-and-bone man who passes regularly with his cart, announcing his passage with 
his characteristic loud nasal voice. He collects unwanted things to repair or recycle them, 
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the rag-and-bone man. I also supposed that if these things were not utilized, this 
probably meant that they were not needed. These spare objects, scattered in every 
corner of the building, ready to repair or transform the house anytime, show that 
the house is in a perpetual state of repair. It is an ongoing project that is always 
being defined, and one should be prepared as well as possible to carry it out. 
These objects are part of the means used in the insulation of the roof, along with 
the knowledge reconstituted in the conversations with the neighbours, based on 
each person’s experience. 

4. CONCLUSION 

From the scale of the neighbourhood to the scale of the building, the description 
of thermal life and materiality accounts for the city’s climate as it is concretely 
experienced. Based on this experience in context, the relationship between 
climate, the building, and residents turns out to structure the latter’s practice of 
thermal design with other material constraints and opportunities. Including 
climate in the broader frame that is domestic life, beyond architecture strictly 
speaking, leaves more possibility to envisage combinations that could result in 
creating a satisfying thermal environment. It also reveals other agencies and 
abilities to define and carry out a thermal project. The notion of project stresses 
well how entangled within different temporalities thermal practices are when they 
unfold. Understood as a significant factor in what makes a good home, thermal 
and practical constraints actually intersect with perspectives on what is meant to 
be a desirable life. In addition, people’s capacity of taking action against these 
constraints constantly redefines the project of the good home, that is, the horizon 
of a good life. So, a thermal project, along with the project of a good home, is 
dynamically reassessed following social but also material and practical 
constraints. 

Reframing the ability to shape the thermal environment in this way raises the 
question of how thermal problems come to be formulated. This depends on the 
means one has at one’s disposal to face the problem. Considering heat, which is 
omnipresent and encompassing, it cannot be a problem all the time. At some 
point, it merges into the background and becomes the context. Situations where 
heat is invoked as a problem occur when action is already envisioned. The 
problem also depends on the existence of solutions, even partial, or at least some 
possibility to act. For example, Umm Rania started to insulate her roof as she 
gathered means to do so: material, time, knowledge, etc. Admitting that thermal 
and construction practices such as the ones depicted in this chapter are legitimate 
and rational leads to accepting the possibility of a partial solution to 
uncertain/uneven problems (where economic dimensions are not the exclusive 
factors of choice). The incremental logic leading building practices in these 
homes in Cairo contradicts the holistic ideal of architectural projected design as 

 
in order to sell them afterwards. 
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it is taught and practised in offices. 

Architects I interviewed locate the gap between construction activities as they are 
led in the city and what architecture should be in a rupture between a present and 
the past. The narrative of loss is quite present, as they mourn a hypothetical time 
when Egyptians knew how to deal intelligently with their environment, which 
was visible in the architecture of that time. In these narratives, we often refer to 
different aspects of Egyptian architectural heritage in equal terms, from 
vernacular Nubian examples to buildings of the Khedivial time. Contrary to this 
perception, the relationship with the past is present in residents’ narratives when 
it comes to evoking the thermal atmosphere of homes. These narratives about the 
homes and their thermal atmosphere hint that, contrary to the discourse of loss 
just mentioned, there is a form of thermal knowledge that circulates and is present 
in people’s personal memory. 

Discussing empirical knowledge, Carlo Ginzburg mentioned the doctor detecting 
an illness from observing symptoms and wrote: 

In each case, these forms of knowledge were richer than all the written 
codifications; they were not acquired in books but viva voce, through moves, 
glances; they merged with subtleties obviously impossible to formalize, even 
just verbally untranslatable; they constituted the heritage, partly unitary, 
partly diversified, of men and women belonging to every social class. A thin 
kinship united them: all were born from experience, from the concrete 
character of experience (Ginzburg 1979, 89).82 

Only meticulous observation makes it possible to pick up these traces layered in 
the material. Highlighting continuity in the making of the indoor climate, through 
architecture’s materiality and beyond, the stake is to include thermal practices in 
a larger time frame, and so, to keep on using Ginzburg’s terms, to guess the 
mechanisms of construction of the domestic space and its thermal comfort. 

  

 
82 ‘In ogni caso queste forme di sapere erano più ricche di qualsiasi codificazione scritta 
; non venivano apprese dai libri ma dalla viva voce, dai gesti, dalle occhiate ; si fondavano 
su sottigliezze certo non formalizzabili, spesso addirittura non traducibili verbalmente ; 
costituivano il patrimonio in parte unitario, in parte diversificato, di uomini e di donne 
appartenenti a tutte le classi sociali. Una sottile parentela le univa: tutte nascevano 
dall’esperienza, dalla concretezza dell’esperienza’ (translated by me). 
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CONCLUSION 

In the face of the burning issue of global warming in cities, this research takes a 
stance of not focusing on what to do, but on how to think up solutions and make 
them happen. ‘How’ refers both to the method and approach to defining solutions 
and to the preconditions for these solutions to come into existence. Architects’ 
emphasis on the obstacles to the realization of these ideal solutions is often 
explained in terms of lack: a lack of financial means, material means, state 
control, political will, awareness, etc. Yet, the question of the context-specific 
conditions required to implement these solutions, such as models of climate-
responsive design for example, especially in cities in the Global South, remains 
insufficiently explored, despite its importance. This led me to research the 
reasons for such a gap between, on the one hand, architects who bemoan the lack 
of opportunity to implement the solutions they know, and on the other, other 
actors of construction who actually build, and who produce and search for 
knowledge in their home improvement plans. For this reason, this thesis explores 
avenues for the mutual adaptation of the techniques of engineers and architects 
and those of non-architects. This implied looking at both the architectural 
practices of professionals and building practices beyond the architectural 
profession. The latter can be described, following the results of this investigation, 
as extra- or para-architectural design practices, in the sense that they take place 
on the fringes of the institutionalized field of architecture. However, they generate 
a significant share of the built environment in Cairo, as is the case in many other 
cities in the world, including those in the Global North. 

While the literature on urbanism and architecture in the cities of the Global South 
includes a large number of fascinating, in-depth studies on informal building 
practices or on more or less traditional craftsmanship, it seemed appropriate to 
me to balance this attention with looking at formal professional practices, rooted 
in an institutional history, such as those of architects today. On the other hand, 
studies that focus on architectural design today largely document practices in 
architectural offices, and focus on countries where architectural design is 
established in a stable and undisputed way, most often in northern cities (in the 
United States, Scandinavia, etc.). Focusing on Egyptian architects today, as well 
as investigating the conditions they practice in and the challenges they face is, to 
me, a first step towards a postcolonial approach to practice/action, beyond words 
or programmatic claims.83 Besides, including architects and non-architects in the 
research aimed at understanding the dynamic at work in the constitution of 
architectural expertise and its recognition (or non-recognition). 

 
83 I also find important to stress that the Egyptian architects who are being researched by 
foreign researchers are often the same people, hinting at the fact that researchers 
preferably speak, most often without realizing, to the people with whom they already 
share ideas and language. This echoes the way in which the Egyptian architects choose 
their clients (Chapter 3).  
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The mutual recognition of architects’ and residents’ living and building standards 
is at stake in many of the interactions I described in this dissertation. In the 
necessarily collective process of building or refurbishing, interactions between 
the initiators of the projects and the other actors involved in it are based on a tacit, 
shared understanding of what is desirable. This is the case for architects who 
claim they need their clients to be knowledgeable of architecture to make a project 
successful. This is similarly the case for the careful choice of workers or 
entrepreneurs with whom people from well-off households (Magda and Sawsan), 
but also from more working-class families, like that of Umm Rania, collaborate. 
This mutual match that is expected from both interlocutors between their 
conceptions of what a good home is is rarely explicitly formulated. Yet, it is on 
these tacit shared conceptions that their interaction relies. I argue that such an 
implicit agreement is difficult for architects to establish with a large audience, 
which contributes to limiting their scope of activity and making them deplore 
people’s supposed lack of interest in the architecture. 

The genealogy of the architectural profession in Egypt provides an insight into 
the architects’ perception of their own environment. In the early nineteenth 
century, the profession was conceived as versatile technical expertise at the 
service of a political project, as explained in Chapter 1. It therefore played an 
important role in the construction of Egypt as a modern nation, and significant 
public resources were used to train what was deemed to be this nation’s elite. 
Until the 1950s and 1960s, architects were mainly civil servants of the state. This 
reflects the strong link between the architectural profession with other actors, in 
this case the state, which also made it strongly dependent on the governmental 
agenda. This relative subordination sometimes gave architects good opportunities 
to contribute to important projects, but in the long term hindered their autonomy 
and thus ultimately worked against them. The heteronomy of the architectural 
field, that is, its dependence on actors and circumstances external to the field, 
contrasts with the idea of the architect as creator, which was inherited from the 
origins of the profession and can be distinguished in the architectural press from 
its beginnings in 1939. 

This gap is also at the origin of the feeling of powerlessness that Egyptian 
architects repeatedly express today. Indeed, when they are questioned about how 
they integrate climate considerations into their projects, they dwell mainly on 
what prevents them from implementing what they say is appropriate. These 
obstacles refer to the distance between the ideal models that circulate in 
publications and conferences and other public events, and the situations of clients. 
This distance is not only due to a possible blindness to the real motivations of 
clients, but also to the need to consolidate an uncontested space for architectural 
expertise while the spaces for its practice are shrinking. This is one of the 
outcomes of the study: the space of architectural discourse acts as a refuge for a 
contested expertise that struggles to find spaces for its application in society. 

However, this lack of space for architects to practice is also linked to the ideals 
formulated by the architects themselves and the form of their projects. Claiming 
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to be the only people who do design, they ignore that this monopoly is being 
challenged by those who intend to think about and decide on the development of 
space. The homes I chose to study and the improvements I observed in them show 
that those who live in them also do taṣmīm, that is, design. And in their design 
practice, issues are not formulated in the same way as in architects’ projects. 

First, the microclimatic geography of the city means that in some 
neighbourhoods, it is easier to take advantage of the outside air than in others, 
both physically and socially. Therefore, problems such as thermal issues do not 
exist in isolation, but are embedded in other regimes of constraints and 
opportunities. And whereas an architectural project as practised by an architect 
would begin by observing the problems that arise and finding solutions, in 
domestic spaces, the formulation of problems is not self-evident. It follows 
directly from the identification of resources available to deal with them. By 
resources, I mean material resources, objects, but also time, people, and skills. If 
people do not perceive a way out of an overheating problem, then the overheating 
problem does not exist as a problem. 

A microclimatic approach to Cairo suggests that urban microclimates are 
artefacts. It highlights the thermal environment as a collective construction, a 
counterpoint to the image of a chaotic and out-of-control city. From then on, the 
climatic environment is no longer simply the result of weather conditions but is 
part of social and spatial structures in which the conditions for mobilizing 
resources and technical tools are important. Studies focusing on thermal control 
in architecture are concerned with the indoor or outdoor climate, or the 
atmosphere of a place as an object, whereas climate results from various 
interactions between individuals that are necessarily socially codified. 
Architectural knowledge about climate thus tends to focus on the purely material 
and mechanical aspects of the relationship between building, climate, and 
residents, excluding the social dimensions of the experience of living. 
Consequently, the way in which the subject of thermal control is approached in 
the field of architectural expertise, i.e. essentially from a quantifiable and 
measurable angle – temperature, air speed, and humidity – contrasts sharply with 
the enveloping character of heat, which is inseparable from the concrete situations 
of which it constitutes a variable. City dwellers do not experience the climate in 
the same way; their experience differs according to whether they have the 
resources to create a microclimate at home that they consider satisfactory. 
Microclimates and the ability to produce them are an integral part of material and 
social life. The constitutive arrangement of contemporary ways of experiencing 
and manipulating the city’s microclimates, as well as the limits to residents’ 
capacity to act that are set by the resources at their disposal, indicate that like in 
many hot cities, the question of thermal comfort in Cairo has many stakes that 
purely technical solutions cannot answer. 

The improvement of domestic spaces carried out without architects, whatever 
their scale, follows temporalities, material arrangements, and social and symbolic 
matters that vary but that are decisive for the possibilities to improve climatic 
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conditions in the city. It seems essential to me to include them in the reflection 
on the climate planning of cities. Architects are in a position to understand the 
principles of construction and the logic of projects and their implementation. But 
to do this, we need to rethink the architectural approach to design projects beyond 
the holistic model that is currently dominant. Examples of incremental and partial 
approaches exist, and some projects have been rewarded for their relevance. This 
is the case for the Chilean agency Elemental, which made a name for itself with 
a social housing project in which only the basic structures were built, with the 
idea that future inhabitants could move in and complete them. The most 
remarkable thing about this project is that years later, the architect is still in 
contact with the people who live in these homes and remains available to them 
for services and advice related to housing.84 Similarly, the Pritzker Prize 2021 
was awarded to architects Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal, known for 
their work in upgrading social housing at a low cost. One of their famous projects 
is a square in Bordeaux, where they felt that a simple replacement of the existing 
gravel was the only thing that was necessary. This non-project shows a concern 
with strictly identifying the spaces that would really benefit from their 
intervention. 

The experience of Jean Prouvé offers a revealing insight into the relationship 
between the different actors in construction. The self-trained designer originally 
worked in a metal factory as an artisan. In a video-recorded interview he gave to 
Olivier Guy in 1982, he deplores the division between design and its 
implementation, embodied in different people: 

On the one hand, there was the architect, of more or less talent. It doesn’t 
matter; it’s the relationship of the things I’m going to say. He, in his corner, 
draws something that pleases him, that gives him satisfaction, and I say good 
or bad. He is compelled to send the documents to the engineering and design 
firm. So, the engineering office calls him – I’m sorry, I’m going to be rude 
without it being too obvious – the engineering office calls the architect by 
three letters [i.e. a synonym for idiot in French]. That’s common. So, the 
engineering office begins to work. The architect has made a small roll of 
drawings in which there is probably something. The engineering office goes 
through all this and starts to manipulate. So, they make a few cubic metres of 
drawings. Where do all these drawings go in the end? They go to a builder 
who is the contractor for the deal. He takes the same three letters to qualify 
the engineering office, saying: ‘Well, now we’re going to work’. And he 
starts all over again. And he redraws the drawings, he redraws everything. 
This makes me say that as long as we don’t put the architect and the contractor 
in the same ball, in the same greenhouse, in the same vase, we won’t be able 
to make architecture evolve. These are people who must work together every 
day and not in separate teams. We are not about to see an architectural 
innovation coming out of an architect’s office or even an engineering office. 
I am adamant that this is not true. If you don’t also have the worker who 

 
84 Personal communication (2019) with a former employee at Elemental.  
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shapes and creates, and if you can’t feel things... One has to make things, one 
has to feel them, and that’s how one evolves (Jean Prouvé, interviewed in 
Olivier 1982).85 

Jean Prouvé tells this story when he is explaining that after seven or eight years 
of working in the factory of an aluminium manufacturer in Nancy, his home town, 
the company sent him to an architecture office in Paris while he was in his fifties. 
He shares his disappointment and explains why, from his point of view, working 
alone in an office is not a proper way to envision architectural design. His position 
sheds light on the struggle over design between the different actors in 
construction. The contempt that each of the characters he mentions are supposed 
to feel for each other is an explicit picture of that conflict. He advocates for an 
inclusive process of architectural production involving architects, manufacturers, 
workers, and contractors: those who design and those who make. He is the perfect 
embodiment of such a connection. And his story echoes the distribution of 
building practices in Cairo that I studied in this research. 

The work of Jean-Pierre Olivier de Sardan is useful to formulate such an inclusive 
approach to planning, in particular his definition of a mode of governance, which 
is ‘any institutional arrangement that delivers public or collective services and 
goods according to specific norms (official norms and practical norms), and 
specific forms of authority’ (Olivier de Sardan 2013, 49). This understanding, 
based on the process of providing a service rather than on a normative 
organizational scheme, makes it possible to account for how things happen on the 
ground. By coining the term ‘practical norms’, the anthropologist sheds light on 
the informal practices existing within bureaucratic modes of governance. These 
interpenetrations compel us to investigate the actual agencies at work, understood 
as ‘choice[s] among a repertoire of regulated options’ (Olivier de Sardan 2013, 

 
85 ‘Il y avait d’un côté, l’architecte, de plus ou moins de talent. Ça n’a pas d’importance, 
ce sont les rapports des choses que je vais dire. Lui, qui dans son coin, dessine une chose 
qui lui plait, qui lui donne satisfaction, et je dis bien, qui soit bonne ou qui soit mauvaise. 
Il est obligé d’en repasser les documents au bureau d’études techniques. Alors le bureau 
d’études techniques le qualifie - je m’excuse, je vais être grossier sans que ça se voit trop 
- le bureau d’étude qualifie l’architecte en trois lettres. C’est courant ça. Alors le bureau 
d’études techniques se met à l’ouvrage. L’architecte a fait un petit rouleau de dessins dans 
lequel il y a probablement quelque chose. Le bureau d’étude technique épluche tout ça et 
commence à manipuler. Alors il fabrique quelques mètres-cubes de dessins. Où vont tous 
ces dessins finalement ? Ils vont chez un entrepreneur qui est adjudicateur de l’affaire. Il 
prend les mêmes trois lettres pour qualifier le bureau d’études techniques, en disant : « 
Bon ! Et bien on va maintenant travailler. »  Et il recommence tout. Et il refait des dessins 
il refait tout. Ce qui me fait dire que tant qu’on n’aura pas mis dans la même boule, dans 
la même serre, dans le même vase l’architecte et l’entrepreneur on ne pourra pas faire 
évoluer l’architecture. Ce sont des gens qui doivent travailler journellement 
conjointement et non pas en équipe séparées. On n’est pas sur le point de voir une 
innovation architecturale sortir uniquement d’un cabinet d’architecte ou même d’un 
bureau d’études techniques. Je suis catégorique, ça n’est pas vrai. S’il n’y a pas en même 
temps l’ouvrier qui façonne, qui réalise, et si on ne peut pas palper les choses... Les 
choses, il faut les faire, il faut les palper, et c’est comme ça que l’on évolue’ (Olivier 
1982) (translated by me). 
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55) that the agents can use according to their interest at a particular moment. 

If a strictly political solution cannot mitigate the problems of urban heat, a purely 
technical solution cannot be an answer either. Today’s ways of experiencing and 
manipulating the city’s microclimates and the limits to inhabitants’ ability to act, 
given the resources at their disposal, indicate that the right approach is 
contextualized in order to encompass the diversity of interacting factors. Based 
on the study of domestic microclimates, it is thus possible to rethink planning in 
a relevant way, i.e. based on the actually existing multiple agencies and not 
against them, as is the case with urban planning as practised by qualified 
institutions today. I do not mean that there is only one thermal agency in the city, 
which emerges from its inhabitants. I mean that, in view of the current logic of 
urban production, it is not realistic to expect institutions and their agents alone to 
implement solutions to the problems of urban heat. The plurality of actors 
currently shaping the city and its microclimates deserves much more attention, 
because if actions are to be taken, it will happen through the variety of these 
channels: domestic, institutional, formal, informal, industrial, etc. 

There exists a variety of actors in the field of construction who gravitate between, 
on the one hand, the institutional level – design and decision-making for instance 
– and, on the other, concrete implementation and direct assistance to those 
implementing or deciding on what to implement. Craftsmen, workers, helpers, 
contractors, material resellers, engineers, and architects are among these agents 
of urban production. Some of these professionals are more flexible than others, 
due to the indeterminacy of their skills in the eyes of society. This is the case for 
the architects whom I met in the course of my fieldwork. It is worth noting that 
those most committed to the architectural ideals of climate control are also those 
who most strongly express spite and helplessness at not being able to implement 
these ideals. This confines them to exclusive projects that are usually related to 
tourism, because this is where contractors expect some formalization of 
authenticity and tradition and where architects are called upon specifically for 
their creativity, which is supposedly their expertise. For architects, there is the 
challenge of diversifying activities to accompany the actual forces driving urban 
production. This entails enlarging the spectrum of what is deemed relevant to 
their skills. In a nutshell, the challenge is twofold: it consists in making the homes 
studied here relevant to architecture but also making architects relevant to solving 
the issues of these homes. The architect’s quest for a newly relevant position in 
the field of construction and vis-à-vis pressing urban challenges such as the city’s 
climate change echoes the need to rethink the current logics of urban planning. 
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GLOSSARY 

Arabic terms 
transliterated  

English 
translation 

 Arabic terms 
transliterated  

English 
translation 

     
aḥiā’ al-
waṭaniyya  

indigenous 
neighbourhoods 

 muhandis engineer 

‘alā al-ṭūb al-
aḥmar 

built in visible red 
bricks 

 muhandis 
dīkūr 

interior designer 

‘āmil client  muhandis 
mi‘mārī 

architect 

‘ashwā’ī; 
‘ashwā’iyyāt 

hazardous/informal 
neighbourhoods 

 mukhālafāt building violations 

asmant; also 
kharsāna 

concrete  mukhaṭṭat planned 

‘azl insulation  munkhafaḍ al-
Qaṭṭāra 

Qattara depression 

azmat al-iskān housing crisis  muqāwil  contractor 
baḥrī northern wind  mustawā al-

ma‘īsha 
standard of living 

bawāb doorman  naẓari / 
naẓariyyāt 

theoretical/theories 

dulāb; pl. 
dawālīb 

closet(s)  nuṣṣ tashṭīb half-finished 
(construction) 

fuṣḥā al-‘aṣr Modern Standard 
Arabic 

 nuṣṣ al-ṭūba  half a brick 

galābiyya long dress worn by 
men 

 qism al-
mi‘mār 

architecture 
department 

gamāl beauty  qurā (sing. 
qaria) 
namūḏagiyya 

model village(s) 

gaww weather; ambiance  rāḥa 
(ḥarariyya) 

(thermal) comfort  

ḥāgg man who has 
completed the 
pilgrimage to 
Mecca. By 
extension, old 
respectable man 

 rīf 
 

countryside 

ḥāra narrow lane, 
usually in old and 
working-class 
neighbourhoods 

 ruba bikia the rag-and-bone 
man 

ḥarāra heat  rukhām marble 
ḥayy; pl. aḥiā’ neighbourbood  ṣa‘īdī Upper Egyptian 
ḥigāb headscarf  ṣāla large 

entrance/living 
room 

ḥirafī; pl. 
ḥarafiyyīn 

craftsman; 
craftsmen  

 ṣāni‘; pl. 
ṣunnā‘ 

craftsman; 
craftsmen 

ḥirfa guild  sha‘bī folk; low income; 
popular 
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‘idda toolbox  shaffāṭ built-in fan 
‘imāra architecture  shīsh shutters 
inshā’ī structural 

consulting 
 shukhshaykha small wooden 

dome 
‘iqār land/real estate  silk al-nāmūs mosquito net 
irtigāl improvisation  ta‘āwun cooperation 
iṣlāḥ reform  tā’ifa guild 
istishāri consultant  takhayyul imagination 
’izāz glass  takhṭīṭ 

‘umrānī  
urban planning 

kāsirāt al-
shams 

brise-soleil  tanfīḏ implementation 
(of construction 
work) 

khamāsīn a southern wind  ṯaqāfa culture 
kharsāna; also 
asmant 

concrete  tarbūsh cylindrical 
burgundy felt cap 

khibra experience  taṣāwwur imagination 
(picturing) 

laqta snapshot  tashṭīb kāmil finishing complete 
libda a cap of heavy felt  tashṭībāt finishing 
ma‘assel mix of molasses 

and tobacco 
smoked on a 
waterpipe 

 taṣmīm design 

mafrūḍ, al- what is supposed 
to be 

 tiyār draft 

malqaf 
(hawā’) 

windcatcher  ṭūba brick 

ma‘mūl what is done  tuk-tuk; pl. 
takatīk 

auto-rickshaw(s) 

manākh climate  turāth heritage 
manāzil 
ṣiḥḥiyya 

healthy housing  waḍ‘ al-yad a type of land 
reclamation 

manwar light well  waqf;  pl. 
awqāf 

religious 
endowments 

manẓar view; look  zaḥma crowd/traffic 
jam/crowded 

mashrabiyya wooden window 
screens 

 ẓurūf circumstances 

maṣṭaba bench     
mi‘mār wa 
taṣmīm bi’i 

architecture and 
environmental 
design 

   

mu‘allim; pl. 
mu‘allimīn 

master builder    

     
     
     

 

 


