
ISSN (Print): 2328-3734, ISSN (Online): 2328-3696, ISSN (CD-ROM): 2328-3688 

 

              

American International Journal of 
Research in Humanities, Arts  
and Social Sciences 
               

 
         

 

AIJRHASS 15-820; © 2015, AIJRHASS All Rights Reserved                                                                                                                Page 51 

Available online at http://www.iasir.net 

 

 AIJRHASS is a refereed, indexed, peer-reviewed, multidisciplinary and open access journal published by 
International Association of Scientific Innovation and Research (IASIR), USA 

(An Association Unifying the Sciences, Engineering, and Applied Research) 

 

 
 

Habitation and habiting practices in slums of Constantine 
 

Nadra NAIT AMAR 

SeniorLlecturer 

Faculty of Architecture and Urban planner 

University of Constantine3 

Constantine, Algeria 

 
 

I. Overview of realities in Constantine 

Constantine, as all the other cities and regions in Algeria, has not escaped the events that the country witnessed 

since the conquest war until now. It has endured the impact of crises and tensions that the country had 

undergone. In fact, the upheavals that shook Algeria during the period of colonization and in the aftermath of 

the national liberation war have taken their inevitable toll, and as the days passed, they made the country go into 

lethargy. Being a capital for many centuries, first for a kingdom than for a large region, its image has been 

altered by various singular phenomena, including that of slums which have flourished on her steep slopes, in 

spite of the time and the campaigns raged against them. They continue to harass and defy the environment up to 

now. Today, in spite of many projects carried out or being implemented to oxygenate the city and save it from 

this lethargy, Constantine seems suffering from an incurable disease, and fears that it will know an even more 

severe degradation in the future. Besieged by natural events, irresponsible practices and carelessness of man, it 

has to bear a heavy burden. 

II. Growing slums in Constantine 

A. Causes of slum formation and origin of their residents 

The massive flow towards the city is the product of population surplus, mainly from rural areas, victims of 

disorganization of their traditional economy, or threatened by wars, food shortages, and terrorism, or simply 

attracted by the opulence of big cities. 

The exhaustion of welcoming structures has led millions of persons to confine themselves far from the city, in 

shanties constructed hastily, with corrugated steel, breeze blocks, boards and other varied materials. In front of 

the growing number of individuals, the implementation or the extension of this dwelling in the urban tissue is 

very quick. This is becoming a real “surprise bag”, whereby the city, contrary to the imaginary’, does not 

embody solely the “good life” and a space where the individual may fulfill his desires and can use all 

advantages, but also its incapacity to ensure the minimum for the new comers led it not to receive them but 

rather to closet them in irregular, spontaneous and non-plannified population settlements, “where they have to 

fight relentlessly for survival”1 

However, the bankruptcy of the rural communities is not the only “tank” that supplies the slums. In fact, in 

addition to the temptation of the city especially for the young, the declassified city residents, living under the 

constant threat of mass movements and the risk of collapse of  old dwellings, take refuge, too, with the rural 

residents in precarious and unhealthy shacks until they can get, as all unfortunate people, a new social housing. 

The insecurity in economic resources or the regression of living standards of the heads of families constitutes 

another cause which may sometimes lead to adopt extreme solutions. Actually, it gives raise to social insecurity 

and leads to privations and the obligations of some heads of the families to not honour their commitments, pay 

                                                           
1 J.P. Laffite and all, « The City », Paris, Vuibert, octobre 1995. P.18.  

Abstract: The human being must find a dwelling and protect himself against the vicissitudes of nature. He 

has to adapt himself to the contemporary world and to his environment. Sometimes, he should accept 

unwittingly extreme situations dominated by inhabitability and as such abandon his plot of land and 

properties and to get into the city where he has to refuge into spaces that any human being enjoying a 

minimum of living conditions would not accept: the slum. For the time being, he does his best to make his 

environment enjoyable and to transfer his existence into something of a temporary happiness by trying to 

make order in these inhospitable places in order to create a sort of happiness that he is the only one who can 

measure its real impact. 

Throughout this essay, we are trying to present this human habitation that we often meet in Constantine. 
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their dues and meet their children’s needs. Having been tipped into poverty, they are obliged to abandon their 

hard-wall accommodation whose charges are excessive, and settle in shanty towns where they think they do not 

have to spend much. Moreover, the slums are not only supplied by the rural exodus, downgraded citizens and 

those  whose revenues have been severely curtailed, but also filled and sought after by crooked and shameless 

grabbers. After selling their state-attributed house, they infiltrate in these illegal spaces, and construct by 

themselves, on the quiet, in the dark away from prying eyes, their shanties waiting for a new allocation from the 

local authority housing. Unfortunately, their schemes have been unraveled, and the departments in charge of 

relocation have changed their methods of allocation in such a way as to identify eventual intruders. The 

importance of urban growth, housing deficit and demographic explosion are also factors that have amplified the 

deficiencies and have brought about this form of urbanization. Next to this population, cohabitate another 

category of residents composed mainly from employee couples who could neither pay for the rent of a decent 

housing nor engage in a real estate transaction. Thus, many individuals from different horizons including a high 

percentage of rural inhabitants participate in this clandestine phenomenon and represent an important population 

without financial resources to build a qualifying home or opt for one of the forms put on place by the state for 

the purchase of a residential property. 

B. Penetration and increase of shantytowns 

Slums are born where classical buildings do not fit. This illegal habitation, generally built on a land of the public 

domain, sometimes on the edge of wadis, takes place in interstices improper for urbanization, in unusable zones 

because of pollution, environmental nuisance, wastes. The sites used are often situated on sloping ground, 

eroded soils, and in landlocked places away from the view.  If the French word “Bidonville” (“slum”) was used 

for the first time before the WWII, the date when these tepid shacks made their first appearance in Constantine 

is not known. Yet they go back far in the past if we just consider the long series of ordeals endured by the 

country whereby whole populations were obliged to abandon their lands and their regions to take refuge in her 

suburbs or at least outskirts. Already, in the course of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, slums welcomed many 

people fleeing the war, the bombings, and the actions of the armed forces. The figures submitted by A. Hafiane 

in his book “Le défi de l’urbanisme” (“The challenge of urbanism”), illustrate the extent to which this 

phenomenon has developed and explains the surge of a massive influx of immigrants across Constantine. The 

shacks, the very basic constructions, and the hard wall accommodations which polluted this city, raised in 1959 

to 17 600 units with a population of 104 900 indigenous. Those sobering figures confirm the magnitude 

assumed by these shelters and also by the flood tide of dislocated people from the countryside. Shacks 

represented 60% of dwellings and hosted, alone, 62% of the city global population. These ghettos, which have 

continued to grow around the city, have reached an intolerable level. In fact, in the early 1990s, public 

authorities presented the figure of 18000 constructed shacks. Over 73 sites counted on December 2000, totaling 

9331 precarious shacks occupied by 9477 households, twenty were eradicated. The remaining 53 sites registered 

in 2006 (Map), were home for 6266 households or 35 772 individuals. Faced with population increase among 

the category of the disadvantaged, and faced with a rapid grow of hovels, the extension of this type of habitation 

is taking place more rapidly than that of the urban tissue, attributing wrongly to this city “unique in many 

respects, the misfitted title of a big village made of a concentration of anachronistic habitations, attempting to 

delete a history, however ancestral with an aura and prestige alive for more than two millennium”. This 

extension is based not only on the number of populations coming everyday to “plant” their shelters, but also on 

the natural growth in households. In fact, it has been observed, in the majority of the visited slums, that many 

households whose number increased through time, have been obliged to extend and build other shanties nearby 

the original shack because of the limited size of this latter which has been the home for many generations- 

sometimes hosting twenty individuals including children, grand children and great grand children. 

 

III. Slums and lifestyle 

A. Overview of the situation and impact on the inhabitants 

The visitor who happens to penetrate for the first time the majority of excluded and marginalized quarters is 

confounded with the desolation around him, the nauseous odor emanating from the waste which his nostrils are 

forced to tingle. Misery is what characterizes this environment which offers a staggering and distressing 

spectacle, as if one is living in another age where time has suddenly stopped. This kind of habitation reflects the 

degradation of the individual, who found himself withered on his own without any resources, and who was 

obliged to refuge in these wicked substandard housings. Basic facilities such as water, electricity, sewage 

system, public lighting seem to be luxury means for these inhabitants who are now used to live without these 

basic urban equipments and services. These desolate and poor conditions have harmful consequence on 

households and their health. Moreover, the lack of hygiene aggravated by all sorts of nuisance caused by 

exogenous agents, severely affects the quality of life already harmed by a mental condition affected on one hand 

by their dislocation and the atmosphere they endure, and on the other hand by the frustration and the deception 

which characterize their spirit once they left their original homes. These inhabitant are exposed to many diseases 

such as waterborne illness, skin infections and respiratory troubles…Promiscuity, with its negative impact on 
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the individual’s social life, is another consequence of such exiguity and densification that these families are 

forced to bear. 

B. The slum, a social space 

We find in the slums populations from the same milieu and the same region. In fact, it has been observed that 

residents of these locations are allocated according to their family and regional origin. These groupings do not 

bear to live far from one another. On the contrary, this precariousness, exclusion and marginalization they share, 

created between them a powerful solidarity. These links and relations they weaved between themselves and their 

mutual help make them more ready to struggle against the vicissitudes of life and to ease their sufferings.  The 

use of the existing common parts facilitates their exchange and helps them discover one another. Thus, the 

absence of any of them is rapidly noticed by the community, who, out of worry, hastily proceeds to search for 

him and offer help when needed. Furthermore, this help is also manifest during happy or unhappy events when 

these residents hastily offer their precious help and support in strained domestic chores. 

Fig n°1: Slums in Constantine 

 
Fig n°1/2: The waste in slums in Constantine 
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IV. Conclusion 

To live in a slum is not a choice, but an absolute necessity caused by some particular serious conditions. The 

rural population confronted to precariousness and searching for better living conditions, and the dislocated 

citizens fleeing unpredictable conditions, are confined in small shanties and shacks, entwined with one another, 

without having any legal existence. They live in a total uncertainty, sometimes even sharing their shelter with 

domestic animals. This situation which seems transitional at the beginning is not ready to disappear however 

harsh it is to the environment. Its disappearance is tightly linked to the economic situation, stability in the rural 

environment, improvement in standards of living, creation of new jobs and increase in housing. This poverty 

and misery reigning in these slums enclose a space full of affection and solidarity. These qualities form the core 

ethos of those marginalized inhabitants. The comforting atmosphere appeases the spirit of these residents and 

increases their determination to overcome their difficulties and to improve their living conditions. 
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