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Abstract

The Impact of Contemporary Cultural
Transformations on the Built Environment

Study on Rural Areas of the Delta, Egypt

1- Research Problem

Traditional settlements face problems related to rapid cultural transformation as a result of
increased contacts with other societies and cultures, and transformations in the socio-
economic spheres, which transformed the geography for production and patterns of
consumption.

A growing western influence affects most of these traditional settlements, thus impacting their
societal values and the production of the built environment. The resultant is a neglect of the
traditional cultural heritage leading to loss of identity.

The objective of this research is to investigate the impact of recent socio-cultural
transformations in rural areas of the Egyptian Delta on the form of dwelling unit, and the
pattern of villages at large. The study is an initial step in the attempt for developing a
conceptual framework for producing a culturally-responsive local rural architecture that can
accommodate modern developments, contemporary human needs, and rapid transformations
in cultural values and lifestyles.

The research relies on a case study methodology. The four villages selected for the study are
located in the Delta region and differ in terms of their proximity and connection to a major
urban center. The research arrives at a number of general conclusions and recommendations
via comparative analysis. The results of this research are part of a larger attempt for tracing
the processes of cultural-societal transformation, and their impacts on the built environment.
The study is a qualitative research, thus cannot be generalized, but requires further
investigation.

2-  Literature Review

In chapter two, the literature review discusses previous research dealing with (a) rural society
and (b) the rural built environment.

a)  The Rural Society

The chapter reviews research that addressed the reciprocal relationship between culture and
architecture and research that studied the rural society presenting the main findings of this
research.



The chapter also discusses the social and cultural factors that affect the built environment and
aspects of their impact. Additionally the chapter discusses the cultural change and their
causes, analyzing the most important characteristics of Egyptian rural communities in the
different historical periods from the era of the rule of Mohammad Ali’s family to today.

b)  The Rural Built Environment

Chapter two also reviews research dealing with both the pattern of rural villages and the form
of the traditional dwelling and its development through time, identifying the most important
factors that affected rural dwelling form.

3-  The Empirical Study

Based on a multi case study methodology, an empirical study was conducted with as
objectives to obtain a realistic image of the cultural and architectural characteristics of the
contemporary village of the Egyptian Delta and identify the most important socio-cultural
changes that have occurred and the corresponding architectural changes.

The four villages selected for the study are located in Gharbeia and Menoufiya Governorates.

Data collection relied on field visits to the villages and interviews with community leaders
and residents to identify the social and cultural characteristics of inhabitants and their
lifestyle.

Based on field measurements and photography, the study also included the documentation of
a sample of dwelling from each of the villages leading to an analysis of the relationship
between dwelling form and socio-cultural aspects of inhabitants.

4-  Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework identifies three systems of relations governing the process of
cultural change and the change of the built environment in the Egyptian village:

First: The relationship between the distance separating the village from its urban center and
number of non-native residents and the intensification of land use and the increase in building
heights.

Second: The relationship between the connectivity of a village to the foreign world (through
direct contact, or through distant communication and media channels) and between the
occurrence of socio-cultural changes within the community of the village.

Third: The relationship between changing in economic capacity of villagees and changes in
lifestyle pattern which affect the nature of the changes in the architecture and patterns of the
village and alternately lead to changes in the identity of the Egyptian village.
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Findings of the study

The study showed that:

societal changes within the village was the main reason for the changes in the built
environment, while a high economic capability provides the necessary tool to achieve
those changes.

The study identified a link between the changes in a village and the rural dwelling and
the conditions of the village itself, such as distance from the city, the economic level
of the villagers, and connection to other cultures, via migration for work, education, or
exposure to the open-information (satellite TV).

There are some aspects that have not changed in the contemporary village compared to
the traditional one, such as the linkage between the villager and his roots, the
relationship between the house and the rood, and the behavior of the villager and way
of life inside his house.

The study identifies a trend of importing forms and architectural elements, such as
balconies and wide windows and western decorations and details, essentially aiming to
express the inhabitant's social status and wealth.

Some elements of the rural dwelling unit have changed in all studied villages,
regardless of the circumstances of the village, such as the increased specialization of
dwelling spaces, while shrinking the space dedicated for production purposes.

Intervention of non-specialists with the field of architectural design has led to
distortion in the rural architectural forms and the image of the village. Present
Egyptian villages lack the unique cultural and architectural image of the Egyptian
village. The produced dwelling and built environment do not satisfy human needs or
the culture of the villagers, leading to the long-term distortion of the original
architectural styles of the rural village of Delta, Egypt.

Uncontrolled rapid urbanization of the village led to the appearance of distorted forms
of the rural houses. Methods of transformation may result -with the continuous neglect
to transform the villages into informal areas.
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