
LEBANESE AMERICAN UNIVERSITY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Under My Vine: 

Sense of Belonging, Identity, and Architecture: 

The Question of Migration 

 

 

 

 

By 

Hucen Sleiman 

 

 

A thesis 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 

for the degree of Master of Arts in Migration Studies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

School of Arts and Sciences 

May 2022 









v 
 

Under My Vine: 

Sense of Belonging, Identity, and Architecture: 

The Question of Migration 

Hucen Sleiman 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 This research is a study of the links that connect habitus, memory, culture to 

architecture, and the role that plays the latter in constructing and preserving a sense of 

belonging and identity. The migratory course, from its beginning, through its journey, to 

the process of resettlements, is used to establish the significant part that the built 

environment and architecture have in defining who persons are, what they expect, and 

where they belong. The habitus theory of Pierre Bourdieu is used as the main framework 

to explain how the predispositions of any individual are culturally and socially constructed. 

The research argues that the habitus, with memories of places and culture, enter in defining 

and constructing deep connections with a built environment and its architecture, which start 

to form a sense of belonging to a particular context. This thesis presents a comprehensive 

outline to issues related to identity construction, with an emphasis on memory, culture, 

place, and migration, and the importance of the built environment and architecture in this 

construction.  

 The ephemeral aspect of identity, which recreates itself constantly, changing and 

altering its definition, due to external conditions, such as migration, is studied in this 
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research. A significant focus is put on feelings of loss and alienation, also of nostalgia, that 

result from the process of migration, which is represented as a detachment from the known 

and familiar context, especially in the process of re-territorialization in new surroundings. 

This research, through an exploration of the central role that architecture plays in identity 

construction in the context of migration, maintains that a strong link exists between habitus, 

memory, culture, and architecture, which is essential in determining individuals’ 

expectations and their self-image. Finally, the outcome of this research is used to construct 

a critique of the architectural discipline that fails to be more socially responsive, especially 

when it comes to questions related to belonging and identity.                

     

Keywords: Migration, Architecture, Identity, Lebanese migrants, Bamako, Mali.   
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INTRODUCTION 

The space that people inhabit is an essential part of the construction of their self-

image. Architecture and the built environment, as is problematized here, form the core of 

identity construction and the creation of a sense of belonging. According to Robert and 

Carlisle (1992, in Peña 2006), a large part of an individuals’ psyche is shaped by the 

architecture that is associated with them. This connection remains even when the building 

in question is long gone. The stories and memories, which construct their self-image, are 

influenced by the architecture they spent time in.  

The mainstream approach to identity, and subsequently belonging, is concerned 

with the widespread settings of territories, such as national borders, countries, and cities, 

excluding the architectural scale, ignoring that this scale is the major interaction with 

humans’ existence. For instance, individuals’ descriptions of themselves tend to be based 

on territorial settings, such as being Lebanese, French, or Canadian. These descriptions are 

often expressing, if not who people are, at least the corner of the world they come from, 

and the people they associate themselves with. These associations are also seen on a smaller 

scale, when they feel they belong to the place living in, such as Beirutis, Parisians, or 

Quebecois.  A narrower association can go further to smaller-scale areas, such as a part of 

the city, a neighborhood, or even a street. Each identification expresses a very specific 

delimitation of who is considered insider vis-à-vis the outsider. The commonly 

acknowledged identification criteria are related to cities, countries, national borders. These 

mainly are the structures of who people are, the role that architecture has in this 

identification and construction of identity is rarely if ever, researched and acknowledged.     
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According to Maugham (1949), Cooper Marcus (1995), Bourdieu (2005, 1993, 

1990, 1984), Croucher (2004), Identity is constructed by humans following continuous 

contact, interaction, and exposure to an environment surrounding them. This environment 

is composed of social, cultural, built and physical components. However, the focus has 

been on culturally explicit elements such as music, religion, food, and traditions, seen as 

defining the individuals’ outlook and response to the environment. The majority of 

conventional research in the field of identity construction is done by focusing on elements 

like memory, culture, and habitus. The relation of these constituents to architecture is 

widely ignored, and more limited research is done to address how this architecture helps in 

forming an individual’s identity and self-image. Additionally, the research addressing 

“place attachment” and how architecture help in creating a sense of belonging and 

connections to the environment in question, is largely overlooked by the architecture 

discipline and needs to be incorporated empirically (Rapoport 2000, Diaz Moore 2000). 

Architecture is perceived as a background or a “stage” (Caygill 1999) where the 

daily activities take place, and to which people are exposed since their first moments in 

life. Here architecture works as a canvas where individuality and personalities are 

expressed, and the originally basic architecture is appropriated in a way to respond to its 

occupants’ aspirations and desires. In this procedure, what defines the individuals 

culturally is projected into their spaces, namely homes, allowing the creation of habits, 

memories of experiences, and habitus, and thus contributing to the construction of the 

wider identity. Consequently, the architecture starts structuring people’s expectations of 

what a home or neighborhood should look like, even if subconsciously. According to 

Ballantyne (2002), this expectation concerning the architectural setting is especially 
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manifested in moments when an alteration of the familiar built environment takes place 

and is replaced by a new one, such as in situations when individuals move house, especially 

in migratory experience when people move between two different cultures and countries. 

Friedman (2004, p.40) maintains that “home comes into being most powerfully when it is 

gone, lost, left behind, desired and imagined”.  

The social science disciplines adopt a traditional approach to identity, seeing the 

built environment and the architecture as an ephemeral component in the formation of 

identity, usually taking the space and surrounding for granted. The expression of identity 

through architecture is a subject rarely discussed. Not to mention that the architecture 

discipline also is a part of this unconcerned outlook. For years now, architectural design is 

approached from an impersonal point of view and does not express the habitants’ 

aspirations and identity. For instance, what mostly guide the architectural projects now are 

the market forces, global trends, and star architects. Debatably, the design no longer 

addresses the occupants’ identity and culture, but, for the low-end building, it focuses on 

how much the architectural outputs are salable and profitable (Stevens 1998). When it 

comes to high-end buildings, what matters is the architect’s signature and style. These 

approaches are now at the center of any design process. 

Leach (2005), Brand (1994), Rapoport (2000) see that the mainstream approach to 

architectural design, since modernity, puts the biggest attention on questions of form, 

function, and aesthetics. The production of architecture in this sense is often 

“overdesigned”, with every corner and detail being made to fill the complete design, 

limiting the degree of flexibility and adaptability of the space to answer the individual’s 

aspirations. Stewart Brand (1994) describes the inhabitants of such houses as “safeguarding 
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the architect’s creation” more than living in their own home expressing their identity. It is 

this restricted emphasis on trends and styles, and the rejection of the expression of personal 

identity and culture in the architectural space that raised the questions of how much 

architecture is relevant to society today.         

Some indications of “foreign” additions, such as specific kinds of furniture, plants, 

and vines, architectural elements, already can be seen in Lebanese migrants’ homes in West 

Africa. Along many decades, these additive elements became synonyms and expressions 

of the migrants’ origin region they came from. While some elements can be explained, why 

immigrants introduce these additions is not strongly clear. Learning the changes the 

migrants do in their new architecture and built environment in the receiving countries is of 

big importance and demands scrutiny, as it is a reflection of what they considered as part 

of their identity. This thesis will study the Lebanese migrants in Bamako, Mali. This 

migratory movement is not new, there are lots of migrants who are now considered as the 

second generation in Bamako, however, it is under-researched in comparison with the 

Lebanese in other West African areas like Abidjan, Dakar, and Freetown. And most 

importantly, as the migration to Bamako came in later periods than mentioned earlier, there 

are migrants now who are considered as first-generation.  

First-generation immigrants are chosen in this research because indistinct from the 

second generations (born in the receiving country), they are raised in their home country, 

in the settings of their parents and grandparents. Hence, their origin home’s played a major 

role in constructing expectations of what the space and surrounding environment is or 

should be. Finally, a comparison would be drawn between this first-generation and second-
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generation well-established now in Bamako. This comparison will help to distinguish 

between how these two different generations appropriate the space and how.  

The first-generation under study start arriving in Bamako only recently, since 2014. 

While the presence of the Lebanese in Bamako dates to early 1990, hence, the study will 

focus on the Lebanese migrants since 1990, till today.   

1.1 Research Questions / Hypotheses 

This research aims; 

First, to validate the significant importance of the architecture and the built 

environment in the construction of self-identity and hence the sense of belonging. Migrants 

and migration are taken to reveal the significance of the architecture and physical context 

in the construction and preservation of self-identity. And hence, answering how the sense 

of identity is affected by the loss of the known and familiar of the immigrants’ home? 

Correspondingly, how settling in the new unfamiliar architecture affects the identity and 

the sense of belonging to the migrants? How, and more importantly why, migrants in their 

new destination countries, in their new homes, appropriate the space to reflect their self-

image, aspirations, and idea of what an architectural space need to be? What physical 

features do they add, and what is the purpose behind this addition?  

Second, to shed the light on the crisis in the discipline of architecture if we, as 

architects, do not change the ways we approach the design process.  

Taking into consideration the increasing level of migration, relevant fields like 

demographics, social, economic, political studies, and entrepreneurship have shown a big 

interest in studying the phenomenon of migration. This interest in migration in many 
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disciplines is due to the greater, some say alarming, number of people who are migrating 

(Brettell and Hollifield, 2008). This interest in migration is yet to emerge in the field of 

architecture. Architectural discourse to date has largely ignored the immigrants’ places of 

origin and their destinations, their cultural and social reflections, and the emotional bonds 

and meanings they express.    

This research aims to highlight the importance the architecture and built 

environment have on constructing an individual’s identity in consideration of the question 

of migration in relation to belonging, culture, memory, and habitus. The goal is to 

scrutinize the links existing between these components and architecture from a migrant’s 

perspective. This outcome will be a base of a critique of the aesthetical approach, 

homogeneous methodology, adopted by the architecture discipline and discourse, which 

ignores the importance of such architecture in the construction of identity and self-image. 

 The motives behind this research are not only academic but also personal. As an 

architect, the effect buildings have on us has always been my main interest. But also, living 

in an environment where all my family members, including myself, were migrants, going 

and coming to Africa. The exposure to two different environments consisted of a challenge 

in adapting to a new culture, built environment, architecture, even new languages, and 

friends. What stroke me the most in the migration experience is the interaction of migrants 

with their new built environment first, and second the appropriation of these new spaces to 

answer their aspirations and needs. Many questions emerged, while migrating what do 

people bring with them? What expectations do they have vis-à-vis their memories, self-

image, and possessions? Do the personal stuff that immigrants take with them help in 
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making the new environment less alien and more bearable? And do these stuff and 

organization of space help in defining who the migrants are and their belonging?  

 There are several reasons why studying the effect that the built environment and 

architecture has on constructing the identity, and how this affects the connection between 

habitus, memory, and culture, is so imperative. First, this research sheds the light on how 

the sense of belonging to a place is forged through studying the interaction that happens 

between individuals and their urban contexts. Studying this interaction opens a window to 

see architecture as a principle element that contributes to the experience of everyday life, 

not only as an aesthetic object, or background stage that frames individuals. Nowadays, the 

discipline of architecture focuses mostly on questions of forms and functions, aesthetics 

and arrangements, while the question of belonging and identity has a little place in the 

discussion. Second, to understand how people become aware of the environment around 

them, and establish meaningful relationships with their surroundings, it is equally 

important to understand how architecture combines with the question of memory, culture, 

and habitus to construct identity. Several disciplines explore the question of identity 

construction, from psychology to phenomenology to social sciences. But architecture is 

often absent from the discussion of constructing the identity. This thesis intends to stand 

on the current research concerning the construction of sense of belonging and identity to 

build a foundation for integrating architecture and the built environment as an essential part 

of that process. The importance of this research lies in establishing a novel critical way of 

evaluating architecture, outside the mundane frameworks of function, form, and aesthetics. 

Finally, this thesis in raising the question of reform in the architectural discipline, and 
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hence in the way it is being thought and understood, will assure that this discipline stays 

relevant to today’s social, personal, and cultural necessities.   

 Whereas the early-mentioned motives for this research are from an architecture 

approach, the last essential reason is related to migration, trying to study the effects the 

settlement of immigrants have on the new physical surrounding and architecture of the 

hosting societies. According to Croucher (2004), Brettell et al. (2008), migration in our 

world today is one of the main processes marking our world today. The increase in the 

number of individuals migrating is pushing questions such as “what place we call home?” 

and “what makes us belong in one place or another” to be central in our existence. 

Moreover, exploring the relationship between immigrants’ identity and architecture is an 

essential demarche to improve the migrants’ psychological well-being and support them in 

the procedure of transition. Also, understanding this relationship and the two-sided effects 

that migrants and their build environment have on each other, reveals new capacities where 

the architecture discipline can specialize and capitalize on, especially the significance of 

the self-identity expression through architecture as this research is suggesting.         

 Finally, in putting an accent on the significance of architecture to the development 

of identity, we gain a deeper understanding of the challenges that immigrants face in the 

transition phase they undergo. Additionally, this will help them in having easier settling-in 

from one environment to another, which will potentially lead to better integration, and more 

acceptance and tolerance. Ultimately, this research can lead to the implementation of new 

policies focusing on easing migrants’ transition and re-territorialization through 

architecture.          
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1.2  Methodology 

1.2.1 Theoretical approach 

This thesis starts first with an in-depth inquiry of the existing theories and research that 

are related to the question of identity and belonging, to constitute a base for the 

investigation of the links that can be constructed between, habitus, memory, culture, and 

architecture, and the part that each occupy in the construction of belonging and self-

identity. The constructivist and the primordial schools present two different discourses on 

how the identity is constructed, as they approach the question of identity from two different 

perspectives: one looks at the question of identity as natural and pre-given, the second sees 

it as a construction of various factors that are in perpetual change, thus defining and 

reconstructing self-identity of every individual. These two discourses are supported by 

deeper study into the formation of identity through culture and storytelling from one 

generation to the next one. Furthermore, external forces are being examined, such as global 

events and politics, and their role in constructing the identity. Also, the performativity 

discourse is taken into consideration in this research. This discourse examines how identity 

is formed by a repetitive performance and replication of norms. Although there exist 

several theories and discourses that study the definition of identity, and how it is 

constructed, the approaches chosen here in this research are selected for the applicability 

to the question that connects the culture, memory, and habitus to architecture, to form a 

comprehensive approach to self-identity. The answers extracted from this theoretical study 

constitute a foundation for the analysis of identity construction between habitus, memory 

and place, architecture. Additionally, questions of dwelling, security, shelter, and place are 

studied for their impact on the construction of the sense of belonging and place identity, 
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which, in addition to the notion of identification and territorialization, form a part of the 

discourse of construction of self-identity through architecture and the built environment.  

Correspondingly, the concepts of memory and habitus are investigated in their impact 

on weakening or strengthening the links between an individual’s identity and the built 

environment that surrounds them. These components present a deeper understanding of the 

factors that enter the construction of the sense of belonging to a specific architecture or 

place, which in itself is an essential parameter to the development of identity.    

In this thesis, a big part of the theoretical framework is dedicated to the work of Pierre 

Bourdieu and the concept of habitus. His theory presents an explicit way of how individuals 

perceive the space around them, and more importantly what factors affect and sometimes 

guide their perceptions, behaviors, and judgments. Accordingly, the theory of habitus can 

be used as a tool of analysis of different activities and ways of life. Here, habitus is utilized 

for exploration and discussion of how migrants see and experience their surroundings and 

architecture, to understand what governs their judgments when it comes to re-

territorialization and adaptation of the new architecture and surroundings in the receiving 

countries. Additionally, Bourdieu’s theory is a means of investigating and recognizing the 

migrants’ expectations and approaches in response to their built environment and 

architecture in the receiving countries. Moreover, how the idea of “otherness”, the “self” 

vis-à-vis the “other”, is expressed by the migrants in their new society and physical world.      

Lastly, the theories related to migration are used to explore how the destabilized effect 

migration has on the relation between memory, culture, habitus, and architecture, in the 

context of identity and belonging construction. Therefore, an overview of the theory, 

history, modes, and types of migration, along with a quick overview of the difficulties, 
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motivations, and settlement patterns of the migrants, is essential to establish the 

relationship between migration and the belonging to a particular environment and the 

standing of architecture from this connection. This extensive study of the several theories 

and approaches aims to establish architecture as an essential player in the formation of self-

identity and to establish a ground for critiquing the discipline of architecture and its failure 

to answer the culture and identity formation questions.           

1.2.2 Fieldwork data 

To form an empirical case of the established theoretical framework, this thesis studies 

the Lebanese migrants who came to West Africa (mainly Mali). A noteworthy number of 

Lebanese live in West Africa. Yet, we rarely find research that studies the effect they had 

on the built environment and architecture in these host communities, since the 1950s, and 

later, till 2000. While the big number of these Lebanese migrants are concentrated in the 

city of Abidjan (it is even named the Beirut of West Africa), this research focuses on the 

Lebanese migrants who settled in Bamako, Mali, for many reasons. First, the limited 

number of Lebanese there allows the research to have a clearly defined population, which 

is so important according to Eisenhardt (2002) “because the population defines the set of 

entities from which the research sample is to be drawn. Also, selection of an appropriate 

population controls extraneous variation and helps to define the limits for generalizing the 

findings”. Focusing on a smaller population permits better analysis of Bourdieu’s theory 

and the links between memory, culture, and architecture, aiming to understand the 

construction of identity and sense of belonging.  
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Figure 1: Lebanese in West Africa, Mali is ignored as a receiving country, first because it is new 

as a destination, and second because the number of Lebanese there is not to compare with Cote 

D'Ivoire and Nigeria for example. Source: BBC News, 2010. 

 

Figure 2: Bamako Location in West Africa. Source: Wikimedia, 2021. 

 

  Various methods of gathering information were used to gather original data about the 

Lebanese Community in Bamako. First, a field trip to Bamako, where I spent one month 

with first-generation migrants in July 2021. This visit aimed to assemble visual and literary 
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data about the families living there, the historical narrative of the community, and most 

importantly to gather information about their houses, the appropriation of the architecture 

they inhabit and analyze the configurations of the spaces in comparison with the spaces 

they used to inhabit in their home country. This field was followed by another one in 

January 2022, and then one in March 2022, which were the foundation of a critical 

examination of the factors that entered in the decision making of the constructions done, if 

the house is built from scratch, or most commonly of the appropriation of a space already 

existing and turned into a “home” that has specific elements carried on from their home 

country, consisting a physical representation of the identity and culture they have. This 

data is used as an analysis of the migrants’ community and allows a juxtaposition of the 

visual study against the oral responses taken. To produce primary data on Lebanese 

migrants’ re-territorialization actions and the results these have on the built environment 

and architecture in the host country, successive interviews were conducted with the first-

generation migrants. Being a migrant myself, I could be engaged with the migrants’ stories 

and empathize with the challenges and difficulties they had in the re-territorialization in 

West Africa; “the research benefits even further when undertaken by a researcher who has 

undergone the same experience as the interviewee” (Peters 2001, p.34). Adopting the 

interview method, together with the oral history one, is a generative way to produce data 

about an unknown society. It is a way of appreciating the narratives and experiences of the 

Lebanese migrants during the re-territorialization process undergone.    

First-generation immigrants are chosen in this research because indistinct from the 

second generations (born and raised in the receiving communities), first-generation are 

raised in their home country, in the settings of their parents and grandparents. Hence, the 
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architectural aspects of their origin homes played a major role in constructing expectations 

of what the space and surrounding physical context is or need to be. This thesis aims to 

explore the notion of “old” home that migrants transmit with them to their new setting and 

attempt to appropriate it according to the ideas they brought with them, aiming to restore 

the “feeling of home” even if away from their origin, in that they express their sense of 

identity in the architecture around them. And here, the oral history approach opens a door 

to the interviewees, through unformal questions, to describe themselves and experiences in 

relation to the architecture and built environment they live in West Africa. During the 

interviews done, the migrants expressed their feelings, experiences, and memories related 

to their trip from their home countries, how they used to live there and where, hence the 

architecture context from where they came, and how they manage to create the sense of 

home in a country as far from their homeland as Mali. 

This oral history method to generate primary data is not without some difficulties and 

limitations. The stories assembled usually present only “glimpses” into the migrants’ lives, 

especially because they are recapitulated from memories (Supski, 2003). According to 

Peters (2001, p.21) “the perceptions and memories of those interviewed have been 

influenced by the passage of time, by the age of the storyteller, by the process of telling and 

retelling the story, and by the retrospective understanding of the situation”. Yet, the 

advantages of this method compensate the concerns in that “oral history can breathe life 

into official records and other material culture” (Supski 2003, p.61). Moreover, the 

migrants that are excited about sharing their narratives about the challenges and obstacles 

they faced upon their arrival to Africa, and about the heartbreaking goodbyes in their home 
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country where they lived most of their childhood, there is no cause to distrust the answers 

or accusing them of being inaccurate. (Supski 2003)  

The interviews are, as mentioned earlier, divided into two dates. The first one done in 

March 2021, consisted of eight personal interviews with the Lebanese migrants of the first- 

generations. These have as the main goal to explore and extract information from the 

Lebanese community living in Bamako, about the re-territorialization undergone, and still 

going, after their recent migration from Lebanon. The second set of interviews was in April 

2022. The interviews focus on the question of architecture, space, and built environment. 

What has been transported from their home country, how the new spaces are appropriated, 

what they expect their life to be, expressed in their new physical settings. Their homes in 

Lebanon, the memories they have of these places, and the undergone process to feel more 

at home in their new surroundings. But also, about the motivations behind their migration, 

why they chose to settle in Mali, and not in a more well-known destination for Lebanese 

migrants, and the main difficulties they encountered in moving to Bamako.                      

                 In addition to the oral data, visual data is collected. This constitutes of photos 

taken in interviewees’ homes, before and after the interview, since the interviews are done 

in their own space. This visual information will be used to inform and enrich the generation 

of primary data. Particular elements and modifications done by the Lebanese inhabitants 

are photographed, especially the ones that are not characteristic of the current architecture 

in Bamako, objects that reminded them of old homes, and plants species among others.    

 These observations enable the construction of how Lebanese migrants expect the 

domestic space to be, what makes them feel at home, a sense of Lebanon.    
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 In the end, qualitative evaluation of this extracted information is employed to 

determine the degree of relation between memory, culture, habitus, and architecture, and 

the role that architecture is playing in the creation of a sense of identity.   

1.3 Limitations 

 The thesis explores through the process of migration, and thus the migrants, the 

consequence of re-territorialization on the architecture and the built environment, mainly 

of the host societies, and vice versa. However, some challenges exist.  

The first is the sample size. Taking into consideration the limited number of 

Lebanese migrants who are considered as the first generation in Bamako from one hand, 

and the inability to access all this community on the other, the sample size chosen is small 

but significant. The sample size calculation is based on Kadam and Bhalerao's (2010) 

study, which specifies the method on how to calculate a sample size that is considered 

representative of a population and that the statistical result can be generalized to a larger 

population. However, the access to the sample chosen is without any limitations due to the 

personal relationship with the first generation of Lebanese in Bamako, and several earlier 

visits have been done there.  

Second, is the lack of previous research studies done on the Lebanese migrants in 

Bamako. As mentioned earlier, the Lebanese migrants in Bamako are often ignored in 

studying the Lebanese in West Africa, where the focus goes to Cote d'Ivoire, Nigeria, and 

Sierra Leone. And most importantly, the long-ignored role played by architecture and the 

physical context in the identity formation. So, this research, while is standing on a huge 

archive of literature review that is addressing the question of migration, identity, and sense 
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of belonging, identifies these two gaps and presents the need for further development in 

this area.    

Finally, this research does not take into deep consideration the social effects of 

migration, such as employment, discrimination, and behaviors of the host society vis-à-vis 

the migrants. While referring to these social issues now and then to build the bigger picture 

in which the re-territorialization happens, they are out of the scope of this research, which 

has a main focus on the construction of identity and belonging through architecture and the 

built environment. While to get a comprehensive picture of the process of re-

territorialization, questions such as discrimination, assimilation or integration, 

employment, between others have a say in making this process easier or challengeable, this 

thesis studies the re-territorialization from a specific perspective, which is related to the 

physical settings, built environment, and architecture.  Since in the time frame of this 

research, it is neither practical nor feasible to study the process of re-territorialization from 

all its dimension and across all cutting disciplines.   

1.4 Thesis overview 

 The literature review is divided into four main sections.  

Since the main argument is how both the built environment and architecture are an 

essential component in constructing one’s identity, the theoretical overview starts with how 

the identity is produced, in a first section in an overall approach, and then precisely through 

architecture and the built environment. This illustrates why the architecture has to be 

responsive to the image people have of who they are, with special attention to cultural 

identity. 
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In the second section, the emphasis goes to the theory and history of migration. In 

the discipline of social science, as in political and economic sciences, among others, much 

research focuses on the loss of cultural and social settings in the question of migration 

(Brettell and Hollifield 2008). In these investigations the inquiries are on the identity of the 

newcomers, the adaptation process they undertook, the questions of integration and 

assimilation are of great importance, cultural resistance, national loyalty, and communal 

devotions. A brief overview of the disciplines treating the migration question (politics, 

geography, psychology, history, sociology, demography, and economy) shows that the 

change in spatial settings due to migration, and hence the architecture dimension, the space, 

and built environment, are not taken into consideration, or left underexplored at its best. 

This is because “social scientists do not approach the study of immigration from a shared 

paradigm, but from a variety of competing theoretical viewpoints fragmented across 

disciplines, regions, and ideologies”, Douglas Massey et al. (1994, 702). Thus, obstructing 

more the study of the relationship between migration and the built environment.   

In a third section, the question of re-territorialization and how it is redefining the 

identity in a new spatial setting is tackled. It is well pronounced by many researchers, as 

will be shown in this section, that individuals and their sense of identity are a complex 

construct of their experiences, stories, places, people, and architecture that passed through 

their whole existence. Yet, people are not always aware of the influence their memory and 

history have on them, as they do not perceive their actions as an outcome of their interaction 

with their surroundings, physical environments, and social constructs, of their personal 

history, and habitus. Andrew Ballantyne (2002) debates that if an individual is at his/her 

home, it is the last place where he/she is conscious of the influence of his/her environment 
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and history have on him/her, and it is only the change of the “familiar and known”, the 

break with the “continuity” of the life when people recognize the effects and influences 

that carefully define their beings. Migration is one of these changes.             

The fourth section is dedicated to present a critique of the architecture field, 

describing it as failing to be social responsive and to tackle questions related to identity 

and culture. Based on the previous outcomes, this part points to the overemphasis of the 

architecture field on styles, trends, aesthetics, and signatures of the star architects, leading 

to a disconnection of the field from cultural and social questions, creating an “artificial” 

identity. Globalization, with its homogenization of diversities and distinctiveness, and the 

recreation of the cultural and national identity through “theme parkrs” and revivement of 

“traditional” architectural aspects entitled now “heritage”, are issues also discussed in this 

section.    
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PART I 

Self-Identity, the Built Environment, and Architecture  

 

“Each individual's identity is made up of a number of elements, and 

these are clearly not restricted to the particulars set down in official 

records. Of course, for the great majority, these factors include 

allegiance to a religious tradition; to a nationality sometimes two; 

to a profession, an institution, or a particular social milieu. But the 

list is much longer than that; it is virtually unlimited. A person may 

feel a more or less strong attachment' to a province, a village, a 

neighborhood, a clan, a professional team or one connected with 

sport, a group of friends, a union, a company, a parish, a community 

of people with the same passions, the same sexual preferences, the 

same physical handicaps, or who have to deal with the same kind of 

pollution or other nuisance” (Maalouf, 1996, p.10). 

 Amin Maalouf expressed in the passage above the complexity of elements that enter 

a person’s identity construction, describing how an individual is a composition of many 

factors interacting to create his/her being, place, and perception of the world. Many 

researchers share this point of view, which states that identity is the outcome of the 

continuous interaction and engagement between the individuals and their surroundings, 

being physical, built, or cultural and social. Diverse variables enter in the construction of 

an individual’s identity, such as religion, music, food, dance, and architecture, which start 

to define who we are and how we perceive the world.  

 These variables are, like dialogues and engagements, always changing. Alterations 

in the built environment and urban context are consistently happening, also the internal 
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shifting in the person’s being, from different exposures to ideologies, to social contact and 

maturing through experiences, which all affect the construction of one’s identity. 

Debatably, the variation in these variables triggers a change in how people perceive their 

surroundings or themselves. The alteration in how people conceive themselves can be seen 

in the way they talk, walk, and dress, or in what group they associate themselves with. 

Nevertheless, these variations are not constantly revealed in the built environment and 

architecture where they live, incorrectly seen as having insignificant influence in the 

projection and construction of the image of themselves. 

 Through Part I, and the thesis, the argument is that the built environment and 

architecture have a central role in constructing and perpetuating the individual’s identity. 

Part I, with its two chapters, explore how identity is constructed, primary in broad 

terminologies, then particularly with the built environment and architecture. It 

demonstrates the importance of the built environment and architecture to be receptive to 

the different identities their users have, their definition of who they are, their culture and 

social needs, and how the relationship between the physical surroundings and their users 

forge a sense of belonging and a personal identity. Further, variables that enter in the 

construction of self-identity and influence the sense of belonging, such as memory, habitus, 

and place, are also explored. Therefore, this section is analyzing identity construction in 

general terms, and specifically from the relation between self-identity and the built 

environment and architecture.  

 Chapter 1 inspects how identity is constructed and shaped. This chapter offers a 

foundation for this thesis. The two diverging approaches to identity formation -the 
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primordial and constructivist- are explored, together with different methods, such as 

storytelling, politics, performativity, and culture. The notion of territory is presented here 

as essential to this analysis, discussed through cases where territory and place are a 

component of self-definition. The aim is to construct a comprehensive overview of the 

elements that enter in the formation and perpetuation of identity, the central subject of this 

research.  

 Chapter 2 specifically gives attention to the notions of memory, habitus, and place, and 

how these guide the individuals’ relation to the built environment and architecture, and which start 

to define their self-image and expectations of the physical environment. Additionally, it explores 

notions of dwelling, security and safety, shelter, identification, and territorialization, in 

light of the sense of belonging, and notions of memory and habitus and their role in 

reinforcing the bonds between a physical surrounding and self-identity. The main argument 

of this chapter is that memory and habitus are central to the definition and redefinition, in 

new contexts, of one’s involvement with the place, its built environment, and architecture, 

thus the construction of self-identity. The acknowledgment of the relationship between 

memory, habitus, culture, and architecture, and the central role these notions play in 

constructing one’s self-image, is considered here as a base for constructing the critique of 

the architectural discipline for its negligence and overlooking attitude toward incorporating 

the question of “identity construction through architecture”. 

 The work of a wide range of researchers is explored here, from Jeff Malpas, Martin 

Heidegger, Barbara Bender, to Pierre Bourdieu and Judith Butler. The connection between 

the construction and perpetuation of the migrants’ identity with their new unknown built 
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environments of their host countries, is based on this analysis of the parameters that enter 

in the identity formation.         
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Chapter One 

Self-identity Construction 

 

 The interpretation of the complexity of the diverse ways that identity is been 

constructed is a subject studied by many disciplines. “A veritable discursive explosion” in 

dealing with the subject of identity has been detected in the last few years (Hall, 1996, in 

croucher 2004, p.37). This pushes us to think why this importance of the research related 

to identity, especially “self-identity”, is more and more acknowledged. The “Shorter 

Oxford English Dictionary” (2002, p.1311) defines identity as “the condition or fact of a 

person or thing being that specified unique person or thing, [especially] as a continuous 

unchanging property throughout existence”. Although this definition has its deficiencies, 

particularly assuming these “continuous” and “unchanging” aspects of identity, it sheds 

light on why the subject of identity had regained its importance recently. Especially in 

Western societies, but not limited to them, “individuality” and “self-awareness” now 

occupy a great space in discourses: the journey of finding who we are, the position we play 

in the world, and the unique presence of every individual, are now subjects of best-sellers 

books, contributing to this “explosion” in the subject of identity remarked by Hall above.  

   While the discussion about identity is mostly in social sciences disciplines, the 

architecture and built environment disciplines are just starting to recognize the imperative 

urge to identity as a subject in the physical environments surrounding people1. The 

                                                            
1 Clare Cooper Marcus (1995, p.5) maintains that “disciplines who are interested in people–

environment relations—geographers, anthropologists, architects, and the newly emerging field of 
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profession of architectural production has been deeply invested in aesthetic movements 

and stylistic issues, it is only lately opening the question of identity as one that does not 

reduce the design process but enriches it. That being established, this chapter presents a 

brief overview of how identity is constructed in broad-spectrum, and how it is developed, 

altered, or reconstructed in specific, which provides a foundation essential to understand 

the dialogue between the built environment and architecture from one side, and self-

identity from the other, and the role that the former play in the development of the latter. 

 Whereas various theories, analysis, and schools, treat the subject of identity from 

different perspectives, two prevailing, but opposing, theories are examined in this chapter: 

the constructivist and the primordial discourses. Also, the performativity approach, i.e., the 

construction of identity from stories and performed cultural or political acts, is discussed. 

These approaches were chosen since they are relative to this research that aims to connect 

identity formation with the architecture and built environment.  

1.1 Identity Construction 

 In a straightforward approach, the identity formation schools of thought are 

grouped under two main discourses: primordialism and constructivism, or “nature vs 

nurture”. As the nomenclature suggests, the two schools deal with the subject from 

opposing stands. The first represents the identity as being “unchangeable and stable”, the 

second sees it as being a fluid construct in constant flux.  

                                                            
environmental psychology—have for the most part ignored issues dealing with emotional 

attachment”.  
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The primordialism discourse was dominant for the years before 1960, it sees the 

identity as “static, essential, and unidimensional … fixed and organic; something given, 

predetermined, or natural” (Croucher 2004, p.36). The essence of this discourse is based 

on the work of the sociologist Edward Shils, and the anthropologist Clifford Geertz, who 

studied “the deeply held emotional, natural even spiritual … affinities or attachments that 

exist within human groups or communities” (Croucher 2004, p.122).  Geertz and Shils, 

with different primordial theorists, see the connection between an individual and the 

community surrounding him/her as biological and natural. These connections, or “bonds” 

are considered as existing “a priori”, as the “assumed givens of social existence” (Croucher 

2004, p.122). According to Isaacs, considering the subject of ethnicity: 

“[It] consists of the ready-made set of endowments and identifications that 

every individual shares with others from the moment of birth by the chance 

of the family into which he is born at that given time in that given place”. 

(Isaacs 1974, p.27) 

According to Greetz (in Zubrzycki 1977, p.134), primordial relations and 

attachments arise “from being born into a particular religious community speaking a 

particular language, or even a dialect of a language and following particular social 

patterns”. An extended number of features can be stated, such as heritage, interests, or 

attachment to a place. Arguably, these are “unreservedly” passed to future generations and 

strengthened by conserving different customs and traditions. This transfer from one 

generation to another assures the belonging of one’s identity as a member of a specific 

community, where within a particular place, the kinship is maintained and strengthened, 

declaring that the connection and belonging are biological and natural.  
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These bonds start to develop in the form of national and ethnic loyalties. The 

primordialism approach is based on the belief that members of a group, with national and 

ethnical identity, are embedded with a predisposition feeling to be more in connection with 

their compatriots than with any different groups (Croucher 2004, p.37). Since these 

connections are considered as pre-existing in all humans, guiding them in their daily life 

with a sense of loyalty and obligation towards communities they belong to, these bonds are 

perceived as accountable for the sense of identity of a group, and how they see themselves. 

Additionally, identification arousing from these bonds are seen to “inform the ethnic 

group’s very nature” (Croucher 2004, p.37), drawing a line between “us” and “them”2, 

between those who are members of the same national, ethnic, or any other aspect, and those 

who are “outsider”. Jeffery (1976, p.89) argues that “it is very common for ethnic group 

members to believe that they are inherently different from outsiders and that these 

differences result from biologically heritable traits”.  

Sadly, primordialism often is seen as justifying the occurrences of discrimination, 

oppression, and aggression, as members of a certain group see themselves as having 

features that the others lack, hence better than those who do not belong to the same 

nationality or religious or ethnic group. Consequently, these extremely negative behaviors, 

as the belief of being of a superior ethnic or racial group, and aggressive traits, are often 

recognized as individuals’ nature (Croucher 2004, p.37), restricting their responsibility for 

the actions they undertake. In this primordial approach to the construction of identity, 

                                                            
2 Epstein (1978, p.xi) “every act of identification implies a we as well as a they”. 
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stepping outside of a community or group becomes of imposing difficulties, since their 

behaviors will be seen as “non-conforming”, thus being ostracized from the cultural and 

social groups they belong to. A quick browse of our history reveals the harmful risks 

accompanying the primordial discourse, with its arguments of the biological and natural 

bonds between groups and clans. These thinking approaches result in an illogical feeling 

of hate for the “other”, producing deadly consequences; the Nazi regime in Germany is a 

blatant example of this, and the massacre in Croatia, Rwanda, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

are also examples of results due to primordial ideology. The recent history documents 

several examples of atrocities done by validation of national and ethnic loyalties, and blood 

ties, which are supported by primordialism.   

Even though approaching the question of identity and place as an unchangeable and 

fixed body is vastly problematic, as treating the national and ethnic loyalties as “blood 

ties”, hence possibly raising a feeling of discrimination and hatred towards the other, only 

recently, in the last forty years or so, that the researchers start to question primordial 

approach to identity. The move away from this approach, which theorizes the group and 

kin ties are “inherent” and “pre-given”, to dealing with identity as a “construct”, “resulted 

in the emergence of an alternative model emphasizing the multidimensional and fluid 

nature of personal identities, which is referred to as constructivism” (Croucher 2004, p. 

37). 

 The constructivism discourse, in opposition, approaches identity as being a 

superposition of many identities at different levels, such as ethnic, national, political, 

cultural, social, and religious. And most importantly, these are in constant change and 

evolution due to several external and internal factors. And “some of those identities 
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intersect or collide with others, and all vary in salience across time and contexts” 

(Croucher 2004, p.38). Thus, identities are not fixed or predetermined but in constant flux, 

with their “content and meaning shifting across time and place, for individuals, groups, and 

whole societies” (Croucher 2004, p.39). They are the result of constant clashes that people 

face within their characters and with the outside world, to construct and reconstruct their 

image of themselves. Identity is what “‘people accept, resist, choose, specify, invent, 

redefine, reject, actively defend, and so forth” (Stephen Cornell and Douglas Hartmann 

1998, p.78).  

 Although the constructivism school describes identity as being a fluid construct, in 

perpetual evolution and transition, it strains that the construction of the identity is not 

arbitrary (Croucher 2004, p.40). This approach draws from “political, economic, and 

sociocultural conditions” in order “to explain the emergence, variation in, and 

reconfiguration of different identity/belonging formations” (Croucher 2004, p.40). Here, 

Kathleen Conzen et al., add that: 

“ethnicity itself is to be understood as a cultural construction accomplished 

over historical time. Ethnic groups in modern settings are constantly 

recreating themselves, and ethnicity is continuously being reinvented in 

response to changing realities both within the group and the host society. 

Ethnic group boundaries, for example, must be renegotiated, while the 

expressive symbols of ethnicity (ethnic traditions) must be repeatedly 

reinterpreted” (Conzen et al. 1992, p.7).  

This suggests that the previous approach to concepts of ethnicity, and thus customs, 

traditions, and culture, as being fixed and pre-disposed inherent entity is inaccurate. These 

notions are not only passed from previous generations to the latter, nor seen as inherited 
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and belonging to specific groups. The constructivists see the identity as always changing 

due to pressures, internal and external of the social, cultural, or ethnic groups. The 

influence and stimulation of change are triggered by exposure and contact with other 

traditions, customs, and views. The constructivist discourse on identity construction shows 

problems with the approach that favors “monoculturalism”, considering the societies and 

groups as coherently formed of people with similar cultures and identities. The 

constructivism followers recognize the difference between personal identities, ethnicities, 

and cultures, suggesting that in one coherent society exist individuals that are “different”.  

It should be kept in mind, similar to the primordial approach, the constructivist 

discourse is based on the distinction between “knowing who one is” and who “others are”, 

and on the argument that a person usually constructs the image of who he/she is in 

comparison with the image of who he/she is not. Sheila Croucher argues that:  

“Individuals, groups, nations, and so on understand and define whom they 

are by specifying who they are not. Identity, in other words, always relies 

upon an ‘Other,’ and belonging to an ‘Us’ necessitates the existence and 

recognition of a Them” (Croucher 2004, p.41).     

 Whereas this intersection between the two schools on the distinction between “us” 

vis-à-vis “them” in the definition of identity, the constructivism discourse considers the 

underlying reasons behind these distinctions are stemming from individual’s choices and 

preferences that are always changing, in contrast of being inherited and naturally existing. 

Yet, the identity construction as being completely free from external pressures and choice-

driven is questionable. According to the habitus notion of Bourdieu, an individual’s choices 

are an expression of “the socially conditioned systems of dispositions” (Scahill, 1993) to 

which they are continuously subject. The physical, cultural, and social environments in 
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which a person has grown in have major impacts on the way they see themselves, and 

define the world around them, their customs, habits, and behaviors. This influence is 

exercised on a personal level, but also a professional one. For instance, it is arguable that 

architects, who take the responsibility of designing the built environment, are, as 

professionals, influenced by the surroundings in which they live, by their educational 

formation, and the philosophies and theories that are exposed to in their development. The 

architect’s attitude towards any design production is affected by these exposures, 

additionally influencing and strengthening their self-image and sense of identity. The 

relationship between identity formation and the built environment and architecture is 

discussed in Chapter 2, which has as main subject the influence of the place and physical 

environment on constructing one’s own image of who they are and their identity.  

 The constructivist approach presented notions like freedom when it comes to a 

person to choose who they are, or might be, to what group they belong, in past, present, as 

in future, hence liberating them from the “predetermined”, never changing, and fixed 

notion of identity imposed by the primordials, which engrave the person in a chosen 

territory or place. Yet, the latest research in social science begins to recognize that this 

“liberation” is not as “easy” as the first studies presented it. Caftanzoglou adds that: 

“Hastrup and Olwig (1997, p.11) have recently observed … a certain irony 

in the fact that while social scientists have been actively 'liberating' the 

concept of culture and identity from previously assumed bonds to location 

in place, social groups are actively involved in constructing and defending 

all the things under reexamination: rootedness and belonging, ways of life, 

realities and senses of place, boundaries that certify and maintain 

distinctiveness” (Caftanzoglou 2001, p.22). 
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 Croucher (2004, p.40) supports that “the powerful and seemingly irrational passion 

and sense of embeddedness that often surround identity”, in the way the primordial 

discourse describes it, still appears in different situations. The widespread ideas of the 

primordial approach did not disappear and are still perpetuating today, and “some scholars, 

politicians, and other observers continue to describe identity-ethnic, national, gender, or 

otherwise- as primordial or organic, and invoke static or essentialist interpretations of 

identity and culture to explain a range of phenomena” (Croucher 2004, p.38). The resilient 

side that primordialism presents, with the “blood ties” justification for the emotional 

belonging to their community, compatriots, state, place, and territory, pushed some 

researchers “to combine insights from both approaches, or to speak of constructed 

primordiality” (Croucher 2004, p.40). This argument is based on the belief that “a careful 

constructivist approach can preserve an appreciation for the emotional appeal of 

belonging while shifting needed attention to the dynamic processes and politics of identity 

formation and reconfiguration” (Croucher 2004, p.41).  

 The consequences of this argument are that the connections of many individuals to 

their origin place, to their fellows at their society, are of significant importance, despite 

several attempts to rationalize or refute this. It can be argued that these connections rise to 

the surface in cases of the detachment of the individuals from their territories, from the 

familiar and known that surround them, when the opposition between the foreign and the 

familiar becomes a daily life reality, which can’t be pushed to the background anymore. In 

these contexts, the questioning of where we call “home”, where we belong, comes up, with 

what accompanies it of feelings of nostalgia, loyalty, and longing. Facing a detachment 

from one’s place, the awareness of “who we are", and what corner of the planet we consider 
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“home” rises (Ballantyne 2002, p.20). Nadia Lovell (1988, p.2) for instance, discusses the 

connections between a place and belonging to it, who presents that “belonging to a 

particular locality evokes the notion of loyalty to a place, a loyalty that may be expressed 

through oral or written histories, narratives of origin as belonging, the focality of certain 

objects, myths, religious and ritual performances, or the setting up of shrines such as 

museums and exhibitions”. It is these aspects that sustain the relation between one’s sense 

of identity and the physical surrounding around them, i.e., the architecture and the built 

environment, thus confirming Bourdieu’s notion about the conditioning of individual’s 

identity by the environment surrounding them, social and physical, built and unbuilt.  

 Dealing with the question of identity is done from two different perspectives by the 

constructivist and primordialist schools. These are not the only theories that deal with the 

question of identity construction, however, these two were chosen and presented briefly in 

this section as they establish a foundation for Chapter 2 that explores the influence of the 

built environment and architecture on the construction of self-identity. Though the two 

schools of thought contradict each other, putting them together in one discourse, the 

constructed primordialist one, they present an inclusive approach to identity, per 

Bourdieu’s notion of habitus. Bourdieu’s theory proposes that a person, who is under an 

influence of the “predispositions” of the social and cultural environment he lives in, has a 

kind of freedom to choose the fields “in which [he] wishes to practice or take part” 

(Bourdieu 2005), hence constructing the self-identity in a dialogue between the 

constructivist and primordial approaches.  

 The next part investigates the formation of identity through stories. In specific, it 

examines the several ways the identity is constructed through “verbal transmission” of 
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stories from one generation to another, explaining what this has in constructing who a 

person is.  

1.2 Identity as stories 

 Circulating oral stories, through storytelling, is considered as one method of 

constructing and preserving self-identity. Benjamin (1970, p.88, in Zabunyane 2002, p.86) 

argues that “the storyteller takes what he tells from experience - his own or that reported 

by others. And he, in turn, makes it the experience of those who are listening to his tale”. 

In “Narrative and the self”, Anthony kerby, a Canadian philosopher, suggests that people 

go through life creating their stories, with other persons as characters within it, pushing the 

discourse on identity as being “delineated and embodied, primarily in narrative 

constructions or stories” (Kerby 1991, p.2). He puts forward that during a lifetime, people 

build stories of whom they are, constructing meanings to how they perceive their 

surroundings, others, and themselves, thus their self-identity. Stories, he argues, “are a 

primary embodiment of our understanding of the world, of experience, and ultimately of 

ourselves” (Kerby 1991, p.3), establishing that it is by these stories that people share, they 

start communicating and constructing their being in the world, their identity. The narratives 

constructed by the individuals and shared between them always contain a physical 

dimension, a context, a place, or an environment where the actions are happening. Kerby 

(1991, p.6) observes that “narratives are considerably influenced by the social milieu in 

which the human subject functions. The stories we tell of ourselves are determined not only 

by how other people narrate us but also by our language and the genres of storytelling 

inherited from our traditions”. Additionally, individuals express their stories in their 
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personal language, containing traces of their traditions, and reflecting their social 

conditions, cultural preferences, and educational level, thus namely their habitus.  

   As suggested above by Benjamin, individuals don’t only construct their identity 

through the stories they tell, but also through the narratives, they hear from their 

surroundings. For hundreds of years, stories of love, heroes, wars, and great battles are 

transferred through generations. An example of these stories is the Iliad, which circulated 

for centuries orally only by several storytellers (Foley 2007, p.3). The story was 

transformed into a written work much later, by a Greek poet, Homer. Iliad was shared by 

several generations, and as Benjamin argues above, once a narrative is shared, it stops being 

a personal experience but also belongs to the persons who listen to it. As stories about 

experiences are shared, stories about a person’s ancestry, their hometown, customs, and 

traditions, or how they used to live, are also shared. Stories occasionally have a narrative 

about a special bond that exists between the narrator and a place, which, when told 

repetitively, create in the listeners an identification with that described place, even when 

sometimes they have never seen it. This characteristic of identity formation is of specific 

importance for migrants who are from second, or third generations; they usually did never 

experience or even visit their homeland, but they nonetheless, start to construct a point of 

identification through the stories they hear about the place from where their parents or 

grandparents came. Stories about the challenges faced during migration, the triumphs, the 

hardships, and the childhood memories, all start to be part of who they are. It can be 

maintained that these stories transmitted by ancestors to later generations build a 

foundation for the construction of self-identity, especially concerning ethnic and national 

identity.  
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 Several examples can show how this identity construction, particularly ethnic and 

national, is manifested through stories. Paul Basu (2001, p.337), in “Hunting Down Home: 

Reflections on Homeland and the Search for Identity in the Scottish Diaspora” paper, 

presents several stories of the 3rd generation migrants from Scotland, who went to their 

home country searching for their “roots”, which they saw as foundational in the 

construction of their self-identity. The migrants undergo “their genealogical research, 

visiting libraries and archive offices, scouring overgrown graveyards for ancestral tombs, 

making pilgrimages of sorts to the ruins of the houses and villages they left behind” (Basu 

2001, p.335). Those searches done, as Basu argues, show the “deep-rooted desire to find 

somewhere incontrovertible on which to ground identity” (Basu 2001, p.335). This is 

reflected in these accounts:   

“I want to be able to tell my children where their ancestors came from. I 

think it gives them a sense of belonging in a world that sometimes moves 

too fast […]” (Interviewed by Basu 2001, p.337). 

And:  

“I have found, after being in the States for a few months [born in Canada], 

that there is an opinion that the reason several people here feel lost and 

hopeless, is the loss of roots. I have found a lot of people are realizing this. 

I have always felt that it is important to know these things and have passed 

many of the family stories on to my children and plan to write a family 

history for the benefit of the whole family”. (Interviewed by Basu 2001, 

p.337).  

 The formation of an image of oneself, and a sense of belonging, from stories, is 

also present in the theory of Bourdieu (1985, p.74) describing it as the “dialectic of the 

internalization of externality and the externalization of internality”. The old homes of 
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parents, or grandparents, as the larger physical surrounding, are considered “sites of 

memory”, where the “past is externalized in the landscape” (Basu 2001, p.342). By 

recounting the narrative, and sometimes myths, of the home country, the memories of these 

places are bought to life and are “projected” into the external space, the homes and the 

landscapes, “externalizing” the personal experiences into the surrounding places. These 

stories, memories, and the past they represent are not only externalized in the places but 

also, “become internalized through individual engagement and encounter” (Basu 2001, 

p.342). Deeper connections to the place from which people believe to have come from are 

established by listening to myths and narratives about places of their ancestral. According 

to Basu, the construction of one’s sense of identity is done through this “internalization” 

of the exteriority:  

“Through the interiorization of collective memory, the sites of memory thus 

become sources of identity. Myths of place may be seen as forming a 

reservoir of 'cultural resources' from which individuals may draw to 

construct a myth of the self. Both place and person are thus seen as 

intertwined in the narrative: narrative as myth, as history, as memory”. 

(Basu 2001, p.344).  

 Based on that, of individuals, when asked who they are, state the nationalities of 

their distant parents: “I am a bit of this and a bit of that”, “My great-grandmother was 

Syrian, the other one Egyptian and my great-grandfathers were Jordanian and Lebanese”, 

or “My ancestors are from France, Iraq, and Lebanon”. These identifications are not seen 

as only personal portrayals based on narratives by the ancestors. This type of self-

expression is certainly very common. Without even speaking the language of grandparents, 

or sharing their customs and traditions, even sometimes without ever visiting the home 
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country, individuals stand proudly to what this country claims and stands for. Why? 

Because they heard stories of their parents and grandparents who came from this place of 

the world.  

 With several cases where people express their identity through stories, some of the 

questions that come to mind are: “What form of attachment would people develop 

regarding architecture and the built environment, if the stories about houses, villages and 

towns, streets and neighbors’ gardens, public squares and private courtyards, are passed 

to them by their parents and relatives? What if these were also shared, together with the 

experiences of the storyteller—would humans then develop an attachment to architecture 

and the built fabric as they do to nations and countries?” 

 Since these stories happen in a physical setting, which does not only form a 

background for the actions but also enters into the construction of the experience, the 

architecture, and the built environment are arguably a major part of the narratives, and they 

enter in the formation of people’s views and expectations of the built environments and 

architecture styles, which become a part of the self-identity. That being said, why the 

architecture discipline does not integrate this discourse of an individual’s identity that is 

perpetuated through design? Is this the consequence of the over-focus of the discipline on 

the functions and aesthetics, the two approaches to design that have controlled the 

architecture profession from modernism till the present day?  

 Issues related to the establishment of a connection between individuals and their 

physical surroundings, and the critique of the architecture discipline for its unwillingness 

to acknowledge the major role which it plays in this attachment duality, are addressed in 

later chapters. The cases discussed in this chapter are related to the subject of identity 
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formation through intangible sources, rather than to physical surroundings and places, such 

as stories to which people live or listen. Nigel Rapport and Andrew Dawson (1998, p.32, 

in Basu 2001, p. 336) support this way of identity construction to which individuals “feel 

at home in personal narratives that move away from any notion of fixity within a common 

idiom”. This claim pushes the construction of self-identity away from traditional 

approaches fixed inexperienced being in the ethnic or national group, towards the 

possibility of forming a belonging to a territory or place to which the individual has never 

been or experienced, by “merely listening to and sharing in the experiences and stories of 

others” (Rapport and Dawson 1998). 

 Establishing this approach to identity formation, it can be said that one’s identity 

can be founded on stories, told by the individual to him/herself or heard from his/her 

parents and grandparents, stories of the corner of the world they once belonged to, and it 

always forms a part of who they are. Kerby (1991, p.1) adds that “such a self arises out of 

signifying practices rather than existing before them”, a notion discussed in the next part 

here that covers the identity construction through performativity and replication of norms.  

1.3 Replication of norms: Performativity 

 The concept of performativity, though denotes different meanings in several disciplines, 

usually “denotes a production of identities via repeated performance or enactment of certain 

actions” (Glusac 2012, p.7, Tyler and Cohen 2010; Stoller 2010). The performativity notion took 

its importance from the research of the theorist Butler (1999, 1997, 1993). His gender work about 

identity had a huge influence on researchers, and particularly sociologists, pushing them to explore 

the consequences of the performativity on the construction of self-identity in their respective 
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disciplines, from which the fields studying the relationship of the individuals to their physical 

surroundings.  

 Butler’s notion of performativity is based on the argument “that what is called gender 

identity is a performative accomplishment” (Butler 1988, p.521, in Stoller 2010, p.98), thus 

emphasizing the idea that gender identity is but a “construct” that is done through performative 

acts. According to Butler, the notion of gender is not a “pre-existing essence” that influences our 

actions and identity as some researchers maintain, rather, as Stoller (2010, p.98) suggests, “it comes 

into existence only in the very moment of its performative constitution”. Here, any identity, to 

become blatantly present, has to go through performative actions repeatedly done continuously. 

Thus, as Moya Lloyd (1999, p.196) suggests, “it is not in a single act of constitution or invention 

that the subject is brought into being, but through re-citation and repetition”. 

  This theory of performativity, which is a part of the constructivist approach to identity, is 

not only related to gender studies but can be extended to various subjects, including the built 

environment and architecture in their construction of identity. Particularly, when moving to a new 

built environment, the temporary dimension in the performativity theory about identity formation 

can prove to be very important to tackle. In this research, the argument is that by effecting some 

performative actions, i.e., some rituals, habitual acts, and customs, a connection is forged between 

the individual and the built environment and architecture in which they perform these acts, forming 

deeper attachments and belongingness. This finds specific significance in the migratory process 

since migrants allow us to see the built environment from a different perspective through 

constructing new understandings of the role that the architecture and physical surroundings have in 

the construction of self-identity and the sense of belonging. By performing their old habits and 

rituals in their new surroundings, migrants start recreating their identity and forging meaningful 

connections with the new context, without feeling disconnected from their past by keeping the 

accomplishment of these performative actions.    
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 The interest in this thesis in the act of performativity is not only due to its contribution to 

creating identities. But also the significant role that the performance of these acts has on forging 

meaningful, and maybe deep unbreakable, connections, within a particular space, between the past 

to the present, between a place there and the new place here, this is the main reason why the notion 

of performativity is foundational here (Glusac 2006, p.7, Glusac 2012). Chapter 5, which discusses 

broadly the procedure of re-territorialization, the role that performativity plays in building 

connections between migrants and their new physical surroundings is more explored. What is 

explored here in this chapter is the similarities that exist between the theory of performativity as 

discussed by Butler and Bourdieu’s habitus, and their role in identity development.        

 In “Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex”, a Butler’s 1993 publication, she 

argues that the repetitive execution of certain customs and qualities, what she calls the theory of 

performativity, produces an identity through these acts; the performative “enacts or produces that 

which it names” (Butler 1993, p.26). This overlaps with the habitus of Pierre Bourdieu, specifically 

the notion that this habitus is the consequence of continuous contact with a social field, being 

imposed on the agent or chosen by him/her. Both theories suggest that an individual’s identity is 

constructed by the performance of some activities and customs. While Bourdieu suggests that this 

is achieved through the choice and acquirement of emplacements within a field, be this by freedom 

of choice or imposition by the social surroundings, to the extent to which these emplacements 

become definitive of individual’s existence, habitus; Butler suggests that this is attained by the 

performativity and repetition of actions.  

 In a 1997 paper, “Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative”, Butler explored the 

link between Bourdieu’s habitus and his theory of “bodily knowingness” along with her notion of 

performativity. Bourdieu argues that some acts done by an individual are not consciously 

performed, they are embodied in his/her being, starting to form the reality of everyday life 

(Bourdieu 1990a, in Butler 1997). Based on this notion, Butler (1997, p.153) carried the argument 
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further to add that every culture “utilizes the embodied aspects of habitus to produce and sustain 

belief in its obviousness”. Every individual, who is conditioned by social and cultural pressures, 

absorbs acts, manners, movements, and gestures, to become part of who he/she is. Examples of 

these embodied acts can be seen in the way he/she talks, eats, or greets people. The sense of culture 

is perpetuated by the continuous execution of these embodied social and cultural acts and manners, 

thus enforcing this feeling of “obviousness” of the culture, and distinguishing it from any other 

one.          

 Moreover, Butler (1997, p.156) maintains that “the social life of the body is produced 

through an interpellation that is at once linguistic and productive”.  Interpellations, as used by 

Butler, are the performance of the social and cultural practices in the everyday life, which “are 

central to the very process of subject-formation as well as the embodied, participatory habitus” 

(Butler 1997, p.156). The ongoing performances of the customs and acts that are embodied in the 

individuals are necessary for the perseverance and maintenance of their self-identity, and thus 

habitus. It is also valid to think the other way around. That is that the images individuals have of 

themselves, guided by their habitus and identity, are projected through these performative acts, thus 

producing a differentiation between “them” and the “other”, or as Butler (1997, p.157) describes 

it, “the habitus is both formed and formative”.     

 Betancour and Hasdell (2000) present an remarkable case that demonstrates this statement, 

it is the example deliberated by George Reid Andrews (1980). His example explores the 

performance of the candombé – an African dance – by the slaves from Africa living in Buenos 

Aires since the 1850s, which played an important role in connecting them with their previous times. 

Andrews (1980, p.167, in Betancourt and Hasdel 2000, p.166) argues that “the candombé were 

occasions at which the Africans performed their national dances, calling up memories of their 

homeland and recreating, even if only for an afternoon, a simulacrum of African society in the New 

World”. Dance is seen here a “bodily knowingness” according to Bourdieu (1990a), a social and 
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cultural expression, in which the body execute repetitive acts almost unconsciously with the 

familiar beats of the musical instruments. Not only the music forms this link with the past, but also 

the performance of the bodily actions which serve as a “memory trigger”. Equally important, the 

exercise of dancing is an expression of identity, thus the performativity links the persons to their 

past, but also is a procedure of “self-projection” and externalization of their customs, traditions, 

and culture. Through the performance of the candombé dance, the African slaves did a projection 

of their identity into the new urban context of Buenos Aries, “giving meaning to the environment 

by collective or individual behavior” (Leach 2005, p.301), proclaiming their self-image and sense 

of belonging in the novel surroundings. 

 These examinations and arguments point to the significance of performativity and 

replication of norms in the formation and development of identity. Other ways in identity 

formation are discussed next, particularly the politics and culture of identity construction.           

1.4 Other methods of identity formation 

 Several approaches to the subject of self-identity formation can be undertaken, from 

people’s own cultural and social inclinations to the performativity of acts in the specific 

fields, to the stories heard and told as a way of representing who they are, and where they 

came from. However, a larger context can likewise play an important role in shaping one’s 

identity, outside of the immediate environment. Ethnic, national, and cultural identity are 

among the more prominent, which have a major contribution to the definition of who one 

is. While this thesis does not explore these types of identity deeply, it scrutinizes the effect 

that these have on the built environment and architecture from one side, and how the latter 

in return affects identity construction. More precisely, the cultural and social surroundings 

in which the individual is raised, meaning the traditions and customs, with the ethnic 
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belonging, all contribute to a specific way in which he/she sees the world, and are merged 

into the home, architecture, and built context. These woven traits into the built fabric cause 

definitive recognizable architectural styles and traits specific to every ethnicity and nation. 

For this purpose, this section concisely explores the aspects that affect the construction of 

cultural, ethnic, and national identities, as these are usually seen as the basis of all other 

identities.  

 Manning (2005, p.162) observes that the cultural characteristics of determined 

people are detectable traits, communicated through different “external indicators”, such as 

body language, clothing, and gestures. Cultures are at the top of important characteristics 

that enter in the creation of the image that one forms of him/herself, and thus one of the 

critical constituents of the identity and sense of belonging. “[Furnishing] us with cognitive, 

aesthetic and moral standards that we take almost for granted” (Yinger 1997, p.327, in 

Peters 1999, p.14), culture delineates a set of aspects that enter in the definition of not only 

who individuals are, but also whom whole communities are seen and expressed. Boyl, 

Halfacre, and Robinson observe that: 

“Cultures belong to both individuals and groups, existing through the 

shared and negotiated practices of everyday life. Cultures are both deeply 

felt and taken for granted; they are dynamic, and there is a wide variety of 

them, even within one small country” (Boyl, Halfacre, and Robinson 1998, 

p.208).     

 Additionally, Rapoport (1987, p.10) argues that “cultures … may be seen as 

properties of populations, i.e. the distinctive means by which such populations maintain 

their identity and relate to their environment”. Through the preservation and reiteration of 

cultural acts, as values and traditions, individuals sustain their self-identity on an individual 
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level, as on community one. Additionally, by the involvement in and the expression of their 

culture, people are fortified with the awareness that raises a greater understanding of the 

implicit directions that constitute the cultural and social environments, and that distinguish 

one culture from the other. This implicit agreement, which situates a person in a specific 

context and culture, also appears in the approach that members in a specific community 

take to architecture and the built environment, which start to identify themselves with a 

specific architectural style that constitutes their expectation of what a built environment 

should look like and offer.        

 As for the approaches of how identity is constructed, the prevalent belief that 

culture is an inheritance, which is constant, is a controversy to many researchers, including 

Croucher (2004, p.28), who defines culture as “a process of hybridization or creolization”, 

suggesting its flexibility and variability, making it adaptable to any change and alteration 

in time and space. In this approach, culture is considered a patchwork of many pieces from 

different cultures. Several examples of cultures from various corners of the world are been 

freely incorporated into one’s habitus at first, and to the whole community on the next 

level. For instance, aspects of the American culture, such as fast-food, phrases and words, 

entertainment, and clothes, have been widely integrated into a different culture in the 

world. Mcdonalds, Burger King, and other fast-food chains are explicit examples of this, 

affecting eating and cuisine practices, and thus the culture on a bigger scale. This 

incorporation of the new fast-food companies into a specific culture also affects the built 

environment, due to the integration of definite forms of architecture that reflects the outlets’ 

identity, which arguably changes the urban fabric and streetscapes of areas that 

accommodate such companies. This transformation of the urban contexts and the dietary 
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and cuisine habits are seen as being “voluntary” cultural exchange. However, colonization 

is seen as an imposed form of cultural transformation, such for instance the implementation 

of the British traditions language, and ways of construction and styles on the indigenous 

population of Australia and India. 

 As argued before by Croucher (2004), the individuals utilize their ethnicity, 

nationality, culture, with various traits of identity, to identify themselves around others, 

defining who they are and thus who they are not. This is particularly visible in a migratory 

situation, where migrants show a determination to stick to their tradition, customs, and thus 

culture, to define themselves and their differences from the “other”. In other cases, 

migrants tend to adopt some of the ways of life, traditions, and values, prevailing in their 

new surroundings, in a form of cultural exchange, which enriches both the migrants’ 

culture and that of the receiving country. Culture is seen as produced as a result of the 

interaction between the people and, according to Lovell (1998, p.6), the territory they 

inhabit, but equally “exist in the everyday experience of extraordinary events such as 

forced migration or exile”. The maintenance and perpetuation of one’s culture are done by 

sharing the language, belief system, traditions, and values, while new ways are also built 

and adopted under the pressure in the new setting. The preservation of language and 

culture, between others, is considered as a synonym of preserving one’s identity, and thus, 

it ia arguable that this is one of the main reasons why migrants insist on preserving their 

own culture during the resettlement. Nevertheless, is this applicable to the built 

environment and architecture? The questions that arise from this are for instance: “Why is 

it that the effect of architecture and the built environment on the construction of identity 
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remains largely ignored?”; “Why is the architectural profession still failing to 

acknowledge and respond to the identity-based challenges and opportunities?” 

 A probable answer for the first question, that of why the discourse about identity 

formation does not feature the built environment and architecture dimension, is that the 

effect that they have is not always perceived easily. Being engaged with the physical 

surrounding all the time, people forget that the built environment and architecture have a 

major effect on their daily life since it is seen as a background, a “stage” that accommodate 

the acts and experiences of the individuals.  Clare Cooper Marcus (1995, p.5) maintains 

that “psychologists whose domain is the study of emotional development view the physical 

environment as a relatively unimportant backdrop to the human dramas of life”. Yet, 

whereas people are conscious that their cities and neighborhoods, where they maintain their 

life, are constituted by the built environment and architecture, and though they move 

around them in their everyday life when it comes to remarking details about sequences, 

styles, color schemes, forms, they often do not consciously define these.  

 Architecture becomes noticeable by the wider population when it is taken with the 

national discourse, i.e. a specific national style. For example, the architectural styles that 

are linked with old civilizations, such as Roman, Greek, or Egyptian, become “symbols” 

of the national identity, reflecting the once-great history and achievement done. Francis 

Violich (1998, p.301) argues that throughout the war in Croatia in 1994, the Yugoslavian 

army purposely hit the old buildings and neighborhoods of the Dalmatian towns, targeting 



48 
 

great destruction of the architecture, “since it is in the walls of these centuries-old cities 

that aspects of the Croatian national identity were seen to be encapsulated”3.  

 Whereas this discourse about the symbolism of specific styles of architecture, 

seeing them reflecting national identity, is widely active, the aspects of the more modest 

architectural accomplishments, like homes, their aesthetics, the spatial arrangement in 

them, with how they represent also a reflection of culture, are often ignored in the academic 

approaches to identity formation. Yet, these are seen as an explicit personal reflection of 

one’s identity, his/her taste, inclinations, and expectations of the architecture and built 

environment.  

 The formation and reconstruction of identity, on a personal or collective level, is 

affected by other factors than culture or cultural-related activities. From these factors, we 

can observe governmental events and actions, explored as “politics of identity”. In this 

research, the term politics of identity refers to the procedure of shaping the ethnic and 

national image and attitudes through incidences and actions in the “home countries”. Parkin 

(1998, p.x) maintains that “groups … set up collective memories of themselves against a 

view of what is happening elsewhere in the world”. It is arguable that the events happening 

in a nation’s home country, as a revolution, a war, or oppression, the members who identify 

                                                            
3 Violich (1998, p.300) suggests: “It became crystal clear that the military motivation and strategy 

had been to strike at those buildings that carried the cultural, historical, and religious meaning 

closest to the hearts of the dwellers of these places—a spiteful sort of “cultural cleansing,” as it 

were. The ministry’s records show that the attackers completely ignored the plaques signifying 

which buildings were to be exempted from war damage according to the Hague Convention of 

1954. Indeed, rather than safeguarding the buildings, the designation highlighted them as priority 

targets for bombardment”. 
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themselves as part of this ethnicity or nationality, while they do not have to be necessarily 

directly affected by these events, tend to raise their voices publicly identifying themselves 

as part of this occurrence, and explicitly showing their belonging to that group. The recent 

Lebanese revolution is an example of this, together with other protests in the Arab world, 

as for the question of “Palestine sovereignty and national identity”. Protests of the “Arab 

spring” and the “Free Palestine” were not only happening in the concerned countries, but 

they spanned across the globe where there are groups who identify themselves as being 

part of this collective identity.  

 Politics of identity can also be detected in several laws and announcements that are 

usually endorsed as being for the “greater good of the nation”. Cases can be seen in some 

media used as an instrument of the definition of what a nation is, or community or ethnic 

group, also in some political discourse that defends a profile of a selected group against 

another. The approach adopted by some western political discourses towards refugees and 

asylum seekers, are examples of how a group of people is made undesirable, vilified, and 

demonized. According to Moran (2005, p.176) this is caused by the view that “the asylum 

seeker, the illegal immigrant”, depicted as “a potent symbol of the permeability of 

boundaries, and because of this has come to represent an amorphous threat to national 

sovereignty”. In the light of these sentiments, with the anti-immigration discourse in 

several Western countries, the “sociological paradox”, that is the deep willingness of some 

ethnic groups to be identified among others can be explained (Croucher 2004, p.117). With 

the increasingly “negative publicity” and “verbal attacks” on the migrants presence and 

their traditions and values, they find themselves under obligation to defend who they are, 

the values they believe in, and hence use this “threat” to strengthen their identity, ethnical 
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and national belonging, and cultural norms4. Epstein (1978, p.xi) sees that “ethnicity arises 

so often in circumstances of social upheaval and transformation, which are frequently 

accompanied by severe cultural erosion and the disappearance of many customs that might 

serve as marks of distinctiveness”. In a migratory situation, the reinforcement of the 

expression of the cultural and ethnic identity indicates the “transterritorial” aspect of 

identity, and the possible independence of self-identity construction from “territorial 

constraints” (Lovell 1998, p.6). This perspective is supported by many anthropologists and 

social scientists such as Bhabha and Appadurai, who independently, concluded that 

identity, similar to culture, is able to be developed “independently of an individual’s 

homeland” (In Lovell, 1988, p.6). According to Manning:   

“If a migration took place long ago, the tie of diasporic community to the 

homeland is conceptual rather than practical. The links are maintained not 

so much by the movements of young people as by the memories and 

traditions of older people … the conscious badges of group membership 

took on great importance—names, dress, religion, and even cuisine become 

ways to express one’s identification with a diaspora. These emblems of 

identity also preserved the memory of homeland” (Manning 2005, p.162). 

 This part explored the construction of self-identity that is independent of a specific 

territory, especially the national, ethnic, and cultural identity, demonstrating that the 

identity can be forged “transterritorially”, in different places. This kind of identity is based 

on stories told by first-generation migrants, occurrences of unrest, wars, or specific events 

in the home country, or as a reaction to the rejection and stereotyping in the receiving 

                                                            
4 Kolar-Panov (1996, p.288) argues that “ethnic identities are as much constituted actively through 

the diaspora–homeland relation as they are in reaction to exclusion or marginalization by the host 

culture”. 
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communities. This “transterritorial” identity finds an expression in visual references, such 

as badges, cultural signs or emblems (Manning 2005), and architectural articulation that 

recreate the feeling of their home, their memories, and which is transferred to later 

generations.  

 This chapter explored the various ways identity can be constructed, developed, and 

perpetuated, be it a national, ethnic, cultural, or personal identity, forming the required 

foundation that the thesis is built on. The brief overview of different discourses on how 

identity is formed, the constructivist vis-à-vis the primordialist theories, with the 

importance of stories, the performativity approach, and the politics are have been discussed 

in how they participate in constructing specific forms of identity, and thus how individuals 

define and see themselves. Whereas these approaches sometimes oppose each other, 

presenting various analyses to the question of self-identity, they form a comprehensive 

reading of the multivalent and multilayered aspects of what we call identity.  

 Additionally, this chapter presented a first framework of how the built environment 

and architecture are overlooked in the question of identity formation. This relation is the 

subject of Chapter 2, which adds to the issue of identity construction notions of space, 

memory, and habitus, defining them as essential elements in forging a connection between 

individuals and their place. Chapter 2 also explores notions of dwelling, security and safety, 

shelter, identification, and territorialization, in light of the sense of belonging, and notions 

of memory and habitus and their role in reinforcing the bonds between a physical 

surrounding and self-identity.    
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Chapter Two 

Identity, Architecture, and the Built Environment 

 

 The existence of homes matches human existence. The archaeology discipline 

presents us with many proofs of the existence of Palaeolithic caves seen as the first 

“homes”, that are considered as shelters and protection from the natural world. These 

places were usually demarcated with stones, icons, or paintings on their walls. These “place 

markers” propose evidence of occupation to record their existence and its relation to that 

space and environment (Kostof, 1995). This is seen as the first attempt of appropriation 

and adaptation of the surrounding environment, in resonance with human beliefs and needs. 

And this practice is continuing today, although in different ways (Glusac, 2012). This, as 

Maslow (1954) calls it a “basic human need for shelter”, was the gist that developed the 

human activities to build structures, from the primitive huts to the more complex buildings 

we see today, and we refer to as architecture. The mutual characteristic between these 

edifices, be vernacular or designed by an architect, is the sense of security they provide, 

the safety and the relation to something familiar and known, which distinguish a place from 

being “home” to be elsewhere (Glusac, 2012). This part will explore more the notions like 

safety, security, familiarity, with a focus on the relation between architecture and identity 

formation. To present, this relation is mostly ignored in the architecture discipline (Cooper 

Marcus, 1995), where the main focus is on issues like style, typologies, aesthetics, and 

design. Furthermore, although the relation between the architectural world and the culture 

has been explored by the research of Amos Rapoport, it has not been taken into great 
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consideration in the field, let alone in others to start considering the architecture as a 

physical expression of culture and identity. The ultimate goal of this research is 

consequently to constitute a base for a criticism for the architecture discipline, because it 

is unable to embrace the cultural dimension in the approach first, and fails to support the 

development of self-identity.  

2.1 Sense of belonging and place 

 The concept of “place” can be tackled from different philosophical approaches and 

theories. Phenomenological, primordialist, Derridian deconstructivist, and Foucauldian. 

All these approaches the notion of place from different points of view. While these are 

important to construct our understanding of the concept of place, Bourdieu’s discussion of 

externalization and internalization, and Certau's approach to territorialization are utilized 

to explore the sense of safety and security that are produced by the familiarity of a known 

place. In specific of how this affects the sense of belonging and identity of an individual 

living in a familiar location.  

Christian Norberg-Schulz (1980), a phenomenologist and architectural 

theoretician, argues that “man dwells where he can orient himself to and identify with an 

environment”. This is an interpretation of an implicit need in every human being to feel 

safe and secure in any built environment he finds himself in. Orientation is also critical in 

this issue because it gives the human a greater “sense of emotional security” (Lynch, 1960). 

Yet, this orientation is helpful to determine the physical characteristics that differentiate 

and delimit a place. According to Norberg-Schulz (1979, p.7), a place, seen in its corporal 

characteristics, is a “totality made up of concrete things having material substance, shape, 

texture, and color” that affect “its environmental character and hence its essence”. These 
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properties of the physical surroundings, be natural or built, are continuously shaped and 

changed during history, to reflect the habitants’ identity, and their necessities and 

requirements. This constant “appropriation” of the physical surrounding produces 

reference points that are man-made, such as “paths” that come together to form “nodes”, 

walls that “define edges” or even “shape districts” (Norberg-Schulz 1979, p.13, p.18). 

These joined by other features such as “boundedness, distinctiveness, scale, and 

proportion” (Cuba and Hummon 1993, p.114), they start delineating a “place”, aiming to 

make the orientation in it easily done (Glusac 2012, p.20). 

However, the physical properties are not the only aspect defining the built 

environment and place. According to Norberg-Schulz (1979), the definition of a place is 

likewise related to “genius loci”, meaning the “spirit” that protects or creates the place's 

essence and personality. John Jackson (1994, p.156) pushes the definition of this Latin 

jargon to embody not only the “spirit” or “sense” that place has but to the existence of a 

“guardian divinity” that protects the place. Jackson (1994, p.158) argues that the deep 

bonds between the people and their place, which was the reason behind the development 

of an identity in relation to it, and thus a belonging, are due to the performance of 

celebrations and rituals “venerating guardian divinities”. Accordingly, Norberg-Schulz 

(1979, p.6) echoes the reality of these bonds by stating that “man cannot gain a foothold 

through scientific understanding alone”, hence suggesting that a “spiritual dimension” is 

needed to understand the connections between humans and their places.  

This spiritual dimension of the connection with a place is similarly the focus of 

Martin Heidegger’s (1971, p.148) “philosophy of the Fourfold”, suggesting that four 

“essential elements (mortals, divinities, sky, and earth) are joined together to create the 
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dwelling”. Heidegger’s argument is that the idea of “dwelling” is parallel with that of 

“being”. Dwelling requires the residency in a place, since as he describes it: “To dwell, to 

be set at peace, means to remain at peace within the free, the preserve, the free sphere that 

safeguards each thing in its nature” (Heidegger 1972, p.148). His  notion of 

“safeguarding” finds similarities in Maslow’s study, “Motivation and Personality” (1954), 

where, as stated earlier, he argues that safety and shelter are necessary for the well-being 

of any human being.  

By inhabiting a place and existing “among things and locations” (Heidegger 1971, 

p.156), a sense of attachment to that habitation starts to be formed, since it becomes 

familiar, and hence predictable and safe, producing a greater understanding of the 

surrounding environment. Likewise, residing in one place offers the ability to appropriate 

and adapt the surroundings to accommodate their necessities and “sense of self”. During 

this appropriation of the home they inhabit, individuals similarly subconsciously 

internalize all the elements that compose that physical environment (Glusac 2012, p.18). 

During this interference with the place, the identity starts developing through the exchange 

of personal influences and preferences. As Clare Cooper Marcus (1995, p.10) describes it: 

“people consciously and unconsciously “use” their home environment to express 

something about themselves”5. This echoes the earlier mentioned “dialectic of the 

internalization of externality and the externalization of internality” of Bourdieu (1990, 

p.73). This was also explored following the connections that one forms with the parents or 

                                                            

5 Russell W. Belk (1992, p.39) maintains that “to be attached to certain of our surroundings is to 

make them a part of our extended self”.  
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grandparents places by telling and hearing stories about those places, and simultaneously 

making the place part of one’s self by starting to identify by it.  

Bourdieu’s approach in presenting the dialectic existing between a place and the 

individual, and how one starts to identify him/herself with the architecture and the physical 

surrounding, offers an important window on how the identity construction can work this 

way, and to an extent the sense of belonging. In psychoanalysis, identification is defined 

as “the process of recognizing – or misrecognizing- the self in the other” (Leach 2005, 

p.302). It consists of “a series of mirrorings”, of “projection” and “introjection” of one’s 

being into the social and physical surroundings, and vice versa (Leach 2005, p.305). Thus, 

a kind of dialogue is necessary between an individual and his/her built environment to 

allow this identification to occur. Consequently, Bender (2001, p.5) argues that “it is 

through our experience and understanding that we engage with the materiality of the 

world”, suggesting that how a person perceives the world is affected by first the physical 

surrounding in which they are, their education, the narratives they hear, beliefs and customs 

that are transmitted to them by their parent, friends, and the cultural and social networks as 

all. And since these customs, beliefs, and narratives are widely the result of interacting with 

a particular social and built environment, we can say that this connection is “largely 

interdependent” (Glusac 2012, p.19). 

 Additionally, Heidegger’s claim that “building as dwelling … is from the outset 

habitual”, as “we inhabit it” (Heidegger 1971, p.146) proposes that the action of the 

dwelling itself is certainly a “habit”, accommodating an established group of habits that 

are spatially defined done on day-to-day. These daily habitual acts arouse a feeling of 

longing for the known and familiar physical space where they were having a place, and for 
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the sense of “being at home” when they move to new and foreign spatial configurations. It 

is also arguable that the bond between persons and their physical surroundings, the built 

environment, and architecture, is not only usual, but it is also intrinsic, by which the 

“primordial” connections that link individuals to their origin place do not become weak if 

they move to other places, they follow them wherever they go. Migration, following this, 

is seen as a separation not only from habitus but as well from a “spatial habit” that is 

constructed in a specific architecture and physical space. In this migratory process, several 

objects that have sentimental and intimate values, which form an important part of one’s 

home, are left behind. Moving from one space to a new one results in abandoning a 

particular spatial arrangement, gardens’ design, colors, textures, cold stone, and the warm 

family. Looking at dwelling as being a “habit”, and migration as being a removal from 

this “habit”, we understand why one in a new built environment feels alien and lost (Glusac 

2012, p.21). 

 The discourse presented above shows the importance of architecture and physical 

place in forming individuals’ identities. Where they start to construct their views of the 

world, their beliefs, and their image of whom they are, through their physical surrounding, 

becoming a reflection of the built environment they live in. Here, it is empirical to state 

that the experience of a place attachment is not to the same degree for everyone, as different 

persons respond differently to the place they live in. whereas some may have little to no 

deep bonds with a particular place, thus moving from one place to another seem 

comparatively easy for them, for others, the attachment to an environment can be of huge 

significance, even if “there is nothing left of it” (Glusac 2012, p.20). For instance, Peter 

Read, a historian who focused in his research on questions related to the search of homes, 
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especially the lost ones, describes a story of a Croatian person, Luka Prkan, who after the 

Croatian war in 1990, got back to the ruins of his home, an inheritance from his family that 

conserved it for more than 600 years. Luka’s mother, Read (1996, p.25) describes “who 

had somehow survived the mortar attack on her home, had at first refused to leave the 

ruin”. Moved to a refugee camp, “it was said that from time to time she scrambled back to 

the wreckage of the family home”, only “to be extricated from the stone fragments and 

returned to the refugee camp” (Read 1996, p.27). This account is not the only one, as 

thousands of similar somber stories exist, which illustrate the above-mentioned statement, 

which argues that the connection to a home, or any physical space, endures even after the 

vanishment of the material existing of it.  

 The phenomenologists' approach to place study also gives more dimension in 

adding the notion of “meaningful existence” in connection with the place. Eyles (1989, 

p.119, in Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2009, p.256) maintains that “place … is not only an 

arena for everyday life … [it also] provides meaning to that life”. The abovementioned 

Paleolithic caves are in this regard seen not only as simple pieces of evidence of early life 

circumstances but as indication of endeavors to document their environments, to “project” 

their existence into their surroundings where they live, consequently engraving their 

presence with “more meaning” (Kostof 1995). Norberg-Schulz’s (1979, 167) declaration 

that “man’s most fundamental need is to experience his existence as meaningful” 

complements this argument. Yet, this “meaningful existence”, while it is supported by 

many, has its complications.  Meaning, recognized by Norberg-Schulz (1979, p.167) as “a 

psychic function”, “part of the truth” that “constitute culture”, is very problematic 

towards being generalized and overarched. Additionally, any meaning has to be taken into 
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consideration on a personal level, as every individual constructs and interprets meanings. 

Concepts of meaning and “meaningful existence” are concepts, similar to the notions of 

culture and identity, which have subjective interpretations. However, it is worth 

mentioning that the notions of meaning and “meaningful existence”, although being 

constructs, are significant to be considered on a personal level, as it is often these 

inexplicable feelings that define how individuals perceive themselves, and construct and 

perpetuate their identity in connection with a fixed place and environment. 

 Paul Basu (2001) discusses these feelings, or sentiments, from a phenomenological 

standing, and how they connect the “meaningful existence” with a particular place. Basu 

undertook several interviews with the Scottish migrants in Australia and North America, 

he registered a deep sentiment of “hopelessness” and “loss” due to the migration and 

separation from their “roots”. One participant explained this feeling: 

“How can I, a USA national, get a passport and/or some form of citizenship 

with the homeland of my heritage? I shall never feel like a whole being until 

I can feel and be part of Scotland. Please Scotland gives to be some form of 

simple citizenship, for then I may no longer have to suffer the slings and 

arrows of mental and physical separation from my true homeland” (in Basu 

2001, p.337).  

The phenomenologists' approach to the connection between dwelling and place echoes that 

of the botanical readings that see “a pre-existing harmony between the species and its 

habitat” (Rabinow 1995, p.32). This “a priori” notion was opposed by Lamarck, with 

several researchers from the nineteenth century, who argue that there’s no such “harmony 

between living beings and the milieux to which they sought to adapt” (Rabinow 1995, 

p.30). But, according to Lamarck, this connection is a “posterior”, created by an adaptive 
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procedure by humans to the modifications and alternations done around them, to respond 

to the circumstances imposed by the surroundings in which they found themselves 

(Rabinow, 1995). This notion in the 1990s reflects the scientific approach adopted back 

then, which is based on a mathematical and mechanical explanation of the questions of 

dwelling, ignoring the phenomenological, emotional, and psychological aspects of human 

beings. Nevertheless, as stated by Lamarck, if individuals undertook an adaptative 

approach towards the places in which they live, but do not construct bonds and connections, 

then it is inexplicable why later migrants’ generations, second or even third ones, do 

present deep connections, both emotional and physical, to their home countries, and place 

of origin, as suggested earlier by Basu (2001)6.  

 Whereas phenomenology presents us with some approaches on how the connection 

with a particular place can be forged, there exist different approaches, not condemned to 

determinism as much as the primordial and phenomenological notions, which likewise 

interpret the establishment of a connection with a place and the identity that results from 

it.  The abovementioned positioning in a built environment is presented as a familiarization 

with the physical context with all its aspects, natural and built, and is seen as necessary if 

a connection to a place has to grow. Nonetheless, profound comprehension and deeper 

bonds with a place are created by individual experience and use of this space. This 

                                                            
6 Caftanzoglou (2001) argues that a “shift away from the purely scientific and mechanical view of 

identity formation towards a hybrid theory combining the constructivist and primordialist 

insights”. 
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“personalized” experience in space is the subject of the next discussion, under the notion 

of territorialization, explored here from an architecture point of view.        

 De Certau (1984) defines territorialization as the procedure of “dynamic 

interaction” and physical involvement with a place and can be considered as a foundational 

step in securing a sense of familiarity with a new physical surrounding, natural or urban. 

Territorialization joins orientation in allowing an individual to experience a subjective and 

personal comprehension and bonds with that place. According to Certeau (1984, p.94), the 

“practice of walking” is a central aspect of the territorialization process, comparing it to 

“writing a narrative”. In this comparison, the place gains another dimension, not only 

seeing it in its “geometrical” and “geographical” aspect (de Certeau 1984, p.95) but also 

associating it with “experience and meaning”. Through this repetitive involvement with 

the physical environment, “by covering and recovering the same paths and routes” (Leach 

2005, p.300), individuals walking in these surroundings start feeling the place, 

experiencing it via several senses, sound, smell, touch, or sight, constructing a “mind map” 

by adopting these sensations into their inner existence (Glusac 2012, p.22).  

 The navigation within an urban context is considered a challenge, where individuals 

circulate obstacles, streets, and buildings. During this procedure, they create “invisible 

webs of intertwining paths” and countless practices, they “weave places together” (de 

Certeau 1984, p.96), converting the inanimate physical existence of streets and buildings 

to lived places, full of meaning and personal memories. In this regard walking is seen as a 

“dialogue” with the surrounding in which they live, it is first a projection of oneself into 

the place, and the second absorption of the qualities and essence of that context, which as 

stated before, is a necessary part in the self-identity formation (Glusac 2012, p.23).  
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        This dynamic interaction and physical involvement with a place encourage the 

creation of mental images constituted of values and meanings close to one’s 

comprehension of that particular place. These “self-informed meanings” are arguably the 

reason behind one selecting this route or path between others, and the habit of “using these 

spatial elements” (Glusac 2012, p.23). In “From Deepest Kilburn”, a memoir of Gail 

Lewis, the author presents an explicit example of this. In this passage, Lewis drew a 

comparison between the places where she grew in, one of London neighborhoods, as a 

black girl, and a “patchwork of no-go and go areas” (Lewis, 1985, p.220, in Back 2005, 

p.20).  In her attempts to avoid possible threats driven by racism Gail, according to Back 

(2005, p.20), “learned to draw a coded map of the area to both make sense of it and to 

move through its hospitable and inhospitable places”. This narrative, accompanied by de 

Certeau’s arguments, confirms territorialization as an essential element in constructing a 

meaningful understanding and familiarization within a place, developing habits and 

meaning with it.  

 Similarly, this analysis can be applied to smaller scales, places like homes. Richard 

Candida Smith (2002), in interviewing an American artist, John Outterbridge, describes 

how the latter recalls his childhood moments by recollecting “personalized mind maps of 

his old home”, Candida Smith observes: 

“John, in recalling his childhood in North Carolina, accompanied his vivid 

recollections of his mother making soap with a flurry of alternately subdued 

and expressive mime movements. As he spoke, his fingers paced out the 

dimensions of the kitchen and porch where she worked, carefully locating 

the stove, the counters where she placed her vats, and the storage area 

where she put the long, freshly prepared slats of soap to cool before cutting 
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them into bars. For a few seconds, his fingers traced her steps in the old 

house where they had lived […]” (Cándida Smith 2002, p.2). 

 In embracing a place with all sensual feelings, we create an chance to forge 

connections with it and its architecture, to bond with it emotionally, developing a self-

identity and a sense of belonging through the memories and meanings related to that place. 

One of the fundamental notions in Certeau’s philosophy is the significance of experiencing 

a place through our bodily senses, arguing that “the opacity of the body in movement, 

gesticulating, walking, taking its pleasure, is what indefinitely organizes a here concerning 

an abroad, a familiarity in relation to a foreignness” (de Certeau 1984, p.131). This 

analysis is more supported when exploring the notion of de-territorialization7, especially 

concerning migration, where a physical separation occurs from a known familiar place to 

a new foreign context.  

 The separation from the place of origin, and resettlement in a new environment, are 

accompanied by a “culture shock”, a feeling of “being lost” in a foreign context, with 

different customs and habits, architecture, and language (Glusac 2012, p.23). In these 

cases, when migrants are forced to experience an unfamiliar and unknown environment, 

they face a realization of the notion of belonging, of realizing “their” place, the “here”, as 

                                                            
7 The discussion here is done from the architecture discipline point of view, where De-

territorialisation and re-territorialisation are considered as the procedure of “uprooting and leaving 

one place or territory and subsequent resettlement in another place or territory respectively”. 

Thus, supporting the identity construction process through the connection between persons and 

their social and built environment. Additionally, practices of de-territorialisation and re-

territorialisation are used to “report to how the self-identity is redefined and reinterpreted once 

individuals are placed within new contexts”. These are the main subjects of chapter five and six.  
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opposed to “there”. This detachment with all the estrangement feeling that accompanies it 

is only exaggerated by the need to accommodate the differences inbuilt and social 

surroundings, and undergo an adaptation with the new and unfamiliar context, “almost 

immediately” (Glusac 2012, p.23). However, the territorialization, with the feeling of being 

ready to be engaged in the new environment, can help the migrant in facing this 

estrangement and cultural shock felt, as Violich suggests: 

“This immersion into a place allows us to get outside the pressures of daily 

life, to enter a realm where we can fully experience human identity with a 

given place. Both my father and my grandmother maintained their deep 

sense of rootedness to their particular Dalmatian homes, but they worked 

to achieve a similar connectedness to California by fully embracing their 

new settings for family life” (Violich 1998, p.297).       

 Several challenges can be faced in this process of territorialization, and adaptation 

to the new built environment, especially cultural sensitivity. Migrants are apt to avoid 

particular places that are seen as being dangerous, culturally insensitive, or hostile, as a 

consequence of strict traditions, religions, or cultural values. For this reason, some places 

are excluded and ignored, such the narrative of Lewis. Several argue that this approach can 

obstruct the formation of bonds with the social and physical dimensions of a context.  

 Additionally, another aspect that also can affect how much territorialization is 

experienced is the “mode of the journey” within the place. in many big cities, for instance, 

the transportation from one place to another is done through cars, or another mode of 

private and public transportation, and rarely walking. This mode of transportation 

eliminates the bodily interaction earlier emphasized. Rather the city maps are used to get 

from one point to another, described by de Certeau as transforming places into “abstract 
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points”, and into lifeless lines which we find difficult to create meanings from. In this 

regard, the emotional element is eliminated from the exploration of the space, or as de 

Certeau (1984, p.96) describes it: “The operation of walking, wandering, or window 

shopping, that is, the activity of passers-by, is transformed into points that draw a totalizing 

and reversible line on the map”.  

 Additionally, another process has had a major influence on the experience of a place 

by people: globalization. It is arguable that social, technological, economic, and “cultural 

interconnectedness” around the globe, as recognized by Croucher (2004, p.25), have 

created a free movement and exchange of material and immaterial things, from goods to 

information and ideas, to preferences and tastes in food, fashion, and architecture, affecting 

the “way places are approached and experienced” (McNeill 1999). Chapter 8 will 

furthermore discuss the effect of this flow of ideas and concepts on the architecture and 

built environment, which is rendering them more similar, eliminating the national and 

cultural distinctiveness. Moreover, adding the question of the internet that allowed people 

to visit places “virtually”, eliminating any bodily interaction from the experience. Thus, 

different realities are being created nowadays due to technological progression and 

globalization, in which the interaction with the place can be only visual. Here, a question 

should be raised about the ability of the virtual interaction with a place to forge a connection 

with it. Whereas this virtual experience presents a way to explore the place visually, it is 

argued that it is never enough to create enduring bonds with the place. In “Art and 

Architecture: A Place Between”, a book by Rendell (2006), an architect and art critic, it is 

argued that the bodily interaction with a place is an essential part of territorialization, and 

is needed to create this familiarity searched after in new places.  
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 Rendell joined several art tours in her familiar city London, where she works and 

lives. Although, she lived in her city for all her life, being familiar with every corner of it, 

adding to that being herself a practitioner architect, and theorist, the art tours she undertook 

added a new dimension on the way of perceiving the city, which did not experience before. 

Specifically, the tours brought to “her attention neither historical facts and dates nor 

famous monuments or sites of architectural interest in the area, but rather the sort of stuff 

that is all around us but so ordinary that it remains ignored and invisible” (Rendell 2006, 

p.185).  

 The humble act of walking is also presented by Rendell as a method of experiencing 

a place through bodily interaction. The next to paragraphs are from her book, which 

advocates the practice of walking and bodily interaction as an important requirement to 

forge understanding and create familiar connections with the place. Rendell writes: 

“All along the river, ancient tributaries are falling apart, removing a 

special way of experiencing London. I learn so much that day, not just facts 

about the Thames, but a new way of relating to this city. Walking to the 

Thames along the Fleet offers a particular sense of ‘being in the world’, an 

ecological view that connects me to an environment that is both natural and 

cultural. Unlike reading a book or watching television, I walk the river as I 

find out about it. Ley lines, songlines, storylines, some lines only speak as 

you walk them. The stories I was told that day are intimately connected with 

the places in which I first heard them”  (Rendell 2006, 185). 

And: 

“Through the act of walking new connections are made and remade, 

physically and conceptually, over time and through space. Public concerns 

and private fantasies, past events, and future imaginings are brought into 
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the here and now, into a relationship that is both sequential and 

simultaneous. Walking is a way of at once discovering and transforming the 

city; it is an activity that takes place through the heart and mind as much 

as through the feet” (Rendell 2006, 192). 

 Based on this, the role that architecture, and the physical place in general, play in 

the construction of self-identity becomes clearer. The two approaches discussed here, the 

phenomenological one and the territorialization through bodily interaction, present some 

clarifications of how the bonds to a place are formed, and memories are constructed, 

resulting in forging a particular way that people perceive themselves. Next, “place identity” 

theory is explored, also as a way that contributes to the development of self-identity based 

on the connection to a place.  

 Place identity according to Cuba and Hummon (1993, p.113) is “as an 

interpretation of self that uses environmental meaning to symbolize or situate identity”. 

Seen as the result of the aspect of places that is “imbued with personal, social, and cultural 

meanings” creating “an integral part of the social world of everyday life” (Cuba and 

Hummon 1993, p.113). People, in living in a particular place, imbed it with personal 

meanings and values, constructing emotional connections, which are “experienced as a 

sense of being at home – of being comfortable, familiar, and really me here” (Cuba and 

Hummon 1993, p.114), a place “where we hang our hat”. Besides, this familiarity that 

individuals cultivate with a place, is considered essential in “structuring a significant 

framework in which identity is constructed, maintained, and transformed” (Cuba and 

Hummon 1993, p.113). Li, Hodgetts, and Ho (2010, p.786) state that place connection and 

empathy “can emerge on a range of scales from a house to a neighborhood, community, 

town, and country”, suggesting that “place identity” is an essential element of self-identity. 
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This creates the territorial reference with which people define themselves, such as being 

Parisian, Londoner, or Beiruti. Moreover, it should be noted that “place identity”, as 

discussed earlier in the stories, memories, and ancestral places, depends on the procedure 

of “projection” and “introjection” of “internalization” and “externalization”, “mediated 

by the characteristics people bring to places and the structure of their experiences with 

places” (Cuba and Hummon 1993, p.113). Place identity is hence an outcome of 

individuals’ uninterrupted interaction with the physical surroundings around them, as 

Proshansky, Fabian, and Kaminoff (1983, p.60, in Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2009, p.258) 

argue, it is “a substructure of the self-identity of the person consisting of broadly conceived 

cognitions about the physical world in which the individual lives”.  

 This investigation in place identity, territorialization, and place show that 

architecture and the larger physical surrounding are essential in constructing an 

individual’s self-identity, sense of belonging, expectations, and outlook. Whether in the 

phenomenological approach, which gives the connection to a place some spiritual 

dimension, or whether this connection is due to conscious engagement and habitual 

interaction with the physical environment, the architecture of the places, especially of those 

places called home, come to define who people are and whom they want to be, through 

expressing their whole being.  

 The next part explores the habitual behaviors and the effects these have in 

influencing and giving strength to the connection between individuals and their architecture 

and the built environment. These habitual behaviors and actions that people make every 

day, often unconsciously, are assembled as “habitus”.    
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2.2 Identity and Habitus 

 The “socially conditioned systems of dispositions” (Scahill 1993), or habitus, 

“refers to our overall orientation to or wat of being in the world” (Sweetman 2009, p.492). 

Among these “dispositions” we can name, the ways we move, act and think. They are not 

limited to these, but they always found expression our “posture, demeanor, outlook, 

expectations, and tastes … the way we walk, talk, sit, and blow our nose” (Sweetman 2009, 

p.492, based on Bourdieu 1984, p.467). The origin of the concepts forming habitus are 

from the Greek philosopher Aristotle (Mauss 1973). But, the habitus as used today in 

sociological studies is developed in Marcel Mauss’ research in the 1930s, and in Pierre 

Bourdieu’s since 1960.  

 Bourdieu’s habitus has been adopted in many social science fields as a theoretical 

tool, which explains the view individuals construct of the world, how they perceive it and 

interact with it, especially what is behind these constructs, explaining their perceptions, 

behaviors, and views in their daily activities. The notion of habitus is important when it 

comes to the subject of self-identity formation for its ability to explicate how people 

become to be who they are, and what made them who they are, in addition to how they 

experience and perceive their physical surroundings, including architecture. This part starts 

by presenting concisely the theory of habitus, and its use in the identity formation 

discourse, then emphasize its role in the construction of the way individuals identify and 

interact with the built environment and architecture.    

 Bourdieu (1990b, p.10), describing habitus as “feel for the game”, maintains that 

“dispositions are acquired through experience” objectively and subjectively. Thus, 
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habitus is the outcome of a person’s cultivation in a specific social surrounding, constituted 

with its expectations, rules, and values, be imposed by the small surrounding such as family 

and friends, or the wider one such in school or neighborhood. These are considered 

objective dispositions, which are also combined with personal choices (such as sport, 

music, or art), the subjective ones. This combination starts to define their tastes, opinions, 

preferences, interests, and views of the environment where they live. Similar to the social 

surrounding, the architectural and urban ones also start to define individuals’ views and 

expectations of their environment. For instance, it is arguable that by living in a large house, 

as a 9- or 12- bedrooms mansion, the individual who is occupying this space starts to see 

it as being the “norm”, defining an expectation of what a living space should be like. 

Retrospectively, this expectation starts to draw a line between what spaces are considered 

“normal one”, comfortable, as “being at home”, and which ones are seen as out of norms, 

strange and alien. 

 Habitus is elaborated by Bourdieu’s (1993b) exploration of museums and art, 

forming a piece of his extensive interpretation of the history of “purely aesthetic”. He 

suggests that to be engaged and understanding of an artwork, any person should have 

minimum exposure to the historical discourse on art, what he calls the “a priori 

knowledge” necessary to decode the foundations of art. Bourdieu (1993b, p.257) argues 

that “the eye of the twentieth-century art lover is a product of history”, the latter is 

considered as continuous exposure to education, be it “institutional or self-directed”. 

 This continuous exposure to the work of art creates “dispositions” in the spectator: 

“the cultured habitus” that is necessary to have a meaningful engagement, and 
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appreciation, of the artwork (Bourdieu 1993b, p.258)8. In the procedure of constructing 

these dispositions, an awareness raises to the surface of who we are, what we feel 

comfortable with, in an art gallery or a museum. Simultaneously, Bourdieu (1993b, p.258) 

argues that a person, deprived of art education in school, or lacking exposure to the art 

world, would necessarily lack the “cultural habitus”, and thus will not feel comfortable in 

an art gallery or around any work of arts. As Sweetman suggests: 

“Situations, where there is a lack of fit between habitus and field, can bring 

habitus to the fore, causing one to feel like a fish out of water and rendering 

conscious what was previously taken for granted. In such situations one 

becomes aware of oneself – self-conscious – precisely because one is unsure 

what to do and how to behave, and no longer has a clear feel for the game” 

(Sweetman 2009, p.497). 

 Individuals who have a deficiency in their “cultural habitus” often are not attracted 

to work of arts, hence visiting a museum or an art gallery, they would feel out of place in 

these contexts. This eventually supports Bourdieu’s (1993b, p.256) argument that 

“museums could bear the inscription: Entry for art lovers only. But there is no need for 

such a sign, it all goes without saying”. 

 The acquirement of particular predispositions is not only done within the artistic 

field, but it is also the case in any socially constructed field, from work, family, friends, 

school, and religious institutions … Within these fields, a specific “value system” is 

                                                            
8 John Berger (1972, p.9) in “Ways of Seeing”, maintains that “the way we see things is affected by 

what we know or what we believe”, proposing that “people’s outlook on things and world in 

general is conditioned by the social and cultural milieu in which they have been raised, their 

education and belief system that together form their habitus”. 



72 
 

imposed, thus influencing, and sometimes determining, individual’s choices and 

inclinations, helping in the formation of self-identity. These dispositions are used to 

delineate what is considered to be within the norms, and what is abnormal. This creates the 

“me” vis-à-vis the “other, “we” and “them, forming an identity through what is defined as 

who we are, and subsequently who we are not.  

 The differences between generations, the ethnic and cultural diversities, economic 

and social status, all a consequence of migration, are cases where individuals become aware 

of their distinctiveness and self-identity, particularly their habitus. “Migrant Communities 

and Class: Croatians in Western Australia” a paper by Colic-Peisker (2002a), where she 

discusses the intergenerational disparities between two waves of Croatian migrants who 

arrived in Australia, the first in the 1960s, and the second in the 1990s, and the result that 

these divergences had on the lifestyle, social status, employment, and expectations the 

migrants had on their arrival.    

 An interview with one of the Croatian migrants, done by Colic-Peisker, showed 

these differences, which are present in all communities: 

“I’ve never been to Croatian clubs, am not sure where they are. I went to a 

Croatian Catholic church once out of curiosity, St. Lawrence’s church in 

Balcatta, but people I saw there was the kind of people my parents might fit 

into, and my grandparents definitely would, nice people, but I felt we had 

very little in common” (in Colic-Peisker 2002a, p.37). 

 These disparities between migrants’ generations, attributed to habitus, are not the 

only ones pointed out by Colic-Peisker. One example of the differences that are due to the 

habitus is explained in how some migrants perceive their looks, which as identified by Joe, 

one of the migrants interviewed by Colic-Peisker, is one of the reasons he didn’t have a 
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good chance with Australian girls: “We were foreigners, dressed differently, different 

hairstyles, different shoes … we were migrants, New Australians, not desirable” (cited in 

Colic-Peisker 2004a, p.64). Colic-Peisker, being a migrant too, discusses what illustrates 

the cross-cultural/national habitus in perhaps the best example. In the last chapter of her 

book, “Split Lives: Croatian Australian Stories, the author offers a humorous experience 

of how she managed to change her behavior even in the most humble daily habits when 

moved to Australia: 

“During our early time in Perth, I made an effort to go to the parties we 

were invited to learn about Australia and Australians. But instead of 

learning beyond the obvious—that the parties were big because houses and 

backyards were spacious and that Aussies seemed to like superficial small 

talk—I had to answer the same questions: ‘Where do you come from?’ ‘Why 

did you migrate?’ and ‘Is it very different over there?’ Before long I learned 

that giving long, engaged answers, when only perfunctory chatter was 

expected, was not polite in England, and that emotional intensity, even when 

it was positive, could be interpreted as a lack of manners. Parties were not 

meant for serious conversations in the first place. In any case, God only 

knows how many subtle signals were lost on me, a newcomer from a 

different world” (Colic Peisker 2004, p.299). 

 In this regard, Bourdieu (2005) argues that the dispositions acquired through 

experience are not unchangeable and fixed, but are submitted to several changes in time 

and place. He maintains that the dispositions are continuously submitted to evolvement and 

alteration, concerning the environment, social and physical, in which a person is found in: 

“Where dispositions encounter conditions (including fields) different from 

those in which they were constructed and assembled, there is a dialectical 

confrontation between habitus, as structured structure, and objective 
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structures. In this confrontation, habitus operates as a structuring structure 

able to selectively perceive and transform the objective structure according 

to its structure while, at the same time, being restructured, transformed in 

its makeup by the pressure of the objective structure. This means, that in 

rapidly changing societies, habitus changes constantly, continuously, but 

within the limits inherent in its original structure, that is within certain 

bounds of continuity […]” (Bourdieu 2005, p.48). 

 As suggested in the examples presented above by Colic-Peisker (2004), individuals 

acquire dispositions from the start of their life, which they carry with them when 

migrating9. These early acquired dispositions are becoming visible in the new context, 

where they are altered under the pressure of the new socially demanding environment, 

which requires to be integrated into the new cultural, social, and architectural settings. 

Bourdieu (1990b, p.12) suggests that the habitus can be submitted to change and 

adaptation when faced with new circumstances, “since the habitus … is a product of the 

incorporation of objective necessity” and as a consequence, “it produces strategies which 

… turn out to be objectively adjusted to the situation”. The habitus changes as a necessity 

to accommodate the alteration in the living conditions to make the feeling of loss and 

alienation less severe.   

 Yet, in some cases, dispositions, engraved in deep traditions and cultural habits, are 

seen as natural and part of whom a migrant is, hypothetically initiating a clash and refusal 

of the new context, built and social, affecting negatively the resettlement. Colic-Peisker 

                                                            
9 Saint-Blancat (2008, p.100)  adds that “immigrants bring with them different cultural norms and 

values” suggesting that “dispositions, acquired in one’s homeland, are not left behind in the course 

of migration but are carried to any new social and physical environment, where they often clash 

with the dispositions of the receiving society”. 
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(2002a) proposes that, amidst the Croatian migrants who have been integrated into the 

Australian context, there are migrants who still feel strange within their new environment, 

longing for home, for their home country, to where they feel they belong culturally. 

Socially, and architecturally. This longing, also due to their habitus, did not stop. As a 

migrant describes it: 

“No, I never felt at home here … my first thought every morning is my old 

courtyard back home in Blato, it’s an incurable illness, and it’s getting 

worse over time” (in Colic-Peisker 2002a, p.33). 

 And some have found the difficulties and obstacles in their new surroundings too 

demanding to overcome and decided to return to their home country. 

 Here, Bourdieu (1990b, p.130) maintains that “the habitus implies a sense of one’s 

place” in the community, and that every “social distances” that occur from it “are written 

into bodies, or, more exactly, into the relationship to the body, to language and to time” 

(Bourdieu 1990b, p.129). This points out the important role that the habitus plays in the 

definition of our expressions, gesticulations, and actions, allowing “[them] to act, to 

participate effectively in the various social fields in which [they] play a part” (Sweetman 

2009, p.495). This argument implies that individuals when detached from their known and 

familiar surroundings, the habitus stops being supportive of their daily activities and 

routine, rather the habitus itself becomes a barrier for smooth resettlement, by creating a 

misinterpretation and misread of their behaviors and expressions. Actions that are socially 
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defined, such as the body language or the way we greet10, can put the migrants in a 

disagreeable situation in their new context, letting them see such new environments as 

hostile. Therefore, these new environments, while attractive to migrants from different 

religious, cultural, and social backgrounds when it comes to the qualities they offer, 

become a place to avoid (Glusac 2006, p.170), accordingly preventing migrants from 

building deep connections with these contexts.  

 As discussed earlier, Bourdieu (1990b) perceives these deciding factors that 

determine the person’s understanding of their contexts as the result of the interaction with 

the surroundings in which the individual lives (Glusac 2012, p.21). The habitus is above 

all influenced by the built environment and architecture where individuals are born and 

raised, chiefly their homes, this in its turn determines their predispositions and expectations 

of what a home should be like, or a neighborhood, or a city. This takes us back to 

Heidegger’s (1971, p.148) proclamation that “building as dwelling … is from the outset 

habitual as we inhabit it”, which gives the usual actions, done daily, an ability to structure 

one’s habitus, his/her expectations and points of views. The spaces in individuals’ homes, 

and to a bigger scale their urban surroundings, can be seen as museums, as suggested above 

by Bourdieu, and homeowners as being art lovers who feel comfortable around the 

dispositions in their museums since they know how to experience them, and what to expect 

from them. Hence, it is arguable that being around and interacting with a known 

architecture is an essential part of individuals’ habits, and thus their habitus.  

                                                            
10 Marcel Mauss (1973, p.74) supports that “the positions of the arms and hands while walking 

form a social idiosyncrasy, they are not simply a product of some purely individual, almost 

completely psychical arrangements and mechanisms”. 
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 Additionally, this adaptation works both ways. In appropriating their surroundings, 

making those more aligned with their needs and expectations, individuals are also shaped 

by these same surroundings. This notion of Bachelard (1969) is carried on by Malpas 

(1999, p.6), who argues that the environments in which people live shape their minds by 

determining how they feel and think, from what they experience and perceive. This 

psychological interrelation between the persons and the places they live in points out the 

significance that place has in forming one’s views, and standings when it comes to the 

others, and their habitus (Glusac 2012, p.21). This is expressed by Bender (2001, p.5) in: 

“We make time and place, just as we are made by them”. Individuals’ expectations and 

understanding of the built environment and architecture are formed, consciously and 

unconsciously, by minor things, such as a particular chair in a room, a painting, colors of 

the walls, the materials used such as timber or bricks, and smells of specific flowers or 

plants, all these unnoticed minimal objects are incorporated in our perceiving of a place. 

All these small components of our surroundings enter in developing one’s identity, creating 

an impact on their memories. The connection between one’s place memories and habitus 

creates another level of bonds with a place, and thus an attachment to it, which start to form 

a sense of belonging, and thus identity (Glusac 2012, p.21).  

 Further, the engagement with a particular place, and the territorialization process, 

are affected by the habitus. Michalski (2002, p.104) describes it as “tactics people use in 

everyday life to negotiate the interlocking systems of the city”. These “tactics” are the result 

of the habitus, which assist them in defining what to avoid and what to interact with, what 

parts of the city are considered desirable and what are not. Michalski (2002, p.10) maintains 

that “the city is written through this interaction in a kind of daily social poiesis” and that 
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“we perform roles, interpret events, and participate in the interplay which writes the city 

largely”.    

 Furthermore, it is arguable that the identity is shaped by the links between the 

memories and the place of it, and the habitus. This relationship, if consulted from the 

migrant point of view who is moving from one place to another, is considered as one of the 

main reasons behind why not all migrants experience places similarly. The alteration in the 

physical surrounding can initiate a feeling of loss and disorientation since the new context 

does not correspond to the one built in the migrant’s mind. The components of a place, 

such as a scale, architecture, and landscape, start conditioning the expectations and 

perceptions of individuals from early on in their lives, while simultaneously presenting the 

place where the experiences and foundations have a place. Hence, the place is considered 

as “integral to the very structure and possibility of experience” (Malpas 1999, p.33); if 

detached from these components, “the life of the mind”, as Malpas (1999, p.6) names it, is 

broken, as it ceased to be based on the known and familiar. The habits that are constructed 

in relation to a space, as the acts of moving in a room or street, easily and with familiarity, 

and what these spaces look like and are made for, are broken in a new environment, and 

stop working effectively. The migrant is pushed to relearn these habits (Schutz 1967, in 

Peters 2001, p.x) and to “familiarize” with the new architecture and physical surroundings, 

to construct new customs and thus habitus. Ballantyn states that: 

“Moving house involves a vague but persistent feeling of things not being 

quite right, which are quite different from knowing that one is visiting a 

strange place and will return home tomorrow. It involves finding a new set 

of habits and therefore becoming a slightly different person. The building 

is only part of the story. It is caught up in a variety of activities, both 
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physical and mental, that influence how we feel about that particular place. 

Architecture involves this cultural aspect of buildings, which can range 

from something very personal and idiosyncratic to something that everyone 

seems to agree upon. We are shaped by the culture that we grew up in, and 

by the culture in which we participate, whether we think about it or not – 

and most of the time we don’t think about it at all. In fact, we are least aware 

of this at home. It is when we travel that we see that other people do things 

differently, and this can be disconcerting” (Ballantyne 2002, p.20).     

 To contrebalance the feeling of loss and estrangement in the new setting, several 

migrants prefer to connect with migrants of their own ethnic or national group, hence the 

differences in habitus, culture and language are narrowed11. However, these connections 

based on ethnic and national belonging could have severe implications, as they can be the 

main reason behind not establishing a deep bond with the new environment, to start 

developing new habits and belonging to the new places and their aspects. In a migration 

process, sometimes integration demands a level of separation from the past and its 

implications, which is equal sometimes to a “betrayal of their ancestors”.  Thus, as a 

preservation of their identity, some migrants are doubtful to willingly welcome and accept 

new circumstances and lifestyles. Rather, they generally prefer to keep their social 

interaction with the groups of their community, where the obstacles due to social and 

cultural divergences, and language differences, resulting from habitus, are not severe 

                                                            
11 John Friedmann (2005, p.325) describes that“Kabyle migrants living in Germany stick together 

because they are glad to find people like themselves, similarly disoriented, to whom they could 

pour their pain, recall familiar scenes from the old country, and who would help each other cope 

with their new life”. 
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(Colic-Peisker 2006, p.216)12. In this case, spaces with specific architectural features, such 

as educational centers, religious or communal institutions, present the migrants with the 

chance to preserve their customs, traditions, and value systems, similar to those in their 

home country (Glusac 2006, p.171). 

 Staying devoted to their origins and conserving components of one’s tradition and 

culture can result in the creation of the ethnic ghettoes, in which neighborhoods of the 

urban fabric transform into sections that are inhabited entirely by migrants of one 

community, creating a look of racial and social discrimination (Glusac 2006, p.171). 

“[T]he adoption of a ghetto mentality is the largest and most dangerous pitfall”, (Rushdie 

1991, p.20), proposing that if we are “to forget that there is a world beyond the community 

to which we belong, to confine ourselves within narrowly defined cultural frontiers, would 

be … to go voluntarily into that form of internal exile which in South Africa is called the 

homeland”. What Rushdie’s declaration implicitly suggests is a critical approach to the 

“monocultural” view of the world, which is considered to encourage prejudice and 

intolerance. This intolerance is a result of the fear of the “other”, the “unknown”, which is 

often thriving on an unwillingness of the migrants to adopt different cultural approach and 

                                                            
12 Barth (1969, p.16) observes that “the identification of another person as a fellow member of an 

ethnic group implies a sharing of criteria for evaluation and judgement. It thus entails the 

assumption that the two are fundamentally “playing the same game” … On the other hand, a 

dichotomization of others as strangers, as members of another ethnic group, implies a recognition 

of limitations on shared understandings, differences in criteria for judgement of value and 

performance, and a restriction of interaction to sectors of assumed common understanding and 

mutual interest”. 
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lifestyles. Sadly, history is full of cases that show the deadly result of the fear of otherness 

and what it can lead to (Glusac 2006, p.171). 

 This discourse suggests that individuals’ habitus, which is an outcome of the 

interaction of the physical, cultural, and social context, is an essential constituent of the 

construction of the sense of belonging and identity. As maintained by Bourdieu (2005), 

habitus is formed in the early stages of life and is continuously exposed to change and 

alteration, constructing one’s dispositions and guiding their view of the world and how one 

act and behave. Habitus allows individuals to “play their part” successfully within the 

“fields” where they interact (Sweetman 2009, p.492), hence almost supporting and 

informing the relationship between the place and identity. Yet, as this part suggested, 

habitus can obstruct one’s engagement and interaction with the new context that is 

considered as unknown and foreign to their being and expectations, eventually aggravating 

the feeling of loss and non-belongingness.  

 Part II focuses more on this feeling of loss and non-belongingness in a new context 

due to migration. Yet, before the discussion of these questions, an in-depth exploration of 

a third pillar in constructing self-identity according to the built environment and 

architecture. That is place memory. 

2.3 Memory and Identity 

 Memories, in a general definition, are perceived as mental images that are a 

reflection of past events. While these memories are seen as being accurate, they are not 

fixed mental reflections (Halbwachs 1992, King 2000, Marot 2003, Agnew 2005, Busteed 

2007). On every occasion these images are being remembered, they are altered by the new 
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situation into which they are conveyed. According to several researchers (Slater and Peillon 

2000, Robertson and Hall 2007, Nora 1996, Lowenthal 1985, Corcoran 2000), this situation 

is connected to the memory that has been recalled. David Lowenthal (1985, p.209, in 

Robertson and Hall 2007, p.20), for instance, argues that “the prime function of memory 

… is not to preserve the past but to adapt it to enrich and manipulate the present”, whereas 

Linda Grant (1998, p.296, in King 2000, p.176) maintains that “memory … is a fabrication, 

a new reconstruction of the original”. Both of them restate the changeable aspect of 

memories, drawing them as being incorrect and untruthful images of individuals’ past 

occurrences, where some components are removed or added, to some extent changing their 

past experiences by the feelings, thoughts, and beliefs at the present moment of 

remembering (Glusac 2012, p.21)13.      

 The subject of memories, their formation, remembering, and reconstruction, has 

been interested in by many philosophers, since the Greek empire, and later by many 

psychologists and sociologists such as Richard C. Atkinson, George Armitage Miller, 

Pierre Nora, Maurice Halbwachs. The latest studies done by scientists and psychologists 

around the chemical and physical in the human brain when remembering and constructing 

memories are out of the scope of this research. Yet, it is useful to concisely consider some 

notions, such as mnemonics, involuntary memory, and its frameworks, and their 

connections to the architecture and built environment. This part offers a quick overview of 

                                                            
13 Slater and Peillon (2000, p.6) add that “remembering the past – and deciding on what to 

remember as well as how to remember it – constitutes a way of sustaining the present, of fixing 

contemporary points of reference, of defining oneself”, while Thomas (1996, in Bendr 2001, p.5) 

maintains that “memory is not the true record of past events but a kind of text which is worked upon 

in the creation of meaning”. 
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the notions related to memories and how they enter into self-identity construction always 

from an architectural and physical environment perspective.  

 Halbwachs (1994, in Marot 2003), a French sociologist, suggests that the 

construction of memories “requires holding onto external classification systems”. These 

ordering schemes, as “systems of logic, of meaning, of chronology, of topography” 

(Halbwachs 1994, p.326, in Marot 2003, p. 29) perform as organizing systems of the past 

experiences, supporting the recalling of these when necessary. For instance, if someone is 

trying to remember a particular discussion with a friend, these systems are required to 

create this connection with the past and the location in which it happened. Yet, Halbwachs 

maintains that these systems are memories, more “stable and dominant … stable because 

they have served as a fixed point of the organization over a long term … dominant because 

other memories will be linked to them as to a center of the organization, according to their 

logic and their worldview” (Halbwachs 1994, p.328, in Marot 2003, p.31).  

 The architecture and built environment here are considered to be the spatial frame 

of memories formation where people’s events are staged. Incidences and events are 

connected to the environment, natural and built, and subsequently, memories of these 

events are also connected to these places (Glusac 2012, p.22). This is why, when recalling 

a memory, it comes with the particular special settings where it first occurred. This spatial 

connection aspect of the events and memories points out the significance of bodily 

interaction with the built environment, and of the above-mentioned procedure of 

territorialization as actions participating in the formation of place memories.  

Additionally, Anne-Catrin Schultz (2000, p.48) argues that “human memory draws 

references to places and pulls images from the past”, hence restating the “place-bound” 



84 
 

characteristic of memories. This proclamation, in a migratory situation, can explicate why 

migrants experience a feeling of loss and alienation in their new physical context. 

Confronted by the new environment, social and built, migrants do not perceive reflections 

of their memories of what they know, and who they are. The built environment, and its 

houses, appear to be alien to them, with unfamiliar plans and configurations. In these 

situations, the memories carried from the home country, the place where migrants were 

born and raised, are recalled as “memory frameworks”, which start to form mental images 

of the “old home”, recalling how the situations were and the feelings felt. These 

frameworks are used by several migrants to overcome the differences between the past and 

the present, between there and here, due to this change and alteration of their contexts. 

In addition to these memories frameworks that are seen by Halbwachs (1992) as 

being unchanging and conscious, there exist another form of memories, which are 

involuntary and unstable. Since they lack this stability, the involuntary memories depend 

on some occurrences or senses to be recalled into the present conscious moment. Memories 

of voyages to distant and foreign countries, associated with pictures and smells of some 

fruits or flowers of these places, can activate a recollection of specific spaces and events 

after a minimal interaction with these items and odors (Mae, Clevinger, and Bernas 2013). 

Nadia Lovell (1998, p.17) argues that “objects very much serve as mediating elements in 

the recreation of (the memory of) place, and act as surrogates for a memory—time-space 

which can never be fully recovered, yet which is also precisely recreated through the use 

and display of the objects themselves”.     

In “The politics of Locality: Memories of District Six in Cape Town”, a paper by 

Bohlin (1998, p.178), the importance of the objects in acting as a recall of certain memories 
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is illustrated, where the author describes that objects “while stimulating individuals to 

reflect on their perceptions of the past also simultaneously allow for the comparison and 

mirroring of personal memories with those of a larger group”. The neighborhood studied 

by the author, District Six, was erased to be replaced by a high-end residences project that 

was never completed. Yet, Bohlin (1998) describes how some small objects, such as street 

signs, were collected by the former inhabitants of the neighborhood as “the most treasured 

belongings”. These objects are now a part of the District Six Museum, which are seen as 

being a reconnection of the museum’s visitors, who are mainly the former inhabitants, with 

their past places. Bohlin describes that: 

“Each sign, displaying the name of a street in the former district, serves to 

establish a mnemonic and metonymic link connecting the present in the 

exhibition and the past in the district. A name like ‘Hanover Street’ evokes 

associations to the entire row of houses, homes, shops, meeting points, 

traffic, and pedestrians that constituted that particular street as a social 

environment. In its entirety, the mobile of street signs capture and signifies 

the memory of the whole area, with its conglomerate of streets and 

buildings” (Bohlin 1998, 177).  

 Although some materialistic objects can embody some memories, their reliability 

as being a trigger to recall these memories is not always of big effects. Lovell (1998, p.17), 

for instance, maintains that “the meaning(s) ascribed to and inscribed onto objects are 

contestable, and rely again on memories of collective identification which are often 

codified in the present for political purposes”. The statement indicates that based on some 

social, cultural, or political programs, novel connotations are given to items and novel 

narratives are generated to be suitable to the envisioned circumstances, during this the old 

connotations or memories of these objects are being moved additionally from their 
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meanings. This statement proposes that comparable to memories outlines, “involuntary 

memories” are endangered to changing by the present surrounding, unceasingly getting 

new connotations and analysis. 

 This plasticity of the connotation that is given to objects is above all worth stating 

in concern with migrants. Objects “are tangible manifestations of an immigrant’s desire 

to hold on to identity” (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2009, p.263). Through objects, 

individuals are likely to personalize places, to project the parts of who they are, of their 

selves, into the new physical surrounding (Ureta 2007). During this process, existing places 

are shaped that people are accustomed to and that perform as focused points relating them 

to their past, but that similarly act as expressions and reiterations of their sense of identity 

from the current perception. By disposing around them in their new surroundings objects 

from their “old home”, migrants will continuously have objects that remind them of who 

they are, yet this image, this identity, is not similar to the one they had before migrating; it 

is submitted to continuous evolvement, so is the connotations allocated to these objects. 

These “old home” physical reminders are symbols of what the life before migrating was, a 

nostalgic recollection of childhood memories, of what is “left behind”. 

 Lastly, the mnemonics are a mode of memories worth mentioning too, this 

discipline of rhetoric was studied since ancient Rome and Greece era. According to the 

Aristotelian theory that “the soul never thinks without a mental picture” (in Yatees 1966, 

p.33), the earliest statesmen and politicians, actors and players, reached for “mnemonics”, 

the “technique of impressing places and images on memory”, to memorize manuscripts or 

dialogues (Marot 2003, p.11). Thus, the memorized discourses and transcripts can be 
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remembered by the lecturers or performers when they start to move their bodies, either 

mentally or physically, in the selected place.    

 Whereas studying the mnemonics, as been employed by the Greek and Roman 

performers and statesmen, exceeds the focus of the current research, the practice of printing 

pictures and spaces on memorials can, nonetheless, be generalized to explicate the traits of 

people’s interface with the physical surroundings may be developed to be deep-rooted in 

their memories. Taking the bigger scale of the urban and the architecture, it is arguable that 

“these act as the mnemonic stages upon which the everyday evolves” (Marot 2003, p.19). 

In the physical spaces of these cities and homes, their neighborhoods, streets, and walls, 

pictures of a person’s past events and memories are “mentally imprinted”, gripped and 

engraved in their memory.  Parallel to this mnemonics notion, the simple walk in these 

spatial contexts can arouse memories of past occurrences that happened in these places. 

This procedure of engraving pictures and spaces on memory, though often done 

subconsciously, is more evident in case the recalled spatial components are altered. 

Alterations, such as the demolition of the childhood house aiming for new buildings, 

diminish the opportunity of memory remembering that is associated with the architectural 

elements of the place, which form the markers of this space. Similarly, moving to a 

different and unfamiliar setting is considered as an example of such alteration (Glusac 

2012, p.2). The restoration of the “old home” style in a new physical context recreates the 

“familiar mnemonic stage” that produces a sense of safety and familiarity whereas 

likewise letting the sense of “being at home”, permitting the self-identity in the novel 

setting to be preserved. 
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 Additionally, the new physical context is considered as a “blank mnemonic stage” 

expecting novel imageries, actions, practices, and remembrances to a procedure as a 

consequence of territorialization and the person’s physical interaction with the novel 

physical context happening. Tilley (1994, p.58, in Caftanzoglou 2001, p.32), argues that 

“events are anchored and given significance in terms of particular locales” and that 

“particular locales are of essential importance in “fixing” events and acting as 

mnemonics, thus creating a sense of social identity and establishing linkages between past 

and present”. The supposition that houses and spaces are guardians or protectors of 

memories is vastly debatable, not least since memories are subjective, meaning diverse 

things to different individuals. To think of memories as being guarded by the edifices and 

architecture is to oversimplify, generalize and disregard the precise aspect of memories as 

incorporeal, flexible, malleable reminiscences that are as diverse as persons. Adrian Forty 

(1999) proposes that: 

“There was no shortage of warnings against this assumption in the 

literature and philosophy of the twentieth century … and we might add a 

book widely read by architects, the French philosopher Gaston Bachelard’s 

The Poetics of Space, in which he argued that while memory might be 

described in terms of buildings, he warned that memory did not lend itself 

to physical description, let alone construction” (Forty 1999, p.17). 

 Following the discourse established till now, it can be concluded that identity is 

constructed as a result of many exposures and interactions with an environment, social and 

physical, its people and architecture, which produce an effect that is stamped on one’s 

memories. This self-identity is “continually crafted and recrafted out of memory, rather 

than being fixed by the “real” course of past events” (Thomas 1996, in Bender 2001, p.5). 
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While memories are not an accurate representation of past events and places, they are still 

an essential part of forming one’s identity and how they perceive themselves, since the 

attachment to a particular environment is done through memories, long after they leave this 

place. Furthermore, as been discussed above, the physical environment with its architecture 

is the stage accommodating all the events and activities. Thus, they help the memory 

construction and its remembrance as “spatial memory frameworks”, which help strengthen 

people’s identity and their bond to a place through projecting these images and experiences 

into that place.  

 The aim of Part I, and particularly this chapter, has been to establish the idea that 

identity is really, in its complexity and multi-dimensional aspects, a result of individuals’ 

constant interaction and exposure to their environment, built and social, from their homes 

to the bigger scale of their neighborhoods and cities. This constant interaction with their 

physical and social surroundings allow people to produce a sort of projection of their 

identity into the built fabric, or in Bourdieu’s expressions, to “externalize what is internal”, 

and further to “internalize what is external” by imprinting images of the events and 

narratives of these places, and their architecture, into their memory, their self. An essential 

point in this “internalization and externalization” is the formation and preservation of the 

sense of safety and security that people feel when they can feel a connection and an 

identification with their physical surroundings. The feeling of “being at home”, in a known 

and familiar context where they can have an easy orientation, smooth expectations, 

provides this sense of safety and security. This thesis maintains that this sense is strong 

when individuals are more engaged with their surroundings through territorialization.  
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Furthermore, “the socially conditioned systems of dispositions” (Scahill 1993), or 

habitus, influence the experience of a place and the process of territorialization. These 

minuscule gestures, yet significant, define one’s identity, which is projected into the 

context they live in, deciding their choices of routes and paths and the “openness” to 

embrace the place and its offerings. The memories of the places, the built environment, and 

the experiences, are created through this bodily interaction and territorialization, producing 

lifelong bonds with the surrounding and its architecture, helping the formation and 

perpetuation of the self-identity.  

Nevertheless, as this part has discussed, the connection to the physical environment 

in which the individuals have been raised and grew up is not unchanging and is certainly 

unsettled by acts of moving and changing the location, such as migration. In this disruption 

and relocation, the significant importance that the built environment and architecture have 

in identity formation is recognized. The second part sheds the light on the connections 

forged by individuals to a place, how strong these connections can be, and how the breaking 

of these bonds is experienced and overcome. Part I explored the role that the built 

environment and architecture have on the formation of identity and the sense of belonging, 

and how the bond between a person and his/her birthplace, the home, is established and 

sustained, Part II discusses the instability of this bond. The second part starts with a brief 

overview of the process of migration itself, with all the difficulties faced during this 

process, with a particular focus on cases where architecture has been perceived as being 

alien and unfamiliar, in contradiction with the broadly accepted standards and ideals of 

what architecture, a home or a city, should be and feel like.       
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PART II 

De-territorialization: Migration and the Built 

Environment 

 

 “And, though we leave the house of our birth, it never leaves us 

[..] We can never say goodbye to the house we were born in”. 

(Steven Erikson, 2002, p.722) 

 

 This extract from Steven Erikson’s novel, house of chains, plainly describes the 

difficulties of saying goodbye to the home we were born and have spent our childhood in. 

Being unrooted from this place produces an emotion of loss and strangeness that are 

sometimes unbearable. The loss of the familiar home, and thus architecture, produces a 

sense that “something is missing”, a feeling of absence (Glusac, 2012, p.17). This feeling 

of “loss” is particularly present in the migration process. Although sometimes it is 

described as beneficial, and often necessary, “the very core of human behavior”, migration 

usually creates feelings of “emptiness, disembodiment, and uncertainty” (Manning, 2005, 

p.2). During migration, not only the architecture, the house, the walls are left behind, but 

also friends and family, the social ties, the cultural settings, customs and traditions, the “old 

habits” and language (Glusac, 2012, p.17). All these losses provoke major emotional and 

psychological difficulties that persist long after the migration process (Kovacs and Cropley 

1975; Peters, 2001, 2010). 

 An excessive amount of research has been done about the loss of cultural and social 

networks concerning migration, in disciplines such as economic, political, and social 

sciences amongst others (Brettell and Hollifield, 2008). Questions as to the identity of the 
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migrants, their adaptation to the new context, the difficulties and challenges of their 

integration, and the question of belonging and loyalties, are being investigated. However, 

the research on migration in disciplines involved (demography, history, psychology, 

anthropology, sociology, economy, geography), does not tackle this process from an 

architectural approach of the occupation of space, which is often left underexplored. 

Additionally, as Douglas Massey et al. (1994, p.700-701, In Brettell and Hollifield 2008, 

p.2) argue, “social scientists do not approach the study of immigration from a shared 

paradigm, but from a variety of competing theoretical viewpoints fragmented across 

disciplines, regions, and ideologies”, hence further obstructing the comprehensive 

acknowledgment of the connection between the built environment and migration.  

 It is a big misconception to think that migration-related issues do not affect the 

architecture practice, as well as its academic discourse14. In the end, subjects related to how 

we perceive “the other” in society and how the sense of belonging and self-identity is 

constructed, are thought of in the domain of social sciences disciplines. Yet, the 

architecture discipline is also “socially oriented”, as it produces spaces and architecture 

where social interactions happen and people spend their time. This pushes us to realize that 

                                                            
14 The majority of research done till the present look at the issues of re-territorialization and 

migration from a “social sciences” disciplines point of view, economics or law. Whereas 

anthropology and geography, between other disciplines, tackle the question of built environment 

and architecture as a settlement pattern in the field of migration, they don’t consider architecture 

as a constitution part of self-identity.   
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the architecture is not just cold walls and lifeless stones, but also a container of life itself, 

an envelope of the intimate life, the corner of the world they belong to (Glusac 2012, p.18). 

   In the context of migration, the relationship between identity and the built 

environment and architecture floats to the surface. It comes into view the “destabilization” 

effect this connection has when broken. The feeling of loss does not necessarily rise from 

the demolition of the house, for instance, it is enough to be displaced, from one country to 

another, or even from one area to another, to feel it. At that point, the house is no longer a 

fundamental part of the present, the influence and the effect remain in them, in their habits 

and daily movements, and then moved to another place a “sensation that something is 

missing” always prevails.       

 In the first part, a discussion on the connection between identity production and the 

built environment and architecture was established. Part II builds on this to explore the 

fragility in this connection in the migration context. Chapter 3 and 4 establish that the 

connections between identity construction and the built environment are not constant, and 

they are sometimes crushed under some pressures, such as migration. They explore some 

examples that show how an interruption in the continuity of migrants’ life affects their 

sense of identity. Additionally, examples of the rejection of the new architecture and built 

environment of the receiving countries are analyzed according to the notions and 

preconceived views of what a “home” and physical surroundings should be like.   

 Chapter 3 starts with a summary of the theory, types, history, and reasons of 

migration, aiming to build an understanding of the effect migration has on an individual’s 

relationship to a context, and the part that the physical context and architecture have in this 

connection. Some concerns of migration are defined for a bigger understanding of the 
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influence that migration has on people who move from their place, subsequently from a 

known built environment and architecture to an unfamiliar one. Since this thesis is a study 

of the representation of identity, culture, and ethnicity through architecture, focusing on 

the first-generation immigrants, it is of great importance to scrutinize the reasons behind 

migration, the challenges, and difficulties the migrants face in the process of resettlement, 

the settlement patterns, and motivations in the new countries.          

 Chapter 4 takes the analysis established above and explores it through several 

examples of displacement, forcefully or voluntarily. These cases show obstacles and 

challenges faced by displaced people through the process of uprootedness from their home 

communities to which they believe they connect. The built environment and architecture 

of the new receiving communities are seen and judged from the migrants' point of view, 

thus from their experiences, identity, and expectations of what the physical environment 

should offer. Also, the different patterns adopted to overcome the difficulties faced are 

explored.  

 These are studied by some authors (such as Peters and Richards, Kovacs and 

Cropley, Bade and Manning), researchers who studied the long-lasting effect migration has 

on the migrants, shedding the light on the difficulties they experience. Their approaches 

are influenced by the notion of habitus by Bourdieu.  
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Chapter Three 

History and Theory of Migration 

 

In a general term, migration is the movement from “one place to another”. Though, 

with some disbelief and skepticism (Bade 2003, Moran 2005, Richards 2008), according 

to Ruble, Hanley, and Garland (2008) “migration is simply a part and parcel of human 

existence”. Migration is as old an event as human existence (Peters 2001, Bade 2003, 

Manning 2005, and Bunbury 2006).   

Several studies in anthropology and archaeology show that early human beings had 

many displacements from one place to another related to seasonal changes, searching for 

food and/or shelters. These “seasonal migration”, that some nomadic populations still 

embark on today, were mainly performed by groups, hence implying a kind of community 

formation before the ones that early humans lived in. Nowadays, the process of migration 

does not deviate from this early movement our forefathers undertook. Even though the 

process of migration today is arguably15 carried out more easily, with the advancement of 

the means of transportation (cars, ships, and planes), the motive behind migration remains 

mostly the same – the improvement of living conditions and the search for better conditions 

elsewhere.      

                                                            
15 It is arguable that migrating today is more difficult than a few decades ago. Whereas the 

transportation has improved, it became faster and easier to travel, several restrictions by the 

governments are putting major obstacles in front of people who want to migrate.     
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 Bade (2003) sees that “the motivation to emigrate as reflected in popular 

contemporary reading ranged from ideas about greater personal freedom and 

opportunities to better chances on the marriage market to the idea that everything in the 

New World was somehow bigger and better”. However, in reality, a great portion of 

migrants fail to live up to the large challenges that a better life demands in the new world. 

The decision to migrate is not an easy one, and the demand for immigration is not of major 

importance. Boyle, Halfacree, and Robinson (1998, 155), say that“a logical fallacy with 

this assumption since it ignores the very powerful forces that tie people to their home 

regions: inertia, the desire to be amongst likeminded people, the pull of family and social 

networks, and the comfort of familiar surroundings and practices”. A debate of the sense 

of belonging significance and the familiar settings are the main subject of this chapter.       

This chapter starts with an overview of the essential characteristics and features that 

constitute a community, this is at first crucial to understand the challenges that the 

immigrants face in the receiving countries. Furthermore, this understanding explains and 

unpacks some settlement configurations that are common to most of the immigrants studied 

here, like sustaining strong ties, in both the sense of the relationship and in the physical 

sense where they often choose to live next to each other. This is a call for more research 

about the effects that these established ties have on immigrants’ identity, equally in social 

and cultural positions, and its connection to the architecture and built environment. 

Likewise, it is important to study the result of these adjacent settlements have on the 

construction of self-image through the sense of belonging that such settlement has, which 

allows the circulation of stories and memories about home, about the past, thus what should 

be preserved and passed on to next generations.        
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3.1 Community and migration 

 Many aspects of the community exist altogether to build the complexity of 

relationships in a given community. Manning (2005, 3) argues that language is the most 

significant contributor to community construction. He discusses the importance of 

language as a basic definable feature in the first community, as important as spatial 

nearness since it “enabled each community to develop and pass on an extensive set of 

customs – the many patterns of family, economic, and ceremonial life” (Manning 2005, 4). 

For instance, in the 1970s, the language was the most “decisive factor” that pushed the 

Yugoslav migrants to return to their country, since the parents wanted for “their children 

to learn their languages and cultures” afraid that “without this, the children will lose their 

identity and their sense of pride for their origin” (Noussair, 1977, p.20). 

 Passing the mother language to the coming generations was an obsession not only 

for Yugoslavs but for several ethnic groups. The loss of one’s language is seen as a threat 

to his/her identity.   

The relation between losing the language, seen as a main expression of the culture, 

and losing the individual’s identity, is very concrete in any minority living in a new 

country. These minority groups often tend to conserve their identity bypassing the native 

language to the next generations. Nowadays, “spatial proximity” is of the same importance 

to maintaining self’s identity as language, and in some situations even more imperative, 

especially in cases of larger groups, belonging to the same community, living next to each 

other. Buckland (1977, p.175) argues that this is since “people usually feel more at ease in 

the company of those who share the same language, customs, values and attitudes to life 
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as themselves, […] when they are under stress, as most migrants are on their arrival in a 

strange country, they are more likely than ever to seek the security of a familiar group”. 

This “grouping” is seen as a defense mechanism against the “unusual and the unknown”, 

as it strengthens the habitudes that the migrants once had in their home countries. (Colic-

Peisker 2006, 2002b; Friedmann 2005, p.325). For instance, this can be seen around the 

globe in major metropoles, where migrants belonging to the same community tend to 

concentrate in the same quarters and streets, such as in New York or Toronto, where we 

can find “China Town” and “Little Italy”. The national quarters commonly veer to the 

incorporation of familiar architecture elements in their surroundings that are original from 

their home, therefore claiming how much architecture has a role in conserving and 

encouraging one’s identity and self-image. Additionally, it can be said that the streets, the 

quartiers, the city become a canvas to express community’s identities, more of a collage of 

different architectural styles and elements, each reflecting a cultural, an ethnic group, in 

opposition with the predominant concept that people live in, somehow, culturally uniform 

spaces. This is also in line with a criticism of the architecture discipline, which sees that 

people live in a “modern” world, with similar habits and lifestyles reflected in the 

contemporary and modernist approach of architecture.     

Although spatial proximity is a very important requirement for immigrants in their 

new destinations, it can be argued that today, living in a more connected world with huge 

development in technology, language became the most defining characteristic of a 

community. That’s because a common language is a base for establishing sound 

communication, although the members of the same community aren’t spatially that close. 
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The presence of telecommunications, like telephone and internet, allowed the 

establishment of community links at long distances. 

In addition to language, the customs and traditions are definitive characteristics of 

a community. Moving to a new country, the main difficulties the migrants face are adapting 

to new unknown customs to settle in the new community. Ruble, Hanley, and Garland 

(2008, p.5) add that “it is on city streets that migrants discover their similarities in 

opposition to the world around them”. Paralleling the notion of the habitus of Pierre 

Bourdieu (2005, 1993b, 1990b), one’s sense of “self” is constructed in interaction with the 

“other” in the new context they find themselves in. In other words: Essays towards a 

Reflexive Sociology, Pierre Bourdieu (1990b, p.77) explains why the habitus is looked at 

as “an objective basis for regular modes of behavior, and thus for the regularity of modes 

of practice”. And his concept of “codification” as a process that allows the people to 

interact without language, if they belong to the same habitus, Bourdieu argues:   

“Codification minimizes ambiguity and vagueness, in particular in 

interactions.  It is particularly indispensable and just as efficient in 

situations in which the risks of collision, conflict and accident, hazard and 

chance (…), are particularly important. The encounter between two very 

distant groups is the encounter between two independent causal series. 

Between people of the same group, equipped with the same habitus, and 

thus spontaneously orchestrated, everything goes without saying, even 

conflicts; they can be understood without people having to spell things out, 

and so on. But when different systems of dispositions are involved, there 

appears the possibility of an accident, a collision, or a conflict […]” 

(Bourdieu 1990b, p.81). 
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The effect of the habitus on the self-identity can be seen in the diverse clothing, 

ways of greetings and interaction, and the elements of architecture added, the arrangement 

of front yard and backyard, the style the garden is managed (…) between the many different 

ethnic groups. For instance, the people coming from a Mediterranean country, Lebanon 

included, tend to add vegetable and fruit features to their front and backyards, as seen in 

the case of the Lebanese in Bamako who add vines or lemon trees, differing from those 

who come from other western countries, who tend to add rose-beds, or simply leaving their 

front as clean green lawns. This is imposed on the newly built environment to make the 

contact with it easier, encompassing the feeling of loss from migration. For instance, the 

somewhat different design of everyday objects from one country to another, is, according 

to Marcel Mauss (1973), a concrete representation of the imposing character of the habitus. 

One of the examples cited was the design of spades between the British and the Europeans. 

This was noted in World War 1 when the English soldiers started to use European-made 

spades to dig channels on the western front, and they found them “impossible to use”. Mass 

(1973, p.71) states that “The English troops I was with did not know how to use French 

spades, which forced us to change 8,000 spades a division when we relieved a French 

division, and vice versa”. Manning (2005, p.4) expands on this by adding that “for humans 

today, as for our earliest forbears, migration brings the task of learning new languages 

and customs”. He argues that “this learning is the most specific characteristic of human 

migration, and it is one of the principal sources of change and development in human ways 

of life, contributing to the creation of new identities” (Manning 2005, 4, p.154).  

 The architecture and built-environment, while often ignored, have a central role in 

any re-territorialization process, and redefinition of one’s own identity, as it is at first the 



101 
 

new physical settings that the migrant in a new country needs to readapt to, and get 

accustomed.    

 For this research, the importance of habitus, encompassing the customs, and the 

spatial proximity and language, in constructing a clear definition of a community is 

concluded. Moreover, it is these features and appearances that must be “relearned” in a 

migratory situation, to redefine the “sense of identity”. And finally, adding to this, 

according to Ballantyne (2002, p.19), the new architecture and surrounding physical 

environment have a central role in producing the new habitus, which in consequence help 

in reconstructing the individual’s identity. 

 A discussion of the types and reasons for migration is presented next, to grasp a 

better understanding of the issues concerning re-territorialization.  

3.2 Types and causes for migration 

 The wide variety of reasons for migration can be grouped into broader categories. 

Bade (2003, p.ix) distinguishes between “emigration, immigration and internal 

migrations” based on some “geographical characteristics”. Moreover, these can be 

further “broken down depending on economic and socio-occupational considerations”, 

into “employment migrations as subsistence migration or betterment migration, and career 

migrations” (Bade, 2003, p.ix). “Survival migrations” is an additional group of migration, 

which is pushed by several challenges, from economic and/or environmental factors to the 

escape from persecution based on “religious, ideological, political, ethnonationalist, or 

racism-related grounds” (Bade 2003, p.ix). “[E]cological and demographic reasons”, 

pushed by scarcities of basic human necessities such as water and food, and “marriage 
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alliances, slavery, indentured labor, and religious or secular wars” (Peters 2001, p.x) are 

also among the reasons identified.  

      Wars had always had catastrophic results. For instance, mass movements due to 

the two world wars were among the main results of these wars. These movements were in 

the form of forced resettlements, expulsions of some groups or even entire communities, 

and mass migration to several receiving countries (such as Australia and America), 

redefining and shaping societies. Additionally, “local and circular”, “temporary … and 

permanent” migration can be pinpointed, as “gender-specific differences in emigration 

behavior and coping strategies” (Bade 2003, p.xii), which of importance to tackle, surpass 

the focus of this research.  

 Other researchers have been more categorical in classing types of migration. 

Manning (2005) divided human migration into four categories: what he called “home-

community migration”, “whole-community” migration, colonization, and “cross-

community” migration. However, it is worth analyzing the colonization and cross-

community migration here, since they constitute the foundation of this study. These two 

categories of migration are explored under a particular example. The case of West African 

countries, but seen as receiving countries, taking into consideration their colonial past and 

settlement under the European countries. Other cross-community migrations are discussed 

throughout the thesis.  

 Manning (2005, p.7) states that “Colonization is the departure of individuals from 

one community to establish a new community that replicates the home community”. He 

adds that often the colonizers “settle in an environment very similar to that of their home 

community, and thereby maintain the same style of life … without having to learn new 
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languages and customs”.  Clearly, West Africa didn’t constitute a similar environment to 

that found in colonial Europe. The prevailing conditions, such as language, the untouched 

physical environment of the indigenous population, their customs and habits, were 

generally ignored. Furthermore, the indigenous people, who consider their land as being 

sacred, were faced with the establishment of a “new” environment by the colonial powers. 

Buildings from mortar and bricks were erected that were back then foreign to their 

lifestyles and beliefs.   

 Another type of migration is urbanization. Manning (2005, p.157) explains how 

mass movements of people, especially refugees and workers, to cities “made urbanization 

the third type of migration of the twentieth century”. From the physical context perspective, 

this kind of migration has the biggest effect on the cities and their architecture. In several 

cities in the west, such as New York, London, or Paris, quarters with a big concentration 

of immigrants are now an unescapable reality, such as the China Town, or Little Italy.    

 This brief overview presented different types and reasons for migration. Reasons 

vary from being individuals, such as migrating for career improvement, employment, or 

marriage, to movements that are set off by uncontrollable factors, such as religious and 

ideological persecution, wars, political, or environmental catastrophes. Regardless of the 

reason that initiates the migratory process, it is always a hard decision (Boyle, Halfacree 

and Robinson 1998) and the challenges and difficulties faced are often overwhelming 

(Peters 2001, 2010). The upcoming part presents some of these difficulties. Additionally, 

the gains from migration are also discussed.  
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3.3 Challenges and advantages of migration 

 Lots of research discuss the benefits and challenges of migration along with the 

settlement strategies adopted by the migrants. Although most of the research insist that the 

migratory process is a challenging one, even today more than ever (Ruble, Hanley, and 

Garland 2008, p.3), lots of individuals are embarking on the adventure of changing places, 

searching for a better future, improving their lives, embarking new adventures and thrills. 

The “promise”, or belief and hope, that migration is the solution for the desired life is 

mostly not a realistic one. As stated earlier, the majority of migrants are faced with 

challenges caused by differences in customs and languages, but also by the landscape, 

climate, built environment, and architecture. Moreover, the cold reception in the receiving 

countries is often underestimated by the migrants. To grasp an overview of the difficulties 

faced by migrants when they settle in a new environment, this section explores the internal 

and external challenges that accompany the settling process. Settlement policies, such as 

assimilation and integration, are discussed, along with concepts such as multiculturalism 

and cultural pluralism. The examination of these settlement strategies is done with the 

result they have on the identity and the architecture and urban fabric.   

3.3.1 Challenges of settlement strategies 

 Assimilation, as discussed previously, is considered to be the most challenging 

process. The pressure to give up on a person’s traditions and customs, and their language, 

together with the full integration in the host community, is considered of huge difficulty. 

Assimilation was the prevailing strategy to integrate minorities into the dominant culture. 

According to Manning (2005, p.167), national policies in some countries such as US and 
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Russia were based on this concept of assimilation, these strategies became known as 

“Americanization” and “Russification”. Although the policy of assimilation was a widely 

accepted one, Jeffery (1976, p.88) argues that this total integration into the dominant 

culture is “not possible”. Based on Milton Gordon's (1964) research, she adds that the 

process of assimilation has “two major dimensions … the structural and the cultural”, 

whereas the cultural dimension can be achieved, structural assimilation is not achievable 

(Jeffery 1976, p.84). Hence, arguably, complete assimilation is not possible, for first-

generation on a large scale, and to more extent second-generation migrants. A lot of 

migrants and members of minority groups, even after accepting and adopting the values 

and language of the receiving community, remain loyal to their roots in terms of marrying 

the members of their community, maintaining the characteristics of their old culture, and 

insisting to pass these aspects to the next generations (Jeffery 1976). 

   The sense of identity of the migrants is undeniably affected by the different 

policies of assimilation. As stated in the first part, a person's identity is produced through 

an interaction of several dimensions, from the cultural aspect to the language, customs, 

traditions, and stories, in addition, as argued earlier, the architecture and built environments 

in which he/she is raised and lived in. Thus, the process of migration to new settings, be it 

a new region or country, carries an alteration of the state of being of the migrant. The 

continuous exposure to the familiar is thus broken. The accustomed way of life, with the 

accompanying relationships with family and friends, is left behind. In its place, the migrant 

is found in a different setting, with dissimilar habits and foreign customs, and hugely 

different physical settings and architecture. In “the phenomenology of the social world”, 
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Schutz (1967, in Peters 2001, p.iii), himself a displaced migrant, described the challenges 

of the migration experience he went through: 

“You have to relearn simple tasks you first learned as a child. You 

make mistakes in everyday actions you previously did automatically. 

You experience yourself as inept, lacking the communicative skills 

you once took for granted” (in Peters 2001, p.x). 

 The migration starts an alienation experience, named in clinical psychology as 

“estrangement from oneself” (Kovacs and Cropley 1975, p.17), or from the community 

one’s once belonged to, from family and friends. During such situation, the migrant is not 

capable of connecting with his/her new context in the usual way. What Bourdieu (1990b) 

refers to as “codification system” varies from a specific setting to another, the new one 

demands different approaches than those acquired in the native country. In such situations, 

“the possibility of an accident, a collision or a conflict” (Bourdieu 1990b, p.80) is 

probable. Additionally, the sense of “being a stranger to oneself” (Kovacs and Cropley 

1975, p. 15) regularly entails “a loss of self-identity”, resulting in “the significant loss of 

one’s sense of dignity, importance, [and] meaningfulness”.   

 Migrants, accordingly, can be psychologically damaged by experiencing 

alienation, since the imposing external factors push them to comply, which raises the stress 

and difficulties of the vulnerable ones out of their comfort zone. This stress can add 

negative effects on the process of integration in the new community. Boyle, Halfacree, and 

Robinson (1998, p.192) state that refugees grow “an outlook of extreme conservatism, in 

which [they] cling on to as much that is familiar as possible and change only those things 

that are necessary”. Accordingly, despite the huge pressure imposed on migrants to leave 
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their culture, traditions, language, and customs, many migrants keep on the old ones that 

comfort them and transmit the equivalent beliefs to the next generations.  

 Kovacs and Cropley (1975, p.127) argue that in keeping the continuous contact 

with the fellows of their society in the new settings, migrants start to “redefine” their image 

of themselves, thus their identity, which “paradoxically fosters assimilation”. That is the 

result of seeing the earlier settlers of a defined ethnic group as the mentors of the new 

arrivals, since they are “in a position to interpret and explain the ways of the receiving 

society” (Kovacs and Cropley 1975, p.129) to the newcomers, consequently progressively 

familiarizing them with the new physical and social environment. Although this approach 

generally benefits the migrants’ well-being, permitting an easy and smooth integration and 

transition in the receiving community, it is also interpreted by the host society as a 

refutation of its principles and values, resulting in more rejection of migrants and a bigger 

hostility of the ethnic minorities. 

 Assimilation is not the only settlement policy, other policies are also applied that 

also illustrate the challenges and difficulties the migrants face in their receiving societies. 

Historically, various settlement techniques or strategies were applied at different phases, 

aiming to create better unity between diverse ethnic communities. Whereas these strategies 

are important, they are only reviewed here. 

 “Melting pot” is one of the strategies put in place to accomplish greater harmony 

between different ethnic groups. This technique suggests a strategy of “mutual 

accommodation” where the different “ethnic groups gradually change to resemble each 

other” (Manning 2005, p.165). Although the “melting-pot” strategy does not imply that all 

the migrants' groups become “indistinguishable” from the majority, it still suggests 
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“sameness”. The word itself “melting-pot” suggests “unity” accomplished by melting 

down all the behaviors and characteristics of migrants, merging them with the majority’s 

traits to create new characteristics and values. Hence, the melting-pot approach doesn’t 

support differences, as it might incorrectly suggest. Rejecting the old customs, values, and 

traditions, in addition to the responses and expectations to and from the built environment 

and architecture, is implicitly the foundation of this strategy, an expectation to adapt “a 

new mainstream culture” that is “formed by the melting of all the older cultural elements” 

(Read 1996, p.14) that is a possession of the majority and the minority simultaneously.  

 On the opposite side, the policies of expulsion, partition, and massacre that have 

dominated the 20th century as the “century of refugees” (Bades 2003, p.xi) produced 

misery for thousands of refugees around the world. These settlement strategies, as their 

nomenclatures suggest, are not flexible when it comes to tolerance towards the different 

minorities in the community. However, these policies are still commonly applied in several 

countries.  

 More tolerance is seen in other strategies such as multiculturalism and cultural 

pluralism, which ease the migrants’ integration and settlement in the dominant culture. 

Kovacs and Cropley (1975, p.125) define cultural pluralism as involving “the adoption of 

the core values of the receiving society”, joined with the “retention of less important values 

characteristic of the old society”. In this approach, migrants are allowed to show their 

customs and traditions, as well as using their language, displaying their national costumes, 

eating their traditional food, considering that they “respect the core values of the receiving 

society” (Kovacs and Cropley 1975, p.125). This notion is extended as “multiculturalism”, 

in which “immigrants and minority groups are encouraged to retain their identity” 
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(Kovacs and Cropley 1975, p.125). In these strategies, while becoming an integral group 

of their new community, the migrants are not being asked to renounce their old habits.  

 Whereas in discussing the settlement approaches, the migrants and minority groups 

are asked, under certain pressure, to submitted to processes of integration and 

amalgamation with the majority, to be acceptable in the host community, in several cultures 

the religious or ethnic group demands that the majority acknowledge and embrace their 

values as a law. While this is maybe the greatest difficulties and complexities that the 

migrants are faced with, it is not a subject of this research. The following part exposes the 

benefits that migration has on the host communities.  

  3.3.2 Benefits of migration 

 Whereas many difficulties and challenges accompany the migration process, be it 

to individuals who embark on it or the receiving communities, it holds many beneficial and 

positive outcomes for those involved. From the migrant’s point of view, migration holds 

particularly economic benefits, as discussed earlier. For the receiving society, clear benefits 

are an increase of productivity and workforce, diversity, and balancing the aging 

population. In addition, the migrants bring with them different beneficial experiences: 

diversity in the way of life, cuisine, customs, language, and house design. Nevertheless, it 

is these differences that often the majority in the receiving community oppose.  

 The pressure put on migrants to conform by the process of assimilation has been 

discussed earlier.  Despite the pressure to homogenize into the host society, a lot of migrants 

manage to stick to their “old” customs, to hold onto their identity, and to preserve the 

notions of what the built environment and architecture are or have to be. Moreover, the 



110 
 

migrants tend to pass their traits and cultural norms to their children and grandchildren and 

sometimes shared them with the wider society. Thus, the concern of migration is a two-

way process. First, the expectation that the minority groups have to learn the customs and 

language of their host society, but also, the introduction of their customs and language to 

the new community, with what that means of introducing new architectural styles and 

construction approaches, therefore enriching the host country culture.  

 Chapter 3 discussed the general and complex issues that migration presents. The 

reasons and types of migration, along with the effects migration has on communities were 

discussed, also settlement strategies along with the challenges and difficulties faced by 

migrants in their host societies. These difficulties are stemming from the natural differences 

that exist between migrants and their new communities, thus their sense of identity.  

 This chapter explored the migration from social, cultural, and often political levels, 

chapter 4 focuses precisely on the question of resettlement and migration from architecture 

and built environment’s perspective, principally on the connections that arise between 

individuals and their physical context. Cases of the challenges confronted by the migrants 

due to the detachement from their familiar built environment and architecture are exposed, 

also the obstacles felt by the receiving communities to accept those new migrants.      
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Chapter Four 

Uprootedness and architecture; through migration 

stories 

 

“Exile is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experience. It is 

the unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place, 

between the self and its true home: its essential sadness can never be 

surmounted. And while it is true that literature and history contain heroic, 

romantic, glorious, even triumphant episodes in an exile’s life, these are no 

more than efforts meant to overcome the crippling sorrow of estrangement. 

The achievements of exile are permanently undermined by the loss of 

something left behind forever” (Edward Said, Reflections on Exile, 2000, 

Chp.17, p.1) 

 

 Said’s critical description of the uprootedness from a home country, and being 

thrown in a new environment, reflects the struggle that migrants face when moving to a 

new country, thus a new society. Simultaneously, his description echoes the sorrow that 

accompanies the estrangement due to facing the “unknown” and unfamiliar environment, 

and being forced out of the place called “home”. His words reflect the situation of several 

immigrants and displaced people. Peter Read (1996, p.33) adds that for emigrants “the 

emotional soil of new countries is shallower than their homeland’s”, arguing that the links 

established among the people and their homelands are of deeper form than the ones that 

grow with the new environment. This metaphor, of the “shallower” soil, treats the 
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individuals as being plants and trees, which often do not thrive and develop in new settings 

once uprooted from their original place.   

This chapter tackles the significance of the established connection between 

individuals from one side, and their physical surroundings, accordingly architecture, and 

the social networks from the other side. The feeling of estrangement resulting from the 

detachement from the native home and its settings (social and physical) is analyzed here. 

Additionally, the concept of a sense of belonging, and thus of “not belonging”, is that of 

being identified within different contexts, but failing to establish a real experience of home 

within these new places.   

This chapter establishes the importance of the architecture and built environment 

in preserving, constructing, or altering self-identity. Furthermore, it analyzes the challenges 

faced by migrants in their new society, seen from both the migrants’ side and the people in 

the receiving country, when it comes to the different, sometimes opposing, methods and 

approaches adopted by the emigrants towards the architecture and built environment. This 

is studied first from the point of view of individuals who lost their homes due to natural 

disasters, and/or political interventions, and second from the migrants who embarked on a 

journey of voluntary migration. To construct a comparative analysis, it is required to 

understand more the connection between the individual, the architecture, physical settings, 

and the notion of identity.     

4.1 Displaced communities 

 The number of incidences of displacement in the world is not to be underestimated. 

In history, lots of individuals, sometimes whole communities, have been on high mobility, 

whether this move was forced on them, or voluntarily chosen. This section takes into 
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consideration some examples of these displacements, from worldwide locations, and the 

consequences they have on the establishment in new environments. The examples 

presented here are the “Hurricane Katrina disaster”, the “three Gorges Dam project” in 

China, and the Lebanese migration to Africa. These accounts offer different perspectives 

of the difficulties that the displacement, forced or voluntary, has in setting in newly built 

environments.           

4.1.1 New Orleans Hurricane Katrina 

 The most horrible “environmental catastrophe” in the United States history was on 

the 29th of August 2005 (Pena 2006): entire neighborhoods of the southern part of New 

Orleans flooded with water flows that destroyed everything in their ways (Lipsitz 2006, 

Dawdy, 2006). The houses and livelihoods of lots of people vanished, and deep-rooted 

societies, like Lower Ninth Ward, were forever displaced. In Fullilove's words (cited in 

Pena 2006, p.789), the Hurricane dispersed “people to all directions of the compass, 

destroying the elegance of the neighborhood in its way”. The most affected population was 

the poorest one, that of African Americans, in the suburbs of Lower Ninth, who had to 

relocate. This is an analysis of Hass et al. (in Pais and Elliot, 2008, p. 1423) that proposes 

that following this kind of disaster, the most “socially and economically disadvantaged 

end up moving frequently from one place to another, or even leaving the city forever”. Yet, 

this loss, and instability, is not the hardest part these people have gone through. As Pais 

and Elliot (2008, p.1418) put it, what is lost is the “deeply rooted” relations with a specific 

place. These connections go back to more than one generation, it is what makes a place, a 

house, a neighborhood, “home”, where its habitants construct social connections, 

belongingness through attachment to this place, and a sense of being among “those who 
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resemble him/her”. The adoption of the “racially discriminatory road home program” 

(Flaherty 2010), prevented lots of people, mostly African Americans, from returning to 

their houses, or even trying to rebuild after the catastrophe, pushing them to search for new 

homes. The natural catastrophe exposed the unpleasant part of American culture that is 

“largely divided, racially and economically” (Lipsitz 2006). As in any disaster situation, 

the media reported lots of personal stories, those of uprootedness and loss.  

Sunni Patterson is one of those affected by the hurricane, she is a well-recognized 

artist, and her home that was inherited from her family for generations got destroyed 

(Flaherty 2010). The floods were so intense that they destroyed the house totally, and the 

“required paperwork for the road home program” to get approval for the rebuilding process 

was not available, due to some heritage registration, the only option Sunni had is to leave 

New Orleans and move to Houston, Texas, to “start her life from zero” (Flaherty, 2010). 

The passing of years did not diminish the longing of Sunni, as “75% of the other African 

Americans” who were displaced by this disaster, to return to New Orleans (Flaherty 2010). 

The loss of the familiar, and thus the connections to the roots, is what Sunni tries to express 

through her words:         

“In that same house that I grew up in, my great grandmother and 

grandfather lived … Everybody that lived around there, you knew. 

It was family. In New Orleans, even if you don’t know someone, you 

still speak and wave and say hello. In other cities, there’s something 

wrong with you if you speak to someone you don’t know” (in 

Flaherty 2010, p.39). 

Pena (2006) in “Wade in the Water: Personal Reflections on a Storm, a People, 

and a National Park”, argues that displacement from a place, or an environment, will push 

the displaced individuals to continue to be attached to these places, even if only in their 
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conversations and memories. Pena mentions the displacement that happened in New 

Orleans of several families and individuals to make place for a national park, but these 

descriptions can echo the ones of the sufferers of Hurricane Katrina:    

“Those once muted voices would remember the river (Mississippi) 

where baptisms took place, would picture the pecan orchard, and 

would recall playing baseball on the field. They would remember 

the Battle Ground Baptist Church […]” (Peña 2006, p.789). 

 

Even the young youths, and teenagers, who didn’t have enough time to construct a 

deep connection with their native built environment, spoke of their “longing for it” 

(Fothergill and Peek, 2012, p.137). According to Kish (2009, p. 677), “the music has 

always been explicitly articulated in relation to the city’s geographical features and social 

world, with constant references to natural landmarks, famous shops, housing projects, and 

neighborhood rivalries”. The established link with the physical settings in New Orleans, 

the “rootedness”, is so deep that some musicians made the neighborhood (ward) where 

they grew up a definitive portion of their being, their name, such as “5th Ward Weebie and 

10th Ward Buck” (Kish 2009, p.677); reflecting how much a physical environment, an 

architecture, can be an important element in the production of personal identity. A great 

number of difficulties faced the displaced people from New Orleans, from being seen with 

“contempt” (Kish 2009, p.676) to being misjudged and overlooked by their receiving 

societies, with the challenges of integrating the work field, schools for their children, 

houses, new social surroundings, and friends … (Fothergill and Peek 2012). But these were 

two-sided, with rejection from the displaced people to accept their new surroundings, and 

the rejection from the host communities to accept the newcomers and embrace them. Sunni 

Patterson expresses these feelings: “It hurts me to my heart that my child’s birth certificate 
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says Houston, Texas” (Flaherty 2010). The next section will take a look at the Chinese 

project, Three Gorges Dam, with the similar sentiments of loss and displacement that are 

accompanied by it.  

4.1.2 The Three Gorges Dam, China 

 In 2009, a project that was proposed in the early 1900s (Heming and Rees 2000), 

which was a dream for the Chinese government, starts seeing the light, it is the biggest dam 

in the world on the Yangtze River (Du 2010; Heming and Rees 2000). The three Gorges 

Dam project was aiming to show the Chinese “high aspirations and capacities” to the 

globe (Du 2010, p.37), aspiring to alleviate the level of the river, generate electricity, and 

control the navigation of the river.  However, unlike the government’s expectation about 

the approval of the project by the Chinese people, the project that was being presented as 

a nation’s interest, has been criticized a lot by the world’s community of engineers, 

ecologists, and conservationists, but also by social scientists and psychologists, both from 

the environmental point of view and from the displacement imposed on people affected by 

the project. “Eight country seats, and 106 towns” (Heming, Waley, and Rees 2001, p.203) 

would be everlastingly flooded by this project. Xi et al. (2007, p.325) suggest that in Hubei 

Province and Chongqing, more than 100 villages would be affected by this dam reservoir. 

The statistics expect that millions of people will be displaced or change their income source 

due to the project. Till today, there are no official statistics of how many individuals were 

forced to leave their places. Heming, Waley, and Rees (2001), and Hugo (1996) give an 

estimation of around 1.3 million people, while some researchers see that this number is 

even up to 2 million (Du 2010, p.29). Daisy Yan Du (2010, p.29) saw that the displaced 

people were faced by three possibilities: “to migrate up the mountain slope above the 
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submersion line; to move to neighboring settlements not affected by the project; or to leave 

their province behind and start their life anew in larger cities, or isolated cases, in different 

countries”. Any trajectory chosen of these three contrasts the pattern of the continuous life 

and settlement that these communities live by. Du (2010) expresses it in these words; “For 

people living on farming, settlement for generations is normal, while the migration is 

abnormal”.  

 What interests me in this example is that while in other situations, migrants always 

have in the back of their minds the possibility to “go back”, in the Three Gorges Dam 

project, the return of the displaced people is not on the table. The place called earlier 

“home” is now gone forever. Heming and Reed (2000, p.445) state that people “are 

permanently displaced as a result of irreversible environmental change”. Adding to the 

already challenges related to being displaced of one’s native place, the idea that this place 

is now gone forever just makes the feeling of leaving unbearable, Hwang et al. (2007, 

p.1014) argue that this idea “elevates depression” in the affected people. They add that this 

kind of relocation only exacerbates the psychological burden knowing that even the 

familiar support social network, of friends and family, is disturbed by this displacement, 

thus as put by Heming, Waley, and Reed (2001, p.210) it removes the “social and emotional 

support networks”. Heming and Rees (2000) established a survey about the challenges and 

difficulties that these displaced people faced, their results highlight the hardship related to 

the resettlement process as the main concern of the people affected by the project. Their 

survey found that the majority of the population targeted wished to stay in their places if 

they had a say in the conditions imposed on them; 34% of the interviewed showed a huge 

disagreement with the displacement, 39% spoke of the “no choice left but to leave”, and 
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the rest 27% only were in favor of relocation. However, the reservation in the answers of 

the interviewed regarding the displacement question is the anxiety of criticizing, or 

conflicting, the government and its patriotic position when it comes to supporting the 

project. This is expressed in Zuo's (1997) study that argues that “respondents would rather 

hide their opinions than give the impression to the interviewers that they are standing on 

a different ground from the government” (Heming and Rees 2000, from Zuo 1997). 

Similarly, Du (2010) debates that the displaced people prefer to hide their real feelings and 

stands, so they won’t be seen “as outsiders who oppose the dam, the nation/state, and, 

ultimately, the people”. This unwillingness to express openly the dissatisfaction with the 

displacement, and hence to be against the government decision, is the major reason why 

there are limited personal stories that express the loss and difficulties faced with the built 

environment. The focus of most of the research done on this project was the alteration of 

the personal income of these displaced people, and how their livelihood routine changed. 

Although the economic challenges, reflected in the study of the income and search for new 

employment, are important, of the same importance is the personal and psychological 

aspects of the affected population after an alteration of their connection with their homes 

and native places. As put by Heming and Rees (2000, p.455), the “love of birthplace or 

grieving for a lost home is quite possibly a universal human characteristic”. Expressed in 

other words, Robinson (2003, p.14) argues that “the coerced abandonment of symbolic 

markers (such as ancestral shrines and graves) or of spatial contexts (such as mountains 

and rivers considered holy, or sacred trails) cuts off some of the physical and psychological 

linkages with the past and saps at the roots of the peoples’ cultural identity”. Thus any 
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relocation, been forced or voluntary, arises in the displaced person an emotional and 

psychological burden.   

 Heming, Waley, and Rees (2001) collected some personal stories from the people 

affected by the project. The responses recorded show clearly that the relocation of almost 

2 million individuals is not only a question of economic means loss and change but deeper 

suffering. In the next extract from their interviews, some displaced farmers express the 

feeling of mourn due to the loss of their orange groves:        

“They were unable to contemplate life without oranges, which 

represented not just a major source of income but also a way of life 

full of cultural, symbolic value.  No longer could they enjoy gazing 

at the landscape of orange trees around their houses and 

celebrating a bumper harvest with their neighbors” (Heming, 

Waley and Rees 2001, p. 207). 

 The authors draw from several personal stories to capture the strong attachment to 

the place that these people call home. For instance, they interviewed a woman, displaced 

by the project, who while speaking to her recalls that “she often dreamed of her old home 

and her orange trees”, the longing for her home is so strong that “sometimes she found 

herself with tears in her eyes when she woke up” (Heming, Waley and Rees 2001, p. 206). 

The authors discuss how this is not a unique account of how people felt when they were 

disconnected from their native place, this view is held by most of the displaced people 

interviewed. Du (2010) also exposed some personal stories from the displaced people. One 

of them was that of a woman, Bingai, who caused so many problems for government 

officials who were responsible for the evacuation of the people targeted. She refused to 

move to somewhere else, even with a sufficient amount of money that allowed her to buy 
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a house in another place. She insisted on her right of being “here”. She was forced to move 

when her house was flooded by the water in 2013 (Du, 2010, p.46). 

  Two decades ago, Jun Jing (1999) described how the villagers saw the project come 

to life: 

 

“They recounted the terror they felt when the river spilled over its 

banks. They reported how older people had to be carried to safety 

through streets knee-deep in water, and they told how they wept as 

they watched from the higher ground while familiar landmarks 

became submerged. … Another villager, only 12 when Dachuan was 

flooded, said he would never forget his grandmother's wailing: My 

family escaped to a graveyard, a higher place for shelters, and I fell 

asleep there. Then I woke up and there was grandma, kneeling on 

the ground and crying at the top of her voice. I looked” “downward 

for our home in the village and could see nothing but water” (Jing 

1999, p.329). 

 

 Moreover, the difference in the “new” destination place, its dissimilar landscape, 

and built environment is usually described by the migrants as “strange” and “foreign”, 

especially by those who were displaced forcibly. Heming, Waley, and Rees (2000) describe 

the challenges that migrants undergo in their new societies. These challenges are the result 

of the disconnection with the familiar, be the social or physical. Heggelund (2006, p.190) 

adds that “when people live among strangers, communication is difficult, favors are not 

returned, and conflicts arise easily”. This is why the Chinese consultants who were 

responsible for the relocation were concerned about the difficulties that the displaced might 

face in settling down in the new settings, not from an economical point of view, thus finding 
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new jobs, but because “migrants always try to return to the reservoir area if they are 

treated badly in the receiving areas” (Heming and Rees 2000, p.448). 

 These two examples (New Orleans and China) are internal migrations, resulting 

from environmental catastrophes or governmental policies, a huge part of whole 

neighborhoods was forced to leave, and relocate to new unfamiliar communities. These 

examples are interesting because, being internal migration cases, meaning the displaced 

people are relocated in the same country, thus almost same culture and language, the 

interviews and personal stories show that even in these scenarios of internal displacement, 

people face huge difficulties and challenges. The feeling of loss is very strong when a 

person is detached from his/her familiar and known community. This finding exposes the 

bias adopted by many researchers who tend to see the question of identity, cultures, and 

thus architecture as a monotone construction, homogeneous, in the limits of a defined 

nation. It shows that self-identity is more a question of individual level, for instance, though 

the affected people in Hurricane Katrina were Americans who were displaced into 

American territories, and same with the Chinese displaced by the dam project in China, 

they all expressed the longing to return to their homes, speaking of the feelings of being 

strangers in the new “foreign” environment. Moreover, the question of belonging, or not, 

to the new environment is further in relation with an attitude of the receiving areas, whether 

the receiving communities reject or embrace the arriving of newcomers, and the image 

building of these new migrants, often seen as disturbing the economic and social settings. 

This is why even displacement within the same country can arise emotional states of loss, 

strangeness, and longing for home, like those felt in migration to other countries.   
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4.1.3 Lebanese immigration in Africa 

 As opposed to these two examples that are considered as internal migration, due to 

environmental catastrophes and government decisions, the migration of Lebanese to 

Africa, in the period between the two world wars, is a transnational movement. It is argued 

that this type of migration has deeper implications in comparison with those internal 

displacements. At the arrival of many Lebanese, with no whatsoever social support of 

family and friends in their new settings, in total new unfamiliar communities, with different 

cultural and social practices, the ability to converse in new settings is well in question. 

Looking at this phase is of importance to understand how this experience of integration in 

their new countries happened.  

4.1.3.1 Lebanese presence overview 

There are uncertainties around the number of Lebanese settled in Africa, it is 

difficult to quantify with precision the Lebanese presence in Africa. However, there are at 

least two certainties: first, the Lebanese presence now is more important than it was in 

colonial times; on the other hand, it is more fragmented on the continent than it ever was. 

Formerly concentrated in a few French-speaking and English-speaking countries in West 

Africa (Senegal, Guinea-Conakry, Sierra Leone, Liberia), the Lebanese are now present 

throughout the continent. In central, southern, or eastern Africa, following the crises and 

wars that have struck these regions, the Lebanese have often taken back the place 

previously occupied by other foreign communities: French, English, Greek, or Indo-

Pakistani. 

Today, and taking into account the growing number of Lebanese with dual 

nationality but still residing there, the range of this population has surpassed five hundred 
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thousand people. This global figure conceals significant differences depending on the 

country. If in Côte d'Ivoire, despite the serious events that have been taking place in this 

country for more than thirteen years now, the figure of one hundred thousand Lebanese is 

most often put forward, they are on the other hand only a few thousand, or even a few 

hundred in other West African countries such as Niger, Burkina Faso, or even Chad, in 

Central Africa. The redeployment of the Lebanese population most often results from 

political (stability) and/or economic (growth and development) factors concerning the host 

countries. 

Originally present in the retail trade where they played the role of intermediaries 

between large European firms and local producers, the Lebanese have gradually 

established themselves in the industrial sector, in particular, that of small and medium-

sized enterprises as well as in the tertiary sector, more particularly that of services and 

liberal professions. Their social integration is more or less real depending on the host 

country, and it is in any case more proven with the new generations. There is, in fact, a 

third, even a fourth-generation, particularly in countries with a long history (Senegal, Côte 

d'Ivoire, Guinea-Conakry, Cameroon, Sierra Leone) which do not envisage their future 

elsewhere than Africa. This geographical installation leads to a growing interest in national 

social, cultural, and political life. 

The Lebanese saga began towards the end of the 19th century with the first 

migrations, mainly to North America, Latin America, and Africa. The story goes that the 

first Lebanese in Africa were deceived as to their final destination. They thought they were 

going to "America" and ended up in Dakar, Conakry, or Freetown, in Sierra Leone. About 

ten people on the African continent in the 1890s, there were some three hundred thousand 
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at the dawn of independence. There are several generations of Lebanese today in many 

African countries. In 1936, it is in Senegal that we find the strongest establishment. 

Lebanese immigration was, in general, regular: “spikes” in the years following the First 

World War and the passage of Lebanon under French mandate, the Second World War, 

and finally, when the civil war broke out in Lebanon in 1975 causing an influx of 

immigrants, particularly to Côte d'Ivoire. This immigration affected all linguistic areas, 

including Portuguese-speaking (Angola and Guinea-Bissau). 

The arrival of the Lebanese coincided with the phase of expansion of European 

colonization in black Africa. During the colonial period, they played a modernizing role in 

all the countries where they were installed, by introducing money into the countryside, by 

developing an economic market in the hinterland, by boosting communication networks, 

by contributing to moving the colonial territories from a subsistence economy to a true 

market economy. 

In some sectors (retail trade, for example), they traditionally continue to work as a 

family but rely on nationals as soon as their business exceeds a certain critical mass. The 

financial well-being of a few families should not lead to ignoring those at the bottom of the 

social ladder, where many Lebanese remained confined, among other things, in the small 

retail trade. Many families, in Senegal and Guinea, in particular, live in very precarious 

conditions or simply survive only through social assistance, generally organized under the 

aegis of a Sunni, Shiite, or Maronite Christian religious authority. 

4.1.3.2 Belonging to a different territory  

 The Lebanese migrants who moved to West Africa, are different from other 

migrants, for instance, Europeans, who came to Africa, during the same period. The 
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Lebanese were coming in search of a nationality that will host them, for a home; “they 

came to settle, not to sojourn” (Akyeampong, 2006). Whether these intentions were taken 

as early as they left Lebanon, or were developed later on after their arrival, is still uncertain. 

Akyeampong (2006) argues that “sojourning involves an oscillation between host society 

and home, and the first generation of Lebanese who came to west Africa were impoverished 

and lacked the financial ability to accomplish this”. Then as soon as they arrived, they 

started to show signs of permanent settlement. However, the Lebanese presence in Africa 

is far from being a homogeneous experience, from one country to another, and even in the 

same country within different neighborhoods in the same city. The first arrival to West 

Africa were men, who as soon as they settled sent for their wives to join them, with their 

children, or started to build families there. This pattern, while not unique, was not the 

dominant approach led by single-men migrants who dominated the migration back then. 

Hence, Lebanese migration had expressed permanent patterns as early as it started, and this 

worried the chiefs and “educated elites” in West Africa. Escaping their native land, due to 

the insecurities there, the Lebanese migrants were searching for a home. Simultaneously, 

western powers back then designated them as “Turks”, Akyeampong (2006), because they 

were under the Ottoman Empire, they were then in search also of a “suitable nationality” 

(Van der Laan 1975, Issawi 1992).  

Meanwhile, Lebanese migrants kept strong ties with their families back home, and 

this is remarkable by the remittances sent to their homeland, even before 1914, the 

remittances “had reached an estimated £200,000 sterling by 1900 and £800,000 by 1910” 

(Issawi 1992, p. 26). Furthermore, the emigrants were always expressing their yearning to 

visit home, if not go back permanently, but the instability of their homeland that persisted 
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after their migration kept their visits to Lebanon temporary. Robin Cohen talked about an 

“almost palpable physical nostalgia for home which sustains Lebanese culture in the 

diaspora and draws Lebanese from far-flung outposts to visit Lebanon” (Cohen 2003, 

p.99).  

 When it comes to the built environment and physical settings of the Lebanese 

villages and the West African receiving countries, the differences are of huge significance. 

Adding to them the stark difference of practices, customs, and habits between Lebanese 

migrants and the hosting communities in West Africa. These practices affected some 

Lebanese’s abilities to integrate into the new built environment of African communities. 

For instance, back then, Lebanese migrants come from villages that are characterized by 

the tight physical proximity of their houses. The buildings are clustered around the main 

square, extended from it a main road of the village. In most cases, the entire Lebanese 

village was possible to be taken with a single glance. The people inhabiting this village 

carry in their minds the picture of it. Living and practicing habits in a small contained built 

environment are very different from life in African cities. Life in the Lebanese migrants’ 

homeland follows consistent routines and patterned habits, where everything is known and 

familiar, and even predictable. Moreover, this proximity in sharing their life constructed 

unique social complexities, such as engaging “spontaneously” in any communal activity, 

like chatting, working, or winter supplies. This spontaneity is not convenient for the new 

cities they moved to, especially at their arrival when keeping a distance with the receiving 

country population was a question of security and safety. These physical and social settings 

made it hard for some Lebanese migrants to adapt to the disconcertingly new physical 

context. 
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Although this case is somewhat debatably outdated, especially with the 

developments in technology, mainly those of communication in the last years, there are 

still to date many migrants who express their disturbance of this lifestyle that does not favor 

spontaneity and proximity with their social relationships. Most of the first-generation 

migrants grew in small villages, with intimate communities.       

The three cases exposed here all express the delicate relationship that forms 

between the humans and their physical settings, architecture and built environment, born 

and raised in, and the significant influence such environment plays in constructing their 

self-identity. Likewise, they show the challenges and difficulties faced by the migrants, 

first when they got uprooted from their native land, and the familiar and known social and 

physical networks, second the question of belonging to a new environment.  

The next part of this chapter sheds the light on the question of belonging. This is 

also explored through different case studies, and personal accounts, to discuss the struggles 

in overcoming the feeling of being uprooted from the native culture to another different 

one. Similarly, this section explores three examples to affirm the central role that the 

physical environment and architecture have on the development of identity. 

4.2 Belonging: the question of architecture 

4.2.1 The need to belong      

The feeling of belonging to a territory is one of the multitudes of potential identity 

references that are social, religious, family, professional, etc. This component is not 

necessarily present in the identity register and, if it is, it is not necessarily put forward by 

individuals. While some people define themselves more readily by their geographical 

affiliation, others highlight their family situation or their profession... The places are given 
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to different affiliations, their hierarchy constitutes the identity of each one. Far from being 

given once and for all, identity changes and evolves throughout life: depending on the 

contexts and moments of the life cycle, certain memberships are put forward, others 

temporarily or permanently discarded, sometimes even obscured. It is the way each person 

arranges these different components that give the identity its uniqueness. “Considering 

these two elements of my identity (being Arab and Christian) separately, I feel close, either 

in language or religion, to a good half of humanity; by taking these same two criteria 

simultaneously, I find myself confronted with my specificity” (Maalouf, 1998). 

A set of places is attached to each individual: his place of birth, the places of origin 

of his family, the places in which he has lived successively, the places he frequents or 

frequented, the places where he lives, of his relatives, but also more imaginary or projected 

places as the desired places of life or possible projects. All these places constitute the 

geographical identity heritage of each one which, according to the individuals and the 

moments of the life, will be partly or not mobilized. 

Residing in a foreign country is no longer as important a rupture as it was in the 

past and the geographic trajectories of individuals are increasingly complex. “Our 

increased mobility widens the field of our social and spatial experiences” (Di Méo, 2004). 

On the other hand, exile or "forced" migration still constitutes "rifts" which can be sources 

of major identity changes. Through globalization, the scope of trade between countries, 

beyond economic exchanges, has grown considerably. One effect of this desire for 

economic standardization is manifested in the affirmations of differentiation on the part of 

the populations and in particular through the resurgence of local or regional identities. 
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The participation in the development of a large-scale quantitative survey on the 

construction of identities carried out in 2003 (History of Life survey, INSEE) allowed us 

to question ourselves more broadly about the process of forming a feeling of belonging to 

a territory for populations that are increasingly mobile on an international scale. Between 

people who say they feel neither from their country of origin nor from their host country 

nor those who declare themselves to be both the country of origin and the host country, we 

observe more and more fragmented or recomposed identities which constitute a whole, a 

multi-membership to which the individual gives meaning. As Tizon (1996) underlines: 

“Despite the mobility of men and the globalization of socio-economic issues, you still have 

to be and feel somewhere to act and be recognized”. 

What does it mean to feel like a place, to claim a region, a municipality, a 

neighborhood? As Luc Gwiazdzinski (1997) asserts, the feeling of belonging is a 

fundamental question in the reflection on the territories: “Thinking about the feeling of 

belonging amounts to asking the following two questions: to which space, to which 

territory I belong? Where do I come from? And what makes this sense of belonging?” 

 Migration is a demanding challenge. Many personal stories express the suffering 

during this process due to the up-rootedness from the native place. The previous section 

discussed some of these difficulties. This part focuses on the question of belonging, and 

longing to the home country, to a native built environment, a familiar architecture, to the 

place they were born and spent their childhood in. This section also explores the challenges 

faced in the new societies and the attitudes held towards these confrontations. The desire 

to go back home is a yearning expressed by a lot of emigrants. Ballantyne (2002) gives  

home a definition as such: “a place where individuals can be themselves, where they know 
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each little corner and nook, a place that not only gives them a shelter but is also an 

expression of them”. The home holds meaningful significance when it comes to the 

familiarity it presents to its inhabitants, it is the “non-I that protects the I” (Bachelard, 

1964), englobing the personal characteristics of our life. It saw our humiliations and shame, 

our intimate side, and our side we show to the world. Our home accepts us in our best as 

in our lowest, protecting us, providing security, and intimacy. These are often unnoticeable 

at the moment of our experiences in our homes. Moreover,         

“The same feeling can be invested in other things, and they 

too can contribute to the feeling of ‘being at home’. … We 

carry these immaterial things around with us, along with an 

idea of home. The building that we call home we leave in one 

place, and when we wander we wander away from it” 

(Ballantyne 2002, p.19). 

 

 Ballantyne proposes that “being at home” is not only read in being “physically” at 

that specific place. That feeling surpasses the material presence and encompasses many 

other dimensions, such as a memory, an experience, and a sense, that comes to constitute 

a part of self-identity. With that being said, home is a collection of physical immaterial 

objects that become a reflection, or projection and expression, of the way an individual 

sees himself, it is reasonable to state that a separation from home is felt as if letting go of 

a constituting part of self behind.              

 One of the proverbs I remember from my childhood is the one that relates the 

feeling of loss of a thing to that of experience the acquisition of it in the first place, “to 

have and then not to have” something; to experience the presence of pleasure and then the 

deprivation of it. This reflected on the notion of home, the place that shelters and protects 
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the being, certainly the loss of this feeling is one of the toughest things to go through. By 

protecting us, the home becomes a constitutional part of ourselves, our habitus, if stripped 

of us can embark on an emotional discomfort journey of alienation. Thus, the longing for 

the abandoned place is not only for the physical aspects of it but also for the parts of 

ourselves, of who we were in it, left behind. Ballantyne (2002, p.20) perceives that “we 

would feel more distress if we were unable to return home than if we had never managed 

to set out, because home is such an important reference point, and if we are deprived of it 

then we have incalculable problems of disorientation, which do not end when we find a 

new shelter”. Read (1996), in his research called “lost places”, advances an example of 

how after occupying a space, in its physical aspects, the loss of it will create a very 

unsettling feeling. One story Reads describes is of his family that went through the 

experience of demolition of their house, which was “compulsorily purchased and 

demolished for the construction of a reservoir” in 1924 (Read, 1996, p.9). Though this 

story happened forty years ago, it continues “insistently” to haunt “older members of my 

family” (Read, 1996, p.10). Moreover, “my grandmother knew which article of furniture 

had gone to which relative and was able to draw an exact plan of the house” (Read 1996, 

p.10), trying to suggest that even if the envelope of the physical space is demolished now, 

the memories have stayed. What is common here with the experience of migrants is this 

“up-rootedness”. Although, this metaphor is overly used now, yet worth restating it: to 

compare the migrant to a tree that has been removed from its place, while may be 

transplanted into a different place, part of this tree stays in its place, the place where had 

its first roots. Ballantyne (2002, p.21) puts it this way: “even though individuals [migrants] 

can find a shelter in another place, their ‘reference point’ is missing”. Thus, migrants 
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usually sense that a fragment of them is belonging to a different home than where they 

migrated to, to the native place. As Edward Said (2000, p.160) argues: “the achievements 

of exile are permanently undermined by the loss of something left behind forever”. 

 However, the longing for the native home generates idealistic and unrealistic ideas 

and impressions that are not there in the first place. Returning or visiting the former home, 

often individuals find that the image they have drawn in their head of these places hardly 

comes close to reality. On the first occasion, lots of migrants hurry up to go back and visit 

the place left behind, their home where they spent their childhood, and feel disappointed 

with their findings. Jun Jing (1999, p. 327) argues that “the forcible uprooting of a 

community tends to produce a grieving-for-lost-home syndrome, a phenomenon that is 

characterized by a profound disillusionment with the present and romanticized views of 

the past”. These disappointments are expressed here by several personal stories, describing 

how the picture constructed in their head of the home they left is only a “romanticized” 

version of how they desired it to be:             

“I felt sure I was going home and my nostalgia for the food, a snow-covered 

world, real green trees, colorful market stalls in the town square, and 

antiquated cobbled streets steeped with my genealogical past, where I had 

taken my first steps and where I used to chase after the 'rag and bone man' 

with trodden (rags), which he would exchange for a whirligig. However, in 

the 11 years spent in Australia, I had become a young adult who had grown 

up with a foot in two cultures. I no longer fitted the mindset of my kin. 

Besides the images I carried were those of a child of five, how could I be 

the same? A sense of finding a place where I belonged in the world eluded 

me” (interviewed by Peters in 1996, in Peters 2000, p.65) 

And: 
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“Whenever I am away from Australia, my thoughts turn towards home. Yet 

I cannot claim to belong here fully. There is a state of mind beyond 

fondness, or even love, for a country, beyond familiarity or the knowledge 

that you have carved out a life for yourself in these surroundings. That state 

of mind is indefinable. To say that it is a lack or a vacancy is an 

approximation approaching the truth, yet not quite touching it. Nor is it a 

matter of substitutions: I yearn for Europe, but it is a Europe that no longer 

exists, and may never have existed. The closest I can get to a description of 

this condition, dilemma, perplexity, or whatever term may be put upon it, is 

to say that it is an existence between two worlds” (Riemer 1992, p.70). 

And: 

“I remember my childhood. Maybe because I was so unhappy when I first 

got here. I remember because I wanted to go back. I was unhappy for about 

3 or 4 years. I think I was very romantic about the way it was. I used to 

suffer for my friends but that was probably because I didn’t have that here. 

When I went back I was a teenager and I think [my childhood friends] were 

nice to me. I felt a closeness but changed. I think that was the first time that 

I realized that I do belong here any more than I belong there. I always 

thought I didn’t belong here, that I was different, and so on” (Answers from 

Croatia, cited in Skrbiš 1999, 45). 

 

 Gilkeey (1967) presents many examples of the effects that spending lots of time 

away from “home” has on the mental picture we have of this place. His research on 

migrants from Italy to The United States focused on their return to Italy after gathering 

adequate wealth, to live between their family and friends. But, the migrants who returned 

were faced with difficulties to readjust to the Italian lifestyle, the one they were longing to 

go back to, which they once enjoyed because the long time spent abroad evidently changed 

them, their attitudes, and expectations. Their lives in the US altered their habitus, “the 
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social conditioning”, that was constructed in their small Italian villages. These Italians 

abroad adopted a “more liberal way of life”, exposed to the life in the US, which made 

their coming back to “structured Italian traditional society” nearly impossible Gilkey 

(1967). Kovacs and Cropley (1975, p.39) commented on this return too, adding that 

“returning Italians have refused to live in conventional houses such as those of their 

youth”. The admiration they once had for the traditional lifestyle and social class has 

disappeared, yearning towards what Caputo (in Kovacs and Cropley 1975, p.38) calls, a 

spirit of very accentuated independence” in its place. The returning migrants do not fit 

anymore in their old places that used to be home. The interruption of the connection they 

once had with the place where they were born and grew, due to migration, did alter their 

habitus, and way of life, resulting in difficulties when returning to belong to this place 

again.        

 This point is made by Akram Khater (2001) on the Lebanese migrants returning to 

Mount-Lebanon from the US at the beginning of the twentieth century. Upon their return 

to Lebanon, the migrants who spent several years in the US, their notion of  

“Home had changed, and romanticized images were quickly 

dispelled […] the emigrants discovered that even their things were 

not what they had imagined them to be while in the mahjar. Home 

was the poverty of the place with its dirt roads and small hovels. It 

was the “coarse” clothes on the backs of their peasant relatives. It 

was the lack of running water, outhouses, and other amenities that 

they had encountered during their recent sojourns in New York or 

Rio de Janeiro. […] these visions must have been disappointing at 

some level; a disappointment that was made more profound by the 

pastoral images they had painted of “home” while in the mahjar” 

(Khater, 2001, ch.5, p.1). 
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 Moreover, the meeting of the returned Lebanese migrants with the peasants of their 

home country is described by Khater as being “more awkward than anticipated by anyone 

involved in the communal celebrations” (Khater, 2001).  

 These descriptions, added to them the above ones, present the unavoidable 

realization that time does not stand still and that both the migrants and the left-behind built 

environments and its inhabitants have changed, and thus the connection searched upon 

their return does not exist anymore. This is simultaneously experienced with a tough 

feeling of disenchantment, as a result of the uprootedness, they feel not belonging nor here 

no there. The migration process affects permanently the self-identity image, as it breaks its 

continuity, where places and their inhabitants left behind become far from the images in 

migrants’ minds and memories.    

 In trying to preserve the images migrants have of their homeland, the memories of 

the places and people left behind are reduced to stories that migrants hang on, and try to 

transmit them to their children, whom most of the time find difficulty in expressing the 

same passion to these stories as their parents. This disconnection of the second generation 

from these nostalgic stories is expressed by Read, in his description of a Dutch migrant 

who failed to feel any connection with his native homeland:        

“Though he has spent almost all his life in Australia, Con Boekel 

has never felt at home anywhere. His parents spoke mostly English 

to the children, but they talked about Holland. He heard the news 

about his Dutch relatives but feels disconnected from them. He 

knows the family history intimately, but second-hand, from books 

and conversations. He knows about individual local characters, the 

robust regional humor, the village fair, the local dialect, the Nazi 
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invasion, the wildlife, even the special sheds in which” “cabbages 

were stored. There is the place, the country, the land— but where is 

the continuity to link him with that immense and historic past? It 

seems to stop, abruptly, with his parents. What is at the heart of the 

familiar, yet ultimately inaccessible, family history centered for so 

many centuries in a couple of small Dutch villages? Where is that 

meaning?” (Read 1996, p. 47). 

 

 According to this narrative, Con Boekel's images of his native place are only from 

the stories he heard from his parents. Although these stories constitute for him a picture of 

his place of origin, they couldn’t construct a strong attachment with that place, let alone a 

sense of belonging and continuity. While his parents’ stories participate in the construction 

of his self-identity, as a child of Dutch migrants, his case proposes that the establishment 

of a real connection and attachment with his native built environment requires more than 

just storytelling. While Basu (2001) argues that for some migrants listening to stories of 

their homeland from their parents, especially if they are from a first migrants generation, 

is enough to construct a connection with that homeland, the example of Con Boekel seems 

to escape this argument. The interviews cited above done by Peters (2000) show that both 

migrants and their homelands do change with the time spent abroad, resulting in difficulties 

to construct a sense of belonging to that place again.              

 Yet, several stories opposing these examples show that the relationship with the 

place of birth, the place called home, is maintained. Although the homeland and the 

migrants change with time, it is sufficient to “experience the sun, rain and the wind on 

their skin; to breathe the air infused with different smells; to hear noises and feel surfaces 

with the soles of their feet when they visit the part of the world they once called home, for 
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old connections with that place to reactivate and give them the sensation of ‘being at home’ 

again” (Glusac, 2012). In Nell van de Graaff's book “We Survived: A Mother’s Story of 

Japanese Captivity” (1994), which consists of her memoirs, she describes her first visit to 

her home country, Indonesia, after living most of her life in exile. In her writings, she 

recounts that visit, when with the first contact with the smells and humidity of her homeland 

environment she went directly to the memories of her childhood, emphasizing how much 

the bonds to this place still exist;      

“The warmth and humidity enveloped me as I emerged from the 

aircraft and the sounds and the smells of Indonesia made me feel I 

was coming home. In a flash, I realized how much I had missed all 

this since I had left the country more than twenty years ago. … I 

smelt the Chinese bread in the basket and the freshly brewed coffee, 

and I heard the distant calls of street vendors selling sateh and other 

delicacies from their mobile stalls. … I felt I had come home … I 

sighed and felt blessed, and asked the [taxi] driver to take me next 

past the house I had lived in as a girl and the church where my father 

had been a minister” (in Peters 2008, p.7). 

 

 These kinds of stories are everywhere cited by migrants, about their coming backs. 

The memories of the place and the emotions accompanying them are triggered by human 

senses. “The nose makes the eyes remember” as expressed by Juhani Pallasmaa (2005, 

p.57). Accordingly, sensing a specific smell, or seeing some objects, and expressing some 

feelings, can transfer the person to another time and place, in Van de Graaff’s story, this 

place is her homeland, awakening the “being at home” experience.       
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4.2.2 Resisting the change 

 The stories and research done about the challenges of resettlement in new countries 

and new social settings are numerous. However, one dimension that is usually overlooked, 

and that is essential in the process of resettlement, is the various understanding of what 

architecture is, and thus the behavior towards it, and how it should be used. When migrants 

are resettled in a new environment, they often underestimate the changes they impose on 

the built and physical dimensions around them in the new settings, so that new place suits 

their perceptions and desires, to answer their preconceived idea of how should be built 

environment and architecture. The result can be of a negative outcome on the local 

inhabitants. Here, Boyle, Halfacree, and Robinson (1998, p.227) maintain that “migration 

can be associated with a degree of cultural disjuncture, alienation and even conflict, 

experienced especially by the migrants but also by the established residents of the 

destination area”. The example chosen here shows how much the difference in perceptions 

and expectations of the architecture and physical environment can be problematic.   

 In David Ley's (2008) paper “Postmulticulturalism?” presents the example of 

migrants from Hong Kong who arrived into one of Vancouver’s suburbs, one that is 

inhabited by some of Vancouver’s elite, including cottage households, green maintained 

lawns, and historical trees aged for more than one hundred years; and how this resulted in 

strong controversies and unfriendly collision between the two populations. After the return 

of Hong Kong to China in1997, the citizens of this city were faced with uncertainty about 

their new future, and with the economic capacity to move abroad, they were attempting to 

start a new life in Canada, in a Vancouver suburb. Though, as early as their arrival, they 

start to impose some everlasting changes to their new district, altering the character of this 
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suburb. The homes built by these migrants were bigger, “McMansions” is the term used to 

describe these homes, to reflect their unreasonably large size, and similar-looking, similar 

to McDonald’s outlets. These were a physical expression of the owners’ status and wealth. 

In the course of erecting these large edifices, several smaller houses had to be removed. 

Abolishing these cottages with the landscape they constitute does not affect the Hong Kong 

migrants who did not have any sentimental connection with them. But, for the native 

inhabitants of this neighborhood, this change meant an alteration of the character of their 

beloved suburb, of the known and familiar physical environment. Intervention from the 

legal state was necessary to solve this conflict. The court established “the potential efficacy 

of multicultural diversity management in negotiating a settlement between immigrants and 

long-established residents over conflicting values and practices concerning urban 

landscape and land use” (Ley 2008, p.189). It recognized the presence of different 

approaches and expectations towards the architecture and physical environment between 

cultures, and it acknowledged the minority’s right to convey their identity to their physical 

space. Ley (2008, p.189) argues that this right given to the migrants produced “a palpable 

sense of loss among long-settled residents”. 

 This case turns the narrative, as seen the sense of loss of the familiar architecture 

and built environment can also be felt by the residents, not only the migrants. The alteration 

of the physical fabric and its known characteristics creates a sense of loss that shakes the 

person experiencing it on deep levels, affecting the person’s memories that need physical 

triggers to be activated. Ballantyne (2002, p.20) argues that these kinds of changes affect 

the sense of identity of the individual since he/she is pushed to create different habits, new 

adjustments to the circumstances, and thus new habitus. Yet, as Ley (2008, p.190) 
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discusses, the “long-term tenure of space” by the local inhabitants is not a guarantee 

against change. What is known now as the “Vancouver Monster House case” proves that 

occupying a neighborhood for a long time does not promise its residents the “monopoly 

rights over the use of that space”, a prevailing misunderstanding of the long-term 

inhabitants (Ley 2008, p.190). 

 Moreover, this example presents inquiries about the architecture discourse and 

discipline, which focuses on problematics like appropriateness, conformism, and 

consistency. The prevailing neo-modernism style, presented as the best fit and favored 

approach, has limited the acceptance of diverse styles, and ultimately the right to express 

the person’s identity in his/her physical settings. The examples presented in this chapter 

establish the fact that the difficulties that face both migrants and residents are of wide range 

in relation to the built environment. Yet, the common dimension of these stories is the 

feeling of being disoriented, of loss, and even of pain, vis-à-vis the minimal alteration or 

abandonment of the built environment, of the place entitled “home”.   

Whether some factors force certain people to relocate within the same nation and 

culture, or whether they are driven by some motivations to ameliorate their lives in another 

corner of the world, the challenges connected with this act of resettlement are numerous 

and sometimes insurmountable. Difficulties to start a new life in a new environment, with 

the struggles accompanied with, with the challenges of integrating an already well-

established society, which is often faced by an unfriendly reception, with a non-

belongingness always felt, with the everlasting feeling of longing for home, the loss of 

something left behind forever (Said, 2000), continue to hunt millions of individuals who 
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took the courageous choice to withdraw from all their familiar and known, hoping to 

improve their future.          

 The examples presented here show the complexity of the relation between the 

personal identity and the architecture, built environment. The complexity of this 

relationship is only exacerbated by the fact that the construction of the personal identity is 

a non-stop process, that change of definition with the pressures faced by external factors, 

such as here, be forced to leave the native place, whether for a search of a better life, after 

a natural catastrophe, political decision, or to avoid prosecution. Migration is one of these 

main factors that change the way persons define themselves, their self-image, and where 

their identity, vis-à-vis, the surrounding physical environment, is redefined and recreated. 

The continuous pressure felt, to be integrated with the new society, to habituate to the new 

settings, pushes some migrants for a longing feeling for their old place; they often dream 

of being again with their families and friends, in their home place. Yet, this dream, as some 

stories presented here, is usually founded on “unrealistic expectations” that when they 

come back, the feeling they once felt, that they are at home, will be the same, and that the 

built environment is conserved in the same configuration they left it.                        

 This chapter too has offered extensive arguments supporting the strong correlation 

between identity and architecture, built environment, and how the latter enter in defining 

and constructing the first. The loss of the “familiar and known” built settings creates a 

feeling of estrangement, as much, if not even more, as the loss of the societal system, the 

friends, and family.       

 The next question to be discussed is how migrants use and appropriate the built 

environment and architecture of their new contexts, to make them feel “at home”, to ease 
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the burden related to the migration process. Part III of this thesis studies some relocated 

populations and the approaches they undertook to contrepart the feeling of loss and 

estrangement. This is examined particularly in relation to the architecture and built 

environment.    
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PART III 

Re-territorialization: Redefinition of identity in a novel 

context through physical aspects 

“Because the exile sees things both in terms of what 

has been left behind and what is actual here and now, 

there is a double perspective that never sees things 

in isolation” (Edward Said, 1993, p.121). 

 

 What is it that makes our personal history so present in our daily life, failing to 

isolate that past “left-behind” from our present experience? Zadie Smith describes this 

history as a shadow that follows us: “this is the other thing about immigrants (refugees, 

émigrés, travelers): they cannot escape their history any more than you can lose your 

shadow” (Zadie Smith 2000, p.399). Thus, this individual history is like a follower to 

everywhere we go, and it is projected into the new spaces around us. The experiences, 

memories and stories, places and people, architecture and built environment, and the 

context where the individual has been upraised, are all “woven” into his/her presence, 

identity, as described by Maugham (1949) in her expression that “men and women are not 

only themselves; they are also the region in which they were born”. Their past informs and 

decides who they are in the current moment, and it constructs their views of the world and 

their expectations of what it should be.  

 Yet, most people are not aware of this continuous influence their past have on them, 

they rarely recognize their actions as being the result of the conditions and interactions 

with the social and physical environment they have been through, their personal history, 
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and their habitus. Ballantyne (2002, p.19) debates that it is “at home” that “individuals 

are least aware” of the influence of their history and the surrounding environment have on 

them, and this influence becomes so apparent when the person breaks this continuous being 

in his/her place. The change of the known and familiar environment and the break with the 

continuous being push the person to be more conscious of this hidden influence, that deeply 

defines who he/she is. Migration, as discussed in chapters 3 and 4, is one of these processes 

that produce an alteration of an individual’s situation, thus that pushes the memories, 

experiences, and places from that individual’s past to the surface, and starts to perceive 

them as a fundamental construct of the sense of self and present. The migration forces the 

people undertaking it to be more mindful of the alteration in their habitus, the changes in 

the traditions and cultures in their host communities, and the architecture and built 

environment the new place presents. Migrants and displaced people pinpoint these 

alterations since they don’t see their surroundings as a reflection of what is known and 

familiar to them, nor a resonance with their own history. The world view, habitus, and 

expectations of individuals are all subjective to their earlier experiences, their familiar 

lifecycle before migrating, which is always existent and “impossible to lose”. It outlines 

their personality, and defines their image, their expectations from the spaces around them, 

“their place in the world”, and this is inescapable wherever they go.  

 To carry this metaphor further, shadows do change during a different time of the 

day and the light and its intensity. Likewise, identity, habitus, and personal history are 

repetitively changing and remodeled by external pressures. However, different individuals 

react to the alterations in their environment differently, and the shadow cast in the present 

varies from one individual to another, from migrant to migrant. The acceptance of the new 
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social and built contexts by the migrant also depends on the degree of belonging to the 

native place, or place grown in, and to their personal history.  It is arguable that migrants 

who have less connection with their built and social environment in their home country 

and are willing to submit to an integration process into the new social fabric in their host 

community, tend to be readier to grasp everything new in their new society. Nevertheless, 

though superficially those migrants appear to have escaped their shadow, they are never 

completely free of their personal history, no matter how much the present influence is clear. 

Their sense of identity in their new context is always influenced by their habitus, 

expectations, and memories.  

 Additionally, the process of re-territorialization16 is not only affected by the 

eagerness of the migrants to embrace the built and social context of their new community, 

but also by “external pressures”, namely the policies and laws of the host countries, which 

can have major effects on the easiness of re-territorialization. Vigorous detention of 

migrants entitled “illegal” within confinement centers, for instance, is one example of 

“controlled” re-territorialization. Vancouver’s Chinatown is a clear example of this 

category. According to Mckay (2000), an architectural historian, the decision of the 

Vancouver municipal government that all Chinese immigrants were to settle in one specific 

part of the city was being the creation of Vancouver’s Chinatown. It was essentially “a 

                                                            
16 The term “re-territorialization” is mainly from globalization theories, economics and politics, 

and may symbolizes certain vocabulary in the relation between territory, identity, and nation-state. 

The term “re-territorialization” used in this research is taken from an “architectural perspective”, 

referring to the procedure of settlement in a new physical context, as finding a “place” in a new 

context, to start a new life in finding a new definition of what home is.   
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product of a white cultural tradition and part of the process of racial classification”17 

designed to “create clear distinctions between Eastern and Western cultures” (Mckay, 

2000, n.p.), eventually showing the consequence of exterior pressures and laws have on re-

territorialization. This discrimination and rejection were faced by the Chinese through 

building their oriental architecture style in the area of Vancouver assigned to them. Though, 

this is a concrete case of a group of people belonging to the same national and ethnic 

identity, reflecting their self-image into the architecture and built environment, which till 

the present is a representation their past in the new built environment.  

 Discrimination and rejection are only one way of strategies that govern the 

expression and incorporation of a group’s identity through the built environment and 

architecture. Many migrants already find it hard to break any relation with their personal 

history, their past. The shadow of their history follows them anywhere, affecting their 

activities in the present. This deep attachment to their personal history causes a significant 

change in their receiving society. Ruble, Hanley, and Garland (2008, p.2) argue that “by 

their presence and behavior, migrants make demands on their hosts that promote change”. 

Immigrants who show a deep attachment to their origin country, who are usually keen on 

maintaining it, and preserve it through the perpetuation of their language, customs, food, 

built environment, and architecture, introduce these elements of their countries of origin, 

consciously or subconsciously, into the new physical and social context they settled in. 

                                                            

17 McKay (2000) argues that the “discriminatory and violent practices of the municipal government 

forced Chinese immigrants, who were initially dispersed throughout the city ... to withdraw to one 

circumscribed place by 1887”. 
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Conserving the ways of cooking their national foods, their language, customs, and 

traditions, and appropriating the architecture and the built environment to suit their 

expectations and predetermined notions of what the home space should look like, create 

familiarity in the new contexts that the migrants found themselves in, thus they tend to 

conserve the experiences they had in their home country.      

 Introducing architectural elements of their hometowns and villages, the migrants 

start transforming their new environment to become more “at home”, which helps bridge 

the gap between the present and their past. Thus, the feeling of alienation that the migrants 

went through is opposed by this reappropriation. Appropriating their living spaces does not 

only help the immigrants to be more “at home”, but also assists them in accustoming to 

their novel environment. This re-territorialization transforms the migrants’ new context 

into a more suitable environment that reflects their expectations, but most importantly it 

changes the built fabric of their host community, this change is seen as a mark of the 

migrants’ presence, a concrete expression of their selves throughout architecture. 

 The physical context of several receiving countries exemplify the physical 

representation of migrants’ identities through architecture, through the appropriation of the 

space of the built environment to reflect the diversity of their cultural backgrounds. The 

earlier given examples of “Chinatowns”, “Little Italies”, and “Arab or Turkish quarters” 

in western countries are only some examples of the process of re-territorialization, which 

represents the reflection of some part of the immigrants’ cities. Chapter five and six present 

a discussion and analysis of these activities of re-territorialization, focusing specifically on 

the smaller scale of architecture, as it is on this scale that the migrants start to express their 

identity through a transformation of their immediate surroundings.  
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 Part II examined the destabilization that migration creates in the connection 

between the architecture and built environment, and the personal identity, generating a 

feeling of loss and anguish. Part III scrutinizes the different ways that some migrants adapt 

to appropriate the new living environment based on their preconceived notion of what the 

architecture should be, to have easier resettlement in the new context. Surrounding 

themselves with the known and the familiar, the architectural elements that refer to their 

past, migrants can have an easier transition into the new context they moved in because 

their self-identity has been maintained.     

 To explore the articulation of the relationship between the migrants and their 

physical context, chapter five examines different approaches and theories that represent the 

different types of appropriation adopted by migrants to “colonize” new spaces. The theories 

are extracted from the research of Anne-Marie Fortier, Vikki Bell, and Judith Butler, 

among others, who study the connection between repeating “performative practices” and 

the spaces done in, with the impact they have in constructing the identity in connection 

with the physical context. Additionally, this section studies the diverse methods that the 

immigrants adopt to settle in the new context, such as settlement strategies, creation of 

communal places such as places of prayer, schools, and community centers, also the 

disposition of some souvenirs that reflect their home, and the ethnic dishes prepared. 

 Chapter 6 presents a series of examples of re-territorialization, contemporary and 

historical. It explores the importance of architecture in perpetuating the individual’s 

identity and establishing his/her presence in a new context. Historical examples, such as 

British settlements in India and Australia, and roman settlements in Europe, are explored 

as cases of re-territorialization through colonization (identified by Manning 2005 as one 
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category of migration). The chapter concludes with a specific contemporary case study: the 

re-territorialization of the Lebanese in Bamako, Mali.   
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Chapter Five 

Re-territorialization strategies 

 

In any situation, a minimum connection is necessary between the individual and his/her 

built environment and architecture to accomplish even the most mundane day-to-day 

activities. This connection allows the orientation of the person, the navigation in the city, 

town, and streets, without a major effort. Commonly, this link “is not consciously 

perceived” (Ballantyne, 2002). The surroundings, constructions, and natural context 

become so familiar to the individual that they are engraved in their minds and habitudes, 

forming a “cognitive map” distinctive for each one. This is what is called 

“territorialization”. Territorialization is based on an engagement between humans’ activity 

and the place, forging a bond with the physical environment they live in. More time spent 

in a place, more generations of experiences, and more creation of memories and 

connections with this place, are done. This section will study these connections, how they 

can be destabilized by a change of location or migration, and what generate from that the 

feeling of confusion and loss. The destabilization of the connections with the surroundings 

and architecture is called de-territorialization, resulting from a change from one social 

environment to another, with the detachment that happens in this process. People who 

migrate, leaving their original place of birth, are of direct concern with the question of de-

territorialization and re-territorialization which is the procedure of settling down in a newly 

built environment (Glusac 2006). 



151 
 

    Re-territorialization is a process that can be under different forms, dependent on 

the migrant’s connections with the left-behind, and how much he/she is willing to embrace 

the new. It is argued that a minimum “familiarization” with the new settings is required to 

cope with the sense of disorientation felt by the migrants, and the feeling of loss they go 

through. However, familiarization with the new environment, through territorialization, is 

not always enough to maintain a significant connection with the architecture, and hence 

the new place. The general outlines of the theory of performativity and the explanation of 

the development of identity are discussed in chapter 1. This section explores the role this 

plays in forging a “meaningful” interaction with the physical context of the host 

community and migrants, which can eventually result in “colonization” of the spaces under 

question.  

5.1 The built environment and the iteration of norms 

 As examined in chapter 1, the repetition of performances and the reiteration of 

qualities and norms are the foundation of the creation of our identity according to the theory 

of performativity. The chapter also discussed what is called “the temporary quality of the 

performative constitution” that enters in the identity construction in a new physical 

environment; the attachment to the architecture and built environment is done by 

performing some acts, such as specific customs and rituals, resulting in creating a 

meaningful connection in the process. In a migratory situation, by performing and 

achieving their customs and rituals transferred with them from their old context, the 

migrants generate, through performativity, an occasion to reproduce their self-identity in 

the new context.  
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 Additionally, the performativity theory supports migrants in producing deeper 

connections in any newly built environment, creating a reconnection with their past through 

performing these acts and customs. The temporary revivement of some activities of 

migrant’s past life caused by the practice of performativity stimulates the continuation of 

the old and the creation of a new sense of identity. Furthermore, the performance of these 

activities associated with their former life in their new physical environment forges a 

connection between the new architecture and the activities carried out in it. This approach 

leads to the creation of meaningful attachments with the new architecture. According to 

Vikki Bell (1999b, p.5), “through embodied movements, the citation operates to recall and 

reconnect with places elsewhere that, through those very movements, are re-membered; at 

the same time, a site of diasporic belonging is created”.  

 Fortier (1998) explains how the repetition of “some performative acts of religious 

nature” establishes a connection between the past, the present, and the built environment. 

Fortier, building on Butler’s (1999, p.227) notions of “performativity”, “citationality”, 

and “reiteration of norms”, examines the building of connection between the users and 

their spaces. Fortier used as a case study the honoring of the Lady of Mount Carmel by the 

Italian migrants in London. She concluded that the practices of “citationality” and 

“reiteration of norms” have “space-building qualities”. Furthermore, she proposed that 

the repetition of the specific religious acts and customs in a specific space such as “St. 

Peter’s Italian Church and its surroundings, in central London’ these spaces are at once 

appropriated as Italian historical and cultural possessions, and used as privileged sites for 
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the iterated performance of a collective “body”18” (Fortier 1998, p.44). Additionally, 

Fortier (1999, p.47) remarks that St. Peter’s church and its direct context, called Little Italy, 

is for the Italian migrants a part of Italy itself, and they see it as belonging to them and not 

to England or London. This example shows the important role that performativity plays in 

forging deep attachments with places, resulting in a “colonization” of these spaces.  

 This approach of space, architecture, and built environment appropriation through 

the performance of religious acts is not specific to the Italian migrants. Several ethnic 

groups perform different religious acts that lead to the appropriation of specific places. For 

instance, Brettell (2008b, p.137) mentions researchers such as McAlister (1998) who 

investigates “the participation of Haitian immigrants in the feast of the Madonna of 115th 

Street”, and Tweed (1997) who discusses “the shrine of Our Lady of Charity in Miami ‘as 

a place’ used by Cuban exiles to express diasporic nationalism and construct a trans-local 

identity”. Werbener (1996), cited in Brettell (2008, p.135), writes about Muslims who fill 

the streets of London, Manchester, and Birmingham “to celebrate anniversaries of death 

and rebirth”. Throughout these festivities, they “stamp the earth with the name of Allah 

[and thereby] make territorial claims in their adopted cities” (Werbner 1996, p.182, in 

Brettell 2008, p.137).  

     These stories explore some religious performances undertaken by some migrants 

to conserve their self-image and identity and to establish a meaningful connection with 

                                                            
18 Collective “body” in this case denotes “to the descendants of Italian work migrants who came to 

England in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century”.  
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their new physical and social environment to start to belong in it. Nadia Lovell (1998, p.10) 

proposes that “the performative aspects of religious activities are essential in anchoring 

belonging”. During the life progression of the majority of individuals, several religious, 

cultural, or social performances are undertaken, the constant “re-enactment” of these acts 

in a newly built environment can encourage the establishment of a connection between 

these new spaces and the people performing these practices. Neil Leach (2005, p.301) 

argues that “communities might colonize various territories through the literal 

performances”. This indicates that the acts performed by a specific community in relation 

to their past, within a designated space, create spots of identification in the new physical 

environment, which is essential in the “refashioning of the self-identity in a new built 

environment” (Glusac 2012, p. 25).  

     Performativity is one of the essential mechanisms in the procedure of re-

territorialization, this is because of its capacity of creating connections between the past 

and the present, there and here, and establishing and preserving self-identity. However, 

several crucial factors have a dynamic effect on the process of resettlement and interaction 

with the new architecture and built environment. For instance, from migrants’ point of 

view, one of these factors is the craving of being surrounded by the known and familiar 

when it comes to the built and social environments, to the degree of reinventing settings in 

the new places that are missing. The next part examines the notion of “familiarity” with 

the physical environment, i.e. architecture, by investigating some examples of 

modifications and appropriations of the different scales of physical environment from 

architecture to urban fabrics, in agreement with the exigence of some migrants and their 

past conditions.  
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5.2 Expressing the known and familiar through architecture 

 Building a home is critical in any migratory story, with research arguing that 

migrants’ engagement in the process of building houses, adapting to the physical space, is 

a “symbolic materiality of belonging and the platform for agency and productivity in the 

broader context of the immigrant city” (Lozanovska, 2020). West Africa's history is rich 

with the phenomena of urbanization by migrants (Neimark, Toulmin, and Batterbury, 

2018). An inspection of West African urban regions proposes that their built environment 

is a patchwork of diverse architectural styles and physical states of different contemporary 

tastes and architectural types. This variety shows the desire of migrants in their new 

environments to reinvent the “known and familiar living conditions” (Glusac 2012, p.25). 

Often the migrants stay faithful to their known and familiar architecture and try to recreate 

these characteristics in their destination communities. The focus here will not be on the 

“early” migrants to West Africa, but on the recent immigrants and what they have 

transported with them of their understanding and predetermined definitions of what build 

environment and architecture should feel and look like, and this has had a severe impact 

on the urban fabric of the host communities. Whereas the act of performativity is crucial 

in producing identity and generating a link between people’s past lifetime and their 

presence in the novel context, the material representation of this re-territorialization needs 

more investigation. This part establishes that the recreation of the known and familiar built 

contexts is of significant importance to migrants, since this act supports them in the process 

of resettlement first, and “overcoming the feeling of alienation and displacement” (Glusac 

2012, p.25). 
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     It is arguable that surrounding ourselves with the known and familiar 

environment, be social or built, assists us in sustaining a feeling of safety and security. 

Maria Kaika (2004, p. 272) indicates that “the purpose of building a home through human 

history has been … to create a familiar environment”, a context that differentiates itself 

from the “outside”, a place that presents comfortable settings and guard against the 

pressures of the “unknown” that dominates the natural world. The term “familiar”, Kaika 

(2004, p.272) notices, has “the same root as the word house in ancient Greek”, hence 

signifying that they can be nearly “interchangeable”. Moreover, considering that the aim 

of erecting a home is to produce a “familiar” setting, this signifies that the requirements of 

humans, independently from their ethnic and cultural background, is to be living and 

encircled by architecture and settings that are “well known to them”. This desire has pushed 

most immigrants to contribute dynamically in the process of adaptation and appropriation 

of the newly physical surroundings in their host communities. Ruble, Hanley, and Garland 

uphold:            

“The city can be viewed as historical layers, some that have 

disappeared and others that are still shaping space and identity. 

New migrant populations continue to add to these layers, altering 

the historical and physical form of the city and transforming the city 

into a space of hybridity” (Ruble, Hanley, and Garland 2008, p.10). 

 Caftanzoglou’s (2001) research entitled “The Shadow of the Sacred Rock: 

Contrasting Discourses of Place Under the Acropolis” presents a great example of 

immigrants’ eagerness to be encircled by familiar and known physical contexts. The study 

investigates the historical timeline of the settlement of the workers in construction fields, 

known as “Anafiotika”, under the Acropolis. The start of these constructions was dated to 
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the era of king Otto. It is narrated that from him to guarantee the workload from Anafi, he 

“extended his invitation to the master builder’s younger sister to come and join her brother 

in Athens with a promise to build her a house wherever she liked” (Caftanzoglou 2001, 

p.31). The sister supposedly “pointed to the rocky slope of the Acropolis and, saying it 

reminded her of the heights above her home village in the Cycladic island of Anafi, 

expressed her desire to live there” (Caftanzoglou 2001, p.30). This tale is similar to 

Mazumdar and Mazumdar’s view (2009, p.257) who propose that it is prevalent for 

immigrants to settle “in or near places with specific physical characteristics that remind 

them of home”. This supports the idea that the spaces where people settle down are 

accountable for their convictions and conditioning, eventually defining their expectations 

and perceptions of the physical contexts they are in, from architecture to social and urban 

surroundings.  Cooper Marcus (1995, p.245) also discusses the important significance of 

living in places that look familiar. He notices that oldest migrants can undertake a move 

from one place to another, and describe it as a positive experience if they are “able to re-

create the interior of their old home in the new apartment”. This proposes that when a 

change in the built context occurs, it is surmounted by the disposition of visible 

characteristics of the old place in the new environment, hence reestablishing a sense of 

continuity in the displaced life, or identity, to ensure easy acclimatization and transition. 

Additionally, it is important to emphasize the preservation of untouched daily routines or 

habits as a way to have an unchallenging transition to the new environment. As indicated 

earlier, the architecture of one’s home, with the bigger scale of physical surrounding, enter 

in the construction of the habitus, which frames the daily habits and provides a foundation 

for the expression and definition of self-identity. The similarity with the individual’s old 
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home that the new built environment can present can enable the conservation of old habits 

and routines, hence the transition is minimized and can be overcome easier.        

 Toyama (1988, in Cooper Marcus, 1995, p.246) presents parallel arguments. He 

gathered photographs of the old places in which the elderly participants lived, preceding 

the retirement village. He then presented these photographs to them in later interviews. 

Toyama (1988, in Cooper Marcus 1995, p.246) witnesses that “without exception, the 

photos called forth deep feelings, and the subjects made many comments. Some of the 

subjects rearranged the decorations in their new living rooms to match the photos”.  In 

comparison, the absence of any indication of the familiar and known context can create 

critical instances of confusion, “leading to the deterioration of health and in extreme cases, 

premature death among older people” (Cooper Marcus, 1995, p.245-246). Therefore, 

avoiding destructive consequences of migration or moving out, and bringing a feeling of 

“normality” back, several migrants embark on the process of recreating the familiar and 

known spaces and conditions, albeit only in some details (Glusac 2012, p.23). 

       Ureta (2007) presents deliberative examples of personalization and 

appropriation of living environments, which arose from the need to be surrounded by the 

known and familiar. His research studies how the low-income families, in Santiago in 

Chile, start adapting and domesticating the state housing estates. In Chile and many 

countries, the housing estates provision by the state is centralized around inflexible ideas 

of how low-income members do live in urban cities (Ureta, 2007). Ureta establishes the 

idea that the new occupants of the houses start to alter, adapt, and domesticated the limited 

and highly impersonal spaces provide by the state. This alteration is done to suit the 

expectations and needs of the users first and to reply second on what a home should feel 
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and look like. The majority of low-income families who were relocated to the new housing 

estates saw in their old homes in Santiago’s shantytowns the conditions needed in an 

architecture and living space to become familiar. Ureta (2007, p.318, in Colloredo-

Mansfeld 1994, p.845) maintains that “due to complete deregulation and informality of 

shantytowns these families used to establish identities, perpetuate social norms and 

mediate community through architecture”. The architecture here is considered a way to 

express social status, sense of identity, and distinction. The “do-it-yourself” attitude to 

architecture that is undertaken in shantytowns, is now implemented by these low-income 

users of the new housing project. Two interviewees by Ureta presented a description of the 

alterations that have been done in their houses, describing the level of transformation and 

adaptation done in the spaces to get to the feeling of familiarity and suitability:  

“[When we arrived] we put this division [a partition on the living], 

we divided the kitchen and in the children’s bedroom, three 

divisions. What we need now is protection and nothing more, the 

other things will be done in the future, we want to put ceramics, but 

my wife doesn’t want to because the floor is still good, we also want 

to paint, with a brighter color” (in Ureta 2007, p. 320).     

 

 Ureta (2007) determines the importance of using architecture as an expression of 

the sense of identity, in redrawing this adaptation back to the conditions of living in the 

shantytowns. As stated above, architecture serves here as a physical representation of the 

users’ status, tastes, and individuality. For instance, adding some plants and flower beds, 

and protective bars on the windows are seen as non-utilitarian additions. Ureta (2007, 

p.322) notes that these modifications are also found in the new housings, proposing that 
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“these aesthetic elements of external protection, along with some decorative elements in 

home extensions, show us how expression through architecture, especially characteristic 

of Latin-American shantytowns … has not completely disappeared in the housing estate, 

although its relevance has diminished greatly”.  

In his book “French Modern: Norms and Forms of the Social Environment”, 

Rabinow (1995) presents a case of the appropriation of physical space aiming to create 

familiarity within the surrounding architecture. Rabinow explains the endeavors of some 

French architects (mostly Laprade), in an analysis of the French colonialism in North 

Africa, to “decipher the charm of Moroccan houses” so that the new housing 

neighborhood can be “woven into the beauty and richness of the existing architecture” 

(Rabinow 1995, p.314). This approach indicates that despite the try to adjust the quarter 

through modernism styles, French architects acknowledged the significance of producing 

contexts that can mimic the existing conditions, first due to its “beauty” and second to the 

awareness that presenting something altered might be refused by the occupants as it is 

interpreted as foreign and failing to be on the level of their expectations. The importance 

of the familiar and the known in the new context is emphasized by Edmund Blacket, a 

migrant to Australia and originally an English architect. He chose his home when he arrived 

in Australia in selecting the familiar looks of the architecture, which according to Morton 

Herman (1963, p.3) gives Blacket “a grain of comfort in a land … in a nation of strangers”.  

         Architectural styles are not the only implemented elements in the new context, 

building methods, “customs and crafts are also translated  ... into totally new conditions” 

(Lewis 1977, p.1) due to migration. Immigrants applying their conventional construction 

techniques and methods demonstrate that habitus is also a part of building production. 
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Miles Lewis (1977, p.2) in his book “Victorian primitive”, shows that the earlier migrants, 

who didn’t afford “tradesman”, but needed to improve the “living conditions restores to 

whatever building tradition he may have acquired in his home country”. He identifies that 

the initial plot choice era was “the period when the Californian is building in adobe on one 

block, and the Cumberland miner in sapling and stone on the next” (Lewis 1977, p.2). 

Bade (2003, p.75) adds that “migration was and is always also a transfer of abilities and 

skills” and this is especially applicable in the construction field and architecture. Habitus 

is also constructed from skills, crafts, and customs, thus they enter in the formation of fields 

of experience and knowledge. Early migrants depended on and inaugurate these skills, 

construction techniques, and methods, into their new environments, to construct their 

houses and start a living as they expect it to be.  

 While the transmission of techniques and skills of construction customs was more 

the case at the beginning of the century, there is still some indication of the transfer of 

construction techniques and methods by the migrants till today.   

 Conceivably, the built environment and architecture are the most observable 

patterns of appropriation and adaptation by migrants who belong to different communities, 

and who are trying to reproduce their known living contexts to represent their identity and 

tastes in their built surroundings. Yet, domestic architecture is not the only facet of this 

appropriation process. Schools, community centers, and religious institutions, seen as 

settlement patterns, also have a significant part in the process of re-territorialization. This 

is the subject of the next section. 
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5.3 Perpetuating self-identity through habitus-informed aspects 

5.3.1 Objects 

 It is broadly established the significance of objects in holding meanings reflecting 

self-identity. Some researchers even argued that some objects not only serve as an 

expression of an individual’s identity but also it is a way of shaping it (Mazumdar and 

Mazumdar 2009, p.259). They suggest that “our home, interiors, décor, alterations, 

furnishings, and landscaping are all expressions of our identity, both personal and 

familial” (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2009, p.259). Cooper Marcus (1995, p.12), author 

and architectural educator, suggests that “our home and its contents are very potent 

statements about who we are”. She adds “that it is the movable objects in the home, rather 

than the physical fabric itself, that are the symbols of self” (Cooper Marcus 1995, p.11). 

This point is expressed also by Uretaa (2007, p.323), who adds that for shantytown habitats, 

“furniture and decoration carry special meanings, they represent their past, their stories, 

successes, and failures and to leave them behind” is equal to “leaving behind a part of 

their own story”. This deep connection created between a person and his/her objects is 

meaningful to anyone’s sense of identity19, and it is remarkable that when someone is 

moving, they try to take objects with them if they can do so.  

                                                            

19 Russel W. Belk (1992, p. 40) argues that “it is more accurate to say that our attachments to 

souvenirs and mementos help to construct, rather than simply preserve, an identity”.  
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 This is significant to the migrants, who usually only use minimal items from their 

former lives, such as photographs and objects, to personalize their interior spaces in the 

host countries. These objects are a physical reminder of their past life, a trigger that sets 

off memories of people, times, and different places. Mehta and Bekk (1991, p.399) add 

that “material reminders [enable immigrants to] transport part of their former identities 

to a new place… these transitional objects, when ritually incorporated into the new habitat, 

may provide an important aid to identity transition”, reducing “the effects of identity 

alienation in the process” (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2009, p.262). With the inscription 

of some objects with importance and meaning, they become associated deeply with the old 

places, in a way that even if transported to new contexts still play the role of a link between 

the present and the past, between the unfamiliar new and the familiar old (Mazumdar and 

Mazumdar 2009, p.257). Cooper Marcus (1995, p.75) argues here that “with age, we tend 

to increasingly value objects that evoke the past; those immigrants tend to value objects 

that remind them of home”. This indicates that the longing for an old home, for the familiar 

in life, this nostalgia expressed through objects, sticks with migrants and accompany them 

throughout their days even after the establishment of the full resettlement.  

 Several exemplars are represented in the present literature that shows the 

importance of personal objects, especially in the migratory context, which helps to 

maintain the continuousness of one’s identity with the preceding life. Burger and Mohr’s 

(1975, in Bender 2001, p.10-11) research on the settlement of Turkish works in Germany, 

present the process of the recreation of familiar contexts using objects:  

“In certain barracks, the authorities have tried to forbid migrant workers 

keeping their suitcases in their sleeping rooms on the grounds that they 
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make the room untidy. The workers have strongly resisted this ... In these 

suitcases, they keep personal possessions, not the clothes put in the 

wardrobes, not the photographs they pin to the wall, but articles which, for 

one reason or another, are their talismans. Each suitcase, locked or tied 

around with a cord, is like a man's memory. They defend their right to keep 

the suitcases” (Berger and Mohr 1975, p.180). 

 The use of objects by Dutch female migrants to reproduce the Dutch interiors within 

their new homes in Australia for example is discussed by Peters (2000): 

“Dutch women complied by hanging lace curtains, filling their homes with 

copper and brass miniatures, delft blue china, a profusion of pot plants and 

by keeping a birthday and events calendar in a prominent place” (Peters 

2000, p.60). 

And, 

“Wilma's parents kept the furniture they had come out with, and as most 

Dutch went back frequently to pick up Dutch artifacts, which they placed 

all around the house” (Peters 2000, p.67).  

 The significance of objects in producing the sentiment of comfort, especially in 

new challenging contexts, is emphasized by Cooper Marcus (1995) in quoting several 

stories. These stories are written by psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, anthropologist 

Margaret Mead, and novelist Jim Ballard20. Ballard, in “Empire of the sun (1984)”, his 

autobiography, returns to his younger period when he was in a “Japanese prisoner-of-war 

camp”. The effect of pinning some pictures “beside his bed, as if to express his 

appropriation of that meagre space as home” (Cooper Marcus 1995, p.75) is described in 

                                                            

20 Referred by in Cooper Marcus (1995, p. 73). 
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details, with the ability of such familiar objects to create a personal space combatting the 

unfamiliar and the challenging. In “Blackberry Winter (1972)”, also an autobiography, 

Margaret mead reflects on her childhood, when every night of the repeated voyages with 

her mom and dad, she “would place a few precious possessions around her bunk in the 

railroad sleeping compartment to help her feel at home” (Cooper Marcus 1995, p.75). The 

devotion to specific personal objects, and the meanings attached to them, help the person 

to face the alienation and loss felt. This is developed through the personal story of Freud, 

in his migration to London preceding to second World War. Sigmund Freud, an Austrian, 

a gatherer of antiquities, transported his collection to England when he moved there. Freud, 

relying on his collection around him, “adjusted more easily to living in a foreign land”, 

albeit for a short period21 (Cooper Marcus 1995, p.75).   

 These narrations strengthen the argument of the relation between personal objects 

and the sense of identity they imbed. As for the built environment and architecture, 

personal objects too, are filled with stories, memories, and experiences transforming them 

into a physical representation of self-identity. In the process of migration, these objects 

play the role of preserving and maintaining the link to the past, helping to counterbalance 

the removal from the known and familiar environments. Hence, migrants, in their new 

surroundings, attempt to be surrounded by a maximal number of objects that link them to 

their past, their home, objects that become a representation of identity and comfort.    

 Nevertheless, with more and more years away from home, the objects become 

subject to a process of refinement to fit in the changing needs of the house’s occupants who 

                                                            
21 “Freud left Vienna in 1938 and died in London in September 1939” (Martin 1988). 
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became part of the new society. Thereby, old objects can start losing their original 

significance and meaning, hence losing the connection they establish between the past and 

the present, here and there. Old photographs of the past life in home countries can be 

replaced by new photographs and paintings, which do not have any link with the lifetime 

prior to migrating. The personal belongings and souvenirs from the native nation may 

submit a replacement or careful filtering, thus conserving the objects that are appropriate 

or of aesthetic value, and that are in harmony with the new social and physical context. 

What objects the migrants replace and what do they keep, and why, could be a subject for 

future research.  

 Other than objects, in helping to ease the weight of loss and displacement caused 

by migration, cuisine, and ethnic gardens can help to produce the sentiment of belonging 

and familiar comfort. Whereas the food and ethnic gardens are not a clear part of the 

architecture and built environment, it is worth noting them since they have their effects on 

the re-territorialization process. The next part discusses the ethnic gardens and cuisine 

which also help in the personalization of the physical surroundings of migrants.  

5.3.2 Cuisine and ethnic gardens 

 Gardens are a big focus when it comes to research related to the psychological 

advantages of the recreation of the familiar in our surroundings. Similar to the built 

environment and architecture, gardens aid in the construction and maintenance of one’s 

sense of identity (Li, Hodgetts, and Ho 2010, p.787). Gardens “can evoke feelings of 

familiarity and continuity” since they enter in the constitution of the direct living 

surroundings (Li, Hodgetts, and Ho 2010, p.788), through the “rituals of habitation” as 

stated by Moor, Mitchel, and Turnbul (1993, p.vi-vii, in Hollmes 1999, p.152). In “The 
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Poetics of Gardens”, their book published in 1993, they maintain that “molding the earth, 

defining and connecting spaces with walls and ceilings and paths and monuments, 

irrigating, planting and tending, weaving patterns of recollection with names and images 

and souvenirs” (Moor, Mitchel, and Turnbul 1993, p.iv, in Hollmes 1999, p.152), people 

see this as a projection of their own identity and desires into the surrounding space and 

their culture22 into the gardens. Li, Hodgetts, and Ho (2010, p.787) add to this that “through 

the physical act of gardening, people reshape a physical space, turning it into a place that 

reflects the efforts, desires, history, and biography of gardeners”.  

  A first example worth mentioning here is the early Australian settlement. Katie 

Holmes (1999, p.152) argues that early gardens in Australia were founded on the “ideas 

the British brought with them when they colonized Australia”. According to her, the 

creation of familiar gardens empowered with traditions and meanings in a foreign 

landscape “has been one of the key ways in which British settlers established themselves” 

in the novel environment of Australia (Hollmes 1999, p.155). Hollmes presents the case of 

a British settler descendant, Gertrude Bell, who “grew up in Eccelsbourne Garden”, a 

garden designed by her dad following the English traditional design of the 18th century. 

She then got married and moved to Australia, where she attempted to reproduce the garden 

of her childhood, an “expression of European aesthetic sensitivity” (Hollmes 1999, p.157). 

                                                            
22 Katie Holmes (1999, p. 152) suggests that “rituals of habitation involve not only the individual’s 

actions and associations but those of their culture. Through the ordering of our environment, the 

creation of particular designs from the materials and plants available, we implant not only our 

own imprint on the land, but reflect the fashions, fantasies and beliefs of our culture”.  
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Holmes (1999, p.157) notes that “the trees Gertrude initially planted were those most 

familiar to her – those of her dreams: the oaks and birches of her childhood, seedlings sent 

to her by her father”. Thus, her garden reflects her deep wish to reinvent a familiar 

environment around her, proving more the significance of the built environment in creating 

and preserving the sense of identity.  

 Several related examples in contemporary literature can be found. In “Gardens, 

Transitions, and Identity Reconstruction among Older Chinese Immigrants to New 

Zealand”, an article by Li, Hodgetts, and Ho (2010), the significance of the cultivation of 

Chinese vegetables by the Chinese migrants in New Zealand, within their gardens, is 

explored. The authors witnessed that all of the migrants interviewed were cultivating 

Chinese vegetables, and this is seen as the result of a cultural influence from their home 

country, and that the types of vegetables cultivated helped the migrants to feel at home. 

Lee, an interviewees, says that “I now have my garden here in New Zealand. I can grow 

Chinese vegetables. I am so happy when I watch vegetables growing” (Cited in Li, 

Hodgetts, and Ho 2010, p.789). 

 Additionally, gardens are seen as “containers of memory” (Mazumdar and 

Mazumdar 2012, p.259). They add that the act of remembering “can be a multisensorial 

experience involving sight, sound, smell, touch, and taste” (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 

2012, p.262). Gardens in presenting different plant species, scents, and colors, can trigger 

the memory of the migrants and remember them of their old home, linking them to their 

past. Gardens that “re-create the natural environment left behind” can invoke the “home 

feeling”, producing “comfort to the displaced”, albeit for a limited period (Mazumdar and 

Mazumdar 2012, p.263). Mazumdar and Mazumdar (2009, p.266, in Thompson 2005, 
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p.232) argue that gardens “can help the migrant link the home of origin with the new”, thus 

recreating the feeling of home in their new society, and regaining “a sense of belonging 

and rootedness and symbolically connect their two homes and landscapes”. They also 

argue that gardens are opportunities for migrants to “employ skills from their homelands”, 

hence helping them in maintaining their old customs and reconnecting them with their 

earlier life. In using the old habits and skills from home society and methods of gardening, 

the migrant in his new context can maintain some facets of his habitus, which support 

him/her in overcoming the rupture in his continuous being. Consequently, gardening can 

be said to be related to the activities as part of the performativity, which can create links 

between the present and the past, between home “there” and the new context “here”, as 

established earlier.  

 Mazumdar and Mazumdar (2012, p.262) present several supportive examples in 

favor of the statement above. They offer an example of an Indonesian migrant in the US, 

“Mr. Jogkarno” who owns a garden full of purple asters that “remind him of his old house 

in Indonesia where purple flowers also bloomed in front”. Similar to this, Indian families 

bring with them to the US seeds to “recreate gardens that are reminiscent of the 

landscapes from their past” (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2009, p.262). A young Vietnamese 

migrant to the US expresses perfectly the capacity of gardens to be considered as a 

connection between the present context and the past, by saying that “the garden is a space 

that allows [my dad] to bring a little piece of Vietnam to our house” (In Mazumdar and 

Mazumdar 2012, p.263). 

 On another point, Mazumdar and Mazumdar (2012, p.261) observe that there’s a 

different treatment between the backyard and the front yard of the house, and the types of 
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plants used by migrants in both places. They witness that the front yards of migrants from 

the first generations are similar to their neighbors, showing trees and plants that are not of 

their own culture but represent their novel countries. They cite “the desire of the first 

generation [migrants] to “fit in,” to not “stand out” as one of the key reasons for this 

trend” (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2012, 261). However, the plants, vegetables, herbs, and 

crops in their courtyards, are the ones of significance and meaning to the migrants, from 

their home country, in a contrast with the ones in the front yards. In the backyards, not seen 

by the public, migrants can honestly express their identity and “cultural cuisine” 

(Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2012, p.261). Additionally, the backyards often tend to 

accommodate species of plants and herbs that can be utilized in eating and cooking. 

Chinese migrants’ gardens often “feature a variety of vegetables used in Chinese cooking, 

such as Chinese celery, sugar cane, spring onion, Chinese spinach, and a variety of fruit 

trees, such as date and cherimoya” (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2012, p.261-262). When it 

comes to Indonesian migrants’ gardens, plants “used in Indonesian cuisine such as 

lemongrass, turmeric, and certain aromatic herbs ... mint, basil ... and Vietnamese celery” 

are cultivated, whereas “okra, squash, cilantro, green chilis and mint [can be found] in 

Indian households; and tomatoes, mint, basil and pomegranates in Persian gardens” 

(Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2012, p.262).  

 It is arguable in this context that the procedure of gardening is in relation with that 

of cooking and food preparation, which similarly provide practice of conserving ethnicity 

and cultural backgrounds, thus self-identity. Whereas it is not straightforwardly related to 

the architecture and built environment, familiar cooking and food preparation methods are 

intimately related to the “well-being” of the individual, as eating the familiar food, or its 
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alternative in the new context, keeps a sort of continuity of his being, even if in one aspect, 

thus it is important to be considered in the process of resettlement. Cantarero et al. (2013, 

p. 882) state that Claude Lévi-Strauss (1992), a French anthropologist, believed that 

“cooking [as] a language into which a society unconsciously translates its structure”. 

While for Mary Douglas (1991), a British anthropologist, “food represents a code that 

discloses social relationships and emphasizes the expressive trait of those activities related 

to eating” (Cantarero et al. 2013, p.882). They later on investigated “the relationship 

between socio-cultural values and human food preferences” (Cantarero et al. 2013, p.881), 

establishing a solid connection between food and cultural identity, thus between culture, 

habitus, and cooking23.      

 This proposed connection between food and cooking practices on one side, and 

cultural identity on the other, is the main purpose why migrants tend to preserve their ethnic 

cuisine techniques and food, and pass them to the next generations, even after resettlement. 

Nonja Peters’ (2001, p.271) research argued that migrants second-generation living in 

Australia “associated food preferences with identity”, whereas Ruth Johnston (1979, p.38) 

perceives that the inclination of migrants to “cling to national cuisine has been amply 

                                                            

23 Cantarero et al.’s (2013, p. 881) argue that “people prefer to consume foods that are symbolically 

associated with their own culture, in order to reinforce their sense of belonging”. Their research 

shows that “cultural identity is one of the sociocultural values that influence food choice” 

(Cantarero et al. 2013, p. 889). Moreover, they indicate that “those foods that are symbolically 

representative of the Aragonese food culture (lamb, migas, and similar foods) are the favourite 

ones” […] “and that up to 80% of the Aragonese population values positively those foods that 

provide a feeling of ethnic belonging” (Cantarero 2013, p. 886).  
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demonstrated by many writers in different migration countries”. She based her observation 

on several research, spanning back to 1935, such as Reynolds’ research that studied the 

unwillingness of British migrants in Canada to drop their food traditions. Reynolds (1935, 

p.233, in Johnston 1979, p.38) debates that “certain food habits ... are retained almost 

indefinitely” and that “the immigrants who can afford to do so will continue to purchase 

Old Country foods after twenty years or more in this country”. 

 Spiro (1955, p. 1249, in Ruth Johnston 1979, p.38) argues that “food patterns seem 

to be among those most resistant to acculturation” since they are an integral part of one’s 

habitus. An elongated experience with a specific cuisine starts to define humans’ 

tendencies for certain tastes and foods and conditions their cooking practices. Maintaining 

the preparation methods and foods of the home country conserves old customs and tastes, 

which help to preserve the well-being state, through promoting the known and the familiar 

environment that in its turn push the migrants to overcome the challenges faced in their 

new contexts and the feeling of estrangement and alienation. Moreover, ethnic cuisine is 

seen as a cultural composition of personal identity24, and since these habits can be 

maintained in the privacy of migrants’ houses, without being seen or judged by the public, 

they are the easiest to carry within the new environment to ensure the preservation of ethnic 

identity and the continuation of the cultural background.   

                                                            

24 Manning (2005, p.161) suggests that “names, dress, religion, and even cuisine become ways to 

express one’s identification with a diaspora” and that it is “these emblems of identity that help 

safeguard the memory of the homeland”. 
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 Since they are transported easily into the new community, the food and cuisine 

techniques are among the most perpetual cultural characteristics that are carried by 

migrants in their new built environment and are passed to younger generations as a part of 

their heritage and culture (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2012, p.262). In different cases, the 

ethnic cuisine practices are strictly related to, if not a part of, planting the national herbs 

and plants in the migrants’ gardens, a custom that, as argued above, can serve as a temporal 

reconnection to the old home, allowing “cultural continuity to occur” (Mazumdar and 

Mazumdar 2012, p.262). A case in Mazumdar and Mazumdar research restates the central 

role that old food preparation practices have in perpetuating individiual’s cultural identity: 

“The fruits and vegetables we grow have a great connection to Filipino 

cuisine and as my mother explained it, it is extremely important to never 

forget your culture. One way of preventing that is to simply cook—as I help 

my mother these days prepare celebration dishes, I now understand why for 

so many years she asked me to watch her incorporate our garden 

ingredients and prepare the difficult dishes” (in Mazumdar and Mazumdar 

2012, p.263).  

In contrast with other features that immigrants can transport with them, food-eating 

practices and ethnic cuisine are “more accepted” in the receiving countries. An example of 

that can be seen in the western world, where ethnic restaurants presenting authentic food 

(Mexican, Moroccan, French, Italian, Lebanese, Chinese, and others) are a common 

constituent of the urban fabric of metropoles in Western countries, diversifying and 

enriching the culture of the receiving society.  

From an architectural point of view, the interiors of these restaurants are made to 

mimic the atmosphere found in the native country of the ethnic cuisine, seeing to reflect 
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the culture and identity. We can see in West African cities, Abidjan and Bamako for 

instance, that the interiors of several Chinese, Indian or Lebanese restaurants are made to 

be a reflection of the stereotype view of them, and are recognized easily through the 

disposition of some cultural objects, sometimes in exaggeration.  

On a domestic level too, the effect of cuisine and ethnic food can be seen through 

the aromas and smells that linger loom in the homes. Stef Pixner (1985, p.85), in “the 

Oyster and the shadow”, her autobiography, describes that “I have an Indian friend at 

school called Himalata, whose family lives in one room in a block of houses in our street 

that’s full of Indian families each in one room. Her house is mysterious and smells of 

curry”. Thus, the smell of food, here herbs and spices for Chinese and Indian cuisine, 

“permeate the surfaces of walls and soft furniture”, becoming inserted within the 

architecture of the homes. This pattern suggests the “embodiment” of cultural aspects, 

habitus, and food in the architecture, which becomes a physical expression of personal 

identity into mortar and bricks of migrants’ homes.  

5.3.3 Working practices 

At first sight, the process of re-territorialization and reappropriation of the newly-

built environment by the migrants do not have a great connection with working practices. 

Yet, working practices, especially those that become habitual, appear to have a central 

position in an individual’s habitus, thus participating in the construction of self-identity. 

Marshall and Foster (2002, p.78, based on Bourdieu’s 1984) propose that “the process and 

formation of habitus are directly linked to the everyday, taken-for-granted ways of 

establishing distinctive identities”. Here, working habits are at excellence the “everyday 

practices” which constitute the majority of people’s day, usually causing “occupational 
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attachment” and what is called “the way of life”. Based on Theissen and Davis’ (1988) 

study of fishermen and what causes their occupational attachment, Marshall and Foster 

(2002, p.69-70) establish that “four out of five fishermen”, interviewed by Theissen and 

Davis, “said they would be fishermen if they had their lives to live over”. This implies that 

working habits become a definitive part of one’s being, entering into the construction of 

the sense of identity.  

The majority of adult migrants already have acquired work experience and skills in 

their country, thus starting to develop certain facets of occupational attachment. These 

skills and expertise are also aspects of life that migrants transport with them to their novel 

setting, and are used like a connection linking the earlier life in the home context and the 

new one after resettlement, thus offering continuity by picking their employment patterns. 

Migrants from the agriculture field, for example, would be seeking comfort and relief in 

working within the same field of work in their new society, since they are familiar with the 

field that constitutes a part of their habitus.       
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Chapter Six 

Examples of Re-territorialization 

“Returning to my flooded land […] It is true that every evening I rediscover 

why I moved away from my native country; but I also rediscover, every 

morning, why I have never detached myself from it. […] Which gives me, 

for the moment at least, a new appetite for life, new reasons to fight, perhaps 

even a tremor of hope. […] I should grasp this feeling and take it back with 

me” (Amin Maalouf, 2012, p. 3-12-24). 

 

This brief extract from a novel by Amin Maalouf describes the yearning of his main 

character for the place he once called home, even after living most of his life outside of his 

home country. Although living in France since his early adulthood, Adam, the main 

character in Maalouf’s story, never forgot the place where he spent his first years, his 

childhood, and early adulthood, and this connection kept putting its weight on his life after 

many years as a migrant. Later on in the novel, he shows his intention to recreate that 

feeling of being home in his exile, taking into consideration the impossibility to come back. 

 Adam’s story is not a unique one drawn from the author’s imagination. It reflects 

the reality of many migrants who live in a place away from their origins, and who show 

the desire to reinvent the known and familiar settings that are a reflection of their home 

and their past life before moving away. Occasionally, as in Adam’s case, this reinvention 

is minimal and can be done solely by some materialistic objects in the new environment. 

Yet, on several other occasions, migrants’ yearning for the familiarity of their home, go all 

the way to reestablish architectural elements, if not all the house, introducing them into 
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their new built environment, these elements vary from being simple furniture pieces, plants, 

or any design components seen as a reflection of their traditional home. These additions 

are perceived as being a guard of the connection between the present and the past, between 

there and here, allowing migrants to preserve some characteristics of their identity in a new 

context. There are varied reasons and types of appropriation and adaptation by migrants of 

their new context, the architecture, and the built environment on a bigger scale. Yet, despite 

this variation in motivations behind the space reappropriation done by immigrants, there 

are similarities concerning the types of migration and their effect on the re-territorialization 

and the built environment. The two types of migration explored in the previous section, the 

“cross-community migration” and “colonization”, employ the built environment and its 

architecture to accomplish distinctive aims: the cross-community migration use 

architecture to produce a familiar and known configuration to generate a sense of security, 

based on memories and longing to the past left behind; while the colonization use 

architecture as a way of imposing a particular identity, hence a reaffirmation of the power 

and authority over a specific land or place. The first is random, informal, and non-invasive, 

while the second is aggressive, extensive, and planned.  

 This chapter explores these two types of migration in relation to their effect on the 

process of re-territorialization. In particular, it focuses on the divergences in actions taken 

in these two types and the different effects they have on the built environment and 

architecture in the host community. The colonization and its effect on the built environment 

and architecture are presented in the example of Roman, French, and British colonial 

actions in India, Europe, and West Africa, whilst the “cross-community” type is explored 

by two different examples, the Latinos migrants in the USA, and the Lebanese resettlement 
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in Bamako, Mali. This following part discusses the architectural and cultural “legacy” 

embodied in concrete, stone, and brick that is related to British, Roman, and French 

“forceful migration” and conquering these territories.  

6.1 Colonial architecture 

 Nowadays, we don’t look at the migration process as being forceful, with 

conquering duty, eradicating ethnic groups and societies, often permanently ending their 

indigenous and communal identities. Thinking about the French, British, or Roman 

empires, we ignore the mission behind migrating to the distant countries they captured. 

Consulting a history book, we would read about the largest empire on earth, spread over 

several countries, that is the Roman Empire, only surpassed by the British Empire in the 

nineteenth century. Maps show us that Roman Empire is at its peak all of the Mediterranean 

Basin to England in the north, to India in the east. The British Empire similarly occupied 

large territories, gaining the name of “the empire where the sun never sets”. The two 

conquered vast lands and various cultures, attaining “unrivaled greatness”25. Yet, the 

reality that this “greatness” was reached by sending troops on a “migration” to far lands, 

looking forward to occupying them, by killing, raping, and robbing communities, is often 

ignored in history discourses. The migration in this regard was an aggressive one, forced 

and conquering, it is named nowadays under “colonization”.  

 The colonizers’ strategies and efforts created several villages and cities, a large part 

of them still prosper today. These urban creations were based on Roman, British, or French 

                                                            
25 Some researchers, such as Smith (1984), and Mill (2001), consider the colonizers as being 

“civilizing” powers spreading technology, education and culture to the colonies. 
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architecture, and not from local architectural languages in these captured countries. What 

comes to know as the “colonial architecture” drawing its characteristics from the 

colonizer’s cities, “one of the most visible cultural artifacts to move from the imperial core 

to the periphery” (Jones 1987, p.49), is explored in this part from the re-territorialization 

perspective that is based on profits and robust extension to wards new worlds. 

Architecture’s “complicity with practices of power” (Dovey 2005, p.286), with the support 

that does to the authority it reflects, and the power it represents has to be explored. The 

goal of the present part is to expose the importance of “colonial architecture” as an 

instrument of affirmation of the domination of an oppressive group of migrants on another, 

which is that of the host community. Yet, the aspiration of the colonizers to have known 

and familiar surroundings, thus urban and architecture aspects, should be considered, as 

this is considered to be the catalyzer behind appropriating the built context of the colonies.  

 Colonization, according to Manning (2005, p.7), is “the departure of individuals 

from one community to establish a new community that replicates the home community”. 

Throughout this procedure, Manning (2005, p.7) maintains that usually “the colonists settle 

in an environment very similar to that of their home community, and thereby maintain the 

same style of life”. Warde-Perkins (1970, p.3) proposes that “the earliest expansion of 

Rome was almost entirely into regions where life on the Mediterranean model was already 

firmly established”, thus not necessitating great modifications for Roman colonizers. 

Conquering and expanding towards lands that have similar lifestyle “patterns” were 

not of major challenges. Yet, larger expansion, for instance to British or Gaul lands, caused 

“the problem of imposing this pattern upon a whole vast territory to which it was new and 

alien” (Warde-Perkins 1970, p.3). Roman military colonists faced a more “established” 
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life pattern, which accommodate dissimilar governments, systems of belief, and elaborated 

architecture and built environment. While in lands that do not present a developed 

infrastructure, the roman settlers found it easier to “Romanize” the conquered 

communities, through importing their architectural styles and imposing their lifestyles.  

Warde-Perkins (1970, p.3) adds that “Romanization followed a broadly predictable 

course” of transforming the new settlement into the more familiar urban fabric, by creating 

first their two urban axes, the Cardo and Decumanus, creating from their orthogonal 

intersection the main forum, expanding to a larger orthogonal city composition26. This 

reflects the desire of the Roman to insert the space configurations, as understood and 

expected to be by the Romans, which helped them in imposing their “ownership” of these 

conquered territories. These two major urban axes, intersect at the forum that contains the 

major public buildings of the city, such as public baths, temples, basilica, and triumphal 

arches, between other edifices. These edifices had a double function: first as foundations 

that are essential to the correct performance of the city and equally physical symbols of 

Rome’s power and dominance on the conquered lands, their inhabitants. And from the 

conquered point of view, the establishment of imported architecture stands against any 

disbelief to who are the new leaders of this land. The Roman’s power and ruling were now 

physically represented through an architecture that was supreme, impressive, and 

dominant, with its techniques and design largely culturally alien and inaccessible for the 

native inhabitants. The procedure of Romanization, of spreading out the architecture styles 

                                                            
26 The Romans were not the first who introduced the orthogonal layout in the urban planning, 

Egyptians and Greeks before them used this typology (Warde-Perkins 1970, p.6). The Romans used 

this orthogonal system on their new territories so they become more legible.  
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of Rome, proposes that Rome is being reproduced in its new extensions, eventually 

suggesting to the conquered communities that it is “Rome” now. 

Roman new colonies, like Tyre in Lebanon, illustrate the Romanization approach, 

which gives great importance to pubic edifices places around the Decumanus and Cardo 

axes, from east to west, and north to south directions respectively. Nevertheless, this 

implementation was not only significant in its typology and architecture styles. According 

to David Gilman Romano (2005, p.600), the placement and direction of the edifice were 

also “planned with respect to the layout of the Roman city”. This signifies that the design, 

types, and styles of Roman colonies were according to the layout that defines the urban 

“type” of a Roman city. Furthermore, Ward-Perkins (1970, p.8) suggests that “the basilicas 

of Augustan and Julio-Claudian times were widely built across conquered territories” and 

stood as a reflection of the “basilica in the main forum in Rome”, presenting “an internal 

ambulatory and one long side opening on to the forum”. This additionally points out the 

well-supported claim that the Roman utilized the urban design and architecture of Roman 

cities as a base to follow in their new colonies, “reproducing Rome wherever they went”. 

Romano (2005, p.587) clarifies that “Roman architects and engineers brought with them 

a plan for the colonial city and proceeded over time to build new buildings, monuments, 

and structures of characteristic Roman type”. This is a reaffirmation of their control over 

the colony by turning it into a Roman one, as mentioned above. Still, it also shows that 

while Romans were capturing a vast variety of lands and cultures, with diverse architectural 

and social aspects, the reference point to which they always turn to is the city of Rome.   

The Romans considered the city of Rome as being the perfect sample of the urban 

fabric, which needed to be followed everywhere. This set consisted of temples (to please 
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the gods and thus have good fortune), a forum for public events, amphitheaters for 

entertaining, baths, aqueducts, triumphal arches, markets, among others. These edifices and 

their architectural styles were an essential part of Romans’ daily life, nourishing their 

“expectations”, and habitus, thus deemed essential in their everydayness, events, hobbies, 

and activities, translated into the new lands. Thus, the Romans used to build their colonies 

according to what is familiar and known to their inhabitants, reconstructing “home away 

from home, […] establishing a new community that replicates the home community”, 

according to Manning (2005, p.6). 

Nowadays, Roman Empire is considered on the top of the greatest empires in 

history, with several buildings, structures, and infrastructures that continue to stand after 

hundreds of years. People travel to see these Roman edifices, take photos in front of them, 

and celebrate what is still considered the great architecture, style, and know-how, of this 

avant-gardist empire. But, they do not see the Romans as being “colonial migrants”, who 

started from their city of Rome and went, usually with a forceful and violent approach, to 

dominate other lands, using architecture to enforce their strong rule and power over distant 

territories. What is ignored too is the effect that this colonial migration had on the receiving 

societies, their existence, culture, and architecture. People tend to consider the Romans 

edifices from an architectural point of view, as being monumental, with almost no 

criticism, since these buildings are still standing despite all the environmental and human 

challenges, recounting the “great Roman civilization” and its achievements. However, the 

British migration to a distant land, such as Australia and India, is considered from another 

perspective. Nowadays, British colonization is vastly under the critique of what it was: “a 

violent and aggressive migration and domination of settlers over hosts”. 
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Since 1600, we can perceive the British immersion in India, when the “English 

East India Company, the trading organization that acted as the vehicle for British 

commercial and imperial expansion in Asia” (Bowen 2000, p.48) was founded. The great 

benefits behind this trade pushed the English Company to establish three centers in Indian 

cities: “Madras in 1640, Bombay in 1664 and Calcutta in 1690” (in Chopra 2007, p.98); 

after that, the three cities grew to become cities that hold English architectural styles and 

communal associations. In the beginning, these three centers were used as trading points, 

“providing accommodation for company agents” and workers (Mitter 1986, p.101). These 

trading centers became later known as “accommodation and factories” stations (Mitter 

1986, p.103), were on the Indian Ocean, “fortified”, protected by the British naval fleet, 

and at the same time offered the “means of escape” if any danger aroused (Chopra 2007, 

p.110). 

This defensive approach of the English company was mainly due to the unreceptive 

attitude of the receiving people and their rulers. As well, the competition with other 

European countries on goods and commodities is not to be “underestimated” (Mitter 1986, 

p.103). The cities of Calcutta, Bombay, and Madras saw an erection of large fortifications, 

similar to those found in the British homeland, and were considered as the first architectural 

accomplishments in these three centers (Mitter 1986, p.103). The fortress, as stated by 

Chopra (2007, p.112), “formed the nucleus of colonial settlement”, becoming “the seat of 

colonial government for the city and its hinterland” throughout the following periods of 

colonial expansion.       

After the fortification edifices, many civic buildings started to appear, such as 

hospitals and churches, clubs, offices, and residences later on (Metcalf 1984, p.40). The 
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typology and styles followed by these buildings were mainly those of European ones, 

especially British ones. These three cities present an example of “the migration of 

European architectural practices to another part of the world” (Mitter 1986, p.97). These 

cities, she adds, “were, first and foremost, European in conception, design, and primary 

functions. They were meant to be, and in most cases were, European cities transplanted on 

an alien Asian soil” (Mitter 1986, p.97). The cities of Calcutta and Madras are seen as 

“projections of Greece and Rome featuring predominantly classical architecture” 

(Nilsson 1968, in Metcalf 1984 p.41).  In his book “Splendours of the Raj: British 

Architecture in India, 1660–1947”, Davies describes Bombay as holding “Britain’s finest 

heritage of High Victorian Gothic architecture” (Davis 1985, p.158).  

The architecture imposed by the British in India was a mere reflection of that found 

in England. This is especially visible in religious buildings, such as churches. Metcalf 

(1984, p.59) notes that “Indian churches in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries followed contemporary English Georgian styles”, in particular, the scheme of the 

“St. Martins-in-the-field”, that became later on a typology for Indian cathedrals. After 

Pugin’s influential works, the chosen style to be followed for churches became the Gothic, 

hence it was followed in England, as in the conquered lands, like India. Chopra (2007, 

p.122) maintains that “the immense building activity in Bombay in the second half of the 

nineteenth century resulted in many Gothic-style edifices” reshaping the city of Bombay 

“into a medieval English city”. These gothic-style churches were seen in this era all over 

the colonies, including Calcutta, known back then with its classical approach to edifices 

(Metcalf 1084, p.59). The motives behind this diffusion of the gothic style in India are the 
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“political situation” there, according to Baucom (Chopra 2007, p.124), particularly the 

revolution of 1857. He adds: 

“That the identity of the empire’s subjects was to a significant degree a 

product of the objects and structures which they beheld and inhabited. 

Ruskin had spent years informing England that there was a direct 

relationship between the arrangements of space and the contours of the 

personality” (Baucom 1999, p.82). 

 The imposition of the dominant English architectural typology on Indian territories, 

as on other colonies, reflected the English ideology that tried to implement visual 

“reminders” of their dominance and control over the land through architecture, 

counterbalancing the existing cultural identity, traditions, and beliefs. T. Roger Smith, an 

English architect, in one of his lectures in 1873, demonstrated this: 

“As our administration exhibits European justice, order, law, energy, and 

honor—and that in no hesitating or feeble way—so our buildings ought to 

hold up a high standard of European art. They ought to be European both 

as a rallying point for ourselves, and as raising a distinctive symbol of our 

presence to be beheld with respect and even with admiration by the natives 

of the country” (Smith 1873, p.288). 

 Smith’s argument fits well in the ambitious discourse of the English empire to 

control Indian territories and the definitive role that architecture had in pursuing this 

ambition. This approach was not only applied to English foreign affairs. Metcalf (1984, 

p.38) adds that in the 1850s, the architectural styles were an essential subject of every 

national debate about “British identity”, whereas “the architectural debates themselves 

shaped and defined Britain’s conception of its national purpose”. Similarly, the 

discussions were held in the “colonial environment” where “the bricks and mortar carried 
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with them [have] far-reaching significance” (Metcalf 1984, p.39). This proposes that the 

inquiries of nationalized concerns in the colonial territories were partly conveyed through 

architectural structures, which guarantees the visual presence of the colonial power and 

their control over the colonies, thus assisting the British power. Metcalf compares this 

approach and that of the Romans two thousand years ago:  

“The classically-educated Briton, as he built his empire, invariably 

conceived of himself as following in the footsteps of the ancient Romans. 

With its roads, its system of law, and its monumental structures spread 

across the face of the ancient world, Rome stood always as an exemplar to 

spur the British on their imperial enterprise” (Metcalf 1984, p.44). 

This deduction was also suggested by Smith: 

“They unquestionably not only cut their roads and pitched their camps in 

Roman fashion but put up Roman buildings wherever they had occasion to 

build; … the Roman governor of a province in Gaul or Britain continued to 

be as intensely Roman in his exile as the British collector remains British 

to the backbone in the heart of India” (Smith 1873, p.284, in Metcalf 1984, 

p.41). 

And Metcalf’s description of the British colonial works: 

“Were the British occupation of India to terminate tomorrow, the visible 

tokens of it would survive in our canals, and our railways, our ports, and 

our public buildings, or, at least, the remains of them for centuries to come” 

(Metcalf 1984, p.42). 

 As it is suggested here, the drive behind the British colonial migration to India was 

politically dominating the new lands in all possible ways. Architecture, but also 

infrastructure and engineering, were among the essential elements used towards attaining 
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this goal, as they are considered as visual reminders of the British presence and domination 

over Indian territories. The local architecture of the Indian people, with its symbols and 

cultural meanings, was pushed to the background in front of the new Neoclassical and 

Gothic architecture imported by the British, which became the prevailing style in the 

colonies back then. Hence, through architecture, the colonial power did not only impose 

its identity on the conquered territories but also communicated its goals of becoming the 

only “legitimate” rulers of the Indian lands.       

 The British national identity had found an expression through architecture, 

stimulated by their feeling of supremacy, authority, in lieu of memory, nostalgic feelings, 

and yearning towards the known and familiarity.  Yet, certain instances of the English 

migration to India were motivated by the latter inspiration, as is described next in 

Ootacamund. The example of Ootacamund demonstrates that the re-appropriation of 

architecture in the host communities was also due to the attempt to recreate the familiar 

and known lifestyles and physical and social settings.  

 Ootacamund Hill Stations were erected by the British colonial forces “to serve as 

mountain retreats from the hot season of the Indian plains” (Kenny 1995, p.695). 

Constructed on top of the hills overhead the heavily inhabited plains and “sparsely settled 

by Indians, Kenny (1995, p.696) witnesses that “the hills were viewed as a blank slate on 

which Anglo-Indians could create a familiar landscape, a comforting little piece of 

England”. The buildings constructed on Ootacamund Hill, as in many other colonial 

territories ruled by the British, were seen as essential for the well-functioning of the daily 

lives of the British, reflecting their lifestyles in Britain. Ootacamund Hill included 

“Christian churches, private schools taught in the English language, the administrative 
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headquarters of the district and state government, and the kinds of recreational facilities 

usually associated with British country life or an English spa” (Kenny 1995, p.695). 

Similarly, the landscape was conceived to reflect the English conception, featuring 

“European trees, flowers, fruit, and vegetables, but also the serpentine lake of a country 

estate” (Kenny 1995, p.703), symbolizing “a view of social order, the “natural” 

environment for the British representatives of imperial government” (Kenny 1995, p.704). 

Viceroy Lord Lytton, in his visit to Ootacamund, praised the successful recreation of the 

English landscape in a very distant colony, and through it the “feeling of home”: 

“I affirm it to be a paradise. … The afternoon was rainy and the road 

muddy, but such English rain such delicious English mud” (in Price 1909, 

p.65). 

 A similar feeling of “home” at Ootacamund was announced by many visitors: 

“A pleasant surprise of an amphitheater of green hills encircling a small 

lake, whose banks were dotted with red-tiled cottages surrounding a pretty 

Gothic Church. The whole station presented ‘very much the look of a rising 

English watering-place” (in Price 1909, p.67). 

 Maybe the most visible example of a colonial attempt to recreate the known and 

familiar, “a home away from home”, can be seen in the desire of the Duke of Buckingham 

in 1877 to build his house that was “designed along the lines of the Duke’s own country 

house, Stowe House, Buckinghamshire” (Kenny 1995, p.705). She maintains that 

“Buckingham’s choice of a Palladian-style country house represented, presumably, the 

Duke’s ideas on the appropriate design of a country house as well as his interest in 

replicating home” (Kenny 1995, p.706). This case illustrates the significance that the 

known and familiar physical settings, built environment, and architecture, have when it 
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comes to the provision of a feeling of “home” in new contexts.  The known and familiar 

architecture offers a feeling of safety and security, a sense that life is remaining in the 

recognized and knowledgeable outlines, not changing self-identity in a major way. Yet, the 

colonizer’s desire to recreate a visual surrounding that is “as British as possible”, was in 

blatant opposition with the existing conditions and the cultural norms of the local 

population. For the local people, the recreation of this “familiarity”, “safety”, and 

“security” in the British point of view, was but a reflection of the colonizer domination, a 

visual proof that the local natural and cultural identity is being substituted by an alien, 

sometimes opposed, culture and architecture.  

 It should be mentioned that the Ootacamund Hill project had several political 

consequences. Kenny (1995, p.697) maintains that this project is a reflection of what he 

called “assumptions of social and racial difference” that were widespread in the 19th 

century. These assumptions, more of a system of beliefs, echoing the concept of the habitus 

of Bourdieu, “reflected and reinforced” the colonizer’s suppositions of their “social and 

racial superiority and in so doing naturalized the separation of rulers and ruled” (Kenny 

1995, p.697). Kenny (1995, p.670) adds that “the relative isolation of the hill station 

afforded the British a stage with “homelike” qualities on which to define their difference 

and to confirm, in appropriately British terms, their identity as rulers of India”. Metcalf 

(1989, p.3, in Kenny 1995, p.699) maintains this statement that “in the public buildings 

put up by the Raj it was essential always to make visible Britain’s imperial position as 

ruler, for these structures were charged with the explicit purpose of representing empire 

itself”.             
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 Similarly, other British colonies present the same approach towards reiterating the 

built environment to reflect the colonizer dominance, such as in Australia. The first British 

navy arrived in Australia in 1788. Since then, the colonization took a familiar progression: 

the founding of public establishments and organizations, first in temporary constructions; 

later the erection of churches, prisons to housing offenders, and some residential buildings 

without any exaggeration in structure for the first settlers. With the expansion of the 

colonial territories, more enduring architectural constructions were starting to appear. 

These architectural buildings presented styles that were trendy in England back then, the 

neoclassical and Georgian styles, which were not adaptable with the severe environmental 

conditions in Australia (Glusac 2006, p.170). 

 In the western parts of Australia, this development changed its objectives, with 

“wealthy British businessmen” creating farmhouses on huge zones that were “granted to 

them for the cultivation of wheat, wool, and livestock” (Peters 2010, p.15). Peters adds that 

“these free settlers, […] and the civilians, laborers, and servants who accompanied them 

under a Contract of Servitude, shaped the Swan River Colony’s infrastructure, urban and 

rural contours and moral, social, spiritual, legal, and economic characteristics along 

British lines” (Peters 2010, p.15). Yet, the ideology behind this colonial migration was in 

opposition with the local population, which considered the connection between the 

individuals and the land of major importance (Peters 2010, p.16). Hillier and Rooksby 

(2005b, p.28) consider that the British colonial migration to Australia “brought a habitus 

which regarded nature as irrelevant other”. They maintain that nature “was to be 

domesticated and commodified, envisaged in terms of private property” able “to be remade 

in the image of the old European homeland, exemplified by the colonial naming of places 
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which served to assimilate Australian land into an imperial empire” (Hillier and Rooksby 

2005b, p.28). This attitude broke the strong connection between the indigenous population 

and their lands, which were swamped by a new landscape and architecture to which they 

couldn’t relate.      

 Morison and White (1981) suggest that the colonizers gave huge significance to the 

lifestyles they were living in their homeland, pushing them to “recreate home away from 

home” since these were the environment, architecture, and conditions that they 

appreciated. To get to this end, several British transported with them “building materials 

and fittings such as door and window frames and sashes”, “prefabricated houses” and 

certain cases, “building tradesmen such as masons and blacksmiths, who were employed 

to construct English-looking buildings with locally available materials” (Morrison and 

White 1981, p.520-523). 

 Later on, in the late 1800s and early 1900s, handbooks containing styles of homes 

were introduced. These “pattern-books”, according to Mckendry (2012), were made by 

inspiration from Palladio’s 1570 book “Four Books of Architecture”, giving the client 

details, drawings, plans, and elevations of classical styles to choose from. Successive 

pattern books presented some contemporary styles, which were utilized by carpenters, 

masons, and architects as an education tool to get exposure to the latest trendy styles in 

architecture and its methods (Mckendry 2012). These pattern books were originally 

addressing architects, with sufficient base knowledge of the construction field, to educate 

them about the techniques and designs, so they can “make decisions more knowledgeable, 

selecting for himself that finish to his buildings that were most appropriate” (Upton 1984, 

p.117). Upton describes how these books also addressed the clients and laymen, with a 
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very basic knowledge of the field, who can be engaged in a discussion with their architect. 

This educative side of the pattern books presented to the settlers in Australia an easily 

accessible way to the “know-how” for “recreating a home away from home” in the novel 

territories.  

 At beginning of the 20th century, Australia became a replication of British culture. 

Richards adds that:  

“In 1900 Australia was an idiosyncratic version of Britain in the Antipodes; 

most of its institutions were recreations of those of Britain, including its 

laws, its parliamentary system, its language, its food, its education, and its 

churches. There were interesting local variations, in accent, sport, 

manners, living standards, architecture, but there was no masking 

Australia’s highly specific and exclusively British origins” (Richards 2008, 

p.15).   

 The same argument is maintained by Moran (2005, p.4), arguing that Australian 

society “was a culture of dislocation, seeking security and identity in the embrace of 

Empire”: 

“By the end of the nineteenth century, settlers had transformed the 

Australian landscape, introduced flora and fauna from ‘home,’ and in so 

doing had displaced indigenous landscapes and meanings built up over 

thousands of years. For many, ‘home’ was a complex notion that combined 

remembered or recounted images of Britain with a developing sense of 

Australia and its uniqueness” (Moran 2005, p.6). 

 Annie Duckles, an English migrant to Australia, who came with her family when 

she was young, sums up these claims. Her first sight upon her arrival to Australia was the 

port of Fremantle city. Her description of this city was of “a nice little place, all English”, 
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somewhere they can have “a good walk and a cup of tea” (in Richards 2008, p.30). 

Richards argues that: 

“The Duckles traveled in comfort and were smoothly absorbed into a place 

which was more like England than they had ever expected. Their emigration 

was hardly a tortured wrenching of roots. They were British people moving 

in a British world” (Richards 2008, p.32).  

 Yet, this picture of the “British Australia”, as presented by Annie Duckles, is not 

inclusive of all the components, in particular those of the native population, the indigenous 

residents of this continent “for about sixty thousand years” (Morgan 2013, p.21). They 

were removed from the picture, raped, imprisoned, and killed by the new settlers from 

England. Their territories were forcefully occupied, and their known built environment was 

replaced by alien architecture and cultural representatives (Plumwood 2005, Hillier and 

Rooksby 2005b, p.30). The changes implemented by the colonizers were irreversible and 

complete. In contradiction with the Indian case, where after they acquire their 

independence, they managed to recover and retake some of their cultural backgrounds, 

Australian native people never recovered from the colonization effects to reconnect with 

their cultural roots.  

 The conclusion that can be drawn from the above-mentioned colonial approach to 

Europe, India, and Australia, by the Roman and the British, is that the architectural 

creations that resulted from the conquest of the colonizers over the vast territories can only 

be understood from the social, cultural, and political point of view of the colonizers. 

Colonial migration to far territories caused the majority of the conquered tribes and 

population to be vanquished, and their traditional lives to be destroyed and altered. The 

identity of these indigenous populations, their architectural styles, and cultural aspects, 



194 
 

were at best ignored, if not thoroughly demolished, replacing them with the imposed 

colonial architecture27. Here, it can be argued that architecture is used as a strong tool to 

express visually the authority and power of the colonizer. The colonial architecture can be 

perceived as being aggressive and oppressive, ensuring the enforcement of colonial 

identity, eradicating the local identities, and replacing them with a foreign one28.     

                                                            
27 For instance, the Spanish colonizer power in Latin America aimed to destroy the edifices built 

by Incan, Aztec, Mayan, and other old civilizations, and then reused the extracted stones to build 

their architectural styles, to which are known to Spanish, buildings erected were palaces, and 

churches between others.   

28 The constant conflict in relation with the Israeli expansion by building new resettlements on what 

is agreed on as being “Palestinian part in the West Bank” is a contemporary example of how 

architecture can be conceived as a tool of dividing, expulsing, and occupying the lands. After the 

war of 1967, named the Six-Day War, between three Arab nations (Jordan, Syria, and Egypt) and 

Israel, the lands then occupied by Israeli forces are seen to be one of the major obstacles to the 

peace between the parties. The West Bank is the main area of this contention. Saadi (2010, p.51) 

argues that the Palestinian territory “including the West Bank, has often been described as an empty 

space”. Supporting his statement, he cited Shimon Peres who he once said: “The land to which 

they [Zionist settlers] came, while indeed the Holy Land, was desolate and uninviting; a land that 

had been laid waste, thirsty for water, filled with swamps and malaria, lacking in natural resources. 

And in the land itself there lived another people; a people who neglected the land, but lived on it” 

(in Saadi 2010, p.52). Narratives like this justify the colonization of “empty lands”, in the colonizers 

discourse at least. Saadi (2010, p.50) maintains that the colonizers perceive the colonization as a 

“process of conversion of empty lands […] into civilized nations”, creating the false claim that this 

is an altruistic task benefiting the territories and populations. With this prevailing rhetoric in the 

Israeli context, it is not surprising that the West Bank is of a big problem. Despite several UN 

resolutions demanding from Israeli government to withdraw from the West Bank territories for the 

“peace” to be attained, the Israeli politicians are going in the opposite way. Macintyre (2009) from 

“The Independent” newspaper argues that “successive [Israeli] governments gradually allowed, 

and eventually effectively managed, the creation of more and more civilian Israeli communities in 

occupied territory”. Starting 1967, the Israeli settlements in West Bank have been raising in 

number. The new incomers are, according to Macintyre (2009), “being housed in large 

neighborhoods and apartment blocks built up since the 1967 war”, proving the motives of Israel 

to strengthen its presence in the occupied lands through the built environment and architecture.  
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 While the argument is overwhelmed with aspects that tend to see the colonial 

architecture as being a political tool, a symbol of colonial power and domination, this 

architecture is also an indication of the longing of the colonial migrants to be in a familiar 

and known surrounding, vis-à-vis the new and foreign context. The sense of safety and 

security that the known and familiar environment provides pushes the individuals to 

recreate their context when faced with a foreign environment. Moreover, the sense of 

identity is maintained and perpetuated by being surrounded by things, objects, and 

architecture that hold a meaning that reflects belonging to a particular society or group. 

This also exposes the important significance that habitus has, and the part that the physical 

context has in the development of a personal image, an identity. Another example is 

discussed next, the French colonial migration to West Africa. While this colonial migration 

had a similar approach to the ones mentioned earlier, when it comes to the reappropriation 

of the newly conquered territories, later interventions show the attempt of the French 

colonial forces to integrate some local cultural elements in the new imposed architecture, 

when faced with opposition from the local population. The case of Bamako, Mali is studied 

here.  

6.1.1 The French colonial migration to West Africa 

In 1931, the Congress of Urbanism in the Colonies was held during the 

International Colonial Exhibition in Paris. Joseph Marrast, the architect in the protectorate 

of Morocco, presented a conference on the use of indigenous architectural decorations in 

colonial public facilities. He recommended giving them a “local character” (Marrast 1935, 

p.24). This idea stems from the architectural policies implemented in the colonies of North 

Africa at the end of the 19th century. Indeed, the colonial administration promoted Moorish 
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architecture to embody the past of the North African populations (Oulebsir 2004, p.235-

236). The neo-Moorish style, which resulted from the modernization of the traditional 

Moorish style in colonial architecture, was soon characterized by the use of decorative 

elements from this tradition. It was a question of adapting the modern building to its 

environment and showing the “benevolence” of the colonial power (Beguin 1983, p.16). 

During this same congress, the colonial administration considered that “the concern 

to respect ancient agglomerations [of sub-Saharan colonies], which have a real historical 

interest, excluded those of black civilization because black civilization [had] rarely been 

manifested by architectural works” (Beguin 1983, p.17). Traditional earthen dwellings 

were perceived as unhealthy (Beguin 1983); the architecture of Djenné and Timbuktu, in 

the colony of Mali, was nevertheless seen as being an exception. The cities in the Niger 

River basin were, in the European narrative, associated with a glorious past linked to 

Islamic civilization and the medieval trans-Saharan gold trade with the Arab-Berber 

peoples, traces of influences alien to local populations. However, this architecture was 

chosen by the colonial administration to represent French West Africa (AOF- in French, 

Afrique Occidentale Française) during colonial exhibitions in France (Leprun, 1986). 

Created in 1895, the AOF was a federation of eight African colonies from the west of the 

continent. During the colonial exhibitions, until the First World War, the pavilion of the 

Federation was a reinterpretation of the great mosque of Timbuktu, the construction of 

which dates back to at least the fourteenth century (Poissonnier 2018, p.22-36). 

Subsequently, the mosque of Djenné, built-in 1906, became a source of inspiration. 
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Figure 3: Great Mosque of Djenné, 1920, Mali, Source: ANOM. 

 

 The pavilions, built of cement and coated with red stucco to recall raw earth, were 

to offer the visual experience of these monumental mosques originally built from earth 

materials. In a logic similar to the construction of the neo-Moorish style, the architects of 

the pavilions had concentrated on the buildings of Djenné (mosque and dwellings) to select 

characteristic elements, in particular the façade crenelated by the pilasters and bristling 

with strands, these palm branches which stabilize and structure the building with this kind 

of materials. Colonial exhibits were therefore used as laboratories for the creation of a 

“reusable” hybrid architecture in colonial urban centers. This style was called neo-
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Sudanese since it was inspired by the architecture of the cities of French Sudan, as was 

then called Mali. 

The focus here is on the use of this neo-Sudanese style in Dakar, a city founded in 

1862 by the French army in the colony of Senegal, to see how the French colonial migration 

did change the local built environment and architecture but in a different way than the two 

other colonial powers. Dakar, the main port of the AOF and the capital of the Federation 

from 1902, is an international showcase for the colonial administration. During the inter-

war period, the latter wanted to break the prevailing image of an “inhospitable” colony. 

Civil servants were invited to come and settle there with their families (M’Bokolo 2004, 

p.357) and luxury tourism was then created, this tourism was based on the animals of the 

savannah and the medieval cities of Mali (Dulucq 2009, p.62). The Ministry of the Colonies 

went to set up strategies to fund the construction of public facilities (Sarraut, 1923). This 

raised the question of the architectural styles in which these new buildings must 

symbolically be built, to establish a link between the colonial power and the colonized 

territory. Contemporary historiography has made Dakar a privileged space for the study of 

the neo-Sudanese style, even though the most representative buildings of Sudanese 

architecture were not in Senegal, but in Mali (McDonald Shaw, 2016). An analysis of the 

neo-Sudanese style uncovers more about this appropriation of space done by the colonial 

power in AOF countries.  

In 1890, while the colonization of the Niger basin continued, the colonial 

administration created French Sudan, what is today Mali, a colony with vague borders. 

This colony had an ephemeral existence: in 1899, it was dismantled, and its territories were 

attached to neighboring colonies (Senegal, Guinea, and Ivory Coast). Sudan did not 
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“reappear” until 1921, to disappear in 1960 with the independence of the Republic of Mali. 

It was therefore a geographical area with diverse populations and states, some of which, 

originating from the Niger basin, imposed their hegemony on the region, such as the 

Malinké sultanate of Mali in the 14th century. Sudanese architecture could therefore have 

presented a certain diversity of constructions since the term “Sudan” was linked to a region 

populated by a heterogeneous population. During colonization, the colonizers become 

aware of the existence of monumental architecture, made from earth materials, scattered 

throughout the Niger basin, and presenting common characteristics. However, no inventory 

was made, and no attempt to precisely define this architecture was undertaken. 

In 1889, in the exhibition “History of human habitation” presented at the Paris 

Universal Exhibition, the architect Charles Garnier aimed to give an overview of all of the 

human architectural production through the ages. The peoples of the West African Sahel 

were represented under “habitation du Soudan” (Jourdain 1889, p.17) reproduced in wood 

and stone. All West African architecture was arranged under this unique type. The colony 

of Sudan did not yet exist. In the transcription of the work of his colleague, Frantz Jourdain 

presented the Sudanese house as a result of the Arabo-Berber Muslim influence (Jourdain 

1889, p.17), distinguishing itself from the constructions of the population of equatorial 

Africa who “have lived apart from the general movement of humanity” (Jourdian 1889, 

p.19). This distinction is found in the travelogue of Félix Dubois, a reporter for Le Figaro, 

who in 1894 emphasizes the difference between the houses of Djenné which he praises, 

and the houses with thatched roofs in the rest of the colony (Dubois 1897, p.98). Félix 

Dubois speaks of a “style of Djenné” which would have its origin in ancient Egypt. This 

style would then have spread throughout the Niger basin. However, in 1932, Charles 
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Monteil, an administrator in Djenné, put forward the thesis of an evolution of the 

“Sudanese dwelling” (Monteil 1971, p.193) from the Moroccan pashalik29 of Timbuktu 

(1591). The various ethnographic studies had chosen the architecture of Djenné and 

Timbuktu, to embody this medieval Sudan without including the thatched-roof dwellings, 

considered then as the sign of a lower degree of civilization. In this context, the houses of 

Djenné are perceived as a superior architectural style, made possible by the North African 

influence. This conception persists till today. 

In the Paris Colonial Exhibition of 1931, the art historian Émile Bayard published 

a book on architecture in the French colonies. According to him, “the Sudanese architecture 

[made from earth dried in the sun] of the Nigerien countries, turns out to be truly original, 

at least since the Berber influence penetrated it, from the fourteenth century” (Bayard 1931, 

p.121). He thus takes up the idea of a civilizing influence from the North, then cites several 

localities in the Niger basin, where constructions similar to those of Djenné have been 

observed. He ends his presentation by recalling that “in the rest of French West Africa, 

[there is] nothing important from the point of view of local architecture” (Bayard 1931, 

p.121).  

Later on, in his book, Émile Bayard mentions the existence in AOF of a “Franco-

African architecture” (Bayard 1931, p.122). He refers to colonial architecture built in clay 

bricks baked in the sun. The author takes the example of an administrator's residence in 

Upper Volta. It seems that in many localities where European building materials had 

difficulty getting through, the colonial administration was able to turn to indigenous 

                                                            
29 The Pashalik designates a territorial division of the Sultanate of Morocco, administered by a 

Pasha. The Pashalik of Timbuktu (1591-beginning of the 18th century) corresponded to the 

territories of the Niger basin then under Moroccan authority. 
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construction know-how for its buildings. In 1984, the ethnologist Sylviane Leprun 

published one of the rare studies on the neo-Sudanese style in French Sudan (Mali) (Leprun 

1984, p.257). The French fort of Ségou, erected after the capture of the city in 1892, is 

considered to be the first building of this style. It is the only building made from earth 

materials described as neo-Sudanese by Sylviane Leprun who later went to study the 

cement buildings in Bamako and Ségou. 

These research and approaches to erect buildings in the AOF were not slowly based 

on the availability of materials in the areas, but to conserve a known indigenous 

construction tradition, as opposed to imposing a new one, built from the modern materials 

of the European settler. Analyzing this approach in comparison with the British one can 

reveal much of the different ideologies and political thoughts they had.  

In the 1980s, the scientific community debated the degree of intervention of the 

French administration in the reconstruction of the Djenné mosque. The mosque, built in 

the 12th century, according to a chronicle of Timbuktu (AlSaadi 1900, p.25), was destroyed 

in the 19th century by order of Ahmadu Lobbo, religious and military leader of the 

Ḥamdallāhi caliphate (Bedaus 2003, p.17). The mosque was rebuilt in 1906. Félix Dubois, 

who had seen the initial building in ruins in 1894, made a second trip to Djenné in 1911 

and criticized the new building which, according to him, was the work of a “colonial 

official” (Dubois 1911, p.187). In 1931, Michel Leiris argue that the mosque was built 

according to the plans of the colonial administrator (Leiris 1934, p.92). He then described 

how the colonial power starts to build new edifices echoing the style of the mosque: “The 

school, the old residence, and many other buildings were built, similarly, in Sudanese style 

[…]” (Leiris 1934, p.95). In a postcard, published by the Economic Agency of Overseas 
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France around 1920, Leiris describes the school of Djenné, built-in earth, and showing the 

“transposition of decorative elements from local housing to a different program” (Leiris 

1934, p.96).  

 

Figure 4: Economic Agency for Overseas France, School of Djenné, circa 1920, Sudan (Mali), 

Source: ANOM. 

Labelle Prussin, an architectural historian, presented this interpretation of the 

mosque in 1986 as a prototype of the neo-Sudanese style, the three symmetrical towers 

reminding him of neo-classical architecture (Prussin 1986, p.186). 

However, from the 1930s, colonial literature often insisted on the negative 

influence of a modern European society imposed on the native population (Martin du Gard 

1943, p.48). Similarly, the colonial administration had seen to promote a certain 
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architectural style over the other considering it more authentic or more “civilized”. Yet, the 

effort by the French colonizer to create an architectural style, which came to be known 

today as the French colonial style in AOF, was an attempt to communicate to the local 

communities their “caring” aspect over the colonized territories, in place of imposing an 

alien architectural style, which may be faced with rejection.      

6.2 Latinos cross-community migration 

 When we speak of migration today, we tend to mean “cross-community 

migration”, “characterized by individuals and groups leaving one community and moving 

to join another community” (Manning 2005, p.7). The cross-community migration is not a 

new phenomenon, it is considered as part of human beings since the beginning of time. 

However, the aggravated political, social, and environmental conditions caused a raise in 

the number of people migrating worldwide in the last few decades. The main motives 

behind this migration are personal improvement, the search for better living conditions. 

The cross-community migration is seen as being less intense, considering the effect it has 

on the receiving countries, in comparison with the earlier explored colonial migration. 

Nonetheless, these migrants coming from another background and society, are often 

received with rejection as being undesirable by the host communities since they are 

considered to be the “other”, the “unknown” that is considered to as a threat to the cultural 

values of the receiving society. This negative criticism the cross-community migrants face 

in their host society, only aggravates the difficulties they face during their journey and 

challenges due to the detachment from their homes and social context, the known and 

familiar, as explored earlier.  
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 These several obstacles they face, such as the sense of alienation felt, the 

detachment from their familiar environment, and the rejection they often receive from the 

host community, push them to respond to them by several constructed strategies aiming to 

overcome the difficulties resulting from such migration. The next part explores the 

approaches the Latinos have taken to overcome these difficulties in their new contexts 

through architecture. Particularly, the expression of their identity, personal, cultural, and 

national ones, through architecture, and the result this had on the receiving communities. 

This identity projection into the built environment and architecture is explored by the 

example of the Latinos and Mexicans in LA in USA. This establishes the ground to study 

another case study, the re-appropriation of architecture and the built environment, 

motivated by the yearning to be surrounded by the familiar and known, to feel “at home”, 

by the Lebanese cross-community migrants in Bamako, Mali.  

 The migration of Latinos and Mexicans to the United States is not new. The 

estimated number of migrants who cross the US borders annually is thousands of people, 

from Mexico and other Latin countries, migrants who put their lives at risk to cross the 

highly controlled US borders, searching for better conditions and opportunities. The 

estimation is that by 2050, 22 million persons will be added to the population of Los 

Angeles, of which approximately 80 % are Latinos (Hawthorne 2006, p.3). As described 

in several studies, research, and novels, this huge number of migrants, with their different 

cultural aspects and lifestyles, has imposed several changes in the built environment of Los 

Angeles.  

 A 1999 novel entitled “Esperanza’s Box of Saints” by Maria Escandón describes 

how a Mexican young woman, Esperanza, experiences the urban fabric of Los Angeles. 



205 
 

Her description of Broadway, one of the most known areas of Los Angeles, is that of a 

street “taken over” by several migrant visual dispositions, as described in this extract:  

“The street looked like a street in Mexico. All the storefront signs were in 

Spanish. So was the music coming from huge speakers in nearly every 

cluttered store. People walking by spoke in Spanish. Newsstands sold 

magazines in Spanish. The smell of tacos floated on the sidewalk, luring 

people into tiny Mexican restaurants. But something made Broadway 

genuinely American” (Escandón 1999, p.190, in Priewe 2006, p.600). 

 This urban fabric described by Escandón is the consequence of many Mexican 

migrants trying to express their self-identity, cultural and national, through the built 

environment and architecture. According to James Rojas, a planner in Los Angeles 

metropole, this is very common, “Latinos, like any other immigrant group, re-create what 

they know”, he adds that “in many parts of L.A. streets no longer feel like suburban 

America but have a look, feel and use of Latin American streets. From the numerous street 

vendors selling on Pico Union’s narrow sidewalks to the murals of East Los Angeles” (in 

Hawthorne 2006, p.3), this section of L.A. is definitively Latino.  

 Similarly, in a photographic exhibition entitled “El Nuevo Mundo” by Camilo 

Vergara, he recognized these observations of the streets of L.A. Presenting “the hot, flat, 

and poor part of Los Angeles County”, the exhibition shows the challenges that Latinos 

undertook to counter the process of integration, “demonstrating instead the signs of the 

ever-strong Latino presence in the urban fabric”, with “more people, more signs in 

Spanish, more Latino businesses” (Vergarra 2000, in Phillips 2001, p.176). Phillips 

commenting on the exhibition states that: 
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“Vergara’s images of storefront paintings, Virgins of Guadalupe … and 

modified domestic exteriors demonstrate how this area has been 

transformed. No longer a neighborhood of abandoned buildings, it now 

pulsates with the beat of banda music (Mexico’s version of the oompah 

band), shines with the lights of all-night taco trucks, and attracts local 

shoppers with colorful depictions of store wares and caricatures of farm 

animals going to the slaughter” (Phillips 2001, p.180). 

 In “Mi Casa es Su Casa”, a 1994 paper by Crawford and Adobe La, an in-depth 

description of the eastern neighborhood of L.A. can be found, with the alteration done by 

Latino and Mexican migrants there, the appropriation of the space to express their identity, 

but at the same time to adapt it to the existing built fabric. Crawford and Adobe La (1994, 

p.13) see that “through personal and cultural alterations to their houses, the residents of 

East L.A. reenact, in innumerable individual versions, the social drama of Mexican 

migration to Los Angeles”. The fences in front of their houses, “the initial gesture that 

defines East L.A.’s domestic landscape” (Crawford and Adobe La 1994, p.15), their 

backyards, interior configurations, and plants, all reflect their habitus, once developed 

when they were in Mexico. They maintain that the boundary assists to create a “claim to 

the barrio”, to “delineate the front yard as an enclosure”, while simultaneously pushing 

“the domain of the house forward to the street”, allowing inhabitants to evidently “define 

their environment while maintaining contact with the activities of the sidewalk and street” 

(Crawford and Adobe La 1994, p.15). The boundary presents a definition of the “yarda”, 

or yard, designated as being an “enclosed occupied space serving as an arena of 

sociability, a site of control, an outdoor work area, and a stage for symbolic elaboration” 

(Crawford and Adobe La 1994, p.16). This yard allows a better interaction between the 

inhabitants, or with anyone just passing by. Yet, those interactions are “highly structured”; 
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where “strangers are met at the gate” and “friends are invited onto the porch” (Crawford 

and Adobe La 1994, p.16) reflecting their lifestyles and habitus in Mexico. In addition, 

these yards are personalized and customized by inhabitants, to express the residents’ “daily 

lives and deeply personal preferences to anyone passing by”, acting as a space of 

expression of inhabitants’ personal and cultural identity.  

  Similar to this appropriation of the front yard, to become an expression of the 

inhabitants’ personal and cultural identity, the houses are too adapted to express this self-

image. The terminology “Mexicanization” comes into being to express this appropriation 

done by several Mexican migrants to transform their houses in L.A. into spaces that reflect 

their homes once experienced in Mexico. Some visible alteration of the houses can be 

detected, such as putting yellow, peach or mango tones paints on elevations, “replacing 

wood surfaces with textured stucco or columns with ornamental wrought iron or stuccoed 

arches”; turning the garages to places to rent; and creating an extension of the “porches 

furnished with tables, chairs, or couches and decorated with wrought iron, paint, or potted 

plants” (Crawford and Adobe La 1994, p.16). These modifications, to the yards or the 

houses themselves, were done without any consultation of an architect or any professional 

in the construction field, but are implemented “without working drawings” (Crawford and 

Adobe La 1994, p.16), without taking into consideration the construction laws or getting 

any building permits.  

 While this intervention on spaces without any assistance from an architect is 

discussed in depth in the next chapter, it is worth shedding the light on it here too. The 

modifications and the alteration done individually to the houses are particularly 

problematic to the architecture discipline, albeit in some countries more than the others. 
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For instance, this approach shows that the majority of the community does not see engaging 

an architect in these alterations as necessary, thus claiming that anyone can implement 

modifications and design on the spaces he/she occupies. While “Architecture without 

architects”, sometimes referred to in the architecture discipline as “vernacular 

architecture”, is known to be the prevailing approach to architecture during long periods of 

times, the formation of the architecture profession, at first, means that the questions of 

building, constructing and designing, is now in the domain of the architect. Yet, the 

consultation of an architect, especially in countries in West Africa, where this profession 

is not organized under strict laws, is rarely done, while the architect is the professional 

accommodating in his training the wide range of elements that enter in the design of 

buildings (such as environmental consideration, psychological, political, and sociocultural 

issues).  

 The absence of law protection in the field of architecture is seen as one of the main 

problems in the profession, together with the large occupation of the architects by the 

question of aesthetics, pure design, and expensive executions, thus seen as being suitable 

for a very selective set of clients. The motives behind the alterations and appropriations 

done by the Latinos and Mexicans in the Unites States are issues of identity. These 

alterations, according to Amos Rapoport (1987, p.13) have “assumed a minority position 

in architecture”. Rapoport (1987, p.13) adds that since modernity, the question related to 

how much the architecture is responsive to the cultural needs of the population is 

overlooked by contemporaneous movement showing minimum interest to be engaged in 

such questions. Additionally, when they are engaged, “the results have often been 

inappropriate or demeaning”, Crawford and Adobe La (1994, p.20) add that 
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“contemporary architectural styles, whether postmodern or abstract formalist, hold little 

interest for a culture already rich in visual imagery, expression, and meaning”.  

 Expressing the Mexican culture in physical objects became on the shoulders of the 

Mexican migrants, who went into the process of appropriation and adaptation of their 

houses drawing from their understanding and involvement with the Mexican architecture, 

lifestyles, and culture. The appropriation of the spaces, interiors, and exterior gardens, is 

done as a way of expressing the habitus and self-identity, and whereas the room planning 

is seldom changed, they are filled with Mexican furniture. In particular, for instance, living 

spaces “overflow with plastic-covered furniture, photographs of birthdays, graduations, 

and weddings, and carefully ordered collections of beautiful little things, religious 

mementos, and family souvenirs” (Crawford and Adobe La 1994, p.17). The differentiation 

among female and male spaces in the house is also recognized, considering the kitchen as 

“almost exclusively the territory of the mother and the female members of the family”, 

whereas males are anticipated to “work outside the house all day, appear in the evening to 

watch TV, water the plants, or putter in the yard” (Crawford and Adobe La 1994, p.20). 

The separation between female and male deeds, outside and inside spaces, are not new and 

are considered to be a traditional division, but they are an expression of the habitus and 

activities transported with them to Mexico, as well as how they spend their time on their 

free times, as outlined by Crawford and Adobe La:  

“On weekends the enclosed household routines spill out into the yard’s 

extroverted space. On Saturday the tempo intensifies, as men gather to work 

on cars, friends, and relatives drop by, tables and chairs are set out for 

parties and barbecues, vendors offer their wares, and teenagers cruise by 

in minitrucks or low riders. By Sunday the place slows. Families, dressed 
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up, leave for church, neighbors chat over the fence, and children play in the 

yard” (Crawford and Adobe La 1994, p.20). 

 Those modifications of the houses in L.A., motivated by the cultural identity and 

habitus of the Mexican migrants are also the topic of the “El Nuevo Mundo” exhibition by 

Vergara. As stated by Phillips (2001, p.176), Vergarra “celebrates the persistence of 

people who come to the United States with very little in the way of material possessions, 

but who nonetheless manage to piece together a powerful culture”. Vergara presents his 

exhibition by saying:  

“I was amazed to find that symbols and colors from south of the border 

dominate large sections of Los Angeles County. It was a mystery because it 

led me to uncover the strengths of what I regarded as the weaker culture. I 

had assumed that the Latino presence in Southern California would be 

reasserted for a few years only, after which signs of assimilation would be 

widespread. Instead, we have witnessed Latino cultures going from strength 

to strength, with no signs of erasure” (Exhibition catalog p. 14, in Phillips 

2001, p.179). 

 This only adds to the importance of the role played by architecture, habitus, and 

culture in the re-territorialization of the migrants in their new contexts. It shows an 

underlying urge to project the sense of identity “through their material culture, surface 

constructions, and daily aesthetic practice” (Phillips 2001, p.177), to counterbalance the 

feeling of loss and estrangement felt in a new environment, beside its alien habitus and 

architecture. In the above-mentioned novel by Escandon, the transplantation of the old and 

familiar to the new context is also mentioned. The main character, Esperanza, after she 

decided to move to the United States, detached the bathroom, the place where an image of 

her dead daughter emerged to her, to move it with her: 
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“They passed a sign that read: UNITED STATES BORDER 200 

KILOMETERS. Esperanza’s box of saints was in the back of the truck along 

with a couple of suitcases. Next to them, tightly fastened with ropes, was an 

entire wall from Esperanza’s bathroom, complete with tile, sink, medicine 

cabinet, light fixture, toilet, pipes, and the rust stain” (Escandón 1999, 

p.258, in Priewe 2006, p.591).  

 Priewe (2006, p.589), in a reflection on the novel by Escandon, states that “the 

protagonist plans to construct a home away from home in Los Angles, and the house (as a 

metaphor for the self) will be built with American and Mexican parts”. He describes that 

“her future life in Los Angeles will not be a starting over in which the old is abandoned, 

but in which it is in part taken along to create newness” (Priewe 2006, p.589). Mentioned 

above, the recreation of the old familiar spaces and configurations in the new context assists 

the migrants in continuing and perpetuating their personal and cultural identity, thus 

helping in having an easier re-territorialization to the new environment. Phillips (2001, 

p.181), commenting on the Mexican migrants, adds that “they often continue to live, hope, 

and dream in Spanish”, hence considered as a failure to “mentally cross” the boundaries 

that they crossed in real life physically. This attachment from the immigrants’ part to their 

old lives, and the hesitation to submerge into the new cultural settings of their host country, 

caused the translation of their identity physically through the architecture, as explored in 

the examples till now. For these Latino and Mexican immigrants, the borders between the 

United States and Mexico are perceived as only a simple line, and not a real boundary that 

separates between two cultures and societies. Hence, according to Phillips (2001, p.183), a 

large number of these immigrants consider some southern American cities, such as L.A. to 

be a part of Latin America and Mexico. According to this claim, migration to L.A. for 
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example is perceived as being a movement from one city to another, within the same culture 

or nation. 

 What can be extracted from the above examples, the approach adopted by the 

migrants, in questioning their identity, was in visually projecting their cultural and national 

identity into the physical space, architecture, and built environment. Nevertheless, this 

identity projection into the architecture does not only affect the direct surroundings only, 

but complete parts of the city, or suburbs, where a large number of migrants is concentrated. 

This blatant projection of the identity into the physical space, while presenting major 

benefits for the migrants helping them to recreate home away from home, can result in 

major changes in the characteristics of a place, and its memory, challenging the local 

expectations and perceptions of the host community. With entire suburbs and quarters of 

the city submitting transformations to express different and foreign cultural backgrounds, 

this kind of re-territorialization by the host community is seen as a threat to their cultural 

values and social coherence, putting the migrants in front of rejections from the receiving 

societies. Increasing the restrictions on borders crossing, aiming to reduce the numbers of 

migrants, and to increase the settlement of Latino and Mexican in the south part of the 

United States is perceived as a reaction to the challenges that the migration imposes, which 

are considered to be changing the American culture permanently.       

 Whereas Latino and Mexican migrants expression of their identity overtly, the 

Lebanese in Bamako are more subtle in this expression. The next chapter explores the 

different ways the Lebanese use the architecture and their physical surroundings to project 

their identity to recreate their familiar and known environment away from home.    
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Chapter Seven 

Lebanese Re-territorialization in Bamako, Mali 

 The field work presented here is that of the Lebanese migrants living in Bamako, 

the capital of Mali. This is studied in relation to their re-territorialization attempts in their 

new foreign environment. The re-territorialization activities of the Lebanese in Bamako 

are modest, the visual indications of a re-appropriation of space are foremost seen in the 

interiors of their houses, while from the exterior some subtle additions of specific elements, 

such as Musharabiya and some plant varieties especially vines can be detected. It is worth 

noting that some Lebanese there are already starting to build their own houses from scratch. 

The effect this minor group is having on the larger physical context of Bamako is marginal, 

in comparison with the case explored above of the Latino and Mexican migrants in the 

United States. Yet, it reflects the idea they have of what space, architecture, and a built 

environment should be or feel like, giving glimpses of their identity, their habitus, and how 

they perceive their place of birth while fighting to make a better living for themselves in 

their new country.  

 Bamako is known to be simultaneously an “important city of transit, destination 

and return for refugees and migrants in West Africa” (Mixed Migration Centre 2020, p.10). 

The biggest number of migrants in Mali is found in Bamako. This city is also the target of 

many internal rural migrants. It is also the home of several Lebanese migrants interviewed 

in 2022 for this research. The Lebanese migrants in Bamako are considered as part of the 

Lebanese migration to West Africa since the 1880s, albeit Bamako came as a later 
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destination. Hince it is worth having a quick historical overview of the Lebanese migration 

to West Africa to situate the migration to Bamako in its larger scale.  

7.1 Lebanese migration to West Africa 

 The Lebanese immigration to African countries, Western and other, took place 

before the French mandate in some regions, and with its beginning in others, and it was 

intense in the second half of the twenties, with a desire to make huge amount of money, 

after hearing about the success that the previous immigrants had met, wether in America 

or West Africa. Even some of the immigrants from Jabal Amel (South Lebanon today) in 

America left their places there and headed towards Africa, hoping for greater wealth there. 

It is mentioned that a large number of Bint Jbeil’s immigrants in the United States of 

America moved from there to Sierra Leone and other African countries. Iskandar Riachy 

added that “the French mandate encouraged this migration to its colonies, and the Lebanese 

were considered among the inhabitants of these colonies, as represented at the Paris 

Exhibition” (Riachi 1953, p.228). This consideration led to facilitate the movement 

between the French colonies from one side, and from Jabal Amel to the French colonies 

from another side.  

America was seen as a main destination for the first Lebanese immigrants,  “where 

the attractions were strong and the level of well-being tempted the poor and peasants of the 

Levant” (Hourani and Chehade, 1993). The sea route from the Lebanese shores to the 

Americas, North and South, passed through the French port of Marseille, “and in it, the 

Lebanese emigrants probably heard for the first time of a new country called West Africa, 
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ao a few of them changed the course of the road and headed for it instead of continuing to 

the New World” (Mroueh 1938, p.191).  

As for why these immigrants stopped at the port of Marseilia, and did not continue 

to America, and preferred to go to Africa, some assert that this is due to three main reasons: 

first, the inability of these immigrants to pay the exorbitant travel fare to America; second, 

their health condition did not allow them to follow the road to those distant countries; and 

third, their mistaken arrival at the port of Saint Louis, located to the west of Senegal on the 

Atlantic Ocean, thinking that this is America (Safa 1960, p.10). Donia Taam states that 

“Senegal was the main gateway for the Lebanese to Africa” (Taam 1988, p.135). While 

others believe that political and historical reasons were behind this migration to Africa, as: 

first,  the fact that West Africa was a French colony, easy to move to; second, the poverty 

of the Lebanese immigrant, and the deception of the captains of the ships that were 

transporting them (Bazzi 2008, p.310), so often the Lebanese expatriate would leave 

Lebanon in order to travel to America, and eventually discover that he had landed in Africa. 

And if it was the coincidence that brought the Lebanese to West Africa, then the 

deteriorating economic situation in Lebanon was one of the main reasons that prompted 

these Lebanese to immigrate from Lebanon in the first place, regardless of the destination 

or the host country. While the economic situation in Jabal Amel, despite its disadvantages 

(especially taxes), was better than the situation in Mount Lebanon, which was “a limited 

mountainous land, separated from the plains and coasts” (Bader El-Dine 1990, p.30), the 

emigration was also an escape from poverty and destitution, and in search of a better life. 

As for Jabal Amel, the economic situation, which was acceptable to some extent due to the 
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daily trade relations with Palestine and Syria, was disturbed by what the Turks, their 

governors, the powerful and their agents were doing to oppress the peasants (Bazzi 2008). 

 Additionally, there were a kind of propaganda, as some of the establishments 

organizing migration played a key role in urging young people to emigrate in general 

(Bazzi 2008). Also, some of the messages from the immigrants to Africa, to their families, 

constituted a propaganda material pushing them to travel there, where the labor markets 

are open to all and the country is still “virgin waiting for someone to enter it” (Bader El-

Dine 1990, p.33). 

The first Lebanese, also called Syro-Lebanese, arrived in Senegal at the end of the 

1880s. And then dispersed during the 1890s in Guinea, Sierra Leone, French Sudan (today 

Mali), Ghana, then in the 1900s in Ivory Coast, Nigeria, Niger, and Upper Volta. The 

French and English colonial authorities were very early favorable and even encouraged this 

immigration. The Lebanese were then reputed to have “a keen sense” of the retail trade and 

represented perfect intermediaries between Africans and European settlers. The beginning 

of Lebanese immigration to West Africa was the consequence of two main factors: first, 

the precariousness of the standard of living in Lebanon, which drove many peasants, 

unemployed people, and illiterates, mostly from the southern regions (less developed than 

the North) into exile; second, the poll tax (imposed especially on Christians) and 

compulsory military service introduced in 1905 within the Ottoman Empire. According to 

Fouad Khuri (1965), the places of the establishment of the Lebanese would follow the 

following distribution, although not exhaustive: Lebanese from Tyre (South Lebanon) 

settled in mainly in Dakar and later joined the Lebanese migrants in Bamako. Lebanese 

from Beit Chebab near Beirut (West Lebanon) settled in Bamako (Mali). Lebanese from 
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Tripoli (North Lebanon) settled in Accra (Ghana). Lebanese from the Akkar region (North 

Lebanon) settled in Ouagadougou (Upper Volta) and Bouaké (Ivory Coast). Lebanese from 

Mizyara near Zghorta (North Lebanon) settled in Lagos (Nigeria). 

We can see that the Lebanese community in West Africa is far from having 

remained socially, economically, and politically immobile and inactive. The Lebanese 

have shown that they are not only foreign traders but have, for the most part, well and truly 

accepted the various African countries as a new homeland. This explains why some of 

them became politically involved in African parties even after independence and started to 

appropriate their houses in a way that showed a sign of permanent residency. 

7.2 Re-territorialization process 

What is studied here is the Lebanese migrants who came to Bamako starting 2014, 

mainly from south Lebanon and some from North Lebanon (Hermel), who are considered 

to be now first-generation migrants. Bamako now shows a minimal sign of Lebanese 

culture. Throughout an interview in 2022, Hussein, a Lebanese migrant who arrived in 

Bamako in 2015, described how he felt alien when he first arrived in Bamako. Now he 

calls it “more like home”, in an interview done with him, he describes how he went from 

being intimidated by the sense of alienation at his arrival, and how now he feels he can 

continue to live here without any hesitation:  

“At first, I started to do some minimal changes to remind me of home, and 

to my surprise, the first thing I did was adding some plants that their smells 

remind me of my old village, I found a Jasmin plant, which I put it in the 

front yard at the entrance of the house. Smelling it when entering and 
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exiting the house took me back to our home in Lebanon” (Hussein, Interview 

with the author, 2022).  

        

 

Figure 5: Jasmin flowers above the main entrance of one of the Lebanese migrants in Bamako. 

Source: the author 2022. 

  

 Additionally, the habit of planting and cultivating specific plants in front of the 

houses or on balconies, especially in the south Lebanon villages, can be seen reflected in 

this new environment, with the majority of the Lebanese migrants interviewed presenting, 
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if not a backyard to plant in it, several pots that are used to grow some familiar plants and 

vegetables, which remind them of home, and are often used in their cooking, such as 

parsley, basil, and sometimes even onions. While the practice of cultivating some 

vegetables and plants in the backyard of the house is not unique to the Lebanese migrants, 

many locals include what is known in Bamako as “kitchen garden” next to their outdoor 

kitchen (African kitchen), the types of the plants cultivated by the Lebanese are those seen 

in their old homes.  

 

Figure 6: Kitchen garden in Bamako, Source: Corps Africa 2021 

 This specific characteristic of cultivating familiar plants, vegetables, sometimes 

fruits, to use them to remake Lebanese cuisine, is a tangible case of habitus reflected in the 

physical space, the habitus that is built in the earlier years of living in a particular place, 

where habits of how to deal with the land around them, what kind of vegetables to plant, 

and the preferences for particular cuisine and taste is constructed. Additionally, as 
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mentioned in Chapter 5, agricultural practices, and cooking habits, are culturally guided 

habitudes that can reduce the sense of alienation between the present and the past, between 

here and there. The conservation of these habits maintains the individual and cultural 

identity. As shown from the words of Ziad, a Lebanese migrant in Bamako, when it comes 

to cooking and Sunday gathering, and Farah, concerning gardening: 

“On Sundays, we surely have a family gathering, where we sit on lunch 

consisting definitely of grilled meat, like the food we used to make back 

home every Sunday. On the table, a variety of Lebanese Mezza is always 

present. So nothing has changed when it comes to our Sundays” (Ziad, 

interviewed by the author, 2022).  

And: 

“I have everything I need to recreate the typical Sunday table we used to do 

back home. The garlic is usually planted by my husband in the backyard. 

Hummus can be found in particular Lebanese supermarkets out there. The 

lettuce for the Fattouch is also planted in our backyard. I think my husband 

enjoys this pattern of cultivating our vegetables, even if some of them can 

be found here, it is just a throwback to his childhood, when he used to help 

his parents in their house’s garden” (Farah, interviewed by the author, 

2022).  

 However, the climate of Mali does not always allow particular types of plants to 

grow. This pattern changes from one season to another. The coolest months in Mali, which 

happens to be between July and September, the known summer season, reminded Farah of 

summer back in Lebanon. She first arrived in Bamako this season and she felt “at home” 

with this weather, despite some rains from time to time. Accordingly, during this season 

the cultivation of vegetables and plants are at their highest, in comparison with hotter 
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seasons of the year. Moreover, the biggest difference observed between Bamako and 

Lebanon was the sea factor: 

“My family wanted to settle on a city on the ocean, to remind them of the 

Mediterranean sea, this is why we first wanted to settle in Abidjan on the 

ocean, like other Lebanese; the choice of Bamako came later on, what I 

feared the most was this distance from the big blue water” (Farah, 

interviewed by the author, 2022). 

 The love of the sea, even its sight without constituting a major factor in daily life 

activities, can be related to the built environment in which Farah was raised, and to the 

exposure of a particular habitus. This factor guided the settlement of some Lebanese 

migrants, who searched for a house near the Niger River that crosses Bamako city (figure 

7).  

 

Figure 7: Bamako map. Source: Cad Mapper 2022 
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 Farah’s house is located almost on the riversides, in what is known as the Niger 

city. To enjoy the vast water surface the river presents. However, the difference between 

the turbulent Mediterranean Sea, with its waves, and the calm surface of the river was very 

clear from the early beginning. Eventually, causing the experience of “a string of 

disappointments” upon the settlement near the river: 

 “The huge waves of the sea, with their crushing sounds, and the calming 

effect this has, is absent in the Niger River. Even when there are a lot of 

winds, nothing of these waves can be seen. Moreover, the River is nothing 

close to safe to dive in, from a hygienic point of view first, since it is polluted 

most of the time, and because it accommodates sometimes some crocodiles 

or other fishes, we never dared to dive in it” (Farah, interview with the 

author, 2022).  

 However, the settlement near the river was not a pattern to be noted between the 

Lebanese migrants. The map presented below (figure 8), presents the location of the 

Lebanese migrants' house consulted for this research..  
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Figure 8: Bamako Map. Base Source: Cad Mapper 2022 

 The preference for the location of the house varied from one migrant to another. 

While some chose to be close to the river, especially in the Niger city, which is considered 

a well-perceived area, others preferred to be along with other Lebanese migrants, while 

other migrants didn’t have a say in choosing the location of their house, some economic 

factors were stronger in this regard.  

 The choice of the house location according to the similarities to the home country, 

naturally or socially, can be seen as a re-territorialization process based on the acquired 

habitus.   
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 As well as the cultivation of vegetables, the vine is seen as an essential element in 

the expression of what a home should accommodate. The vernacular architecture in 

Lebanese villages always showed a terrace sitting area under a pergola covered with vine 

trees (figure 9). This place is a social place where family and neighbors gather when the 

weather is good outside. This is also reflected in several paintings done by foreign painters 

when visited Lebanon as being an important aspet to be shown (figure 10). 

 

Figure 9:Lebanese Architecture. Source: Discover Lebanon, 2010. 
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Figure 10: "Lebanese family lounging on a terrace in Ghazir" 

By Rodolphe Lindemann (1908). 

This tradition was carried into present days, with even contemporary houses 

presenting this approach to an outdoor place under a vine. The vine pergola served different 

purposes, from spending the hot summer afternoons on the outdoor terrace under the vine 

pergola for shading to a place for socializing and receiving neighbors, days and nights, to 

a plant in itself useful for the making of some Lebanese food, the stuffed grape leaves 

“warak enab”, and the grapes themselves as being a valuable fruit. The vine tree is present 

in 9 out of 10 houses of the Lebanese migrants interviewed in Bamako. The establishment 

of this element is not only related to useful purposes but in itself, it is linked to the 

memories that connect the migrants to their “old home”, as the story below  shows. 
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Ali’s memories of the long nights spent under the vine in his home country pushed 

him to add a vine in his front yard, as well as in the backyard of his house. Ali is a Lebanese 

migrant, although, from the second generation, where his parents came to Bamako in 1995, 

he spent most of his childhood in Lebanon with his great parents. Another account of this 

can be found in the answer of Ali’s brother when asked what inspired him to add a vine 

into his backyard too: 

“I had a wish to recreate the social ambiance we had in Lebanon, where at 

night the family and the neighbors come together on the terrace, under the 

vine, to share stories, laughs, and spend the night, sometimes till the early 

morning, together. This is the best memory I had from Lebanon, and my 

favorite part of the house here” (Mohamad, interviewed by the author, 

2022). 

 

Figure 11: Vine tree in a Lebanese migrant house in Bamako. Source: the author 2022.  
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Figure 12: Vine tree in a Lebanese migrant house in Bamako. Source: the author 2022. 

 Drawing from the observations and responses received, having a vine in the 

backyard reflects the relationship to the “old home”, not only in its presence but also in the 

manner it is put and used, and its symbolization; a space of familiarity and gathering, a 

piece of home. While particularly related to habitus and old social habits from home, the 

vine does not only represents an element of re-appropriation, but also a visible architectural 

aspect that reflects the cultural background of the migrants implementing it.  

 Additionally, the vine tree, with the sitting area under it, is seen as reflecting the 

relation that the Lebanese migrants have kept between the indoor and the outdoor, with the 
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custom of spending times with neighbors in the outdoor, albeit it is not convenient in 

Bamako, first due to the hot weather, and the flying insects that bother the individuals 

trying to enjoy a few outdoor moments.      

  The architecture appropriation process and the addition of small yet identity 

reflecting objects are seen in different examples too. Another gesture is the appropriation 

of the interior of the house to reflect the Lebanese way of dealing with the interior space, 

especially seen in the houses of migrants who came from villages. In several houses visited 

for this research, some choices of interior materials and furniture were detected that are 

typically a Lebanese expression.  

 For instance, some migrants used stone to cover some walls of their interior space, 

when the alteration of the exterior was not possible. This imitation reminded them of the 

Lebanese houses, traditional or even built contemporary, which tend to use the natural 

stone as a material to construct the walls in the first, or just to cover the walls already 

existing in stucco materials made to look like stones (figure 13 ).  
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Figure 13: Interior arrangement showing an appropriation of the space, the Lebanese way. 

Source: the author 2022. 

 For Hassan, a Lebanese migrants in Bamako, the stone walls are meticulously 

associated with his childhood. When asked about the most remembered elements of his 

“old home”, Hassan quickly responded “the stone of our old village house”, he further 

adds: 

“Sitting and playing were all the time in front of the house, or in the cellar, 

which had an old stone arch entrance. At the moment I didn’t realize that 

this will become part of what I will yearn to one day, but now I see it as part 

of who I am” (Hassan, interviewed by the author, 2022). 

 While in Bamako context, the stone is not a material present in abundance and is 

for this considered expensive, some stones features can be found, if not covering the walls 
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of the interior house, some small walls in the gardens of some Lebanese migrants 

interviewed can be found. 

 

Figure 14:A Lebanese migrant garden in Bamako. Source: the author 2022. 

  Not only the walls but also the floors in some Lebanese migrants' houses in Bamako 

are been covered with some tiles that hold the old Lebanese mosaic pattern.   
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Figure 15: A Lebanese migrant kitchen in Bamako. Source: the author 2022. 

 While these mosaic tiles are not exclusive of the Lebanese interior spaces, they can 

be found in a large number of architectural styles, they were very popular in the old 
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traditional Lebanese houses, and they knew a comeback in the last decade when lots of 

Lebanese started to reuse them in their kitchens and bathrooms. If of good quality, these 

mosaic tiles are considered to be expensive in comparison with using the usual porcelain 

or ceramic in the kitchen tiling. When asked Sahar about the choice of this tiling in her 

kitchen, she was so excited to tell the story: 

“My husband is an architect, he used to use this kind of tiles in several 

projects he did in Lebanon, as it reflects the old Lebanese style in designing 

with tiles that reminded him of his old childhood house when he used to live 

with his grandparents. So when we decided to redo the kitchen here after 

we moved to Bamako, he had only one idea of using this Lebanese pattern 

to stay loyal to his roots” (Sahar, interviewed by the author, 2022). 

   The re-appropriation did by the migrants also extends to affect the furniture used in 

their interior spaces. The common low sitting, known as “Arabic seat”, while is given up 

by the Lebanese who live in cities, is still very famous among the Lebanese who live in 

villages. This kind of sitting is recreated to “feel at home”, where the family can all sit 

together and enjoy a peaceful night with a cup of tea.  
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Figure 16: A Lebanese migrant kitchen in Bamako. Source: the author 2022. 

 While these elements all refer to the architectural configurations of the “old home”, 

they are considered inspired by the habitus of the Lebanese put into practice. These 

appropriations and architectural additions indicate the strong link existing between self-

identity, habitus, and architecture. Lebanese identity, particularly their national one 



234 
 

expressed by architecture, are detected also being a“non-utilitarian” level. Hussein 

observes the manner that Lebanese immigrants expressed the national identity through 

minimal details added to their new houses or properties; adding “their trademarks” on 

them. He said that the Lebanese migrants didn’t miss a chance to “paint the Cedar tree 

somewhere on their properties, while painting the accessories, such as gutter, mailbox, or 

the whole gate, in red” (In an interview with the author, 2022). This is considered a further 

reference point from the national identity expressed in the new built environment.   

 The mountainous terrain of Lebanon also influenced the approach undertaken by 

the Lebanese migrants in Bamako to build their houses. Ali, who happened to be an 

architect, describes how being exposed to the “Lebanese way of dealing with the terrain, 

including the know-how of cutting into the slope”, was useful when he decided to start 

building his house in Bamako on land that has a steep slope, uncommon to the flat land of 

Bamako. While showing me the plans he did for his house, Hussein pointed out how he 

decided to deal with the slop by “cutting into it the ground the way we do back in Lebanon, 

to solve challenges faced due to the irregularity of the land” (Hussein, interviewed by the 

author, 2022). This created the underground level, the cellar, which is used as a storage 

place, accessible from outside of the house too. This basement level strongly resembles the 

old vaulted cellar presented in some old village houses. 

 The resettlement practices of the Lebanese are also guided by the habitus, and its 

cultural and social dimensions. As mentioned earlier, the settlement done was, if the choice 

was theirs in the first place, based on some criteras such as the similiarity of the chosen 

context to that of the home country, but also based on proximity to other Lebanese migrants, or 

family and friends. While pinpointing a Lebanese district in Bamako is far from being possible, 
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some migrants stated that their choices of their house location was because “some other Lebanese 

live here too”. Around 70 per cent of the Lebanese migrants interviewed for this thesis chose the 

location of their houses based on notion of proximity to other Lebanese. While this is common to 

the majority of migrants around the world, the Lebanese migrants did not only choose to live next 

to other Lebanese migrants, but also maintained strong links between them forming a kind of 

community, where they share their challenges, work opportunities, and daily lives. The examples 

described in the previous chapter demonstrated how beneficial is this approach to ease the 

resettlement of the recently arrived migrants. 

 Choosing to settle next to individuals who share the same customs, culture, and language 

is equivalent to having a support system, which is essential in a new context. The sense of loss and 

alienation felt by the migrants in their new environment, due to being exposed to a new culture, 

lifestyle, language, and habitus, has major effects on the sense of identity and belonging. The 

migrants interviewed in this thesis mentioned the importance that having someone “similar” to 

them, who can advise them, understand them, and feel related to. Establishing such connections is 

much needed at the beginning to find a place to stay in, a job, or even just to listen to their fears 

and daily activities, which all make the resettlement easier. Ahmad, a Lebanese migrant 

interviewed, describes how being surrounded by other Lebanese migrants was one of the main 

reasons he “made it this far”, adding how “we helped and supported each other” (Ahmad, 

interviewed by the author 2022). A similar statement is presented by Hussein:  

“The connection with other Lebanese here had a great effect on our lives in the 

beginning. When we first arrived here, we knew no one, we needed other Lebanese 

to tell us where is the safest region to live in, what is the best school for our kids 

[..] we needed other Lebanese’s opinion, an opinion we can trust. These insights 

were essential to decode the new world” (Hussein, interviewed by the author 

2022). 
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 Furthermore, many migrants coming from Lebanon, where its built environment and 

architecture were their whole universe, which guided their views and expectations, they faced a 

cultural shock vis-à-vis the built environment of Bamako.  

 Coming from the dense urban fabric of Beirut, of from the narrow streets and adjacent 

houses of the Lebanese villages, the first thing mentioned by most of the Lebanese migrants was 

how “spacious” Bamako looks like, how open its urban fabric is, with its flat topography standing 

in severe contrast with the mountainous lands of Lebanon. Siham, who arrived to Bamako three 

years ago, recalls: 

“The first thing I noticed here was the flat land, everything here is so flat, you can 

see all Bamako from the rooftop of a high building. It was so weird for me at the 

beginning, no mountains, you feel lost in the sameness of the surrounding 

landscape. And everything is spread out, the buildings here looked different. There 

are no high buildings, in exception of one or two, which you have directly to start 

asking what are these buildings assigned to. Everything was so different here … 

not only buildings, but also trees looked so different” (Siham, interviewed by the 

author, 2022).  

 

 This shock was also accompanied by a feeling of disappointment with the new 

environment. The majority of the buildings there were made of local stones with corrugated iron 

sheds, spread out on lands without any sense of urban organization. The built environment was 

described as being “primitive”, “unpleasant”, or “miserable” (answers by migrants interviewed by 

the author, 2022).  

 This alienation felt in the new environment was one of the main purposes behind the 

resettlement of the Lebanese migrants in proximity to other Lebanese, seeking familiarity and 

comfort in the companionship of their compatriots. This proximity allowed the Lebanese migrants 



237 
 

to help, visit, and play some sports with each other, seen as a way of establishing a continuity of 

their habitus, Ziad recalls: 

“We spend every Sunday together, having lunch together as in old days in 

Lebanon. We grill together, sing, and stay together till the late hours of the night” 

(Ziad, interviewed by the author, 2022).    

 These gatherings, eating customs, and other activities, help the migrants to feel “at home”, 

since there were no habitus nor language barriers. This is also expressed by the words of Jad: 

“We have our ways in telling jokes and stories that non-Lebanese can’t 

understand. You have to have the same past experience to understand our jokes” 

(Jad, interviewed by the author, 2022).  

 

While some Lebanese migrants preferred to live in a proximity with other Lebanese, others didn’t 

find this as being of major importance, since they own their personal cars, and can go visit their 

friends and family members even if they were relatively farther. As expressed in Jad words:   

“I didn’t find it essential to settle next to other Lebanese migrants physically, but 

I still visit my friends, it’s a 10 minutes’ drive from my home, sometimes they come 

to visit too” (Jad, interviewed by the author, 2022). 

 

 Settlement practices and architecture are not the only aspect of perpetuating self-identity 

in a new environment. Also, objects can play an essential role assisting in this. Fouad (interviewed 

by the author, 2022) describes how sometimes one photograph of the home country, hanged in the 

living room or the bedroom, can be detected in “almost every Lebanese’ house here in Bamako”. 

This attempt to hang photography of the home country surpasses the domestic spaces to the 

commercial ones, where it is more visible. A Lebanese restaurant visited in Bamako presents an 

oversized photography of Baalbek, and another one of Racouche Roche in Beirut. Ali, the owner 

of the restaurant explains that this photography became synonym with the existence of a Lebanese 
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migrant (interviewed by the author, 2022). It should be mentioned here that the migrants when they 

left Lebanon, they took with them the “bare necessities”, including these photos of Lebanon, or of 

their families. Many other types of objects can be seen in the migrants’ houses, such as souvenirs 

of traditional Lebanese wood works, pieces of decorations they used to put in their old houses, and 

some migrants even mentioned stones from the fields. Hussein stated that, since no one is using 

them anymore, I bought some garden tools from my grandparents’ house back home, just to 

“remind me of my birthplace” (Hussein, interviewed by the author, 2022).  

 However, after arriving to their new homes, the migrants start replacing the objects that 

remind them of their “old home” by the more practical objects, or they store them away when they 

don’t seem to be “useful” in their new lives. This shows the flexible aspect of the habitus and its 

ability to adapt to new conditions. 

 Though the presented cases and examples show how some Lebanese migrants were able to 

recreate a “sense of home” in their new environment, through minor architectural alterations based 

on the architectural styles they used to enjoy in their homeland, the feeling of yearning to the “old 

home” is always present. For several migrants, the living in the new environment can certainly not 

replace the feeling of being “at home”, in the place where they were born and raised. Ziad describes 

how his longing for his village, the place where he was born and spent most of his childhood, has 

never changed with the pass of time in Bamako. He adds: 

“The vibes of everything there [in his village] are different. Even small 

meaningless details communicate lots of feelings and memories” (Ziad, 

interviewed by the author, 2022).  

 Although most of the Lebanese migrants in Bamako claim that Lebanon is where “their 

heart is”, they are conscious of the challenges that result from dividing their lives between two 

countries, two distant regions, and subsequently culture. While yearning for the home is one of the 

most common feeling described by all the migrants interviewed, they all know that going back to 
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Lebanon, at least for the present time, is not on the table, Bamako is now the place where they live, 

their children are or will be born. It appears that what keep them in Bamako, is more their children 

then themselves and their work. As expressed in Rachad words: 

“I can’t go back to Lebanon now, there’s no future for my children there. If it was 

only about me, I would go back tomorrow, to continue living in the place my 

parents and grandparents lived. But I can’t maintain a good life for my children 

in Lebanon” (Rachad, interviewed by the author, 2022).   

 

 Furthermore, most of the migrants realize, especially in the last two years, that the life in 

Lebanon is not the same as when they left, and that everything has changed drastically now. Ali 

states that “everyone who was in Lebanon just left, the family grew up and get dispersed, I don’t 

know if I am yearning to something that doesn’t exist anymore […] Even we changed and grew up, 

we can not play in the street as a kid again…” (Ali, interviewed by the author, 2022). Most of the 

migrants point out to how the life they once enjoyed in Lebanon does not exist anymore, not just 

because they left, but because “everything just changed, it’s just a memory now”. This is only a 

realization of the bigger fact that they themselves also changes and are not the same people they 

were in Lebanon back then, or capable of recreating the same life now, socially and culturally, 

largely due to the changes of their habitus resulted from living in a new environment. As Farah 

expresses in the next passage: 

“There is no day that passes without thinking of Lebanon, of what happens if we 

go back, but I also know that we just can’t anymore now. Leaving home was 

difficult, but I know that now going back will be more difficult, we just get used 

to this new lifestyle. It is different for everyone of course …”  (Farah, interviewed 

by the author, 2022).  
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 The case of the Lebanese migrants in Bamako, Mali, showed clearly an established 

connection between self-identity, memory, habitus, and architecture. This example demonstrated 

that the reappropriation of the architectural space in the new environment is a process guided by 

the habitus of the migrants, which was formed in their early life back in their homeland. It follows 

that a recreation of an image of the “old home”, a familiar and known environment, helps to 

establish a continuity in the self-identity of the migrants, which helps them to feel less alien and 

lost in their new context. Eventually, these minuscule interventions, in architecture as in their larger 

surroundings, in addition to conserving their habits and traditions, help in bridging the gap between 

here and there and assist the migrants in overcoming the emotional stress felt due to migration.  

 This third part showed the significant presence of the built environment and architecture in 

the daily life of migrants after they moved to their receiving countries, and the important part they 

play in the re-territorialization. In addition, the type of migration indicates to what extent the built 

environment and architecture are altered and appropriated, as seen in the difference between 

colonial migration and cross-community migration. The aggressive approach that colonial 

migration adopts in using architecture to propagate a definitive ideology and communicate a power 

hierarchy, is opposed by a much smaller scale appropriation done in the cases of cross-community 

migration, trying to recreate familiarity in the new environment so they can feel more “at home”. 

While, the colonial architecture is guided in the first place by political discourses, also in some 

cases, as the British colonization of India discussed earlier, the architecture appropriation is done 

too to recreate the familiar and known for the new comers.  

 It can be said that the recreation of the known and familiar surroundings through the built 

environment and architecture is a common dominator to all the types of migration. This longing 

for a familiarity can be drawn back to the habitus, and the safety that this familiarity communicates. 

As discussed before, migration can be a huge destabilizer of this feeling of safety and security, and 

it is through the recreation of this familiarity in the surrounding context that migrants start finding 
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a sense of continuity of their self-identity. Yet, to achieve this goal, colonial migration and cross-

community migration adopt different methodologies. For instance, colonizers communicate their 

power, their dominance, and their authority with a kind of determination, aiming to recreate in the 

new territories the living conditions they had at home, while “cross-community migrants” return to 

the appropriation of the built environment and architecture to help them overcoming the feeling of 

loss and estrangement in the new context.  

 The next part uses the outcomes of this previous parts to construct a critique of the 

architectural field in relation to culture and identity, arguing that the discipline is failing to 

incorporate discourses about personal and cultural identity in its approaches, further alienating it 

from the wider public.     
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PART IV 

Critique of the architecture discipline 

 

Chapter Eight 

Architecture discipline in response to migration and 

personal identity 

 The examples explored in this thesis show the significant role that the built 

environment and architecture have in forming, preserving, or perpetuating one’s identity, 

safety and security. As this research has pointed out, the migrants in their new environment 

tend to recreate the known and familiar settings but using elements and objects of their old 

place. This reveals that these reconstructed settings, with the habitus, the physical 

surrounding, and architecture, create to the migrant a context to which they feel related. 

Several studies that demonstrates the importance of the physical context and architecture 

in constructing and preserving identity are already conducted. Yet, as stated below by Diaz 

Moor, this research is carried out in social sciences, philosophy, and psychology 

disciplines, and not in architecture: 

“It is astonishing how much work is currently being conducted in other 

fields that do not find currency in architectural discourse but are so 

relevant. These all reflect the importance of the conduct of research and the 

development of a knowledge base, as well as for the need of an integrative 

framework by which to structure understanding” (Diaz Moore 2000, p.10). 
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 Furthermore, while the established research proposes, even if indirectly, the 

necessity of architecture to respond to the issues of self-identity and culture, in the 

discipline itself, it appears that this is overlooked as an essential component to be taken 

into consideration in the design process.  

 This failure to incorporate the issues of individual identity and its cultural aspects 

into the architecture discourse had resulted in creating a discipline that is detached from 

the needs of the larger public. The “relevance” of the architecture discipline in the wider 

society is questioned by Stevens (1998, p.68). He argues that architecture has commonly 

been conceived as being an expression of the symbolic and cultural “capital of the wealthy” 

and that the lower socio-economic members of the society do not engage a professional 

architect even if the service was offered for free30. This alienation between the architecture 

and the wider members of the community can be returned to the “historical patronage 

system”, which guided the work of architects, as Diaz Moore (2000, p.3) argues, and to the 

“architectural discourse … be[ing] associated with elitism, far removed from the broad 

base of a society in which architecture takes place”. This “elitism” claimed aspect creates 

the sense that the architects give their services to only selected members of the community, 

further alienating the profession from the larger society. Besides this elitism issue, the self-

perception of the architecture profession as being an art form31 pushed it to focus more on 

visual shapes and aesthetics of the construction, which resulted too in further alienation of 

the architecture from the general community. Instead of answering issues related to 

                                                            
30 Stevens (1998, p.70) argues that “architects are used by very few individuals outside the upper 

classes to design private homes”. 
31 How much artistic the architectural field is debatable. Minsky maintains that this is problematic 

since architects are “not very competent at being artists”.  
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identity, and being responsive to the cultural needs of the individuals, which the general 

public can relate to, the architectural discipline has been focusing on questions of 

aesthetics32 and it is this matter that is explored in this chapter.  

  Hence, chapter 8 explores the hesitancy that the architectural discipline has 

towards responding to questions of identity, personal and cultural, which is becoming 

essential due to the increasing numbers of migrants across the world, as examined in earlier 

sections, and globalization causing a larger exchange of information and knowledge across 

nations. The issues of expressing identity through architecture are an essential research part 

in both globalization and migration, though for different motives. As explored in chapters 

5 and 6, migration pushes the host country to deal with the dissimilarities that the migrants 

present, this is in cultural terms, traditions, habitus, and also in terms of how the 

architecture is perceived or expected to be. Equally, globalization reduces nations' and 

cities’ differences and their distinctive identity responses. To the present date, both the 

questions of migration, and the diversity it produces, and that of globalization, and its threat 

to cultural distinctiveness and architectural expressions, have been adopted by the 

architectural discourse and profession. Rather, the architecture approach, from the time 

when the modern movement happened, is perceived to be contributing to the statement that 

“regionally and culturally non-responsive architecture has been behind globalization and 

                                                            
32 Milicic, in 1955, maintained that the architectural discourse, its theory and history, is focused on 

questions of styles and typologies. Brand (1994, p.57) adds that, in early 1970s, the architectural 

discipline had an occasion to change its strategy to design, but instead “opted to take the easy path 

away from complex responsibility and back to airy debate about style”.   
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the greater homogenization of cities, regions, and countries” (Glendinning 2010, p.21), 

producing a sense of fear of losing one’s national identity.  

 To build a critical approach of the architectural profession due to its reluctance to 

incorporate issues of identity, this part presents an exploration of the drive behind the 

design of architecture, i.e., the purpose of its approach. Particularly, it explores the lack of 

engagement of the architectural discipline in questions of personal and cultural identity, 

and its concentration on issues of forms and functions, and aesthetics, which has resulted 

in the creation of an architecture that is indistinctive between a region and another, 

especially in the architecture of “starchitects” in this age of “New Modernism”33. The next 

section discusses questions related to globalization, such as the homogeneity of cultural 

approaches around the world, and the “regional indistinctiveness”, with issues related to 

the architecture profession's role in producing an “artificial sense of identity” by 

accentuating architects’ styles and contemporary tendencies. The last part explores the 

several approaches adopted to reserve the cultural characters through architecture, by 

recreating “traditional” architecture. This is argued here to be an “artificial identity”, and 

is then critiqued here.  

8.1 The objective of architectural design 

   There are several arguments about what architectural design should be directed 

towards. Many argue that it should be addressing concerns related to aesthetics and styles, 

how the building should look like, but also perform. As stated by Gutenschwager (1996, 

                                                            
33 Glendinning (2010), with several architectural critiques and theoreticians, argue that the present 

era is considered as being “New Modernism”, since it presents a reborn of some of Modernist 

aspects, especially those related to creating an international language that does not respond to a 

specific context, and the focus on forms and functions.  
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p.250), the objective of architectural design is “multi-intentional”, accommodating a 

complex number of concerns. The objectives can go from the “mundane” providing of 

accommodation, considering the technique and aesthetics, structure, materiality, function, 

and symbols related to the society that expresses (Gutenschwager 1996, p.251). The 

research established here points out the importance of the architecture to be responsive to 

the cultural needs of its occupants, their identity, reflecting also those of diverse 

backgrounds, such as immigrants. Yet, an overview of the research and writing done on 

the architecture discipline exposes its focus on the questions of styles and aesthetics. 

Whereas this has been the prevailing approach to architectural design since the early 20th 

century, several theoreticians detected the importance of approaching the architectural 

objectives from its deep connection with the question of identity and culture. Amos 

Rapoport is one of these theoreticians. 

 Rapoport (2000, p.104) argues that “the purpose of [architectural] design is to 

provide settings appropriate to the bio-social, psychological, cultural needs of occupants”. 

Thus to attain a responsive purpose, a consideration of the users’ desires and requirements 

should be considered. For this to have place, Rapoport (2000, p.104) adds that architects 

have to ask questions of “what” they are designing, and “why”, and not only focusing on 

“how” the design “will look like or is to be done”. However, as he further argues, the 

approach to architectural design tends to be focusing more on “how”, and sometimes only 

on this question. Architects, he adds, start developing their concepts “using little 

information and research”, relying on their experience that is “best obtained by doing 

one’s design” (Rapoport 2000, p.105). Additionally, he argues that focusing on how the 

design will appear, neglecting its performance and the assessment of it when it comes to 
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questions related to the needs and requirements of its users, is encouraged by the 

pedagogical approach to the discipline. The focus on how to design and what style to follow 

is seen to be a formative part of the architect’s habitus, and it is communicated to the 

students by pushing a specific discourse and emphasizing selected design approaches. The 

ways the architecture profession is taught promotes the formation of the “designer cult” 

approach, where several projects by the past pioneers of architects, such as Mies Van der 

Rohe and Le Corbusier, are celebrated for their forms and pure shapes, while they 

performed poorly34.      

 Rapoport (1976, p.23) argues that we should stop perpetuating the “designer cult 

mentality, and rather move architects’ emphasize towards questions related to the link 

between architecture and culture, which “codify the images, values, and symbols that shape 

the built environment”. The architecture that is “culturally responsive acts on people” by 

transmitting those symbols, hence sustaining the cultural and social aspects that originally 

created it (Rapoport 1976, p.25). Rapoport’s notion parallels the mentioned above notions 

of “the internalization of externality and the externalization of internality” of Bourdieu 

(1985, p.73). This also echoes the “projection” and “introjection” notions of Metz (1982, 

p.52), during which external components of cultural identity, such as habits and 

architecture, are internalized deeply that they start forming a definition of what one’s 

                                                            
34 Antoniades (1979, p.9) describes two stories of famous architects who had to respond to clients’ 

complains about the roofs leaking in their new houses. The first one is about Le Corbusier, one of 

the pioneers of the modern architecture. As narrated by Antoniades (1979, p.18), Le Corbusier 

inspected the puddle of water on the ground and asked the client for a paper. He “allegedly folded 

the paper to make a paper boat, which he placed in the puddle before walking off”. The second 

story is related to Frank Lloyd Wright, one of the most famous American architects, who when 

heard his client complaining about the leak of water, suggested that he (the client) moves the 

armchair to another spot where the water can’t drop directly on it.  
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identity is, in a next step, this is externalized by visual elements, such as behaviors, decors, 

ornamental details, and architectural gestures. The studied earlier Latino and Mexican 

migrants in L.A. and Lebanese in Bamako, support Rapoport’s concept. These cases 

showed migrants’ wishes and need to undergo a process of recreation of the known and 

familiar settings, the architecture symbolizes the “embodiment of culturally loaded images, 

values, and symbols”, proposing that the design process can be taken with the identity and 

culture values in the background.  

 These symbols, values, and images are different from one culture to another, and 

their expression differs in the “ways space, time, meaning, and communication in the 

environment” are planned (Rapoport 1976, p.30). These distinctions are significant when 

it comes to migrants and their host communities, as they express themselves in the visual 

expressions of architecture and habitus, which might end in a conflict that necessitates a 

careful negotiation through the involvements of architects. As Lee and Park (2011, p.2) 

state, architects should have an awareness of these provocations resulting from the 

difference in understanding what is architecture and what is expected from it by the 

migrants. Yet, as this research proposes, these provocations are generally ignored by the 

architectural disciplines and their research and writings till today, pushing the questions of 

what is stopping the architectural profession to adopt issues related to these differences in 

the identity representations in a migratory situation? Is it due to the elitism in the 

architectural discipline as proposed by Stevens (1988) and Diaz Moore (2000)? Then again, 

can be the result of the long-held statement in architecture discourse that ornaments and 

decorations (which are used by the migrants as an expression of their personal and cultural 
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identity) are a “crime” as stated by the father of modernism, the architect Adolf Loos 

(Frampton 1992)35?  

 Rapoport (1976, p.25) considers that “traditional environments … provide a better 

fit between spatial organization and culture, communication, behavior, and human 

activities” in comparison with the architecturally designed buildings36. Moreover, 

Glendinning (2010, p.24) maintains that the historical styles were better fit than the 

abstracted, modern, “culturally non-responsive” approach, as they were related to a largely 

“understood hierarchical system of rank or decorum to give an orderly and familiar face 

to the new and familiar”. Yet, this deep-rooted indication faced rejection by the modernism 

movement in architecture, which argued that aesthetics and function were the main 

objectives of architecture, producing buildings that respond to the wider community across 

nations since they do not present any cultural references37.      

 The modernist approach's blind focus on forms and functions created several 

problems for the architectural discipline. Duffy (2000, p.2) states that the discipline forgot 

what design is done for and that the “functionalist dogma”38 of the modernist approach 

                                                            
35 Adolf Loos most famous essay “Ornament and Crime” in 1908: In his essay Loos connected 

ornaments with “immortality and primitivism” (Curtis 1996, p.72). Although vastly offensive and 

problematic, the essay had huge influence since it got published, guiding generations of architects 

to adopt the modernist approach in rejecting ornamentation.     
36 Brand (1994, p.133) maintains that “vernacular architecture is so immersed in its culture and its 

region that it looks interesting only to outsiders”. 
37 The overfocus on function, forms, and aesthetics, adopted by the modernist architects for 

generations, also stayed present to this day, visible in the “iconic” projects of “starchitects”, and 

their individualistic approach, who are “discounting not only the issues of culture and identity, but 

also the context in which they were placed” (Glendinning 2010, p.70).   

 
38 Louis Sullivan’s notion of “Form Follows Function” is seen the reason behind the overfocus of 

the architectural discipline and pedagogy on function in design. According to Brand (1994, p.4), 

this notion has “misled a century of architects into believing that they could really anticipate 

function”.   
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pushed the discourse towards focusing on the function only, seeing that the questions of 

culture and identity as being “dangerous”, and thus not supported. The discourse turn out 

to be confined to issues of form and function, leading to the “know-nothingism” (Rapoport 

2000, p.106) approach that has dominated the field since the 20th century beginning. This 

is expressed in the words of “one of the leading publicists of postmodern architectural 

theory”, who have declared that “architecture is comprised of behavior, environment, and 

form. Since I know nothing about environment or behavior, I will restrict my discussion to 

form” (in Watson 1982, p.70). This acknowledged ignorance of questions related to 

culture, environment, and identity, with the sole focus on form, reveals the insistence of 

the architects to “turn a blind eye to the relevant research” (Diaz Moore 2000, p.8) that is 

done on behavior, identity, and culture, which is urged to change if the profession wants to 

become more socially and culturally responsive to the larger community, reflecting their 

needs, desires, and identity39.      

 Gutenschwager (1996, p.247) argues that architects should “speak both to 

themselves and the larger society”. Yet, the last is debatable, as shown by several architects 

who complain about the changes done by the inhabitants to their design, as if the users are 

not doing what they are supposed to do in the designed space with its determined function. 

Instead of doing the design to answer the users’ desires and needs, hence incorporating 

their identity, the approach adopted by some architects is that of “I know best”, resulting 

in designing areas and buildings with which the users are not recognizable. A objection 

about “unsympathetic users” (Gutman 1976, p.39) is seen in the next extract showing an 

                                                            
39 Brand (1994, p.67) maintains that “architects must widen their skill sets or continue dwindling 

into resented irrelevance”. 
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architect frustrated about inhabitants not dealing with the family room designed for them 

as they should do: 

“I remember a British architect telling me about a house that he had 

designed for a family near Cambridge, England, which incorporated 

concepts of open planning and even something he claimed to have borrowed 

from the American domestic scene, the family room. He brought a 

photographer there to record this environment for an architectural journal 

and was disturbed to find that the family room was empty, apparently 

because the English inhabitants did not know how to use it. The architect 

told the photographer to come back another day while the architect set to 

work instructing his friends. He had the oldest daughter move her 

homework into the room, he got the family to place the television set there, 

and he got the dog’s bone and the bed moved in, and so on” (Gutman 1976, 

p.49).  

 Some buildings designed by “starchitects” from the new modernist period 

supplementary promote the idea that some architects are applying their style, selfishly, at 

the expense of whom the design is addressing. These designed buildings do not reflect the 

environment in which they are found, but are seen as an expression of the architect’s own 

identity (Glendinning 2010). Not respecting the site of the building, nor the surrounding in 

which it is built, the approach adopted by the starchitects, was also perceived by the larger 

community. This indifference of the site and context had contributed to more alienation 

between the architects and the wider population, further supporting the irrelevance of the 

architectural discipline.      

 Stevens (1998, p.85) further adds that the domestic spaces designed by architects 

are referred to as “houses” and not “homes”, for their “uniqueness”, “explicitly rejecting 

any connotation that people will inhabit it”, pushing the argument that the architects are 
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working “out of touch” of the inhabitants' reality40. Dealing with the domestic space as 

being an “object” to be designed is due largely, according to Stevens (1998, p.81), to the 

claim that the production in the architecture field should be constrained to the 

encouragement of the construction of greater autonomy in the discipline41.  

 Additionally, Stevens (1998, p.84) adds that “the ultimate form of autonomy”, 

echoing Bourdieu’s habitus, “develops when production is purely for producers”, 

conveying that the architecture profession attempts “to become the sole judge of its 

products”, for it to attain this autonomy. This type of production makes sure that 

“unsympathetic users” (Gutman 1976, p.40) are disregarded and that the proposed design 

will not face any criticism or opposition from the large “uneducated audience”. Nowadays, 

the points of the judgment of an architectural projects’ success are considered mostly from 

the aesthetics perspective, evaluating them on criteria that are different from those 

important of the wider public (Stevens 1998, p.35), which consider the issues of cultural 

responsiveness and performance to be more important than pure aesthetics. This 

divergence between architects and inhabitants when it comes to judging the success of a 

                                                            
40 Brand (1994, p.59) describes living in one of Frank Llyod Wright’s houses as “to be the curator 

of a Frank Llyod Wright’s museum”. His design of the domestic space is according to strict lines 

that halt its inhabitants to make any projection of their personal desires into the space because 

“altering anything the master touched” will definitely damage the overall signature of the designer. 

Stevens (1998, p.15) adds that the “absence of people in photographs published in architectural 

magazines is due to the perception that people get in the way of architects and architecture”, and 

that “whever possible it seems the photographers vacate the buildings and surrounds to present 

the building as a pristine object of art, uncontaminated by users, clients, and inhabitants”. Dovey 

(2005, p.295) supports this by saying that “photographic images are often supplied and controlled 

by the architect, stripped of the traces of everyday life except when used to signify forms of social 

capital”.  
41 Dovey (2005, p.289) argues that “there is only so much distinction and prestige to be 

distributed”, when asked about the restriction of architectural production, he adds that “if 

everyone gets good architecture, no one wins the symbolic capital”.  
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building, its performance, and aesthetics, has expanded the gap between the two, resulting 

in building domestic and commercial projects without going back to architect expertise 

(Brand 1994, p.62). 

 However, this criticism by the larger audience does not appear to be of big concern 

by the architects. The two Swiss architects Herzog and de Meuron state that the emphasis 

of the “starchitects’ is only oriented towards the creation of visually appealing elements (in 

Glendinning 2010, p.77). They add, in a description of one of their projects, that their 

“strength lies in the immediate visual impact they make on the visitor [...] for us, that is all 

that is important in architecture” (Herzog and de Meuron, in Glendinning 2010, p.81). 

Such perspectives created the inflexibility seen in the architectural projects and the greater 

disintegration of the field, because of the refusal of some architects to accommodate some 

modifications of the look and visual design to respond to the need of the users. Glendinning 

(2010, p.46) argues that this is due to the postmodernist discourse, which in “stressing the 

importance of appearance and image for their own sake”, pushed the “starchitects” to 

adopt individualistic perspectives to design.    

 This can be especially perceived in the design of domestic spaces that lack 

flexibility thus forcing the inhabitants from different cultural backgrounds to “adjust their 

thinking and behaviors to fit their new environments”, and not vice-versa (Lee and Park 

2011, p.3). The modernism approach considered itself trusted to create the value system 

that should be followed by the social environment, giving a definition of how individuals 

should live, contributing to the creation of an artificial sense of identity. As stated by Spiro 

Kostof (1989, p.3, in Stevens 1998, p.15), “Modernist rhetoric waxed eloquent about the 

needs of users”, representing “architecture as the vehicle of social welfare”, through 
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which the conceived spaces by architects provide an education and a doctrine for the 

inhabitants of how the “new way of living” should be, in parallel with the 20th century 

needs. Affirmation of that statement can be perceived in the abovementioned case by Ureta 

(2007), exploring the residential provision for the economically deprived inhabitants of the 

favela in Chile. Ureta (2007, p.333) states that the housing project delivered by the state 

was similar to any other housing project done elsewhere in the state. This pushes the market 

towards more uniformity, where the housing projects are designed without the intervention 

of the users, creating acculturation of inhabitants to a chosen way of life seen as being the 

most suitable for a specific range of income. Nevertheless, as the process of re-

territorialization of migrants has shown, this attitude to housing provision is eventually 

faced by a rejection from the residents of the houses, who always try to put their own 

identity through physical and visual elements, thus producing a surrounding to which they 

can relate and find familiarity.  

 As proposed earlier, during the modernism period, famous architects considered 

the users to “not know what they wanted, or more importantly, what they should have” (in 

Stevens 1998, p.103). Modernist architects consider themselves as presenting all the 

solutions “opened up a fresh world of an individual, free creativity in architectural design 

and ideas” (Glendinning 2010, p.27), which was interpreted by certain modernist 

architects as their right to “redesign humanity” since humanity was not conforming their 

design (Kostof 1989, p.12, in Stevens 1998, p.16). Such perspectives left the question of 

identity expression, culture, habitus, and their connection to architecture unaddressed. Yet, 

this connection as shown by the examples of resettlement done by migrants is of great 

significance, not only to migrants but to the whole community. Eventually, this rejection 
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of the importance of answering issues related to cultural and social dimensions produced 

problems of its own. Consequently, the ignorance of the cultural and personal identity-

related issues, in the modernism era as in its succeeding periods, created a “monocultural” 

approach to architecture, a “one size fits all”. This puts all the inhabitants in the same 

“box”, regardless of their requirements and wishes.          

 This ignorance of the social context and the disproportionate emphasis on the 

architect’s ego and the aesthetics in the design created the “unbridled individualism” 

(Glendinning 2010, p.115), such as the starchitects Daniel Libeskind, who in one interview 

said: 

“Who do I build for? I think every building is addressed to someone who is 

not there. Every building that is good is not addressed to the public, that 

they walk around and find themselves to be comfortable. It is addressed to 

those who are unborn, in both senses: of the past and the future. I think that 

is whom they address, and that is what makes them important. To that 

extent, every human being is really unborn” (Libeskind, in Glendinning 

2010, p.75).     

 Statements like this show the indifferent attitude that architects have towards social 

contexts. This is echoed by the findings of some psychological studies, such that of 

Mackinnon (in Stevens 1998, p.14), which studied three test groups of architects, groups 

were formed based on the level of creativity each had, the three of them “regarded the 

architect’s responsibility to society as unimportant”. Mackinnon’s experiments 

additionally show that the “more creative the architect, the less he or she feels [the] 

responsibility toward the profession” (in Stevens 1998, p.9). The architects’ quest for their 

originality approach, their unique vision, with the absence of social responsibility, has 
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resulted in transforming “our age to have lost the virtue of architectural neutrality, 

restraint, and modesty” (Pallasmaa 2000, p.88).     

 Thus it can be argued that the architecture profession, for over a century now, has 

ignored questions related to culture, social context, and self-identity, issues that matter to 

the larger community. The architecture discipline has alienated itself from the broader 

public and its wants by not taking into consideration the social concerns, and by spreading 

its habitus aiming to achieve the “autonomy of the field”.  

 This part focused on the questions related to architectural design and its failure to 

answer cultural and social issues that matter to the wider public, the next part explores the 

role the architecture profession plays in the globalization era to make the world more 

homogenous. It examines the “context-indifferent” approach, which results in the creation 

of an indistinctive environment worldwide and diminishing of authentic culture. Also, it 

critiques the creation of the artificial sense of identity expressed in the “new” architecture 

sacrificing diversity. 

8.2 The homogenizing dimension of architecture discipline 

  Progresses in communication and transportation technology have created an easier, 

more affordable, and more complex exchange of ideas, goods, and information worldwide 

(Butler and Lees 2006), erasing borders and diminishing diversity. Globalization, the 

“rapid flows of goods, capital, people, information, ideas, images, and risks across 

national borders” (Nash 2000), is imposing some major changes on the way of life of all 

cultures at once. Due to this phenomenon, the divergences in the lifestyles, customs, and 

cultures, are being significantly moderated. What happens in one place, when it comes to 
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different cultural events, is affecting, directly or indirectly, what is happening “at home” 

(Cauvet 2011). Additionally, issues related to the future of territory “as an organizing 

principle for social and cultural life” are being reconsidered, with researchers such as 

Waters (1995) and Rofe (2003) considering that the territory is no longer an “organizer” of 

the social and cultural context due to globalization. Cauvet (2011, p.80) adds that cultures 

are progressively becoming “standardized” as a result of “the increasing cross-border 

flows of mass tourism that seek to sanitize and market local cultures to widen their 

appeal”42.  

 When it comes to the built environment, globalization is gradually altering the ways 

individuals express their identity through architecture. The bigger exposure to different 

lifestyles in distant cities, be through architectural magazines or television, together with 

the wish to integrate some characteristics of these lifestyles, resulted in having domestic 

spaces, and to larger-scale cities, that are similar to each other, socially, culturally, and also 

architecturally. Contrasting the cultural aspects, regional and national, that were the 

foundation of the design of architecture and cities, nowadays what influence the architects, 

and the larger public in general, are the cross-national trends and commercial aspects, 

which have a say now in the design of the homes and the creation of built environments, 

producing an “artificial identity” in the procedure43. These global dynamics are well 

                                                            
42 Violich (1998, p.50) argues that technological and economic advancement have created contexts 

that do not take into consideration local and regional cultures, leading to more homogeneity in the 

world.   

43 The expression “artificial identity” is employed to express the over exposure of individuals, daily, 

to greatly suggestive and commercial images via several communication platform and 

advertisements. The extreme advertisement has as its aim to push individuals to buy certain 

unnecessarily products, but claim to “make them feel happier”. The commercialization of culture 

is participating in reducing one’s capability to develop his/her personal choices and identity.        
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illustrated in expressions such as “Americanization” and “McDonaldization”, referring to 

“the spread of a particular heterogeneous culture across the globe” (Van Krieken et al. 

2006, p.38). The process of turning the built environment of some places architecturally 

very similar to other distant parts in the world, especially the United States, is also 

supported by consumerism, and the modern media and television. This supports the 

conviction that “globalization is turning the world into bland, predictable and, ultimately, 

boring place” (Van Kriekeen et al. 2006, p.59). This statement parallels the de-

territorialists who “argue that the world is increasingly becoming homogenized and that 

formerly bounded communities are losing their authority and distinctiveness” (Cauvet 

2011, p.80). 

 By globalization pushing towards this indistinctiveness in the built environment, 

the question of the role of architecture that plays in this phenomenon has to be raised. As 

argued by McNeill (1999, p.147), the prevailing approach to hiring “starchitects” to design 

the main offices, national, or public edifices, worldwide, has produced more 

“homogenization” of the architecture field. He adds that “the global star system of 

architects such as Norman Foster, Richard Meier, Zaha Hadid, Santiago Calatrava, Frank 

Gehry, and Richard Rogers means that new office and public buildings are often designed 

from the same [architectural] office”, reflecting its style and philosophy, thus its identity. 

Subsequently, similarities in architecture can be detected around the globe. The 

architecture produced by this star system is incorporated into a context that does not 

resemble it, since it is neither cultural nor regional specific.  
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 Glendinning (2010) observes that this trend is now prevailing for more than two 

decades. He adds that the modernism school of the mid-20th century was “the first real 

movement of architectural globalization” (Glendinning 2010, p.29), promoting a discourse 

of unity and sameness in design, visualized in the glass “box” aspect of the international 

style. Though “the sterile architecture” of this style was largely criticized (Gutenschwager 

1996, p.256) by postmodernist and deconstructivist architects, accusing it to be too 

individualistic focusing on the personal style and visual exteriors. However, both schools 

contributed to the spread of an individualistic approach to architecture, adding to the effects 

of globalization. The focus on the individualistic and aesthetical criteria of edifices in the 

early 2000s, the new modernist era, is seen by McNeill (1999, p.147) as being “a new 

international-style”, thus a new global approach to architecture. 

 As stated above, the extreme individualistic style and the pursuit of an “architect’s 

signature” pushed the cultural and social constraints to the background, creating an 

architecture that is considered to be “sharply alienated from everything around” 

(Glendinning 2010, p.14). For instance the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, designed by 

the starchitect Frank Gehry, instead of being inspired by the local and cultural 

distinctiveness of the city, the architect took initially the form of a fish, worked it to fit the 

local context, albeit partly. In his words: 

“I guess my work has become a kind of sculpture as architecture. It started 

with the Barcelona fish. And that was again intuitive. I just started drawing 

fish. And then they started to have a life of their own!” (Frank Gehry, in 

Glendinning 2010, p.92).      

 Considering architecture as an instinctive art, not being able to control it, did not 

serve the architectural discourse. In 2009, Meadees named Frank Gehry as “the one-trick 
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pony’s one-trick pony … [an] auto-plagiarist whose brash gesticulations all look very 

much the same and all out of place, whether they have been plonked down in Bilbao, LA 

or Seattle” (in Glendinning 2010, p.90). Additionally, Gustafson (2001, p.7) claims that 

“architects and planners, in not considering the meanings that places have to individuals 

and groups, run the risk of destroying authentic places and/or producing inauthentic 

ones”. The pursuit of some “starchitects” to express their own identity and individual style 

created places that are “homogenized into a uniformly rich and vibrant pattern” 

(Glendinning 2010, p.121), where different places start to appear the same, moreover to 

feel the same too, producing a “cultural homogenization” (Glendinning 2010, p.128) linked 

to globalization.  

 However, as argued by Butler and Lees (2006, p.480) globalization does not always 

create a “space erosion”. They studied a district in London, Barnsbury, suggesting that the 

place “is being reproduced as a by-product of globalization”, leading to the formation of 

a new identity. Till the Second World War, the neighborhood was a place where the upper-

middle class took residency, but it quickly changed to become an accommodation of the 

working class. A large number of educators, academics, and architects started to move to 

the neighborhood in the 1960s causing gentrification of the district. According to Butler 

and Lees, the second gentrification occurred in the 1980s, when more professionals start to 

move to the neighborhood, which caused the rise of the housing prices to their highest 

levels. The last gentrification is connected with the “elite super-gentrifiers” who started to 

move into the district and “renovating their houses in line with global trends” (Butler and 

Lees 2006, p.481). They maintain that the main reason behind the change of the urban 

fabric of the districts and cities is not due to the “multicultural corporations”, but it is the 
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international identity of “jet-traveling” of managers and directors who by “projecting a 

global identity onto the local”, are contributing to “the reconstruction of elite space at the 

neighborhood level” (Butler and Lees 2006, p.481).  

 This case study done by Butler and Lees shows that the architecture, landscape, and 

built environment are submitted to a continuous change due to the changing factors that 

affect the sense of identity44. This alteration of the self-identity sees its reflection in the 

built environment and landscape it occupies. Globalization is one of the main phenomena 

that are encouraging change rapidly, in the process individuals’ wants and needs are 

changing according to policies that are defining the consumers’ needs, thus affecting the 

built environment, which in turn, starts to redefine the self-identity. However, Ritzer (2000, 

p.59) argues that the changes created due to globalization do not promote diversity, but 

instead reduce cultural diversity by generating “bland” and “boring” places. Moreover, the 

legitimacy of the cultural and personal identity resulting from consumption-oriented 

approaches related to globalization, and cross-national factors have to be questioned. The 

identities created from globalization can be considered as “artificial”, as it is not stemming 

from the traditional habitus fields, such as one’s inclinations, friends, schools, and family, 

but it is seen as being implemented by an external imposition of a specific market plan and 

orientation towards possessions accumulation.            

 Migration is one of these factors that initiate change in cultures and societies. Yet, 

as discussed in this research, the procedure of re-territorialization of migrants and their 

expression of their identity through their physical surroundings are contributing to this 

                                                            
44 McNeill (1999, p.147) proposes that “landscapes are made and remade by their users depending 

on mood, physical ability, whether traversed alone or in company, in contemplation or abstraction, 

at speed or at a snail’s pace”, thus suggesting that everything changes continuously.  
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change in societies, these changes are often not well received by the host communities as 

the changes are done as a result of globalization. Earlier chapters here explored the 

perceived “threats” that are seen related to this change done by the migrants to their 

surroundings in the receiving countries. Part III particularly discussed in detail the factors 

behind the alteration of the built environment and architecture and the result this has on the 

migrants' level, in terms of the rejection they often face, the assimilation policies, or fear 

of “otherness”, between others, in the receiving community.  

 Both migration and globalization are altering the physical settings of 

neighborhoods, cities, and countries. Yet, it should be mentioned that the involvement of 

architecture discipline in accommodating the issues resulting from globalization and 

migration, when it comes to the expression of personal and cultural identity through 

architecture, is very different. As the Barnsbury case study showed, the reflection of the 

“jet-travelers” identity into the built environment was not questioned, as it was perceived 

as being positive gentrification that helps the enhancement of the neighborhood image and 

its social desirability. In addition, the high-end buildings are mostly the design of 

architects, parallel to the investment strategies which favor the societal elite. While it is not 

sure, the new residents that arrived in the Barnsbury neighborhood probably hired some 

architects to design their houses that constitute an expression of a global sense of identity. 

Equally, taking into consideration the question of cultural and personal identity that is 

related to disadvantaged migrants does not usually enter in an architect’s habitus, which is 

focused, as stated earlier, on issues of forms, functions, aesthetics, and global and trendy 

styles, than to express identities and culture, especially those of migrants. As established 

in this research, the architecture field has determinedly failed to accommodate issues 
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related to migrants’ personal and cultural identity, which are thrown at the migrants to 

project their own needs and wants into the architecture they inhabit, through their 

adjustments and modifications (Crawford and Adobe La 1994, p.16).  

 While the cultural and regional identity does not seem to have a major discourse 

within the architecture profession, some research shows that this identity is still taken into 

consideration in the process of designing, especially projects related to globalization. As 

Ritzer (2000), the inventor of the word “McDonaldization”, considers, the cultural 

dimension of a place or nation obstructs sometimes the total homogenization. Van Krieken 

et al. (2006, p.62) add that McDonald’s, the epic symbol of globalization, “has reflexively 

adapted to many cultural contexts, contributing in many ways to its global success” by 

“modify[ing ] and customis[ing] its menus, chang[ing] the aesthetics of its venues, and 

reflexively reconstruct[ing] the expectations of its customers according to the cultural 

context in which it operates”. This “adjustment” in the brand’s representation, be its menu 

or architecture, validates not only the importance of the context but also the supposed 

importance of conserving the distinctiveness and culture through physical elements, such 

as the food and architecture, even if globally the world is becoming more and more 

homogenized. Yet, this adjustment can be read only from an economic point of view, to 

maximize profit and global exposure.  

    While the McDonald’s example shows some indications of cultural and regional 

identity being expressed through architecture, still it can be concluded that the architecture 

profession engagement with questions linked to individual and cultural identity has been, 

at its best, minimal. This engagement appears to focus only on the architect’s identity and 

that of “jet-travelers” projecting their identity, which is context-free and cultural 
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indistinctive, which creates as argued earlier an “artificial” sense of identity. This 

artificiality is due to the link of this identity to commercial factors imposed by 

globalization, and not by the users’ identity, habitus, and culture, which play a very 

important role in the individual’s daily life and his/her well-being, as seen in the examples 

studied on migrants. These architectural projects that are context-free, culturally 

indistinctive, are promoting the homogeneity of the world triggered by globalization, 

producing an identity that is neither “region- nor culture-specific”, but based on 

commercial “images, values, and symbols” (Rapoport 1976, p.25).  

 Whereas globalization pushed the architects to the consideration of expressing the 

novel worldwide identity of the “social elite” through architecture, migration did not take 

this significant effect. As this chapter has discussed, taking into consideration the migrants’ 

identity, and the personal identity, in general, is still very minimal in the architecture 

profession. This can be due to several reasons, as argued here in particular to the architect’s 

habitus, the focus on aesthetical and visual questions, and the “individualistic” method 

adopted by most of the architects.  

 Even though the architecture discipline has denied the open immersion in questions 

related to identity, for more than a century now, the part of the profession that addresses 

the conservation and preservation of the cultural and national identity, through the 

patrimonial and historical buildings, is seen to be based on identity. This research 

recognizes the importance of preserving the cultural and national heritage while 

questioning the approach towards getting to this end through building the “heritage theme 

parks” and the reproduction of “national-style” and “traditional” architecture today. The 

following part explores this notion of artificial identity resulting from the “ethnic villages” 
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or “open-air museums” that collect in one context edifices labeled “national” and 

“cultural”, in addition to developing entire neighborhoods designed according to what is 

called “traditional styles” apparently reflecting a national identity.  

8.3 Recreation of heritage and traditional architecture: identity 

expression or “artificial” identity 

 During modernism, especially between the 1950s and 1960s, the west adopted a 

strategy of clearing the major cities from the old buildings to create space for the 

modernism style of “glass curtain” high-rise edifices, and lately, this happened again due 

to globalization, this systematic clearing has started a sense of fear of losing the traditional 

and historical aspect of the nation, its cultural identity. Some architects, entrepreneurs, and 

governmental policies developed some strategies to counteract this homogenization. On 

top of these strategies was the creation of the “heritage industry”, and the development of 

several organizations, governmental or not, responsible to conserve, preserve, and protect 

the heritage. Here, the architecture and built environment are of major importance, as seen 

to be a visual representation of the different historical eras and events that constituted a 

place and a nation, thus forming a foundation for the national identity, thus preserving and 

protecting them are seen as essential socially, culturally, and on a national scale. This 

strategy of safeguarding the historical buildings, the patrimonial edifices, to ensure a 

continuous history of the nation, has created a list of “significant” architectural structures 

to be protected, and the creation of a position for architects as being the consultants asked 

in projects of preserving and conserving the heritage buildings.   
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 Governmental policies are not the only fighters in the protection of the historical 

national buildings. The UNESCO World Heritage Organization took as its main purpose 

the preservation of the “significant” sites, socially, culturally, and historically, considering 

them as being a representation of humanity's accomplishment and its diversity. Later, rich 

entrepreneurs have taken as their responsibility the preservation of the historical and 

national heritage, putting billions of dollars in protecting and generating places that reflect 

the cultural and national identity. For instance, Borislav Stanisic, a rich Bosnian Serb 

entrepreneur, constructed an “ethnic village” in 2003, the northeastern part of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, collecting several “traditional buildings” (Stanisici 2012, p.20). These ethnic 

villages, or parks, or open-air museums45, are the result of a conservative discourse that 

aims to preserve the “authentic samples of national architecture” or recreate these “in the 

recognizable ethnic style of a certain geographic region” (Medojevic 2011, p.96). 

Medojevic further argues that unlike “authentic villages”, these creations are “completely 

touristic”, carefully displaying a landscape aimed to recreate a way of life that is now seen 

out of date (Medojevic 2011, p.97).  

 Moreover, it is possible that the purposes behind these villages are not only to 

preserve and recreate a specific historical or national moment, but also economic and 

consuming ones, resulting in the “trivialization” and “commodification” of the heritage and 

                                                            
45 Open-air museums commonly present a collection of culturally significant architecture, or other 

aspects of culture, in an open-air display. This trend started in Sweden, then Norway and Denmark 

(Shafernich 1994, p.10). Sometimes they are called ethnic villages, “open-air museums were seen 

as a way to encourage ordinary people to go out into the countryside in order to gain a special feel 

for their own meaning in life and their cultural identity”. This approach was adopted to face the 

perceived “threat of advancing industrialization”, seen to be “changing the country, both the land 

and its people” (Shafernich 1994, p.10).   
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culture (Shaw 1992, p.200). These heritage developments are blamed to be purely oriented 

towards tourism, using history and culture as a way of gaining financial profits (Shaw 1992, 

p.202).      

 Similarly, the Ecomusée d’Alsace in south France is criticized for being a “lively 

tourist attraction” (Lazen 2002, p.127), recreating “the image of a disappearing rural life”, 

letting the tourists to “experience the past vicariously through bodily immersion in a life-

sized reconstruction, as a simulacrum which displaces the real and is mistaken for the 

real” (Lazen 2002, p.128). Nevertheless, it doesn’t matter how much the atmosphere 

created looks real, the fact is that the guests-tourists are only spectators, coming from a 

different background, different place and time, thus experiencing this designed space, or 

reconnecting with it to relive the “former ways of life” is far from happening.  

     These open-air museums and ethnic/heritage villages and theme parks are the 

results of nostalgia for a past time, one that has gone forever, seen as being representative 

of this era that has definitive traditional and cultural aspects. Lazen (2002, p.147) adds that 

these kinds of arrangements of historical architecture elements “become objects of 

nostalgia” despite being a part of the present creation, which sometimes are being 

incompatible with the larger landscape they sit in. For instance, in “Stanisici” village, old 

houses have been transplanted from their original place and put next to each other to create 

the historical village, where people start to appreciate their presence, while they were 

forgotten they only started to arouse much nostalgia and interest when put in this 

configuration. Thus, only by putting these structures within an ethnic village or museum, 

do they start speaking about their history, arousing nostalgia.  
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 “Post-modern nostalgia”, articulated in open-air museums and ethnic villages, “has 

been accused of vapid pastiche and commodification that empties and distorts the 

substance of history and encourages an escapist retreat … into a fantasy past” (Lazen 

2002, p.128). Projects, such as the Stanisici village, are seen as a try to preserve the 

architectural, cultural, and national identity in the age of globalization that is homogenizing 

the cultural diversity in the world. Yet, the identity created by such projects is questionable. 

The architectural styles found in such ethnic villages are not of our present time, expressing 

a time and culture that people can forge connections with today.  As Lazen (2002, p.140) 

argues: “The scandal of the museum is not that it clings to the past but that it segregates, 

as well as sanitizes, it rather than leaving it woven into present textures”. The identity 

created by these projects is not genuine, but “artificial”, offering, in Lazen’s terms, a 

“selective sanitized” historical perspective of the past, altered to accommodate the visitors' 

contemporary needs and expectations.  

 Today, what remain in the modern context are some ephemeral pieces of historical 

architecture. These have transformed over time into the regional culture that we have in the 

present time, altering under economic, social, and technological pressure. Yet, even these 

altered architectural structures are not being expressed in today’s architecture, which as 

discussed earlier, does not present cultural and regional aspects. It is the global historical 

era, which accommodates some architectural features, that interests the architectural 

discipline. The architects responsible for preserving the “heritage”, the historical segments 

of an era, see that this preservation of the past as more significant than addressing issues 

related to the demand of the current users, or answering the questions of the present 

personal, cultural, national, and regional identity, counting that of the migrants. In a 
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conclusion, it can be said that the subdivisions of the architectural discipline responsible 

for preserving a specific historical identity, are causing the creation of an “artificial sense 

of identity” perpetuated through architecture, despite answering issues related to the 

present-day expression of identity.  

 Projects, such as Stanisici village, are foremost a touristic destination, supposedly 

aiming to preserve some samples of the historical and vernacular architecture that is seen 

on its way of vanishing as a result of modernization and demolition.  

Putting aside the accusation of the commodification of the historical and cultural 

heritage and the creation of the “artificial” sense of identity, it can be concluded that the 

main aim of the architecture of an ethnic village is a restoration of a specific sense of 

identity from a chosen past. However, it is not being able to address issues related to 

diversity and identity in a contemporary framework, recreating concerns about the relevant 

role that architecture is playing in today’s society. An overview of the process of re-

territorialization of migrants, this research confirmed that the projection of one’s identity 

into the physical space is crucial in the perpetuation and creation of identity. Overlooking 

these concerns, and pushing the recreation of an architecture of a past era, only results in 

the production of an artificial identity to which one can’t feel relatable, revealing a critical 

perspective of the architectural discipline when it comes to its relation with society and 

reality, and its relevance in answering contemporary needs.  

This chapter criticized the indifferent attitude adopted by the architectural 

profession towards issues related to society. The thesis, and the studied migration of the 

Lebanese in Bamako, propose that architecture plays an important role in the social life of 

individuals, by being the place in which most of the social interactions happen. Yet, the 
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discipline is still to acknowledge this significant role the architecture has in relation to 

identity and culture, which, if addressed, make this place of interaction more meaningful. 

The focus, as stated earlier, is still on questions of forms, functions, and aesthetics, as seen 

in the architectural design of both modernism and the new modernism (post-modernism) 

era. Although lots of divergences exist between these two movements, where the ideology 

of modernism was based on being pure, minimal, with no ornaments, and that of post-

modernism seen as being traditionalist, their design guidelines are almost entirely focused 

on aesthetics and individualistic identity of the architect. This non-responsive approach to 

cultural issues has created a gap between architects and the wider community in answering 

the question of what the architecture should be, should look and feel like, and the 

expectations of it. This divergence can be the result of the striving of the discipline towards 

autonomy, aiming towards a restriction of the architecture production to be done only by 

architects, to get rid of the “unsympathetic users and their criticism”. Moreover, the 

discipline is accused to participate in the homogenization of the world, parallel to 

globalization, due to the imposition of the same architectural styles and identity worldwide, 

especially those done by starchitects to implement their signatures, which led to the 

elimination of the diversity and the erasing of cultural and individual pluralism.  

The prevailing view on cultural and national identity nominates only particular 

buildings and structures to be considered as “heritage”, assigning them values in expressing 

the culture and history of a specific past, and thus trying to preserve or recreate them. Yet, 

as established in this part, this only recreates an “artificial” identity, especially that seen in 

the ethnic villages and open-air museums which recreate an identity of a past time not 

resonating with the present needs. Moreover, immigrants, who have effectively confirmed 
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methods that architecture can be responsive to the difference in identity and culture, are 

mostly ignored by the architecture profession. The “re-appropriation” and alteration of the 

physical space by the migrants, and on a larger scale by the wider population, responding 

to their wants and expectations, is repeatedly “frowned upon” by the architects who see 

this as being a violation of their style, their aesthetical approach. Yet, these alterations push 

the architecture to have a “real” involvement with issues related to identity, culture, and 

society, which were ignored in the modernism and post-modernism ideologies. In the end, 

the re-territorialization of migrants studied in this research points out the urge of the 

architecture discipline to become more conscious of the questions related to identity 

formation and preservation if want to stay relevant to society today.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                        



272 
 

CONCLUSION 

   
This research aimed to reveal the links between habitus, memory, culture, and 

architecture, and the role this latter plays in the formation and perpetuation of belonging 

and identity. The significance of the architecture and the built environment informing one’s 

self-image, identity, the belonging, has been demonstrated through the migrants and 

migration. As a support to this exploration and analysis of the practice of re-

territorialization done by the migrants in their new physical surroundings, the theory of 

habitus was used, it explains how the predispositions are acquired, and constructed 

culturally and socially, which formed the major part of the theoretical approach of this 

research. It is supported that habitus starts shaping the individuals, their positioning in 

societies, values, and views of their surroundings, their identity that they later start 

projecting into the physical and social contexts, and it is the habitus that guides what one 

is to expect from the built environment and architecture. Moreover, intertwined with 

memories and culture, the habitus builds long-lasting connections with the physical 

surroundings, its architecture, which as this thesis demonstrated, this connection affects the 

sense of belonging and one’s identity.        

Starting with in-depth research about identity formation and how this can be related 

to the built environment and architecture, the thesis presented an inclusive inquiry of the 

complexity that is behind identity construction and how the physical space, architecture, 

enters in the formation and perpetuation of this identity. This thesis has revealed that self-

identity is a “multilayered” construct, a result of constant interaction and exposure to an 

environment, physical and social, including not only the small scale of the home but also 
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neighborhoods, cities, and even nations. This constant interaction with the surrounding 

context pushes individuals to start projecting some characteristics of themselves into the 

built environment and architecture, but also to adopt other characteristics from their 

surroundings into themselves, forming their being through stories of places, remembered 

and retold through their memories. The processes of “externalization” and “internalization” 

(Bourdieu 1985), and of “projection” and “interjection” (Metz, in Leach 2005) assist the 

formation and preservation of the sense of safety and security that persons have when they 

feel related to and identified with a known and familiar physical context when they feel “at 

home”. This feeling of “being at home”, of founding themselves in a known and familiar 

context, parallels this notion of safety and security, as this thesis has proposed, this feeling 

of safety and security is stronger when people are being engaged, eagerly, with the physical 

and social environment they inhabit.        

Yet, as this research adds, the identity is an “unstable” construct that is continuously 

submitted to new definitions and redefinitions due to several external pressures, such as 

migration. Moving from one place to another creates many challenges, such as leaving the 

known and familiar environment behind, the social and built environment, and resettling 

in a new alien environment. Migrants, used as a vehicle in this research, show that the 

bonds between individuals and their physical surroundings affect their belonging and 

identity. This thesis has discussed how the change of the known and familiar built context 

leads to longing and yearning to the old environment, and how the resettlement in a new 

context can contribute to the creation of feelings of alienation and loss all along with the 

re-territorialization procedure. It has demonstrated the existence of a connection between 

habitus, memory, culture, and architecture, and that they have a major say when it comes 
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to the definition of one’s identity. This connection is perceived as the explanation of why 

individuals experience a new context through their predispositions and images they have 

of what the architecture is, or can be, based on their social and cultural experiences and 

their memories. Eventually, this puts an extra layer on the physical space, as is also an 

incorporation of several factors, such as habitus, memory, and culture, which influence 

those who inhabit this space.  

This research has also showed that the use and appropriation of the built 

environment and architecture also depend on the type of migration. The colonial and cross-

community migration, explored in this thesis, deal with the built environment and 

architecture from different approaches. As established in chapter 6, the colonial migration 

deal with architecture from an aggressive approach, establishing a chosen style and 

structures as being superior to others, recreating architecture, and sometimes cities, in the 

image of the one back home; while cross-community migration, as demonstrated in 

chapters 6 and 7, the migrants start appropriating the architecture on a personal smaller 

scale, to recreate the feeling of home in their new context to overcome the feeling of loss 

and alienation.  

The exploration of the phenomenon of re-territorialization demonstrated that the 

questions in relation to identity are of major importance for architecture, and this formed a 

base for building a critique of the architectural discipline and profession, and their inability 

to answer questions related to identity. As this research has shown, architecture is not only 

a background of daily events, but also it is in itself an expression of personal and cultural 

identity. The architecture starts informing and structuring individuals’ views and 

expectations of what a physical space has to provide, feel and look like. Yet, the architects 
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and theoreticians seldom address this aspect of architecture that enters the construction of 

identity. The architectural field has to go a long way to incorporate the identity discourse 

into its design process, as several social sciences already did. Instead of helping the 

inhabitants in expressing their individuality, desires, wants and identity (Rapoport 1987), 

architectural design appears to be focusing on styles, trends, and personal signatures. This 

over concern with trends, architectural styles, forms, functions, and aesthetics, dominant 

in the architectural discourse since modernity, which produced projects that are conceived 

as being “over-designed”, lacking flexibility, unable to adapt to personal desires and wants, 

raising questions of how much the architecture discipline today is relevant to the social 

needs.  

The thesis proposes that architecture has a significant presence in the social field, 

allowing social interactions to have a ground and support. Nevertheless, as this research 

has demonstrated, the architectural profession has adopted a negligence approach to 

questions related to personal, cultural, and social identity, which if done can create a more 

meaningful context (Stevens 1998). This position has created a wide gap between the 

architect and the larger public when it comes to expectations of what the space should be 

like (Stevens 1998). In addition, as discussed in chapter 8, globalization had several effects 

on architecture and notions of national and cultural identity, which restricted it to heritage 

and vernacular local architectural styles. In this definition, an “artificial” identity has been 

formed by constructing buildings and structures that do not express the real identity but 

distort it.   

 By shedding the light on the significant part that architecture has in constructing 

and preserving one’s identity, and by presenting a criticism to the architecture profession 
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in its inaction to accommodate issues related to identity and cultural aspects, this research 

bought the questions of people interact with their physical surroundings to the front. It also 

presents a more comprehensive perspective of how people construct their identity and self-

image through architecture. This added knowledge can be the start of approaching 

architecture from a different perspective (including its pedagogical approach), aiming to 

strengthen its importance in society.  

 This research also sheds light on the process of resettlement undergone by migrants 

and the effects it has on the built environment and architecture of the receiving societies. 

By demonstrating the connections between the migrants’ identity and architecture, this 

thesis presents a more appreciation of the challenges and obstacles that the migrants face 

when moving to new built environments. This appreciation can be used to propose ways to 

ease the resettlement from one place to another, ultimately alleviating the feeling of loss 

and alienation, leading to a better acceptance, tolerance, and integration that are 

foundational to the migrants’ re-territorialization process and psychological being. 

Therefore, this research echoes the established body of knowledge that addresses 

migration, identity, belonging, and built environment, and presents results relevant to the 

larger public, the governmental and non-governmental organizations, which address the 

questions of migrations and re-territorialization. Additionally, it opens new doors to 

reconsider existing policies that address the accommodation of migrants and refugees. 

 While this research focused on migrants and their use and appropriation of their 

physical space and its architecture in the new receiving country, the outcomes of this 

analysis can be expanded to every human being and everyday life in general. This thesis 

has demonstrated that individuals’ approach to their lives and everyday activities is 
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affected by the ways they express and perceive the built environment and architecture. This 

has been shown in the exploration of the connection between habitus, memory, culture, 

and architecture, experienced by the migrants to their “old home”. This connection has a 

major say in experiencing the new spaces in the receiving countries, where the addition of 

known and familiar architectural components expressing their identity helps in forging 

meaning to the spaces they now live in. The analysis of the relationship between these 

elements, done throughout this thesis, gives a deeper understanding of the questions related 

to identity, opening an opportunity for further research on the ways of expression and 

perception in relation to habitus, memory, culture, architecture, and the built environment, 

aiming to have a better experience in our daily life.   
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