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The Youth and the City: An Ethnographic Exploration of Digital
Habitus, Spatial Appropriation, and Cultural Mediation in Oran

1. Introduction and Theoretical Framework

This study is epistemologically grounded in the urban sociological
paradigm formulated by Robert E. Park, who asserted that a city
transcends a mere agglomeration of concrete infrastructures,
demographic concentrations, or physical topographies. Rather, the city
constitutes a "state of mind," a nexus of customs, traditions, and
organized sentiments embedded within a collective heritage. Moving
from this theoretical premise, this paper explores the city of Oran (E!-

Bahia) as an empirical field site.

Leveraging Oran’s global recognition by The New York Times as one
of the premier emerging destinations undergoing a profound cultural
and tourism renaissance, this research examines how university youth

actively reconstruct the city's urban narrative.
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The "Tourism Revival" initiative, spearheaded by the local chapter
of AIESEC in Oran, functions as a practical intervention to remedy
what 1s diagnosed as a "crisis of narrative." This crisis does not stem
from a deficiency in material infrastructure, but from a critical absence
of cultural mediation—the lack of human agents capable of
translating the silent, material text of the city for visitors.
Consequently, Oran's rich historical strata—comprising Andalusian,
Berber, Ottoman, and Spanish-French colonial footprints—frequently
appear as mute spatialities, unable to articulate their historical depth to

the globalized world.
2. Research Question and Objectives

The central problem of this research revolves around the following

inquiry:

To what extent do university cultural associations and student
clubs contribute to urban branding and the reconstruction of a
city's socio-cultural image, and how is this agency manifested
through the operations of the AIESEC chapter at the University

of Oran?
Research Objectives:

Decoupling Urban Space from Consumerist Stereotypes: To
explore how youth disrupt the dominant neoliberal narratives that

reduce Oran to a superficial locus of passive consumption and
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transient entertainment, reconstructing it instead as a dynamic hub of

cultural production.

Mapping Digital and Field Mediations: To trace the digital
methodologies and material field tactics deployed by youth to market

Oran’s cultural capital to both international and domestic audiences.

Analyzing Campus-City Integration: To decipher the integrative
dynamics generated by stdent-led actions that bridge the gap between
the insular academic campus and the broader urban landscape, thereby

breaking structural urban isolation.

Evaluating Socio-Cultural Territorial Branding: To analyze the
efficacy of youth agency in executing localized City Branding aligned

with international standards of authenticity and cultural sustainability.
3. Methodology and Fieldwork Tools

This study adopts an ethnographic research design, the
methodological backbone of anthropology, prioritizing dense
description and long-term immersive field observation to capture
subjective meanings from the perspective of the actors themselves.

The fieldwork instruments were deployed as follows:

Participant Observation: The researcher was fully immersed as an
active organizer within the "Tourism Revival" project team. This dual
status ("insider/outsider") enabled an unmediated observation of

hidden organizational dynamics, immediate micro-interactions
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between international delegates and local youth, and the physical

encounters with heritage sites.

In-Depth and Semi-Structured Interviews: To transcend descriptive
accounts of what is done and access the phenomenological layer of
why it is done, qualitative interviews were conducted with a cohort of
organizers and trainees under the age of thirty: Sarah, Hisham, Yasser,

Mounia, Meryem, and Anissa.

Dramaturgical Analysis (Erving Goffman): Social interactions
within the project were scrutinized through a dramaturgical lens,

mapping the social theater onto two distinct spatialities:

The Front Stage: The polished, highly professionalized
performances, standard uniforms, and calculated hospitality displayed
before international delegates and institutional partners to ensure

successful impression management.

The Backstage: Closed preparatory sessions, linguistic rehearsals,
logistical conflicts, and moments of intense existential anxiety,
physical exhaustion, and emotional vulnerability shielded from the

public gaze.
4. Ethnographic Survey of the Field Site (Oran’s Heritage Sites)

Throughout the field tours, Oran’s urban spaces and monuments were
subjected to an ethnographic decoding that links material architecture

with the lived, everyday practices of the populace:
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Oran (El-Bahia) as a Layered Palimpsest

Founded in 903 CE by Andalusian mariners with the strategic backing
of local Berber tribes (Nafza and Beni Mesgen), Oran represents a
deeply layered urban palimpsest. The city underwent a sharp,
segregated topographic partition during the French colonial era (1831—
1962), dividing the space into European modern sectors and
marginalized Muslim quarters. Following independence, the local
population engaged in a systematic process of "'spatial
humanization," re-appropriating these alien European architectures
and converting them into indigenous symbols of collective identity
through localized neighborhood networks (El-Houma), shared secular

rituals, and popular sonic cultures like Rai'and Rokkadli.
The Bullring (Arénes d'Oran)

Inaugurated in 1910 in the western working-class district of Eckmiihl
(currently Mahieddine) at the behest of the massive Spanish
immigrant labor force, this structure stands as the only bullring on the
African continent. Following 1962, it underwent a radical functional
shift, mutating from a bloody theater of Iberian Corrida rituals into an
open, polyvalent subaltern space hosting populist Rai concerts and
athletic gatherings. Today, the monument acts as a cognitive spatial
landmark (Repére) regulating urban mobility and pedestrian
linguistics ("Let us meet at Les Arenes"). Its external perimeters
function as an informal backstage for marginal socialization and an
underground economy built on interpersonal trust networks,
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highlighting a perpetual tension between the static Tourist Gaze of
external visitors and the lived memory of the neighborhood's

residents.

The Cathedral of Oran (Currently the Bakhiat Bakhti Public
Library)

Erected between 1904 and 1913 in a Neo-Byzantine-Romanesque
style, its facade intentionally incorporates architectural motifs and a
central dome derived from Maghrebi [slamic architecture—a
calculated colonial "architectural hybridity" aimed at symbolic
domination and cultural subjugation. Converted in 1984 into a public
library, the space now demonstrates a profound secular
humanization of a sacred colonial space. Contemporary students
and researchers occupy its reading rooms—surrounded by stained-
glass windows and Christian iconography—without experiencing
religious alienation or historical cognitive dissonance. Concurrently,
the vernacular language of the street stubbornly retains the term "La

Cathédrale" as a vital geographic compass.
The Bey’s Palace (Palais du Bey)

Constructed in 1792 by Bey Mohamed El-Kebir following the
definitive liberation of Oran from Spanish occupation, its internal
layout (the Diwan, the Harem, and the Pavilion of the Favorite)
reveals a strict spatial discipline and domestic architecture that

separated official administrative governance from familial privacy.
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Historically a symbol of polyethnic coexistence under a single
political authority (uniting Turks, Kouloughlis, urban Moors, Jewish
networks, and Berber clans), the palace is actively transformed by
contemporary youth initiatives from an ancient site of authoritarian

power into a dynamic monument re-inhabited by collective memory.
The Abdelkader Alloula Regional Theater

A Baroque-style monument featuring an Italian-style proscenium
stage facing the public directly in the historic Place d'Armes. This
space embodies the subversion of a colonial elitist architecture into a
national cultural asset. Here, modern avant-garde theatrical
productions (such as the 2023 performances The Bee and Shadi Badi)
intersect with the anthropology of performance, acting as a direct
structural extension of the traditional indigenous Halga (storytelling
circles) and popular satire. The theater functions as an engine of social
integration across generations, particularly as it celebrates the

centenary of Algerian theater in 2026.
November 1st Square (Formerly Place d'Armes)

The beating pulse and central transport node of Oran’s urban layout. It
has mutated from a highly restricted, militarized European colonial
square into an inclusive, nationalized public sphere adorned with the
monument of Emir Abdelkader and the modern tramway network. The
square functions as a heterogeneous socio-spatial melting pot where

national celebrations, kinship gatherings, and spontaneous street art
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converge. It remains an ontological repository for the collective
memories of the 1962 independence celebrations, persisting despite

spatial structural limitations and municipal neglect of its green zones.
The Great Synagogue of Oran (Abdullah Ibn Salam Mosque)

Inaugurated in 1918 on the former Rue de Stalingrad (now Rue
Moadh Ibn Jabal), this monument reflects the historical aspirations of
the naturalized Algerian Jewish elite to balance local identity with
integration into the French civil sphere following the 1870 Crémieux
Decree. Converted into a mosque in 1975, the building experienced a
complete reconfiguration of its spatial and corporeal Habitus (the
substitution of Saturday Sabbath patterns with five daily Islamic
prayers). Embedded within a dense commercial district, its
surrounding markets operate in rhythmic alignment with the Adhan
(call to prayer). Concurrently, the vernacular memory of the city
preserves the popular label "The Synagogue of the Jews" (Masjid El-
Yhoud), manifesting a spontaneous spatial memory that resists the

total erasure of the city's pluralistic past.
5. Analysis and Interpretation of Results

I. The Genesis of ""Digital Habitus' and the Performance of the
"Right to the City"

The Digital Eye and Visual Acculturation
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The research demonstrates that the continuous, daily consumption of
algorithmic visual streams on platforms like Instagram and TikTok
does not pass as a transient leisure activity. Instead, it systematically
constructs a ""Digital Habitus." Through this visual socialization,
youth internalize the global aesthetic standards of contemporary
territorial marketing. Their vision is converted into a "smart digital
eye' that perceives material heritage sites not as historical ruins, but
as strategic affordances for professional visual production (calculating

camera angles, lighting dynamics, and editorial framing).
Spatial Corporeality and Intentional Flanerie

This digital habitus is immediately externalized onto the physical
topography through an "embodied cultural performance." When
entering the field, this manifests as a highly disciplined corporeal
language before international delegates (erect posture, calculated
vocal inflections, and confident, authoritative gestures toward

monuments like Santa Cruz Fort).

This embodiment facilitates a radical corporeal shift: the youth
transition from a state of "rapid functional transit" (the routine,
alienated, and emotionally cold traversing of the city forced by
academic commutes) into a practice of "intentional/reflective
flanerie." Acting as enlightened flaneurs, they symbolically re-
appropriate urban spaces, deciphering architectural texts and

converting physical coordinates into a meaningful landscape.
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The Right to the City and Emotional Attachment

By deploying these field practices, youth effectively dismantle the
reductionist stereotype that confines Oran to a superficial, consumerist
node of maritime trade and transient nightlife. They successfully
transform the physical street into a "urban text" laden with semantic
depth. This operationalizes Henri Lefebvre’s concept of the "Right to
the City," marking a structural transition wherein youth cease to be
passive consumers of space and emerge as active producers of urban

effects and localized values.

This sustained engagement fosters a deep Place Attachment and
emotional territorial anchoring. Heritage sites are redeemed from
being "mute stones" or abandoned colonial relics and are re-signified
as ""places inhabited by meaning," serving as an emotional defense
mechanism that shields youth identity from the alienation of late

modernity.

II. Accumulating "Embodied Cultural Capital" within the
Institutional Third Space

Backstage Dramaturgy and the Inception of Social Agency

Participant observation within closed preparatory committee rooms
and intense internal training workshops (such as the Galerie School)
reveals that these micro-spaces function strictly as structural
Backstages in the Goffmanian sense. Within these unregulated zones,
shielded from institutional bureaucracy and broader societal
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panopticism, youth engage in rigorous role-playing, crisis-

management simulations, and collective problem-solving.

This continuous behavioral rehearsal transforms associative work
from abstract theory into a palpable Social Agency. This agency
manifests in the front stage (the public street) as an exceptional
capacity for symbolic negotiation, enabling youth to manage
unexpected intercultural friction, command public attention, and

navigate everyday street tensions with poise and authority.
Deconstructing the Neoliberal Paradigm of Employability

The study explicitly rejects the reductionist neoliberal discourse that
diminishes youth capacity-building into the mechanical acquisition of
commodified "Soft Skills" designed merely to optimize curriculum

vitae (CVs) for the corporate marketplace.

In contrast, the ethnographic data proves that internal associative
socialization produces an accumulation of Embodied Cultural
Capital. Leadership, communication, and intercultural fluency are not
retained as superficial behavioral tools; they are deeply etched into the
Habitus—the permanent physical dispositions and cognitive structures
of the actors. This accumulation generates a form of "structural
audacity' that empowers youth to disrupt traditional social
hierarchies and execute face-to-face interactions with absolute parity

and structural equality, whether negotiating with institutional state
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authorities, interacting with foreign visitors, or engaging subaltern

street populations.
The NGO as a Liminal Third Space

The organizational framework of AIESEC functions structurally as a
"Third Space'" (Ray Oldenburg) and a "Liminal Field" (Victor
Turner). It occupies a critical, horizontal interstitial zone between two
rigid, vertical, and authoritative structures: the domain of the Family
(governed by traditional, conservative socialization and surveillance)
and the domain of the University (governed by rigid administrative

bureaucracy and alienating quantitative evaluation).

Consequently, the association provides a "Safe Space' exempt from
symbolic violence and societal policing. It operates as an
anthropological laboratory where youth temporarily shed their
structurally imposed social masks, engaging in authentic
experimentation, emotional vulnerability, and horizontal solidarity—
the precise structural preconditions required to forge independent

modern subjectivities.

II1. Navigating Contact Zones, Commodification, and Structural

Asymmetries
Mediation within Contact Zones vs. Urban Museification

The execution of guided tours through the intricate alleys of Sidi El-

Houari provides an empirical window into what Mary Louise Pratt
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terms ""Contact Zones." Within these dense urban arenas, social
interaction is never a binary exchange between the youth mediator and
the international tourist; it is a highly complex, triadic encounter that
immediately incorporates the local subaltern population (passersby,

traditional merchants, neighborhood children).

The youth mediator acts as a vital cultural translator and shock
absorber, de-escalating spontaneous micro-tensions and facilitating
organic, unscripted human encounters. This field practice successfully
subverts the logic of urban museification—the state or commercial
practice of sanitizing historic districts into dead, static spectacles
engineered solely for visual consumption. Instead, it re-validates the
"lived city" (/a ville vécue) in all its contradictions, delivering an

experience of authenticity rooted in everyday life.
Heritage-Making and Embodied Territorial Branding

The analysis captures the deployment of "Heritage-Making"
(Fabrication du patrimoine) as a highly selective process where
historical elements are curated and re-signified to fulfill contemporary
needs. By designing specific itineraries and narratives, youth exercise
a soft framing power over the city's urban identity, determining which

historical memories are worthy of contemporary visibility.

Crucially, the ultimate tourism resource in this configuration is no
longer restricted to historical architecture; the active, hyper-literate

youth body itself becomes a core component of Oran's City
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Branding. The multilingualism, cosmopolitan orientation, and
organizational competence of the youth are marketed globally as the
definitive index of the local society’s vitality and capacity for modern

renewal.
Role Conflict, Emotional Labor, and Tactical Resistance

Despite the polished exterior displayed on digital interfaces, the
ethnography captures severe structural asymmetries and frictions

within the backstage:

Emotional Labor: Youth endure a heavy tax of Emotional Labor
(Arlie Hochschild), systematically suppressing internal exhaustion,
academic anxieties, and personal stress to maintain professional
hospitality and absorb cultural misunderstandings with unyielding

composure.

Role Conflict: A structural Role Strain emerges as the rigid,
unyielding temporal structures of the university (examination
schedules, mandatory attendance) collide with the highly fluid,
unpredictable temporal demands of field tourism mediation. Y outh
exist in a state of perpetual tension, balancing the securing of their
academic-economic futures against their existential commitment to

associative urban work.

Tactical Resistance: Deprived of sustainable institutional financial
backing or state subsidies, the operations of the youth are
fundamentally "Tactical" in the De Certeauan sense. Operating
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from a position of material vulnerability, they rely on ad-hoc
financial maneuvers, self-funding, and informal networks to bypass
structural voids, ensuring the survival of their urban initiatives

through sheer practical ingenuity.

The Struggle for Symbolic Recognition: Youth continuously
negotiate their legitimacy against a dual societal resistance: a
localized skepticism that measures labor strictly through the lens of
immediate material/monetary utility (rendering free volunteer
work illegible or suspicious to certain traditional strata), and a
cultural anxiety regarding unregulated openness toward the foreign
observer. Youth counter this by deploying disciplined, respectful
interaction rituals (Facework), proving that global connectivity
does not equate to cultural alienation, but serves as a mechanism to

assert local cultural sovereignty.
6. Conclusion

This ethnographic study of the "Tourism Revival" initiative
illuminates how contemporary Algerian university youth are
fundamentally altering the semantic and material reality of the urban
environment. Far from being passive residents or alienated consumers
of space, the youth organizers of AIESEC in Oran have emerged as
highly articulate cultural mediators and producers of spatial

meaning.
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By synthesizing a digitally acquired visual literacy with localized
historical knowledge, they have successfully transformed Oran from a
static, industrialized backdrop into an active, self-conscious urban

subject capable of articulating its own narrative.

The intersection of the Digital Habitus with the material realities of
the field demonstrates that urban branding is most effective when
driven from below, rooted in the lived texture of the city rather than

artificial corporate marketing.

Despite enduring severe role conflicts, the exhausting demands of
emotional labor, and a chronic lack of structural institutional support,
these actors successfully utilize the associative framework as a liminal
third space to construct autonomous subjectivities and exercise their

Right to the City.

Ultimately, this initiative offers a potent model for an applied urban
anthropology, demonstrating that the preservation and promotion of
heritage in the age of globalization depends on the mobilization of
youth agency to integrate the local historical narrative into the
symbolic economy of the contemporary globalized city.
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