

















Social Exclusion, Housing Environment and ‘Tolerant Planning’

and thus it is argued that housing contains both cultural identity and social
symbolic meanings (Rapoport, 1969, 1978, 1981; Duncan, 1981; Altman and
Chemers, 1984). However, I have concluded elsewhere (Yacobi, 1996) that it is
important to acknowledge the limitations of such an argument, since the link
between housing and culture is part of a social process, which does not take place
in a social void, but rather in a context of different interests. These multi-layered
interests are attached to power relations between minority and majority as well as
to the relations within a given society between men and women and between
different generations.

In this context I would like to highlight several key characteristics
concerning the meaning and use of space.” The importance of the family
hierarchy within the Bedouin community, in particular at the level of the nuclear
and extended family, is expressed in spite of the transformation that this society
witnesses. The habit of living with the extended family remains evident in the
informal settlements as well as in the planned towns, and investment in housing is
central to all family members. The house is considered to be a functional solution,
but its meaning as a representation of social status is a relatively new
phenomenon for the Bedouin. A significant investment in dual spaces, i.e. the
construction of an ‘illegal’ tent or open-fire kitchen beside the modern house in
the planned towns, expresses the ambiguity of the modernization process, its
impact on culture and the way it is reflected spatially. The illegal activities in
constructing a housing environment are an expression of the Bedouins’ cultural-
specific needs.

Another aspect relates to the gender division of space. Respect for the
Bedouin women is reflected in the domestic sphere, and one must refer to the
internal structure of the tent as a reflection of traditional needs and cultural codes.
The tent is divided into two parts. The first is the living area, which during the
day is occupied by women. This is the space where domestic chores such as
cooking and cleaning are done, and where the family members sleep at night. The
other part is the “Shik El Makaad,” a large and comfortable space for receiving
guests, carefully separated in order to preserve the women’s privacy. Women can
enter this part only when family members are sitting alone.

Privacy is a basic and important mechanism in housing and human
settlements. Regarding these issues, it is important to note that the guests’ section
is always located on the northern side of the tent and the living part on the

7 This section is based on three months' fieldwork done in the summer of 1996 in the
planned Bedouin city of Rahat and the surrounding informal enclaves in the Negev Region. This
research was supported by the David Thomas Grant, the Development Planning Unit, University
College, London.
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in order to meet ethnic and citizen needs in planning (Fenster, 1996) seems
relevant to me. In the following paragraph I will point out each category’s
validity for the arguments of this paper.

i. Any given community is the user of its housing environment, its members
know their needs and priorities and thus they have the right and duty to make
decisions concerning their housing environment.

ii. Participation in housing activities has the potential to stimulate participation
in other spheres of life.

iii. Participation in housing planning can be viewed as an important vehicle to
make excluded communities visible in the social and political context of
which they are a part.

To sum up, the above discussion on community participation is
articulated within the debate on tolerance. In the context of this article, it is
focused on two (interrelated) patterns: external professional tolerance between the
planners and the community in question and the internal, i.e., the limits of
tolerance within the community itself. These two aspects will be analyzed in the
following section.

Forced to Change: the Case of the Jahelin Families

The Jahelin people were forced to leave their home twice. The first time,
as I mentioned previously, was following the 1948 war when they were expelled
from the Negev and moved to the Judean desert. In 1997, they were expelled
from their tent enclaves, since the land they had been settled on for three decades
was annexed to the Jewish settlement of Ma’ale Adumim. The project of re-
settling the Jahelin was a forced act initiated by the Israeli government. Some of
the families were moved to a new site — lacking any infrastructure — where ship
containers awaited them as their new houses. The master plan for the new Jahelin
settlement — as designed by planners working for the Civil Administration — was
a given fact for the community, as well as for the professional team, hired by the
Israeli human rights N.G.O.

The first few meetings with the Jahelin members included informal
conversations that aimed to establish confidence between the community and the
professional team — the architect, the planner and the community organizer.
During the first three months, there were community meetings once a week.
These meetings were scheduled for the late evening to enable the men to
participate after their return from work. The discussions were held in Arabic, with
the support of the community organizer. The main issues that were discussed in
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economic status, and influences the dynamics of decision-making concerning
matters such as the location of the plot that each family received. Conflicts were
created within the community and these took a long time to solve.

The professional team viewed these conflicts in a western perspective of
‘random justice,” and suggested holding a lottery among the families; this
proposal was rejected by the Jahelin people on the spot. Finally, after one month
of discussions and intensive negotiations among the Jahelin themselves and with
the professional team, I was given a map drawn up by the people, marking each
family plot. Indeed, at this stage of the project the issue of tolerance was shaped
by cultural differences between ‘tolerators’ and ‘tolerated,” while the question to
what extent we could impose ‘more justice’ and influence the existing social
dynamics remained open.

As already emphasized, planning, in its modernistic sense, focuses on the
legislative division of space, the defined control over territory and the
documented separation between public and private domains. Such rigid
definitions contradict the case of the Jahelin community. As a semi-nomadic
society undergoing a process of social, cultural, and economic transformation, the
Jahelin people are re-defining their perception of space. Based on previous
research and the vast body of knowledge that accentuates the importance of the
use value of housing (Turner, 1976; Rapoport, 1981, Burgess, 1991), we decided
to start with a process of participatory dialogue and mutual learning. Through this
approach that expresses a professionalism of tolerance, we aimed to translate the
planning needs and the spatial knowledge of the Jahelin people into professional
language.

The first few sessions included only the Jahelin men. The level of
participation was high, and after several group discussions we managed to gain
their confidence. The most important meeting we had dealt with the location of
the house on the plot. The use of a three-dimensional model encouraged the
people to express their ideas, doubts and critique (figure 1, p. 84), and by doing
so we intended to bridge the gap between professional terminology and local
knowledge.

Generally speaking, I would claim that the men emphasized the
importance of the project in general and the house in particular as a productive
source. Hence, their demand to construct the first housing unit on each plot along
the main road and by doing so ecnabling, on one hand, the potential for
commercial activity along the street and on the other, using the back of the plot
for household agriculture. These planning principles expressed by the Jahelin
contradicted the building regulations designed by the authorities. However, we
succeeded in part in convincing the Civil Administration planners to change some
of the regulations, and to enable the use of the back of the plot for urban
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