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Preface

In 1982, Cities of the World debuted. It pre-

sented an innovative approach to the study 

of urban geography. Renowned urban geog-

raphers, who were regional specialists, shared 

their knowledge of and insight into the his-

tory, patterns, challenges, and prospects for 

cities in eleven world regions. Cities of the 

World was an immediate success. Subse-

quent editions built on this model—revis-

ing, updating, modifying, and enhancing the 

approach. With each edition, the popularity 

of the book swelled. It is commonly found 

in courses on urban geography, urban and 

regional planning, as well as courses in global 

affairs, anthropology, history, and econom-

ics, at both the undergraduate and graduate 

levels.

Thirty-three years later, we present the sixth 

edition of Cities of the World—and we present 

it in color! Color photographs, regional maps, 

and graphics provide a more appealing and 

accurate depiction of many dimensions of 

the urban regions under study. Just as each 

subsequent edition of Cities of the World has 

embraced the changes encountered in the 

global and regional urban systems, so too does 

this sixth edition. In this, we deepen our focus 

on urban environmental issues, social and 

economic injustice, security and conflict, and 

daily life. Building on 2015 as the Year of Water, 

we have introduced urban water issues and 

concerns as a common undercurrent running 

through all chapters. Author teams explore 

how “water” affects cities and how cities affect 

water in their respective regions—from gla-

cier loss to increasing aridity, sea-level rise, 

increased flooding, potable water scarcity, and 

beyond. We hope our new subtitle “Regional 

Patterns and Urban Environments” captures 

these innovations.

All thirteen chapters in this sixth edition 

have been substantially revised, and some 

introduce new author teams, whom we wel-

come warmly. They bring fresh perspectives 

and expertise to the project. Most authors 

have done extensive fieldwork in their region 

and also traveled extensively in both rural and 

urban areas. The organization of this edition 

is similar to the previous five. The “book end” 

chapters explore contemporary world urbani-

zation (chapter 1) and the future of cities 

(chapter 13). The remaining eleven chapters 

are devoted to urbanization and cities in major 

world regions. Each chapter begins with two 

facing pages; on the left side, a regional map 

that shows the major cities and, on the right, a 

table of basic statistical information about cit-

ies and urbanization in each region and a list 

of ten salient points about that region’s urban 

experience are provided. The regional chap-

ters conclude with a list of references that can 

be used by the student and instructor for addi-

tional information about cities in that region 

or specific cities.
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xxxii Preface

We owe a debt of gratitude to many indi-

viduals who played major roles in helping this 

sixth edition see the light of day. We thank all 

chapter authors for providing timely, insight-

ful, and well-written chapters and Alexis Ellis 

for her valuable cartographic contribution. 

Susan McEachern of Rowman and Littlefield 

has provided longstanding support for this 

volume and previous ones. Her eye for detail, 

continuity, and change is unmatched. Susan’s 

team at Rowman and Littlefield worked to 

ensure the high quality of this edition, and 

we thank them for their commitment, timely 

support, and attention to detail throughout 

the process. Finally, we thank our families 

whose enthusiastic and selfless support made 

this project enjoyable and possible.

As always, we welcome feedback from stu-

dents and teachers on ways to ensure that sub-

sequent editions will make learning about the 

world’s cities and global urbanization more 

useful, appealing, challenging, and rewarding. 

We hope you enjoy this latest edition.

Stanley D. Brunn

Jessica K. Graybill

Maureen Hays-Mitchell

Donald J. Zeigler
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1

World Urban Development
JESSICA K. GRAYBILL, MAUREEN HAYS-MITCHELL, 

DONALD J. ZEIGLER, AND STANLEY D. BRUNN

KEY URBAN FACTS

Total World Population (2015) 7.3 billion

Percent Urban 54%

Total Urban Population 3.9 billion

Most Urbanized Counties Microstates such as Monaco and

Nauru (100%)

Singapore (100%)

Belgium (98%)

Least Urbanized Countries Burundi (12%)

Papua New Guinea (13%)

Uganda (16%)

Annual Urban Growth Rate (2010–2015) 0.9%

Number of Megacities (>10 million) 28

Agglomerations with 500,000 + Population  1009 (53% of world population)

Countries with Most Urban Agglomerations China (278), United States (275), India (112),

United Kingdom (140), Russia (59)

Cities with Highest Densities Dhaka, Bangladesh (112,700/sq mi, 43,500/sq km)

Hyderabad, Pakistan (104,300/sq mi, 40,300/sq km)

 Mumbai, India (83,900/sq mi, 32,400/sq km)

Largest Megacities (2014) Tokyo (37.8 million)

Delhi (24.9 million)

Shanghai (23.0 million)

Ciudad de México (20.8 million)

São Paulo (20.8 million)

World Cities 88

Global Cities London, New York, Tokyo
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4 WORLD URBAN DEVELOPMENT

KEY CHAPTER THEMES

1. The world’s population is growing rapidly, but the world’s urban population is growing 

four times as fast.

2. In 2007, Earth became a majority-urban planet, yet the proportion of people living in cities 

varies widely from 12 percent in Burundi to 100 percent in Singapore.

3. The scale of urbanization is increasing as evidenced by the emergence of megacities, conur-

bations, and megalopolises around the world.

4. Some countries’ patterns of urbanization follow the rank-size rule, while other countries 

are characterized by urban primacy or dual primacy.

5. The evolution of cities is best understood as a three-stage process: preindustrial cities, 

industrial cities, and postindustrial cities.

6. Cities are usually classified by function as market centers, transportation centers, or special-

ized service centers.

7. Four classic models have been proposed to explain the spatial organization of land uses 

within cities: concentric zone model, sector model, multiple nuclei model, and inverse con-

centric zone model.

8. Urban management issues revolve around the environment, population, urban services, 

race and ethnicity, housing, employment, privacy, governance, and globalization, among 

others.

9. As the world continues to urbanize, sustainable development challenges will be increasingly 

concentrated in cities.

10. Urban water issues, ranging from water quality and quantity to the challenges of sea-level 

rise, occur at the intersection of nature and society.

Comparing maps of the world from 2015 

and 1900 would show two features that have 

become strikingly different over time and 

space: proliferation of independent nations 

and mushrooming numbers and sizes of cities. 

A century ago, about a dozen major empires 

divided the world; today, there are 195 inde-

pendent countries, most carved out of pre-

vious empires. Continued disintegration of 

imperial realms gave birth to the world’s most 

recent newly independent state, South Sudan, 

and its capital city of Juba. Likewise, a century 

ago, the number of the world’s major cities 

was small and concentrated in the industri-

alized countries of Europe, North America, 

and Japan. Today, the greatest numbers of cit-

ies, and the largest cities, are found in former 

colonial regions of the developing world and 

in China (Figure 1.1). Around the year 1800, 

perhaps 3 percent of global population lived 

in urban places of 5,000 people or more. By 

1900, more than 13 percent did and by 2000, 

this percent skyrocketed to more than 47 per-

cent. In 2007, for the first time in human his-

tory, over half of Earth’s human population 

made the city their home. The rapid pace of 

urbanization is accompanied by globalization 

and the creation of world cities, the outcome 

of technological advances in transportation 

and communication (Box 1.1). Our global 
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 Key Chapter Themes 5

Box 1.1 Globalization and World Cities

Peter Taylor, Northumbria University, England

Although there is a large literature on “world” or “global” cities, little evidence has been 
gathered on what actually makes such cities so important: their connections with other cit-
ies across the world. Thus, if world cities are indeed the crossroads of globalization, then we 
need to consider seriously how we measure intercity relations. It was just such thinking that 
led to the setting up of the Globalization and World Cities (GaWC) Network as a virtual center 
for world cities research. GaWC currently carries out three strands of research:

•	 Comparative City Connectivity Studies: These focus on relations between chosen cities 
as they respond to particular events. In one study, Singapore, New York, and London 
were compared in the way in which their service sectors responded to the 1997 Asian 
financial crisis. In another study, relations between London and Frankfurt were studied 
in the wake of the launch of the Euro currency. The generic finding of this work is 
that city competitive processes are generally much less important than cooperative 
processes carried out through office networks within the private sector.

•	 Elite Labor Migrations between Cities: Moving skilled labor around to different world 
cities is found to be a key globalization strategy for financial firms wanting to embed 
their businesses into the world-city network. For instance, London firms regularly send 
staff to Paris, Amsterdam, and Frankfurt to provide “seamless” service across European 
cities. The prime finding of this research is that a transnational space of flows is pro-
duced as a necessary prerequisite for firms accumulating financial knowledge.

•	 Global Network Connectivity of Cities: A world-city network is an amalgam of the 
office networks of financial and business service firms. This network has three levels: 
a network level of cities in the world economy, a nodal level of cities as global service 
centers, and a subnodal level of global service firms that are the prime creators of the 
world-city network. This specification directs a data collection that enables the global 
network connectivities of world cities to be calculated. 

GaWC research goes beyond world-city formation to study world-city network formation. 
The focus has been on this complex process within economic globalization. For a full global 
urban analysis, further research is required within other important strands of globalization. 
The Study Group’s website is: http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc/.
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6 WORLD URBAN DEVELOPMENT

urban habitat is increasingly connected by the 

flows of people, goods, services, and capital 

that unite cities, people, and environments 

across time and space. Urban institutions 

drive globalization, the hallmark of twenty-

first-century economic geography.

Yet, our urban planet also pulsates with prob-

lems at the human-nature interface (Figure 

1.2). They range from local concerns about air 

quality, to regional problems of water quality 

and quantity, to global environmental change, 

including rising average global temperature 

and sea levels and changes to the global hydro-

sphere-atmosphere circulation patterns. Due 

to the interconnectedness of people, cities, and 

regions, urban problems must be approached 

on multiple scales. Climate change is trans-

forming environments worldwide (albeit dif-

ferentially) and the consequences of climate 

change are already being felt at the local level, 

such as in coastal cities confronted by rising sea 

level and in cities where temperature increases 

are expected over the next century. Chicago, for 

instance, is already planting more shade trees, 

choosing species that will thrive in a warmer 

climate. In 2014, in anticipation of warmer 

school days, the city installed air-conditioning 

in schools for the first time.

Worldwide urbanization has dramatic, 

revolutionary implications for the history 

Figure 1.2 Urban Environmental Risks. This conceptual diagram indicates the generalized, 
possible risks and concerns for the environment of urban and urbanizing places at (i) local, 
regional and global scales and (ii) across short- and long-term time horizons. Because 
individual places will experience different suites of environmental concerns, this diagram is 
intended to pique discussion of possible urban environmental changes. Source: Jessica Graybill.
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The World Urban System: Prospects until 2050 7

of ever-expanding urban agglomerations 

on human society; life-sustaining environ-

mental systems that provide water, food, and 

multispecies habitats; resource development; 

and governments facing increased social dis-

parities, cultural pluralism, and diversity of 

political expression? Can the sustainable city 

movement improve health and well-being for 

all of Earth’s inhabitants? How does the rise of 

urbanism create new understandings and uses 

of, and desires for, nature by humanity?

THE WORLD URBAN SYSTEM: 
PROSPECTS UNTIL 2050

In 1800, the world stood on the brink of 

1 billion. In only 130 years, humanity added 

a second billion, and in only 11 years, the last 

of civilization—as dramatic as were earlier 

agricultural and industrial revolutions. In 

the industrial countries of Europe, North 

America, Australia, and some of Asia—the 

more developed countries (MDCs)—urbani-

zation accompanied and was the consequence 

of industrialization. Although far from being 

utopian, cities in those regions brought pre-

viously unimagined prosperity and longevity 

to millions. Industrial and economic growth 

combined with rapid urbanization to produce 

a demographic transformation that decreased 

population growth and enabled cities to 

expand apace with economic development. 

In the developing countries of Latin Amer-

ica, Africa, and most of Asia—the less devel-

oped countries (LDCs)—urbanization has 

occurred only partially due to industrial and 

economic growth. In many of these countries, 

it is primarily a result of rising expectations 

by rural people who migrate to cities seeking 

escape from misery. This rush to the cities, 

unaccompanied until very recently by signifi-

cant declines in natural population growth, 

has resulted in the explosion of urban places 

in LDCs.

Although there are exceptions (most nota-

bly in South America where urbanization lev-

els are high), most highly urbanized nations 

experience high standards of living. However, 

even in the MDCs, where life for most urban 

residents is incomparably better than for those 

living in the cities of LDCs, there are serious 

concerns about the future of the city. What, 

for example, is the optimal city size? What 

should be the role of the capital city? Are cities 

getting too large to provide effective adminis-

tration and humane and uplifting urban envi-

ronments? Is the growth of megacities and 

metacities unmanageable? Will the megalop-
olis or conurbation become the norm for the 

twenty-first century? What will be the impact 

Figure 1.3 Growth of World and Urban 
Population, 1950–2030. Source: UN, World 
Urbanization Prospects: 2005.
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8 WORLD URBAN DEVELOPMENT

slowly decline thereafter, decreasing to 3.2 bil-

lion in 2050. These global trends are driven 

mostly by the dynamics of rural population 

growth in lesser developed regions. But, the 

sustained increase of the urban population 

combined with the pronounced deceleration 

of rural population growth will result in an 

increasing proportion of the population living 

in urban areas. Globally, the level of urbani-

zation is expected to rise from 54 percent in 

2015 to 66 percent in 2050.

Among cities of different sizes, the world 

urban population is not distributed evenly. 

Over half of the world’s urban dwellers live 

in cities or towns with fewer than half a mil-

lion inhabitants. The greatest numbers of 

people live in cities with less than 1 million 

people, but the phenomenon of the megacity 

is increasing worldwide. There are 28 megaci-

ties worldwide, each with at least 10 million 

inhabitants, accounting for 12 percent of the 

world urban population. The number of meg-

acities is projected to increase to 41 by 2030, 

accounting for approximately 12 percent of 

the world urban population.

Until 1975, just three megacities existed 

worldwide: New York, Tokyo, and Mexico City. 

Today, Asia has 11 megacities, Latin America 

has 4, and Africa, Europe, and North America 

have 2 each. Tokyo, the capital of Japan, is the 

world’s most populous urban agglomeration, 

comprised of Tokyo and 87 surrounding cit-

ies and towns. If it were a country, it would 

rank 35th in population size, at 37.2 million 

inhabitants. Tokyo now qualifies as a metac-
ity according to the United Nation’s descrip-

tion for urban agglomerations with more than 

20 million inhabitants. Following Tokyo, the 

next largest urban agglomerations are Delhi, 

Shanghai, Mexico City, Mumbai, and São 

Paulo, each with 21 million inhabitants; and 

New York-Newark and Los Angeles in the 

billion. Between 1950 and 2008, the world’s 

population increased more than 2.5 times, 

but the world’s urban population increased 

almost 4.5 times (Figure 1.3). Fifteen years 

into the twenty-first century, world human 

population is over 7 billion and over half live 

in urban settings. This exponential growth of 

human population and the rise of cities as the 

dominant habitat for humans changes both 

urban and rural places, but at different rates 

in different places worldwide.

Economics, trade, culture, religion, and 

environment are just a few of the linkages that 

connect cities worldwide. Urban landscapes 
are also connected to nonurban people, places, 

and phenomena that impact the city, its growth 

(or decline), and the health and well-being 

of urban residents. The world urban system, 

then, describes people and their economic, 

social, cultural, and environmental activities, 

which connects urban people and phenomena 

from local to global scales. Some of the most 

important trends in our current world urban 

system are related to continued human popu-

lation growth and spatial distribution.

The United Nation’s World Urbanization 

Prospects (2014) provides a valuable overview 

of urbanization trends for the next several 

decades. Overall, world urban population is 

expected to increase by 62 percent by 2050, 

from 3.9 billion in 2014 to 6.3 billion in 2050. 

Virtually all of the expected growth in the 

world population will be concentrated in the 

urban areas of the lesser developed regions. 

Slightly counterintuitive to the knowledge 

that urban regions are growing is the fact that 

the rate of growth of the world urban popula-

tion is slowing down. From 2025 to 2050, the 

urban growth rate is expected to decline to 1.3 

percent per year. While urban population will 

increase, world rural population is expected to 

reach a maximum of 3.4 billion in 2020 and 
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Latin America and the Caribbean, the concen-

tration of people in large cities is marked: one 

in every five urban dwellers in those major 

areas lives in a large urban agglomeration.

Historically, the process of rapid urbaniza-

tion started first in today’s more developed 

regions. In 1920, just less than 30 percent 

of their population was urban and by 1950, 

more than half of their population was living 

in urban areas. In 2015, high levels of urbani-

zation, surpassing 80 percent, characterized 

Australia, New Zealand, and Northern Amer-

ica. Europe, with 73 percent of its population 

living in urban areas, is the least urbanized in 

the developed world.

More developed regions of the world had 

a higher percentage of their populations liv-

ing in urban areas in both 1950 and 2010. 

In absolute numbers, however, there were 

more urban dwellers in the MDCs in 1950; 

by the end of the century this had changed 

(Table 1.1). Unfortunately, urban develop-

ment has not kept up with urban growth 

throughout Middle and South America, Africa 

and the Middle East, and much of Asia. Latin 

America and the Caribbean, for instance, have 

caught up to the MDCs in degree of urbaniza-

tion, but economic development, health care, 

and education lag. Poor housing quality is a 

striking characteristic in these regions, stand-

ing in stark contrast to cities in the MDCs. 

Sub-Saharan Africa remains the least urban-

ized and the least developed region in the 

world. Latin America’s urban explosion may 

be over, but in Africa, India, and China, the 

urban population explosion continues. Only 

in 2010 did China reach urban majority status 

and it is expected to gain momentum as the 

century proceeds.

While increases in urban population have 

been felt worldwide, the pace of urban change 

is most dramatic in the world’s developing 

United States, with approximately 19 million 

inhabitants. In 2025, the world’s most popu-

lous urban agglomeration will remain Tokyo, 

with 38 million inhabitants, although its popu-

lation will scarcely increase. It will be followed 

by two major megacities in India: Delhi with 

29 million inhabitants and Mumbai with 26 

million. Megacities are experiencing very dif-

ferent rates of population change than other 

kinds of cities. Generally, their rate of growth 

is slow, at less than 1 percent per year. Meg-

acities exhibiting these slow rates of growth 

include all those located in developed coun-

tries and the four megacities in Latin America.

Outdone only by the metacity, megacities 

represent the extreme of the distribution of 

cities by population size. They are followed 

by large cities with populations from 5 mil-

lion to just under 10 million, which in 2015 

numbered 43 and are expected to number 63 

in 2030. Three-quarters of these “megacities in 

waiting,” which house 8 percent of the world 

population, are located in developing coun-

tries. Cities with more than a million inhab-

itants but fewer than 5 million are numerous, 

and every fifth person, statistically, lives in this 

medium-sized city. Smaller cities, with popula-

tions from 500,000 to 1 million inhabitants, are 

even more numerous and account for about 10 

percent of the overall urban population. The 

number of these cities is expected to decrease 

in the next couple of decades, to house just 

under half of the world’s urban population.

Distribution of the urban population by 

city size class varies among world regions. 

Europe is exceptional in that 67 percent of 

its urban dwellers live in urban centers with 

fewer than 500,000 inhabitants and only 8 

percent live in cities with 5 million inhabitants 

or more. Distribution of the urban population 

in Africa by size of urban settlement resembles 

that of Europe. In Asia, North America, and 
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Table 1.1 Urban Patterns in More Developed 
Regions and Less Developed Regions 
(in thousands)

World pop 
2014 MDR Urban LDR Urban

Urban 3,880,128 980,403 289,9725

Rural 3,363,656 275,828 3,087,828

TOTAL 7,243,784 1,256,231 5,987,553

World pop 2050 projected  

Urban 6,338,611 1,113,500 5,225,111

Rural 3,212,333 189,610 3,022,723

TOTAL 9,550,944 1,303,110 8,247,834

Source: United Nations, World Urbanization Prospects: 2014 

Revision.

regions (Figure 1.4). Among the less developed 

regions, Latin America and the Caribbean 

have an exceptionally high level of urbaniza-

tion, higher than that of Europe. Africa and 

Asia, in contrast, remain mostly rural, with 

40 percent and 42 percent, respectively, of 

their populations living in urban areas. By 

mid-century, Africa and Asia are expected 

still to have lower levels of urbanization than 

other world regions. This is quickly changing 

in some countries; for example, the largest 

urban growth is expected in India, China, and 

Nigeria until at least 2050.

The greatest number of cities and the great-

est number of large cities (3 million or more 

Figure 1.4 Urban Population of World Regions, 1950, 2014, 2050. Source: 
UN, World Urbanization Prospects: 2005 and 2014.
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America. Taking the long view of the overall 

process of urbanization, it is noteworthy that 

the movement of people out of rural into 

urban areas occurs at different rates and for 

different reasons in different countries, caus-

ing continuous evolution of the world urban 

system over time and space.

WORLD URBANIZATION: 
PAST TRENDS

Early Urbanization: Antiquity 

to Fifth Century ce

The first cities in human history were located 

in Mesopotamia, along the Tigris and Euphra-

tes Rivers, probably about 4000 bce. Cities 

were founded in the Nile Valley about 3000 bce 

in the Indus Valley (present-day Pakistan), by 

2500 bce in the Yellow River Valley of China by 

2000 bce, and in Mexico and Peru by 500 ce 

(Figure 1.6). These early cities are thought to 

have been relatively small. Ur in lower Meso-

potamia, for instance, was the largest city in 

inhabitants) are now found in LDCs. This 

can also be seen in a list of the world’s largest 

urban areas, where those in the LDCs now out-

number those in the MDCs. Of the 20 largest 

urban agglomerations in 1950, 13 were in the 

MDCs and 7 were in the LDCs. The 20 largest 

urban agglomerations in 2000 included only 

five in the MDCs, located in only three coun-

tries: Japan (Tokyo and Osaka), the United 

States (New York and Los Angeles), and 

France (Paris). Today, Mexico City is larger 

than three-quarters of the world’s independ-

ent states. Since 1975, less developed regions 

are urbanizing at much more rapid rates com-

pared to more developed regions, across all 

city sizes (Figure 1.5).

Amid the continuing trend of urban growth 

worldwide, some cities experience population 

decline over time, especially in regions where 

overall human population is not increasing or 

where urban economic viability is stagnant. 

Many cities currently experiencing decline are 

located in parts of Asia, Europe, and North 

Figure 1.5 Urban Population in MDCs versus LDCs by Size Class of Urban 
Settlement, 1975–2015. Source: UN, World Urbanization Prospects: 2001 
and 2014 Revisions.
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produce more food and other essential goods 

than necessary for survival for themselves 

and their families. That surplus established 

a division of labor among specialized occu-

pations and the beginning of commercial 

exchanges. Cities were the settlement form 

adopted by those members of society whose 

direct presence in places of agricultural pro-

duction was not necessary. These cities were 

religious, administrative, and political cent-

ers and represented a new social order, but 

one that remained dynamically linked to rural 

society. In these ancient cities were specialists, 

such as priests and service workers, as well 

as a population that appreciated the arts and 

the use of symbols for counting and writing. 

the world 6,000 years ago with a population 

of about 60,000. In fact, most cities of antiq-

uity held only 2,000 to 20,000 inhabitants 

without significant increase in the number 

of cities overall. The largest ancient city was 

Rome, which Peter Hall has called “the first 

great city in world history.” In the second cen-

tury ce, Rome may have had 1 million inhab-

itants, making it the world’s first city of that 

size. Between the second and ninth centuries, 

however, Rome’s population declined to less 

than 200,000. In fact, the world’s largest cities 

in 100 ce were completely different from the 

largest cities in 1000 ce (Table 1.2).

Ancient cities appeared where nature and 

the state of technology enabled cultivators to 

Table 1.2 The Largest Cities in History

Largest Cities in the Year 100 Largest Cities in the Year 1000

1 Rome 450,000 1 Cordova, Spain 450,000

2 Luoyang, China 420,000 2 Kaifeng, China 400,000

3 Seleucia (on the Tigris), Iraq 250,000 3 Constantinople (Istanbul), Turkey 300,000

4 Alexandria, Egypt 250,000 4 Angkor, Cambodia 200,000

5 Antioch, Turkey 150,000 5 Kyoto, Japan 175,000

6 Anuradhapura, Sri Lanka 130,000 6 Cairo, Egypt 125,000

7 Peshawar, Pakistan 120,000 7 Baghdad, Iraq 125,000

8 Carthage, Tunisia 100,000 8 Nishapur (Neyshabur), Iran 125,000

9 Suzhou, China n/a 9 Al-Hasa, Saudi Arabia 110,000

10 Smyrna, Turkey 90,000 10 Pata (Anhilwara), India 100,000

Largest Cities in the Year 1500 Largest Cities in the Year 2000

1 Beijing, China 672,000 1 Tokyo, Japan 34,450,000

2 Vijayanagar, India 500,000 2 Ciudad de México (Mexico City), Mexico 18,066,000

3 Cairo, Egypt 400,000 3 New York–Newark, USA 17,846,000

4 Hangzhou, China 250,000 4 São Paulo, Brazil 17,099,000

5 Tabriz, Iran 250,000 5 Mumbai (Bombay), India 16,086,000

6 Constantinople (Istanbul), Turkey 200,000 6 Shanghai, China 13,243,000

7 Guar, India 200,000 7 Kolkata (Calcutta), India 13,058,000

8 Paris, France 185,000 8 Delhi, India 12,441,000

9 Guangzhou, China 150,000 9 Buenos Aires, Argentina 11,847,000

10 Nanjing, China 147,000 10 Los Angeles–Long Beach–Santa Ana, USA 11,814,000

Sources: Historical cities: Tertius Chandler, Four Thousand Years of Urban Growth: An Historical Census (St. David’s University Press, 

1987); http://geography.about.com/library/weekly/aa01201a.htm; Year 2000 data: UN, World Urbanization Prospects: 2005 Revision, 

http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/WUP2005/2005wup.htm
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14 WORLD URBAN DEVELOPMENT

only slowly or not at all. The few large cities 

declined in size and function. Thus, the West-

ern Roman Empire’s fall in the fifth century 

ce marked the effective end of urbanization in 

Western Europe for over six hundred years.

The major reason for the decline of Euro-

pean cities was a decrease in spatial inter-

action. After the collapse of Rome and the 

dissolution of the empire that it commanded, 

urban localities became isolated, turning 

to self-sufficiency to survive. From the very 

beginning, cities have survived and increased 

in size because of trade with their rural hin-

terlands and with other cities, near and far. 

The disruption of the Roman transportation 

system, the spread of Islam in the seventh and 

eighth centuries, and the pillaging raids of 

the Norse in the ninth century almost com-

pletely eliminated trade between cities. These 

Other attributes of early cities included taxa-

tion, external trade, social classes, and gender 

differences in the assignment of work. Farms, 

villages, and smaller towns surrounded each 

city, where exchange of goods, ideas, and peo-

ple, and the complexity of technology and the 

division of labor was limited. Trade, then, was 

a basic function of ancient cities, which were 

linked to the surrounding rural areas and to 

other cities by a relatively complex system 

of production and distribution, as well as by 

religious, military, and economic institutions 

(Figure 1.7).

The Middle Period: Fifth to 

Seventeenth Century ce

From the fall of the Roman Empire to the 

seventeenth century, cities in Europe grew 

Figure 1.7 The original adobe wall around Bukhara, Uzbekistan is several meters thick, a 
reminder of the ancient culture and history associated with this city along the Silk Route. Source: 
Photo by Jessica Graybill.
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Mercantilism, though based on new eco-

nomic practices, had one important element 

in common with the system of the previous 

period. It restrained and controlled individual 

merchants in favor of the needs of society. 

However, the rising middle class of merchants 

and traders opposed any restrictions on their 

profits. They opposed economic regulation 

and used their growing power to demand free-

dom from state control. They desired an end 

to mercantilism. As the power of the capital-

ists increased, the goal of the economy became 

expansion, and economic profit became the 

function of city growth. While the new market 

economy provided the means for social recog-

nition, the social costs were high. The great-

est hardship fell on those receiving the fewest 

benefits—women, poor farmers, and mem-

bers of the rising industrial working class. The 

new force of capitalism pushed aside the last 

vestiges of feudal life and created a new cen-

tral function for the city—industrialization. It 

was capitalism that ushered in the Industrial 

Revolution and led to the emergence of the 

industrial city.

While Europe experienced a process of 

decline and rebirth of the preindustrial 
city, areas of the non-Western world experi-

enced quite different patterns. In East Asia, 

for example, the city did not decline as in 

medieval Europe. In China, numerous cities 

founded in antiquity have remained continu-

ously occupied and economically viable for 

centuries. Moreover, long before any city in 

Europe again grew to a size to rival ancient 

Rome, very large cities were thriving in East 

Asia. Changan (present-day Xi’an), for exam-

ple, reputedly had a population of more than 

1 million people when it was the capital of 

Tang China in the seventh century. Kyoto, 

the capital of Japan for over a thousand years 

(and modeled after ancient Changan), had a 

events, plus periodic attacks by Germanic and 

other northern groups, resulted in an almost 

complete disruption of urban and rural 

interaction. Both rural and urban popula-

tions declined, transportation networks dete-

riorated, entire regions became isolated, and 

people became preoccupied with defense and 

survival.

Although urban revival did occur six hun-

dred years after the fall of the Roman Empire 

via fortified settlements and ecclesiastical 

centers, growth in population and production 

remained quite small. The reason is simply 

that exchange was limited—conducted largely 

with people of the immediate surrounding 

region. Most urban residents spent their lives 

within the city walls. Thus, urban communi-

ties developed very close-knit social struc-

tures. Power was shared between feudal lords 

and religious leaders. The economically active 

population was organized into guilds—for 

craftspersons, artisans, merchants, and others. 

Social status was determined by one’s position 

in the guild, family, church, and feudal admin-

istration. Gender roles were also well defined. 

Despite the rigorous societal structure, mer-

chants and the guilds saw innovative possibili-

ties in “free cities,” where a person could reach 

his or her full potential within a community 

setting.

Over time, commerce expanded and linked 

cities to expanding state power, resulting in a 

system called mercantilism. The purpose of 

mercantilism was to use the power of the state 

to help the nation develop its economic poten-

tial and population. Mercantile policies pro-

tected merchant interests by controlling trade 

subsidies, creating trade monopolies, and 

maintaining strong, armed forces to defend 

commercial interests. Cities were mercantil-

ism’s growth centers, and specialization and 

trade kept the system alive.
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cities in the vast realm of Latin America that 

reflected European cultures. In Sub-Saharan 

Africa, the indigenous cities of various Afri-

can kingdoms, such as Mali, Songhay, Axum, 

and Zimbabwe, had existed for centuries, but 

were also impacted by European colonialism. 

By the nineteenth century, they were largely 

destroyed, and Europeans created new com-

mercial cities, usually coastal, that quickly 

dominated the region.

Hence, the European-created city became 

the model for urban growth and develop-

ment worldwide with the materialization of 

this vision of the city in Europe and through 

its export to colonial empires after 1500 ce. In 

some regions, it was imposed on indigenous 

societies that were exterminated or displaced 

(as in North and South America, Australia, 

and the Pacific). In regions with long histo-

ries of indigenous cultures and urban life, it 

existed alongside and transformed indigenous 

cities (as in most of Asia, the Middle East, and 

Africa).

Industrial and Postindustrial Urbanization: 

Eighteenth Century to the Present

Only after the Industrial Revolution, which 

began around 1750, did significant worldwide 

urbanization occur. Industrial cities, drawing 

first on water power and then on steam gener-

ated from coal, saw an increase in the scale of 

manufacturing. The factory system was born, 

the demand for labor increased, and rural-to-

urban migration swelled the size of cities, first 

in Great Britain, then in Europe and North 

America. By the nineteenth century, cities 

emerged as important places of population 

concentration. In 1900, only one nation, Great 

Britain, could be regarded as an urbanized 

society in the sense that more than half of its 

inhabitants resided in urban places. During 

population exceeding 1 million by the middle 

of the eighteenth century. Although most of 

the ancient cities of Asia had populations of 

less than 1 million, they were still far larger 

than cities in Europe until the commercial-

industrial revolutions there. The principal 

explanation for this historical pattern of urban 

growth lies in the very different cultures and 

geographical environments, plus the sites and 
situations of the great cities that anchored 

Asian civilizations.

Although empires waxed and waned in 

Asia, just as in Europe, premodern cities there 

continued to serve as vital centers of political 

administration, cultural and religious author-

ity, and markets for agricultural surplus. Only 

with the arrival of Western colonialism did 

those societies and their cities begin to be 

threatened. Several centuries of Western colo-

nialism in Asia added a new kind of city to the 

region, a Western commercial city sometimes 

grafted onto a traditional city, sometimes cre-

ated anew. In either case, the new colonial city 

came eventually to dominate eastern Asia’s 

urban landscape. That dominance has con-

tinued into the contemporary period.

In the Greater Middle East, the preindus-

trial city also existed and thrived through the 

centuries, long before Europeans began colo-

nizing the region. But once colonialism was 

fully asserted in the region, the same process 

of grafting and creating new Western com-

mercial cities occurred, with consequences 

similar to those in eastern Asia.

In Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America, 

the urban experience varied somewhat from 

that of much of Asia and the Middle East. In 

Latin America, the indigenous city—and the 

societies that created that city, such as the 

Mayan, Incan, and Aztec—was obliterated 

by Spanish conquest and colonization. The 

Spanish and the Portuguese thus created new 
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on the characteristics of a particular site and 

more on being centrally located with respect 

to their market areas. These centers tend to be 

located within the trade areas of larger cities: 

people living in small cities must go to larger 

cities to make certain purchases for which 

there is not a sufficient market locally. There 

is thus a spatial order to settlements and their 

functional organization. Central place theory, 

as developed by geographer Walter Christaller 

in the 1930s, explained the regular size, spac-

ing, and functions of urban settlements as 

they might be distributed across a fertile agri-

cultural region, for instance. In central place 

theory, the largest cities, or highest-order 

centers, are surrounded by medium-sized cit-

ies that are in turn surrounded by small cities, 

all forming an integrated part of a spatially 

organized, nested hierarchy. The locational 

orientation of market centers is quite different 

from the locational orientation of transporta-

tion and specialized function cities.

Transportation cities perform break-of-

bulk or break-in-transport functions along 

waterways, railroads, or highways. Where 

raw materials or semi-finished products are 

transferred from one mode of transport to 

another—for example, from water to rail or 

rail to highway—cities emerge as processing 

centers or as trans-shipment centers. Unlike 

central places, whose regularity in location 

is accounted for by marketing principles, 

transportation cities are located in linear 

patterns along rail lines, coastlines, or major 

rivers. Frequently, major transport cities are 

the focus of two or more modes of transpor-

tation, for example, the coastal city that is 

the hub of railways, highways, and shipping 

networks.

Today, of course, almost all cities have mul-

tiple transportation linkages. Exceptions tend 

to be isolated towns, such as mining centers 

the twentieth century, however, the number 

of urbanized nations increased dramatically. 

In the United States, the 1920 census revealed 

that a majority of Americans lived in cities 

for the first time. The great industrial cities of 

Manchester and Birmingham blossomed in 

England during this period. Scotland saw the 

rise of Glasgow. In the United States, econo-

mies based on manufacturing built Chicago, 

Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and St. Louis. In the 

early and mid-twentieth century, the automo-

bile industry transformed another set of cit-

ies: Detroit in the United States, Turin in Italy, 

Tolliati in Russia, and Adelaide in Australia.

CITY FUNCTIONS AND 
URBAN ECONOMIES

City Functions

Some cities are born because a strategic 

location must be defended; others serve the 

demands of trade and commerce; others serve 

governmental administration or religious 

pilgrimage; and still others thrive from turn-

ing primary commodities into manufactured 

goods. Geographers have traditionally classi-

fied cities into three categories based on their 

dominant functions: (1) market centers (trade 

and commerce); (2) transportation centers 

(transport services); and (3) specialized ser-

vice centers (such as government, recreation, 

or religious pilgrimage). Some cities serve 

a single function—the “textile cities” of the 

southeastern United States, for instance—but 

functional diversity is more common.

Cities categorized as market centers are also 

known as central places, because they perform 

a variety of retail functions for the surrounding 

area. Central places offer multiple goods and 

services (from grocery stores and gas stations 

to schools and corporate headquarters). Small 

central places, or market centers, depend less 
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mix of primary, secondary, tertiary, and qua-

ternary activities within urban regions as they 

have changed over time helps identify specific 

stages of humanity’s economic evolution (Fig-

ure 1.8).

The association between urbanization and 

industrialization has been characteristic of 

Europe, North America, Japan, Australia, and 

New Zealand. That is, cities and industries 

grew synchronously. Across Africa, Asia, and 

Latin America, many urbanizing countries 

have not experienced a corresponding increase 

in the manufacturing sector of the economy. 

Instead, their service sectors—small retailers, 

government servants, teachers, professionals, 

and bankers—provide jobs for growing urban 

populations. Also included are many service 

workers in the informal economy, including 

people willing to perform odd jobs (watching 

parked cars or cleaning houses) and work-

ing in unskilled service occupations, such as 

street vending, scavenging, and laboring at 

construction sites. In the informal sector, bar-

ter and the exchange of services often take the 

place of monetary exchanges, thus bypassing 

government accounting and taxation.

Basic and Nonbasic Economic Activities

The economic base concept states that two 

types of activities or functions exist: those that 

are necessary for urban growth and those that 

exist primarily to supplement those necessary 

functions. The former are called basic eco-

nomic activities. They involve the manufac-

turing, processing, or trading of goods or the 

providing of services for markets located out-

side the city’s boundaries. Examples include 

automobile assembly and insurance under-

writing. They are the key to economic growth. 

Economic functions of a city-servicing nature 

are called nonbasic functions. Grocery stores, 

in Siberia that may have only air or rail con-

nections or primitive seasonal roads to the 

outside. Cities performing single functions, 

such as recreation, mining, administration, or 

manufacturing, are called specialized function 

cities. A very high percentage of the popula-

tion participating in one or two related activi-

ties is evidence of specialization. Oxford, 

England, is a university town; Rochester, Min-

nesota, is a health-care town; Norfolk, Vir-

ginia, a military town; Canberra, Australia, 

a government town; and Cancún, Mexico, a 

tourist town. Specialization is also evident in 

cities where the extraction or processing of a 

resource is the major activity. Cities labeled as 

mining and manufacturing cities have much 

more specialization than those with diversi-

fied economic bases.

Sectors of the Urban Economy

The economic functions of a city are reflected 

in the composition of its labor force. Prein-

dustrial societies are associated with rural 

economies. These economies have the largest 

percentages of their labor force engaged in the 

primary sector: agriculture, fishing, forestry, 

mining. Preindustrial cities have historically 

been commercial islands in seas of rural pop-

ulations. The Industrial Revolution triggered 

the emergence of cities oriented to manufac-

turing, the secondary sector of the economy. It 

created a demand for labor in factories, and a 

larger percentage of the population began liv-

ing in urban areas. As factory workers added 

their buying power to the city’s economy, the 

service sector, or tertiary economic activities, 

grew as well. The quaternary sector, a more 

advanced stage of the service sector, consists 

of information- and intellect-intensive ser-

vices, which play an increasingly important 

role in the world economy. Identifying the 
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cities have lost their manufacturing base and 

have sought to create service industries for 

which there is a larger market (Box 1.2). The 

economic base of the postindustrial city, in 

fact, is to be found in the tertiary and qua-

ternary sectors of the economy. Silicon val-

leys developed in the late twentieth century 

to service the needs of the computer indus-

try. In the early twenty-first century, biotech 

valleys are becoming the economic base of 

choice. Cities such as Geneva, Singapore, San 

Francisco, and Boston are competing to have 

biotechnology firms move into their regions. 

Money from biomedical and pharmaceuti-

cal research provides an economic base tied 

to high-level applications of technology and 

brainpower.

restaurants, beauty salons, and so forth are 

nonbasic economic activities because they 

cater primarily to residents within the city 

itself (Figure 1.9). Income generated by a 

city’s economic base is channeled back into 

the city’s nonbasic sector, where employees in 

those industries purchase groceries, gasoline, 

insurance, entertainment, and other everyday 

needs and wants.

The economic base of some cities is 

grounded in manufacturing industries, the 

secondary sector of the economy. Manches-

ter, England, and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 

are prime examples of older industrial cit-

ies whose growth and prosperity depended 

upon world markets for cotton textiles and 

steel, respectively. Since World War II, both 
AQ: Please note 
that instances 
of “World War 
I/II” have been 
retained as per 
predominant 
usage.

Figure 1.8 Labor Force Composition at Various Stages in Human History. Source: 
Adapted from Ronald Abler et al., Human Geography in a Shrinking World (Belmont, 
CA: Wadsworth, 1975), 49.
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services than smaller cities. Conversely, condi-

tions can create negative circular and cumu-

lative causation—a downward spiral. Thus, it 

is easy to understand why city mayors work 

so hard to promote their respective cities as 

favorable sites for investment and new busi-

ness locations.

THEORIES ON THE SPATIAL 
STRUCTURE OF CITIES

Geographers have long been intrigued by 

the internal spatial structure of cities. Com-

ponents of that structure include industrial 

zones, commercial districts, warehouse rows, 

residential areas, parks and open space, and 

transportation routes, among others. Multiple 

As a city’s economic base increases, it has a 

multiplier effect throughout the community. 

Growth (and conversely, decline) becomes a 

cumulative process in which growth begets 

growth (and vice versa). This is known as the 

principle of circular and cumulative causa-

tion. For instance, one of the major ways cities 

grew in the past was by attracting more manu-

facturing enterprises. Each new factory stim-

ulated general economic development and 

population growth. Business output increased 

due to a greater demand for products. Rising 

profits increased savings, causing investments 

to rise. Increased productivity resulted in 

greater wealth. The growing population then 

reached a new level, or threshold, resulting 

in a new round of demands. Larger cities are 

able to offer a greater number and variety of 

Figure 1.9 Street peddlers in Shakhrisabz, Uzbekistan, the birthplace of Tamerlane (Timur) sell 
goods from China and Turkey to local Uzbek customers in this ancient Silk Route city. Source: 
Photo by Jessica Graybill.
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Box 1.2 Jellied Eels for the Urban Palate

Timothy Kidd, Old Dominion University

The gastronomical scene of a city is often a significant cultural marker showcasing changes 
in ethnic composition, shifting taste preferences, and availability of ingredients. Cities often 
have their own unique dishes, restaurants, drinks, and street food. Street food ranges from 
the doner kebab in Istanbul to hot dogs in New York to balut in Manila, typically sold from 
stalls or vans in parts of the city with high foot traffic. The U.N. estimates that 2.5 billion 
people eat such street food everyday because it is faster and cheaper than restaurant 
meals. As fast food franchises have gone global, however, the nature of the take-away meal 
has been altered. While there are often local variations on foreign-based fast food menus 
(e.g., McDonald’s McAloo Tikki potato burger in India), there is still a homogenized feel 
to such establishments. In some cases, including London, global franchises coupled with 
changing demographics have been deleterious for traditional street food purveyors.

In London’s historically poor East End, the remnants of uniquely English fast food still 
exist. Perhaps most famous of all traditional dishes are jellied eels. The Thames River estuary 
provided an excellent habitat for eels, and fish traps known as eel bucks lined the waterway 
to reap the bounty. The plentiful eels became something of a delicacy among the poor, immi-
grant East Enders. Fishmongers sold them in great markets like Spitalfields to restaurants 
and to street hawkers known as “piemen.” By the first half of the 1800s, however, London’s 
industrial expansion brought severe pollution that had a decidedly negative effect on the 
Thames fishery. 

The decline in fish stocks heralded the beginning of a new East End dining tradition: the 
eel, pie, and mash shop. These eateries served meat pies made from beef or mutton with 
mashed potatoes (“mash”) doused with parsley-infused, green-eel gravy. Often the restau-
rants were similar in their interior décor, sporting tiled floors and walls, marble counter tops, 
and wooden benches. From the Victorian era until the end of World War II, eel, pie, and mash 
shops boomed. Today, there are probably fewer than 100 pie and mash shops left in the East 
End, many thriving on nontraditional items such as vegetarian pies. 

In the late twentieth century, considerable numbers of Bangladeshis moved into the East 
End. Soon, curries and kedgeree became more popular than the traditional jellied eels. How-
ever, in the 1990s and 2000s, the traditional English fare had a bit of a renaissance when 
celebrity chefs like Gordon Ramsey began serving upscale versions. With more sit-down 
restaurants and pubs selling eels, the once-common street stalls saw business falter. Vari-
ous media including the BBC lamented the 2013 closure of the famous Tubby Isaac’s after 
94 years of serving jellied eels from a food cart. 
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Chopped into bite size pieces with bones left in and boiled with herbs, the eels are left 
to cool in their own gelatinous stock and then served with chili vinegar. It is said to be 
an acquired taste. Perhaps preferences for pizza or chicken tikka are proving more popular 
for younger generations than this most traditional English dish. Eel aficionados, however, 
appear to have a new source for their delicacy: supermarket chains. Since the recession of 
2008, large stores such as Morrison’s, Sainsbury’s, and Tesco have started selling jellied eels, 
with sales rapidly growing as customers seek cheap protein just as they did in the 1800s. 
What was once the quintessential London street food can now be found as far away as 
Scotland and Northern Ireland. In London, the East End’s most popular street food lives on 
in toponyms like the culturally famous Eel Pie Island in the River Thames, and in the Eel Pie 
Recording Studios founded by guitarist Pete Townsend of The Who.

theories have been developed to describe and 

explain the pattern of land use and the distri-

bution of population groups within cities. The 

four most widely accepted theories, or mod-

els, of city structure are the concentric zone 

model, the sector model, the multiple nuclei 

model, and the inverse concentric zone model 

(Figure 1.10). All evolved from observations 

of urban landscapes that suggested that differ-

ent land uses were predictably, not randomly, 

distributed across the city.

The Concentric Zone Model

A concentric zone theory was first concep-

tualized by Friedrich Engels (coauthor of 

the Communist Manifesto) in the mid-nine-

teenth century. In 1844, Engels observed that 

the population of the industrial city of Man-

chester, England, was residentially segregated 

based on class. He noted that the commer-

cial district (offices plus retail and wholesale 

trade) was located in the center of Manches-

ter and extended about half a mile radially. 

Besides the commercial district, Manchester 

consisted of unmixed working people’s quar-

ters, which extended a mile and a half (2.3 km) 

around the commercial district. Next, extend-

ing outward from the city, were the comfort-

able country homes of the upper bourgeoisie. 

Engels believed this general pattern to be more 

or less common to all industrial cities.

Engels may have described the pattern first, 

but most social scientists consider E. W. Bur-

gess, a University of Chicago sociologist, to 

be the father of the concentric zone model. 

According to Burgess, the growth of any city 

occurs through radial expansion from the city 

core, forming a series of concentric rings, or a 

set of nested circles that represents successive 

zones of specialized urban land uses. The five 

zones that Burgess described during the 1920s, 

before the automobile transformed Chicago, 

were: (1) the central business district (CBD) 

and its retail and wholesale areas; (2) the zone 

of transition, characterized by stagnation and 

social deterioration; (3) the zone of factory 

workers’ homes; (4) the zone of better residen-

tial units, including single-family dwellings 

and apartments; and (5) the commuter zone, 

extending beyond the city limits and consist-

ing of suburbs and satellite communities.

The process that Burgess used to explain 

these concentric rings was called invasion and 
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Figure 1.10 Generalized Patterns of Internal Urban Structure. Source: Adapted from various 
sources.

succession. Each type of land use and each 

socioeconomic group in the inner zone tends 

to extend its zone by invasion of the next outer 

zone. As the city expands, population groups 

are spatially redistributed by residence and 

occupation. Burgess further demonstrated 

that many social characteristics—the per-

centage of foreign-born groups, poverty, and 

delinquency rates—are spatially distributed 

in a series of gradients away from the central 

business district. Each tends to decrease out-

ward from the city center.

The Sector Model

Homer Hoyt, an economist, developed the sec-

tor model in the 1930s. Hoyt examined spatial 

variations in household rent in 142 American 

cities. He concluded that general patterns of 

housing values applied to all cities and that 

those patterns tended to appear as sectors, 

not concentric rings. According to Hoyt, resi-

dential land use arranges itself along selected 

highways leading into the CBD, thus giving 

land-use patterns a directional bias. High-rent 

residences were the most important group in 

explaining city growth, because they tended to 

pull the entire city in the same physical direc-

tion. New residential areas did not encircle the 

city at its outer limits, but extended farther 

and farther outward along select transporta-

tion axes, giving the land-use map the appear-

ance of a pie cut into many pieces. The sectoral 

pattern of city growth is partially explained by 

a filtering process. When new housing is con-

structed, it is located primarily on the outer 

edges of the high-rent sector. The homes of 

community leaders, new offices, and stores 

are attracted to the same areas. As inner, mid-

dle-class areas are abandoned, lower-income 

groups filter into them. By this process, the 

city grows over time in the direction of the 

expanding high-rent residential sector.

The Multiple Nuclei Model

In 1945, two geographers, Chauncy Harris and 

Edward Ullman, developed a third model to 

explain urban land-use patterns, the multiple 

nuclei model. According to their theory, cities 

tend to grow around several distinct nodes, 

thus forming a polynuclear (many-centered) 
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hole in the doughnut is the central city (with 

poor, mostly nonwhite, blue-collar, working-

class residents, large numbers of whom are 

on welfare, and a declining tax base and econ-

omy). The ring of the doughnut is the suburbs 

(rich, mostly white, middle- and upper-class, 

white-collar employment, and an expanding 

tax base and economy). Old, often declining 

manufacturing tends to be found in the hole; 

new, often high-tech manufacturing tends to 

be located in the suburban ring, in the edge 

cities. In the twenty-first century, however, 

city centers are reinventing themselves by 

building more residential quarters, upgrad-

ing infrastructure, invigorating the shopping 

experience, showcasing the arts (Box 1.3), and 

emphasizing mixed land-use development.

The Inverse Concentric Zone Model

The preceding three theories of urban spatial 

structure apply primarily to cities of the MDCs 

and to American cities in particular. Many cit-

ies in the LDCs follow somewhat different 

growth patterns. A frequent one is the inverse 

concentric zone pattern, which is a reversal of 

the concentric zone model. Cities where this 

pattern exists have been called preindustrial; 
that is, they are primarily administrative and/

or religious centers (or were at the time of 

their founding). In such cities, the central area 

is the place of residence of the elite class. The 

poor live on the periphery. Unlike most cit-

ies in the MDCs, social class in these places is 

inversely related to distance from the center of 

the city. The reasons for this pattern are two-

fold: (1) the lack of adequate and dependable 

transportation systems, which thus restricts 

the elites to the center of the city so they can be 

close to their places of work, and (2) the func-

tions of the city, which are primarily admin-

istrative and religious/cultural, are controlled 

pattern, which is explained by four factors. (1) 

Certain activities are limited to particular sites 

because they have highly specialized needs. For 

example, a retail district must be widely acces-

sible, which is best found in a central location, 

while a manufacturing district needs trans-

portation facilities. (2) Related activities or 

economic functions tend to cluster in the same 

district because their activities are more effi-

cient as a cohesive unit. An example is spatial 

clustering of automobile dealers, tire shops, 

and auto repair and glass shops. (3) Some 

related activities, by their very nature, repel 

each other. A high-class residential district, 

for example, will normally locate away from 

a heavy manufacturing district. (4) Certain 

activities, unable to generate enough income 

to pay the high rents of certain sites, may 

be relegated to more inaccessible locations. 

Examples may include some specialty shops.

The number of distinct nuclei occurring 

within a city is likely to be a function of city 

size and age of development. Auto-oriented 

cities, which often have a distinctly horizontal 

rather than vertical form, include industrial 

parks, regional shopping centers, and suburbs 

layered by age of residents, income, and hous-

ing value. Rampant urban sprawl is likely to be 

reflected in a mixed pattern of industrial, com-

mercial, and residential areas in peripheral 

locations. Geographer Peirce Lewis describes 

this sprawling urban landscape as the galactic 

metropolis because the nucleations resemble 

a galaxy of stars and planets. Some of those 

nucleations become cities in the suburbs, what 

some call edge cities. Edge cities are, in effect, 

the CBDs of newly emerging urban centers 

scattered through the newer suburban ring 

surrounding older central cities. This pattern 

reinforces what has been described as the typi-

cal urban spatial model for most U.S. urban 

areas, the doughnut model. In this model, the 
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Box 1.3 Performance Art and Psychogeography

Katrinka Somdahl-Sands, Rowan University

The performance of Go! Taste the City took place along seven blocks of Nicollet Avenue in 
Minneapolis. The BodyCartography Project, and Olive Bieringa as its representative, trans-
gressed the norms of city streets by adding a new practice: dance. Bieringa actively engages 
with city streets to expose those edges within urban environments that lie below the surface 
of social consciousness. For her Minneapolis audience, she made it possible to experience 
the city in an entirely new way. 

The most common way of being aware of our bodies moving through city spaces is as a 
pedestrian. The habitual practice of walking unintentionally conveys societal conventions 
regarding the “appropriateness” of certain bodily actions. The way one walks can reinforce 
(or disrupt) cultural practices of racial, ethnic, class, and gender differentiation. The act of 
walking, usually an unconscious act, becomes a kind of performance. Dance, on the other 
hand, actively and consciously manipulates the aspects that make walking a powerful point 
of study. It uses the physicality of the body to articulate complex thoughts and feelings that 
cannot be easily put into words—represented. Dancing in city streets questions the rational-
ist view that dominates much of modern life. 

Down Nicollet Avenue, Olive Bieringa skipped, slid, and swirled; raced, did headstands, 
and rolled around on the ground; swayed in the wind produced by passing automobiles; 
darted in and out of the dappled sunlight produced by street-side trees; shifted effortlessly 
between moments of quiet and bustle; laid in the street until an approaching bus forced her 
back to the sidewalk; and danced on mounds of dirt produced by construction projects. All 
of her self-propelled movement created a particular sense of place. 

The Situationists International’s (SI) notion of psychogeography and use of the derive, 
or drift, help us situate Bieringa’s performance. Psychogeography explores the hidden, non-
physical connections between spaces, acknowledging how the built environment conditions 
our access and feelings on city streets. Drift is intended as a nonverbal discourse on urban-
ism’s terrain and the encounters found there. Bieringa’s dance was responding to the psycho-
geography of Nicollet Avenue. She actively interacted with elements and individuals of the 
city that most take for granted or try to avoid. Bieringa’s race, gender, and occupational sta-
tus were explicitly juxtaposed against the expectations of comportment. When she behaved 
“normally” she was invisible, yet when she spun through intersections or crawled in a park 
she was seen. Women are expected to be workers or consumers in public space. Participat-
ing in city life in other ways becomes a fundamentally transgressive and transformative act. 
Bieringa was not the stereotypical woman in the city. She used her female body to disrupt 
(transgress) what women “do” on city streets. Consequently, Bieringa was able to reveal the 
power relations behind why some bodies are more noticeable than others. 
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than in China and countries of the former 

Soviet bloc, where various forms of the social-
ist city were created and where internal spatial 

structures were quite unlike those described 

by any of these four theories. The legacy of 

those socialist patterns lingers, even as free-

market forces transform those cities.

URBAN CHALLENGES

Managing the Environment

Air and water pollution, excessive noise lev-

els, water quality, visual blight, and land 

clearing for urban expansion are among the 

many serious urban environmental problems 

worldwide (Figure 1.2). Cities in the MDCs 

have the means to address these problems, but 

cities in the LDCs often regard such concerns 

as less important than immediate economic 

and well-being concerns. For instance, cities 

with the greatest air pollution are no longer 

affluent London (formerly nicknamed “the 

Big Smoke”) and Los Angeles (once dubbed 

“Smog Central”), but developing cities like 

Shanghai, Mexico City, and São Paulo. An 

additional environmental problem arises 

from the expansion of urban areas into 

nearby agriculturally productive land. Urban 

expansion swallows up about 2 million acres 

(809,600 hectares) in China and 1 million 

acres (404,600 hectares) in the United States 

of farmland annually. Moreover, global cli-

mate change adds new dimensions to urban 

environmental problems experienced as water 

by the elite and concentrated in the center of 

the city (with its government buildings, cul-

tural institutions, places of worship, etc.).

As many developing countries industrial-

ize, newer growth industries tend to locate 

on city peripheries, often in industrial parks 

or enterprise zones established by the govern-

ment for the purpose of attracting domestic 

and foreign investors. City centers tend to be 

too congested for industrial plants of any con-

siderable size and urban elites often do not 

want large industrial plants near their places 

of work and residence. Hence, emerging grad-

ually in many of the larger cities of the LDCs is 

the pattern of the multiple nuclei model, with 

new industrial parks serving as the nuclei. In 

other words, the inverse concentric zone pat-

tern, while still valid in many LDCs, is merg-

ing with the multiple nuclei pattern.

As useful as these four models are, they 

must be viewed as generalizations about an 

extremely complex mix of factors that influ-

ence urban land use (Figure 1.11). Elements 

of more than one model are present in any 

city. Moreover, each of the models must be 

viewed as dynamic because ongoing changes 

in economic functions, social and administra-

tive services, transportation, and population 

groups continually alter the size and shape of 

specific sectors or zones (Figure 1.12). Fur-

thermore, the complexities of applying these 

theories multiply when working with non-

Western cultures, economic systems, and 

urban places. Nowhere is this more apparent 

Nicollet Avenue took on a whole new meaning for those who saw it under the careful guid-
ance of Olive Bieringa. By engaging audience members, both at the level of the mind and 
the body, she asked her audience to consciously consider how meaning was entwined in their 
urban environment. One does not need to “dance” down a street to become conscious of the 
psychogeography that is already there; one only needs to slow down enough to see them.
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Figure 1.11 These cartograms indicate the amount of territory classified as urban in countries 
worldwide (not all countries are included). Source: Demographia World Urban Areas 11th Annual 
Edition: 2015:01, January 2015. http://www.demographia.com/db-worldua.pdf
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described as a cause of problems than itself 

a problem. Size presents a particularly severe 

challenge in less developed regions, where the 

economic base of cities is inadequate to cope 

with stresses created by increasing human 

habitation of urban places. A concomitant 

factor of excessive size is overcrowding, mean-

ing too many people occupy too little space, 

but it does not always equate to population 

density. Some cultures—and some people—

are more adapted to high-density living than 

others. It is sometimes difficult to compre-

hend the magnitude and effects of the mass 

of humanity that lives in—and is moving 

to—larger cities such as Manila, Shanghai, or 

Cairo, especially for citizens of MDCs today, 

becomes scarcer; heat waves more frequent, 

prolonged, and severe; and sea levels rise. 

Global climate change will affect cities differ-

ently depending on their physical locations 

(e.g., coastal or inland, desert or tropical), but 

scientific consensus by the world’s top climate 

scientists, as reported in the Intergovernmen-

tal Panel on Climate Change Fifth Assessment 

Report in 2014, indicates changing environ-

mental conditions for most cities within the 

next century (Box 1.4).

Managing Population Size and Growth

Excessive size of urban regions, in popula-

tion and in geographical area, might best be 

Figure 1.12 The Frontenac Hotel was built by the Canadian Pacific Railway. As the most well-
known signature architecture of Quebec City, it still functions as tourist magnet even though 
most no longer come by train. Source: Photo by D. J. Zeigler.
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Box 1.4 Cities and Stormwater Runoff

Michael H. Finewood, Pace University

With the goal of restoring the biological, chemical, and physical integrity of the country’s 
waterways, the Clean Water Act (CWA) is the United States’ seminal water pollution law. 
It has been successful in returning many rivers and streams to a swimmable, fishable, and 
drinkable status. However, the design of the CWA differentiates between two types of pollu-
tion. Point sources flow from a specific source (e.g., a pipe) and are federally regulated; they 
are permitted and enforced. The CWA does a relatively good job at managing these sources 
of pollution. On the other hand, nonpoint sources flow diffusely across the landscape during 
and after rain or snowmelt. They are regulated in a more haphazard manner because the CWA 
must rely on a combination of best management practices, federal encouragement, lawsuits, 
grants, and technical assistance. 

Metropolitan regions are among the largest sources of nonpoint source pollution in the 
United States, making it a critical issue for metropolitan environmental planning. For east-
ern, postindustrial cities (e.g., Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and New York City), nonpoint source 
pollution from stormwater runoff embodies the wicked nature of urban water governance. 
When it rains enough in these cities, impervious surfaces such as roads and rooftops prevent 
water from percolating into the soil. Instead, stormwater tends to pool and run off hardened 
surfaces to various low points in the city, such as drains or nearby waterways. 

There are two fundamental challenges here. First, stormwater runoff overwhelms sew-
age treatment plants. In many cities, the volume of runoff has increased as our cities have 
expanded outward, hardening the landscape with roads and rooftops. Existing urban water 
conveyance systems and treatment plants were not designed to handle growing volumes of 
stormwater; they can’t keep up with the growth. This is particularly deleterious when sewer 
and stormwater systems are combined. In this case, when enough water overwhelms the 
system, it introduces sewage and other pollutants into local rivers and streams. And, this 
leads to the second point. 

When stormwater runs across hardened surfaces, it picks up pollutants from cars, power 
plant emissions, and other sources, which then make their way into rivers and streams. As 
cities experience what can often be just a fraction of an inch of rain, the systems overflow, 
and sewage and polluted stormwater back up or run off into local waterways. Add to this 
scenario climate change and increasingly fragmented communities, and it becomes clear 
as to why this is such a wicked problem. Nonetheless, federal, state, and local regulations 
compel metropolitan regions to address the issue.

But here is the good thing. There are some innovative ways that communities are try-
ing to address stormwater challenges. From technical approaches, such as sustainable 
drainage systems, to community-driven approaches, such as ecodistrict planning, munici-
palities are realizing that multidisciplinary, collaborative, and community-based pro-
jects have created the most overall benefits, while meeting water quality regulations.
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services for all species. For example, as cities in 

the arid and semi-arid western United States 

continue to increase in population and spatial 

extent, many regional and city leaders have 

two major concerns: (1) providing adequate 

water supplies, both in quantity and quality, 

for rising demand and (2) managing increased 

human-wildlife contact as suburbanization 

encroaches on natural habitats and water sup-

plies of, for example, bobcats, mountain lions, 

and coyotes. A drastic example of water sup-

ply concerns is that of Lake Powell, on the 

Colorado Rover, the second largest reservoir 

in the United States. After years of diminish-

ing snowfall (and thus river flow and lake fill) 

in the Rocky Mountains, this reservoir is now 

filled to only 45 percent of its capacity, which 

was full only 15 years ago. The Colorado River 

and Lake Powell serve ranches and agricul-

tural zones across the western states, includ-

ing those in California, which provides most 

of the nation with fresh produce year round. 

These water features are also a key component 

in the water delivery system for the ever-grow-

ing desert cities in the Southwestern United 

States, such as Las Vegas in Nevada and Phoe-

nix in Arizona.

Managing Urban Services

With so many people in cities, local govern-

ments are challenged to provide all of the neces-

sary human services for residents—education, 

who are accustomed to less hectic paces of 

urbanization and are unfamiliar with extreme 

overcrowding in their cities. Government-

directed land-use planning is often used as an 

antidote to the uncontrolled size and growth 

of cities; and, in some countries, planning has 

included new towns as instruments of popu-

lation redistribution.

The rate of population growth—or 

decline—may challenge cities as well. Some 

cities, especially in LDCs, are growing so fast 

that economic development cannot keep up. 

Hyperurbanization describes what is happen-

ing in the world’s most rapidly growing cities. 

Indeed, introduction of the term “metacity” 

by the United Nations indicates that growth 

of the very largest urban places, with over 

20 million inhabitants, will only continue as 

urbanization continues. Conversely, some 

cities in the developed world may be stagnat-

ing or declining. Whether in Japan, Russia, 

Germany, or the United States, the problems 

of no-growth cities are very similar. They 

are often home to industries with outdated 

technology, high production costs, expensive 

labor, an aging workforce, and products with 

declining demand. In the developing world, 

these cities are generally victims of deindus-

trialization. They have not contended with 

transition from manufacturing to service-

based economies.

In growing urban places, concern exists 

about the future of ecosystem functions and 

In other words, urban water governance strategies that are locally negotiated, with a wide 
range of stakeholders participating in the process, can produce outcomes that create multiple 
values for communities. Think here of a river walk that serves as a recreational space, ripar-
ian restoration, and expanded floodplain to mitigate flooding; or green infrastructure that 
captures stormwater before it is introduced into the system, while simultaneously enhancing 
biodiversity and increasing community greenspace.
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Managing Slums and Squatter Settlements

Most cities in the developing world have 

slums or squatter settlements, poorer commu-

nities that are not fully integrated, socially or 

economically, into the development process. 

Squatter settlements have various names in 

different countries: barriadas or asentimientos 

humanos in Peru, favelas in Brazil, geçekondu 

in Turkey, bustees in India, and bidonvilles 

in former French colonies. Slums tend to be 

found in old, run-down areas of inner cities 

(sometimes, paradoxically, on very valuable 

land). Squatter settlements, usually located 

on the outskirts of cities in the developing 

world, are typically newer and comprised of 

makeshift dwellings erected without official 

permission on land not owned by squatters. 

They may be constructed of cardboard, tin, 

adobe bricks, mats, sacks, or any other avail-

able materials. They tend to lack essential ser-

vices, sometimes even electricity. Because of 

health care, pharmacies, clean water, sew-

age disposal, garbage pick-up, police and fire 

protection, disaster relief, public parks, mass 

transit, among numerous other essential 

services (Figure 1.13). How can a city in the 

developing world that is doubling in popula-

tion approximately every ten years maintain 

the economic growth needed to provide for 

so many new inhabitants, particularly when 

those new residents are poor? Even in the 

world’s most developed countries, providing 

social and environmental services to sprawl-

ing, energy-inefficient suburban and exurban 

regions strains municipal budgets. For exam-

ple, many urban school districts in the United 

States struggle to fund students every school 

year, creating social inequalities within cit-

ies and deepening urban-suburban divides. 

Environmentally, cities may struggle to pro-

vide sufficiently clean water supplies for an 

ever-growing population, as demand rises but 

water supplies do not.

Figure 1.13 Even in rich cities such as Macao, one of China’s 
Special Administrative Regions, scavengers find a niche in the 
urban ecosystem by collecting cardboard and other items that have 
value as recyclables. Source: Photo by D. J. Zeigler.
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Norway, and France have increased discussion 

of how and why such horrific events occur, 

and how society might act to reduce them. 

Urban environmental devastation and crisis, 

such as Hurricane Sandy that struck the East 

Coast of the United States in 2012, or the 2015 

earthquakes in the Kathmandu valley in Nepal 

show that urban human populations can, and 

do, come together in times of need and often 

for the good of society. As cities continue to 

grow, and continue to confront human-made 

and environmental disasters, urban leaders 

and planners will be challenged to develop 

systems of people and places (Box 1.5) that 

can help develop a sense of responsibility and 

ethical citizenship.

Managing Unemployment

Virtually everything connected with the city is 

related to the economic health of its popula-

tion, and economic well-being is dependent 

on people having jobs. In capitalist econo-

mies, however, employment is not guaranteed. 

The result is often unemployment or under-

employment. In LDCs, too many people may 

be competing for too few jobs, driving down 

labor costs. In MDCs, large segments of urban 

populations may lack the skills to find jobs in 

high-end service sectors. Sometimes, the result 

is underemployment: people take jobs that are 

not commensurate with their skills. These 

jobs pay less than a living wage, meaning that 

some must take more than one job to survive 

and others must supplement their income 

with employment in the informal sector of 

the economy with long hours and no fringe 

benefits. In cities of the developing world, 

underemployment rates of 30–40 percent are 

not uncommon. Women and children, recent 

migrants, and the elderly are often the most 

victimized by employment concerns.

their rudimentary construction and lack of 

a plan for long-term development, slums are 

often sites for rampant environmental and 

health problems, often related to the pres-

ence of open sewage and other waste that, 

left untreated, infest water sources and cre-

ate unsanitary living conditions. Concern 

especially arises due to population mobility: 

as people move through a city to work, buy 

necessary items and enjoy themselves, diseases 

can spread quickly throughout an urban com-

munity. While slums are not, of course, the 

only source of diseases, the closeness of large 

human populations in cities with slums brings 

into question how these regions will plan for 

overall well-being and health amid poverty 

and overcrowding.

Managing Society

Perhaps one of the most insidious effects of 

hyperurbanization throughout the world is a 

reduced sense of social responsibility and con-

nection to the environment. As people com-

pete for space and services, antisocial or even 

sociopathic attitudes may emerge. City life can 

bring out the worst in human behavior. Peo-

ple exhibit social pathologies when they must 

queue for services; think nothing of despoil-

ing public property; disregard traffic regula-

tions; or show a disregard for fellow citizens’ 

rights. When large cities provide neither a 

sense of community nor a respected police 

presence, crime soars. Social norms that con-

strain unscrupulous behavior in rural areas 

may be absent in cities.

On the other hand, city life can also bring 

out the best in human behavior, especially 

after a crisis. Entire communities can come 

together after tragic events, whether caused 

by humans or nature. For example, high-pro-

file shooting incidents in the United States, 
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Box 1.5 Planning for Blue Space

Don Zeigler, Old Dominion University

Thanks to water, “blue space” makes its appearance in almost every city. Many of the world’s 
largest urban areas are located near the “ocean blue,” and most others are located near 
“rivers blue.” And, even if a city is not situated on the shore of a sea or river, there is likely 
to be a spring in town or at least a little “fountain blue.” In the Industrial Era, blue space 
was often sacrificed to economic development. Thanks to the research of Wallace Nichols, 
recently published in the book Blue Mind (Little Brown, 2014), we now know that was a big 
mistake: Water makes us healthy. We always knew that life was impossible without water, 
but now we know that good mental health derives from water as well. Experiments with 
human subjects have shown that urban landscape images bring on feelings of suffocation, 
and rural landscape images bring on feelings of peacefulness. How do you trick the human 
mind into feeling peaceful in a city? By using water to its best advantage, by building parks 
along riverfronts, by encouraging urban water sports, by infusing the language of fountains 
and gurgling rivulets into a city’s soundscape, and by planning for viewsheds that take in 
water vistas. Neuroscientists tell us that the sights and sounds of water trigger the release 
of dopamine and oxytocin in the human body. The result is that people are happier. 

Figure 1.14 Neuroscientists now tell us that the presence of 
water sharpens the intellect and enhances feelings of well-being. 
Selecting a place along the Charles River in Boston might be the 
best thing a student could do to maximize study time. Source: 
Photo by D. J. Zeigler.
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Managing Racial and Ethnic Issues

Unemployment, underemployment, and 

other factors breed a variety of subsidiary 

problems related to race, ethnicity, and class 

status. For example, increasing ethnic diversity 

in some parts of Europe and racial diversity 

in the United States sometimes creates ten-

sion among parts of the populations in these 

countries who perceive that cultural diversity 

may threaten their culture, way of life, or abil-

ity to prosper economically. Such tensions 

are high in the United Kingdom related to 

long-term migrant (or guest) workers from 

other cultures, such as Indians, Pakistanis, and 

Bangladeshis. The United States is also seeing 

a resurgence of high emotions about the role 

of race and the place of diverse peoples in the 

so-called American melting pot (Figure 1.15).

Additionally, the number of people con-

sidered to be refugees worldwide reached the 

highest number ever in 2015, over 20 mil-

lion people. According to the United Nations, 

developing countries host over 85 percent 

of the world’s refugees, a burden that only 

adds complexity to the developing world’s 

urban places, including refugee camps that 

act like cities. For more developed places 

with relative economic prosperity, such as 

the United States, illegal immigration contin-

ues as migrants, primarily from Mexico and 

other Latin American countries, come seek-

ing a better life. These people, along with legal 

immigrants and refugees, commonly settle in 

cities, as do Cuban refugees in Miami, Florida. 

Compounded with preexisting underlying 

racial tensions, refugees and new migrants 

may come into conflict with (1) community 

elites who find their power diluted, (2) groups 

with whom they compete for jobs, often other 

minorities, and (3) majorities who have com-

pletely different languages, religions, and 

worldviews. Throughout the world, many cit-

ies must manage severe centrifugal forces gen-

erated by cultural diversity.

Managing Privacy

The tentacles of wireless communication pen-

etrate deeply into our private lives, especially 

as increasing amounts of information about 

us are stored in “The Cloud,” reservoirs of 

information stored on computer servers in 

cyberspace. We voluntarily provide so much 

information to both public and private sectors 

and assume that it is secure and appropriately 

So, don’t underestimate the role of water in making cities better places to live (Figure 1.14). 
Water resources have more than economic benefits; the social, emotional, and cognitive ben-
efits are equally as important in a society that depends on the “creative class” for new ideas. 
If cities have bodies of natural water in their midst, they should be treasured, opened up to 
the public, and developed as necessities of urban life. If cities have polluted their near-shore 
waters, industrialized their flood plains, or buried their streams in culverts, they should be 
brought back to life as natural resources that are essential to urban mental health. These 
are big ideas, new ideas, and transformative ideas. They are currently being promoted by the 
Blue Mind Movement, an extensive network of scientists with specialties in human emotions 
and cognition. In 2015, their annual conference in Washington, DC, operated under the 
theme of “Urban Blue.”
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responses when dealing with situations of 

potential conflict, especially regarding race, 

ethnicity, or gender.

Managing Modernization and Globalization

One phenomenon sweeping cities, especially 

larger ones, is the dilemma of Westernization 

versus modernization. The problem facing the 

LDCs is how to raise living standards without 

abandoning traditional cultural values and 

ways of life. Some might argue that tradition 

and modernization are incompatible, that 

modernization automatically entails change, 

and that change will likely take the form of 

Westernization. Certainly, there are ample 

signs of Westernization (some call it homoge-

nization or globalization) of the world’s major 

cities in the forms of skyscrapers, modern 

used. Yet, once “out there,” this data is beyond 

our control. Likewise, there are also involun-

tary means of collecting information about 

us. We may be forced to yield biometric data, 

making it possible, for instance, for cities to 

track residents. With e-tracking devices such as 

cell phones, information is created about our 

whereabouts 24 hours a day, and geographic 

information systems (GIS) can be used—by 

private or governmental entities—to map it 

out and store it permanently. Moreover, sur-

veillance in cities is becoming increasingly 

common. We have accepted Closed-Circuit 

TV cameras on our streets or airport security 

checks because we feel they make us safe. But, 

they also deprive us of privacy (Figure 1.16). 

An example of this conundrum is the pro-

posed use of body cameras for on-duty police 

officers as a way to monitor appropriate police 

Figure 1.15 The March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom took place under 
the leadership of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and others in 1963. The 50th 
anniversary of the march and the “I Have a Dream” speech took place in 2013 
to keep the dream alive. Source: Photo by D. J. Zeigler.
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major financial centers in Europe to Asia and 

from North to South America. Trade barriers 

are being reduced between countries. Trans-

national corporations and nongovernmental 

organizations promote a “world without bor-

ders.” The net result is an easier flow of people, 

money, credit, and products across bounda-

ries that once separated people with different 

ideologies and economies.

There are potential problems because 

change in the flow of goods and people also 

means change in the ways humans use their 

environments. As globalization continues, 

local to global environments also transform as 

we demand more from them and create new 

production, consumption, and waste patterns. 

architecture, the automobile society, advertis-

ing, mass consumption, and so forth. None-

theless, as anyone who has lived in cities of 

the LDCs can attest, traditional cultural values 

and lifestyles persist even in the most modern 

metropolis. Almost the entire world—rural 

and urban—is adjusting to changing global 

economies. Globalization means the move-

ment of products, money, information, and 

human talent around the world in ever-larger 

quantities at ever-lower costs and in ever less 

time.

Mayors and governing councils must now 

think globally and locally. Companies produce 

items for global, not local or regional, mar-

kets. Money is transferred electronically from 

Figure 1.16 Banksy is a well-known graffiti artist whose works materialize on the urban 
landscape while no one is watching. In London, his unauthorized critique of CCTV appeared 
overnight on Royal Mail Service property. Source: Photo by D. J. Zeigler.
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critical, but important for leading a satisfying 

urban life, is consideration of noise pollution 

from automobile traffic. One glance at traffic 

in the primate city of Moscow, Russia, indi-

cates how trying it can be to live in places suf-

fering the consequences of car culture.

Managing Urban Governance

Urban governments worldwide face chal-

lenges related to the balance between revenues 

and expenditures. Few governments have the 

funds to meet every need, so priorities must 

be established. Those priorities may be set 

by higher levels of government (sometimes 

authoritarian) or by the democratic process 

locally. In any case, the task of governing or 

administering services to a growing city is 

daunting, whether the city is New York or 

Mumbai. In some countries, like the United 

States, problems arise because urban areas 

are fragmented among so many jurisdictions, 

some overlapping. In other countries, many 

in the developing world, government bureau-

cracies are bloated with excess employees, 

are suspected of serving elites, and generally 

have a hard time combating pressing urban 

problems.

Increasingly, urban governance includes 

decision making about the environment in 

and around urban areas. As human popula-

tions in cities increase and as consumption 

of ecological goods and services—land, water, 

and local and regional biomes—increases in 

and around urban areas, it is recognized that 

environmental governance is closely related to 

urban governance. Every year, cities increase 

their attempts to address environmental con-

cerns for and with urban residents, worldwide. 

While cities in the MDCs are currently further 

ahead in addressing urban environmental 

governance, especially in Europe, some cities 

For example, when Starbucks first opened in 

Seattle, Washington, in 1971, the company 

purchased coffee beans directly from grow-

ers and sold them locally in Seattle. Today, 

Starbucks is a global company that purchases, 

roasts, and sells coffee beans, coffee drinks, 

and many other consumer items worldwide. 

Largely because of Starbucks’ branding cam-

paigns, the globalization of “coffee-house cul-

ture” has increased the ecological footprint 

of coffee production (more beans produced 

in ecologically marginal areas), consumption 

(more coffee—and water to make it—con-

sumed worldwide), and waste (coffee grounds, 

disposable cups). This example shows that 

while globalization means we can travel any-

where in the world and feel somewhat at 

home, there are also environmental concerns 

that are often hidden from consideration in 

our increasingly global lifestyle.

Managing Traffic

Another obvious effect of urbanization, pro-

duced largely by increasing numbers of motor 

vehicles, is traffic congestion. Superficially, this 

might be understood as a mere nuisance, an 

aggravation of less consequence than survival-

level problems such as employment, housing, 

and social services. Nonetheless, traffic con-

gestion is a serious dilemma that chokes off 

the movement of people and goods in many 

cities to the point of standstill. Consequences 

include economic inefficiency (time loss and 

resource waste), social stress, and pollution, 

all of which diminish a city’s development 

potential and bespeak concerns about cli-

mate change at the largest scales. Health and 

well-being are also affected by traffic. As num-

bers of vehicles increase in cities, incidents 

of asthma, other respiratory concerns, and 

carbon monoxide levels also increase. Less 
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a broad subfield of geography devoted to the 

study of urban people, places, and phenom-

ena. The concepts and definitions in the glos-

sary below have been italicized and bolded 

throughout this chapter.

Capital City

“Capital” comes from the Latin word for 

“head,” caput. Capital cities are literally “head 

cities,” the headquarters of government func-

tions. Every country has a national capital and 

a few (e.g., South Africa, Bolivia) have more 

than one. Capital cities are seats of politi-

cal power, decision-making centers, and loci 

of national sovereignty. Their landscapes are 

in the LDCs, notably Curitiba in Brazil, are 

taking steps that will make them forerunners 

for addressing environmental concerns and 

some aspects of sustainability.

CONCEPTS, TERMS, AND DEFINITIONS

Geographers approach the study of cities 

through the discipline’s major subfields: eco-

nomic, political, cultural, and environmental 

geography (Figure 1.17). Geography’s intra- 

and interdisciplinary approach to the study of 

the drivers and outcomes of urban processes 

and patterns requires an understanding of 

concepts and terms used in urban geography, 

Figure 1.17 Urban Geography: Where It All Comes Together. Source: 
Authors.
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European city was grafted onto an existing 

indigenous urban place, becoming the domi-

nant growth pole for that city and typically 

overwhelming the original indigenous center 

in size and importance. Examples include 

Shanghai, Delhi, and Tunis and Mexico City, 

built atop Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital. 

Either type of colonial city would eventu-

ally give rise to a dual city: one part modern 

and Western and another part traditional and 

indigenous.

Conurbation

As urban areas expand, they engulf smaller cit-

ies in the urban expansion zone, turn nearby 

towns into full-fledged cities, sometimes 

stimulate the development of new cities, and 

bump into other expanding urban areas. Of 

twentieth-century European origin, this term 

is commonly used in Europe, for example, 

to speak of the Randstad conurbation in the 

Netherlands or the Rhine-Ruhr conurbation 

in Germany. In the United States, the Dallas-

Fort Worth Urban Area is a good example of 

a conurbation.

Galactic Metropolis

Geographer Peirce Lewis coined the term 

“galactic metropolis” to describe how economic 

and spatial structure—especially transporta-

tion and communications technologies in the 

United States—reinforced connections among 

seemingly disparate spatial elements that cre-

ated a geometry that favored urban centers. 

For example, urban places are linked closely 

with surrounding orbits of suburban commu-

nities; small towns are drawn to urban phe-

nomena by the gravitational forces of nearby 

cities; and rural areas are part of ubiquitous 

political discourse, television entertainment, 

charged with the symbols of solidarity, real 

or imagined; their museums are attics of the 

nation; and their locations symbolize the cen-

tral role they play in national urban systems. In 

some countries, national capitals share power 

with provincial capitals. As a class of cities, 

they are among the best known worldwide.

City

The term “city” is essentially a political desig-

nation referring to a large, densely populated 

place that is legally incorporated as a munici-

pality. However, a settlement of any size may 

call itself a city, whether it is large or small. 

Towns are generally smaller than cities. Some-

times, geographers refer to “the city” as not 

just a place, but a concept denoting multiple 

phenomena associated with urban settings.

Colonial City

Although virtually gone today, the colonial 

city has profoundly impacted urban patterns 

throughout much of the world, especially 

in places that were dominated by European 

imperial powers, beginning around 1500 ce 

and culminating in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. The colonial city was 

unique because of its focus on commercial 

functions, its peculiar situation requirements, 

and blend of Western urban forms with tra-

ditional indigenous cultures. Two different 

types of colonial cities existed, depending on 

the ages of the colonial enclave and the native 

or indigenous settlement. In one type, the 

European city was created where no signifi-

cant urban place had existed previously. This 

led to in-migration of local peoples, drawn by 

economic opportunities created under colo-

nial rule. Examples include Mumbai, Hong 

Kong, and Nairobi. In the other type, the 
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cities strung along a megalopolitan corridor. 

Megalopolis, like metropolis, is derived from 

the ancient Greek word for city, polis.

Metacity

The United Nations describes the metacity, or 

hypercity, as a spatially sprawling conurbation 

of more than 20 million people. When Tokyo 

grew larger than 20 million in the 1960s, it 

became the first metacity in the world. By 

2020, eight additional metacities are antici-

pated: Mumbai, Delhi, Mexico City, Sao Paulo, 

New York, Dhaka, Jakarta, and Lagos. Metaci-

ties are described as polycentric and with dif-

fuse governance, which allows for continued 

growth to occur throughout. Often, the central 

city stagnates due to the shift of the economic 

base to city edges and suburban places, where 

space is less regulated; and due to the daily 

commutes from densely populated outlying 

villages or suburbs to the multiple nuclei for 

economic activity located across the metacity. 

As humans continue to choose urban habitats, 

the biological and physical worlds in and near 

urban places also change. Urban ecologists—

interdisciplinary scientists who are interested 

in understanding the forms and functions of 

urban environments—see metacities as a new 

form of urbanization with distinct ecological 

and social attributes that we must research in 

new ways if we are to understand how urban 

places may become more sustainable for 

humans and other species in the long term.

Metropolis and Metropolitan Area

The term “metropolis” originally meant the 

“mother city” of a country, state, or empire. 

Today, it is used loosely to refer to any large city. 

A metropolitan area includes a central city (or 

cities) plus all surrounding territory—urban, 

and news coverage that ignores the boundaries 

between types and sizes of places.

Industrial City

An industrial city has an economy based 

on the production of manufactured goods, 

sometimes light industrial products (e.g., 

food, textiles, footwear) and sometimes heavy 

industrial items (e.g., motor vehicles, appli-

ances, ships, machinery). Factories and found-

ries anchor these urban landscapes. Although 

small-scale manufacturing characterized even 

preindustrial cities, the invention of the steam 

engine begat ever-larger factories and cities.

Megacity

Megacity is used colloquially to designate the 

very largest urban places, usually concep-

tualized as an urban core and its peripheral 

expansion zone. A city with more than 10 mil-

lion inhabitants may be called a megacity. In 

1950, only New York City exceeded 10 million. 

Today, 28 cities worldwide fit that category, 

and one out of every 8 people worldwide lives 

in a megacity.

Megalopolis

Originating in twentieth-century North 

America, geographer Jean Gottmann first 

applied the term “megalopolis” in 1961 to 

the urbanized northeastern seaboard of the 

United States from Boston to Washington. 

Its coinage focused attention on a new scale 

of urbanization to describe the coalescence of 

metropolitan areas at the regional scale. That 

coalescence is channeled along transportation 

corridors that connect cities. It is evident in the 

magnitude of vehicle traffic, telephone calls, 

electronic exchanges, and air transport among 
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of the new town, in the West at least, tends to 

follow the British Garden City concept, with 

its emphasis on manageable population size, 

pod-like housing tracts, neighborhood service 

centers, mixed land uses, much green space, 

pedestrian walkways, and a self-contained 

employment base (akin to premodern vil-

lages). Three types of new towns have been 

developed: (1) suburban-ring cities such as 

Reston, Virginia, in the United States; (2) new 

capitals such as Brasilia, Brazil; and (3) eco-

nomic growth poles such as Ciudad Guyana, 

Venezuela.

Preindustrial City

The preindustrial city—sometimes called the 

traditional city—identifies a city that was 

founded and grew before the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries and thus typically had 

quite different characteristics from industrial 

cities. Elements of the traditional city are still 

part of urban landscapes, particularly in the 

developing world, even though there are no 

longer any pure preindustrial cities in exist-

ence. Remnants of the traditional city include 

central markets (many survive in Europe, Asia, 

and Latin America and are slowly returning in 

the United States), pedestrian quarters where 

streets are too narrow for cars, walls and gates 

now serving as visual reminders of the past, 

and intimidating architecture (palaces and 

cathedrals) that preceded industrialization.

Postindustrial City

A relatively new type of city, the postindustrial 

city, has emerged, particularly in the world’s 

wealthiest countries. Its economy is not tied 

to manufacturing but instead to high service 

sector employment. Cities that are mainly 

the headquarters for corporations or for 

suburban, or rural—that is integrated with 

the urban core (usually measured by commut-

ing patterns). In the United States, the term 

Metropolitan Area (MA) is officially used, of 

which there are three types: Metropolitan Sta-

tistical Areas (MSAs), Primary Metropolitan 

Statistical Areas (PMSAs), and Consolidated 

Metropolitan Statistical Areas (CMSAs). The 

U.S. Bureau of the Census has been desig-

nating metropolitan areas since 1950. While 

terminology and criteria have changed since 

then, the core definition has remained the 

same, in that metropolitan areas (1) have 

an urban core of at least 50,000 people, (2) 

include surrounding urban and rural territory 

that is socially and economically integrated 

with the core, and (3) are built from county 

(or county-equivalent) units. In Canada, their 

counterparts are officially termed Census 

Metropolitan Areas (CMAs), which have an 

urban core of at least 100,000 people.

New Town

The new town, narrowly interpreted, is a 

twentieth-century phenomenon and refers to 

a comprehensively planned urban community 

built from scratch with the intent of becoming 

as self-contained as possible by encouraging 

the development of an economic base and a 

full range of urban services and facilities. New 

towns emerge for multiple reasons: reliev-

ing urban overcrowding; controlling urban 

sprawl; providing optimum living environ-

ments for residents; serving as growth poles 

for the development of peripheral regions; 

creating or relocating a national or provincial 

capital. The new-town movement began in 

Britain and later diffused to other European 

countries, the United States, the Soviet Union, 

and to newly independent countries in the 

post–World War II era. The idealized form 
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Rank-Size Rule

The rank-size rule represents an alternative to 

primacy. This concept evolved out of empiri-

cal research on the relationships among cities 

of different population sizes in a country. The 

rule states that the population of a particular 

city should be equal to the population of the 

country’s largest city divided by its rank. In 

other words, the fifth-largest city in a country 

should be one-fifth the size of the largest city. 

A deviation from this ranking may mean that 

the urban system is unbalanced and possibly 

characterized by urban primacy.

Site and Situation

Why are cities located where they are? What 

are the drivers, patterns, processes, and out-

comes of urban growth? Concepts used by 

urban geographers to answer these and related 

questions are site and situation. Site refers to 

the physical characteristics of the place where 

a city originated and evolved, such as surface 

landforms, underlying geology, elevation, 

water features, coastline configuration, and 

other aspects of physical geography. Montre-

al’s site, for instance, is defined by the Lachine 

Rapids, historically the upstream limit of 

oceangoing commerce. Paris’ site is defined by 

an island in the Seine River, known as the Île 

de la Cité, which gave the city defensive advan-

tages and offered an easy bridging point across 

the Seine. New York City’s site is defined by 

a deepwater harbor. A city’s origin is often 

wrapped up in site characteristics.

Situation refers to the relative location of 

a city. It connotes a city’s connectedness with 

other places and surrounding regions. Some 

cities are centrally located at trade route junc-

tions while others are isolated. A city’s growth 

and decline depend more on situation than 

on-site characteristics. In fact, a good relative 

governmental and intergovernmental organi-

zations are examples, as are those specializing 

in research and development (R&D), health 

and medicine, and tourism/recreation. With 

increasing numbers of people employed in 

tertiary and quaternary occupations, espe-

cially in fields such as finance, health, leisure, 

R&D, education, and telecommunications 

and in various levels of government, cities 

with concentrations of these activities have 

economic bases that contrast sharply to cities 

with industrial economic origins.

Primate City

A type of city defined solely by size and func-

tion is the primate city. Coined by geographer 

Mark Jefferson in the 1930s, this term refers 

to the tendency of some countries to have 

one exceptionally large city that is economi-

cally dominant and culturally expressive of 

national identity. A true primate city is at least 

twice as large as the second-largest city, but the 

gap is often larger. Paris, for instance, is seven 

times larger than France’s second-largest city 

Lyon and Moscow is four times larger than 

St. Petersburg in Russia. In general, primacy 

is more typical of the developing world where 

primate cities exceed the size of the next larg-

est city by many times and typically are former 

colonial capitals. In a few instances, countries 

may be characterized by dual primacy, where 

two large cities share a dominant role, such as 

Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo in Brazil. The 

presence of a primate city in a country usually 

suggests an imbalance in development: a pro-

gressive core, defined by the primate city and 

its environs, and a lagging periphery on which 

the primate city may depend for resources and 

migrant labor. Some understand the relation-

ship between core and periphery as a parasitic 

one.
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growth trends are reforming socioeconomic 

and political processes in addition to the built 

environment. Although China is still under 

Communist Party rule, for example, com-

petitive enterprise transforms its urban land-

scapes. Only North Korea, and to some extent 

Cuba, continue to maintain cities under the 

principles of communism.

Suburbia

Suburbia is a product of twentieth-century, 

automobile-centric development. While there 

situation can compensate for a poor site. 

Venice, for instance, triumphed as a center 

of the Renaissance not because of its site (so 

water saturated it is sinking), but because of 

its relative location at the head of the Adriatic 

Sea with access to good passes through the 

Alps. New York City emerged as the United 

States’ most populous city in the early nine-

teenth century, not because of a superior site, 

but because of a superior situation. After the 

opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, New York 

had access to the resource-rich interior of the 

United States via the Great Lakes.

Socialist and Post-socialist City

Cities that evolved under communist regimes 

in the former Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, 

China, North Korea, Southeast Asia, and Cuba 

have given us the concept of the socialist city. 

Communism was characterized by massive 

government involvement in the economy, cou-

pled with the absence of private land owner-

ship and freemarkets. Communism produced 

cities that were distinct in form, function, 

and internal spatial structure (Figure 1.18). 

Although most communist regimes collapsed 

in the late twentieth century, central planning 

and the command economy have left a lasting, 

visible impression on these urban landscapes.

However, most socialist cities of the world 

are now experiencing rapid change and a post-

socialist city is emerging. Cities evolving under 

post-socialist regimes are breaking away from 

the urban plans that were so strictly enforced by 

communist or socialist governments. Social-

ism’s compact, comprehensively planned cit-

ies were structured internally and regionally 

to be self-sufficient, but this is changing today 

as individuals and businesses make their own 

decisions about where to locate residences and 

businesses in freer market economies. New 

Figure 1.18 These heroic statues in front 
of the opera house in Novosibirsk, Russia, 
are typical of former socialist cities. Statues, 
paintings, posters were all designed to inspire 
the populace to sacrifices lives of personal 
comfort for the sake of national welfare. 
Source: Photo by D. J. Zeigler.
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technologies, erecting energy-efficient build-

ings, reinvigorating mass transportation 

systems, encouraging walking and cycling, 

increasing population densities to reduce 

sprawl, expanding open space, planting trees 

and flowers, and cultivating reliance on local 

food webs. Curitiba in Brazil and Seattle and 

Portland in the U.S. Pacific Northwest were 

early leaders of the sustainable city movement. 

For these exemplary cities, one of the key ele-

ments of urban sustainability has been the 

involvement of urban residents in decision-

making processes about the future of humans 

and the environment. Indeed, without inclu-

sion of citizens in knowledge building and 

governance, our cities may never approach 

becoming sustainable.

Urbanism

Urbanism is a broad concept that generally 

refers to all aspects—political, economic, and 

social—of the urban way of life. Urbanism is 

not the process of urban growth, but rather 

the end result of urbanization. It suggests that 

the urban way of life is dramatically different 

than the rural way of life: as people leave the 

country and move to the city, their lifestyles 

and livelihoods change.

Urbanization

Urbanization has two main phases. The 

important variables in the first phase are 

population density and economic functions. 

A place does not become urban until its work-

force is detached from the soil; trade, manu-

facturing, and service provision dominate the 

economies of urban places. The important 

variables in the second phase are social, psy-

chological, and behavioral. As a population 

becomes increasingly urban, for instance, 

is no single definition, the United States 

Bureau of the Census provides some key 

defining characteristics of suburban areas: an 

intermediate population density, landscapes 

dominated by trees, grassy yards and single-

family owner-occupied houses; separation of 

residential, commercial, and industrial land 

uses; political jurisdictions that are independ-

ent of the urban area’s incorporated central 

cities. Planned suburban spaces in North 

America began with the rise of industrialism 

at the end of the nineteenth century and the 

societal preference for personalized greens-

pace around private homes, especially for the 

growing class of wealthy industrialists. Today, 

suburban development occurs worldwide as 

cities continue to expand outwards and as 

access to automobile ownership rises.

Sustainable City

With increasing knowledge of our human 

impact on global environments—terrestrial, 

marine, and atmospheric—there is increas-

ing interest in finding gentler ways of living 

on our planet that consider its actual carrying 

capacity. A sustainable city should meet the 

needs of the present without sacrificing the 

ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs. Ambiguity in the phrasing of this idea, 

however, leads to variable interpretations and 

actions toward sustainability in urban settings 

worldwide. In an ideal scenario, a sustainable 

city attempts to create well-being for multiple 

species in four domains: ecology, economics, 

politics, and culture.

No city is yet a sustainable city, but thou-

sands of cities around the world are lessening 

their environmental impacts by reducing reli-

ance on fossil fuels and thus greenhouse gases 

emissions, reducing consumption, recycling 

urban wastes, utilizing water conservation 
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New Zealand the figure is 1,000; in Argentina 

2,000; in Ghana 5,000; and in Greece 10,000. 

In the United States, the Bureau of the Census 

defines places as urban if they have at least 

2,500 people.

Urban Landscapes

Urban landscapes, visible and invisible, are 

the manifestations of the thoughts, deeds, and 

actions of human beings. They are charged 

with clues to the economic, cultural, political, 

and environmental values of the people who 

created them (Figure 1.19). At the macroscale, 

geographers may look at the vertical and hori-

zontal dimensions of the landscape—at city 

family sizes become smaller because the value 

placed upon children changes.

Urban Agglomeration

As an urban place increases in size and popu-

lation, existing and newly created metropoli-

tan areas are commonly adjoined as a result 

of urban and suburban sprawl. This results in 

a spatially extensive clustering of urban areas 

that border one or more central cities. While 

the definition of an urban agglomeration var-

ies worldwide, the physical contiguity created 

by continued urban and suburban expansion 

around a central urban place, or places, pro-

vides a general understanding of this term.

Urban Area

As cities expand, boundaries between urban, 

suburban, and rural areas become increas-

ingly blurred, especially in industrialized 

countries where automobile transportation 

fosters urban sprawl. Thus, the urban(ized) 

area is defined as the built-up area where 

buildings, roads, and essentially urban land 

uses predominate, even beyond the political 

boundaries of cities and towns. The urban 

area is commonly considered to be a city and 

its suburbs.

Urban Place

As a place increases in population, it eventu-

ally becomes large enough that its economy is 

no longer tied to agriculture or other primary 

activities. At that point, a rural place becomes 

an urban place. The minimum number of 

inhabitants for a place to be considered urban 

varies significantly from country to country. 

In Denmark and Sweden, only 200 people are 

required for a place to be classified as urban; in 

Figure 1.19 Matsu’s followers in Taipei love 
parades. With their big ears, these maidens 
remind everyone to listen to the voices of 
enlightened beings. Matsu is the goddess 
honored over and above all others on the 
island of Taiwan. Source: Photo by D. J. Zeigler.
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city is separate from the country and offers a 

model of the New Urbanism.

Beatley, T. 2010. Biophilic Cities: Integrating Nature 

into Urban Design and Planning. Washington, DC: 

Island Press. Argues that urban greening is not 

only about nature itself but also about humans 

interacting more with natural landscapes.

Davis, M. 2007. Planet of Slums. New York: Verso. A 

documentation of poverty in cities of the devel-

oping world.

Forman, R. T. 2014. Urban Ecology: Science of Cities. 

New York: Cambridge University Press. Presents 

models, patterns, and examples of human-

dominated ecosystems in cities and presents 

new urban ecology principles.

Hall, P. 1998. Cities in Civilization. New York: Pan-

theon. Looks at the world’s great cities during 

their golden ages, with an emphasis on culture, 

innovation, and the arts.

Knox, P., ed. 2014. Atlas of Cities. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press. A taxonomy of cities 

that looks at different aspects of their physical, 

economic, social, and political structures.

LeGates, R. T., and F. Stout, eds. 2011. The City 

Reader. New York: Routledge. An anthology of 

classic and contemporary titles about urban 

history, design planning, social, and environ-

mental problems.

Parnell, S., and S. Oldfield, eds. 2014. The Routledge 

Handbook on Cities of the Global South. New 

York: Routledge. A discussion on the meaning 

of the city in, or of, the global south.

Sassen, S. 2001. The Global City: New York, London, 

Tokyo, 2nd ed. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-

versity Press. Explores the world’s three leading 

centers for international transactions and their 

impact on the global urban hierarchy.

Soderstrom, M. 2006. Green City: People, Nature 

and Urban Places. Montreal: Véhicule. An 

examination of 11 cities and their interactions 

with the natural environment.

skylines and urban sprawl. At the microscale, 

they may look at architectural styles; signage; 

activity patterns near busy intersections; 

urban foodways; or resource use (for instance, 

water savings). Interpreting, analyzing, and 

critiquing the landscape is a traditional theme 

of urban geography.

World City

World cities function as command-and-con-

trol centers of the world economy (Box 1.1). 

They offer advanced, knowledge-based pro-

ducer services (businesses serving businesses), 

particularly in the fields of accounting, insur-

ance, advertising, law, technical expertise, and 

the creative arts. The top tier cities, defined 

by their financial centrality, are called global 

cities, of which there are three: New York, 

London, and Tokyo. One rung lower are sec-

ond-tier world cities: Paris, Frankfurt, Los 

Angeles, Chicago, Hong Kong, and Singapore, 

among others. Beyond that are several dozen 

more cities—Amsterdam, Moscow, Sydney, 

Toronto, San Francisco, and others—which 

draw strength from particular mega-regions or 

from particular cultural and economic niches. 

Even cities such as Mecca and Jerusalem may 

be termed world cities because their influence 

is felt worldwide within particular religious 

communities.

SUGGESTED READINGS

Amin, A., and N. Thrift. 2002. Cities: Reimagining 

the Urban. Cambridge, England: Polity, 2002. 

Challenges the notion that the contemporary 
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Cities of the Greater Middle East
ZIA SALIM, DONALD J. ZEIGLER, AND AMAL K. ALI

KEY URBAN FACTS

Total Population 569 million

Percent Urban Population 62%

Total Urban Population 354 million

Most Urbanized Countries Qatar (99%)

 Kuwait (98%)

 Israel (92%)

Least Urbanized Countries Tajikistan (27%)

 Yemen (34%)

 Uzbekistan (36%)

Number of Megacities 2 cities

Number of Cities of More Than 1 Million 50 cities

Three Largest Cities Cairo (18 m), Istanbul (14 m), Teheran (8 m)

Number of World Cities (Highest Ranking) 8 (Dubai, Istanbul, Cairo, Tel Aviv, Beirut)

KEY CHAPTER THEMES

1. Urban landscapes of the Greater Middle East have been shaped by the natural environment 

and religion (particularly Islam, but also Judaism and Christianity).

2. The world’s first cities grew up in the Fertile Crescent, along the Nile, and on the Anatolian 

Plateau; the locations of all cities have been influenced by the availability of fresh water.

3. Traditional city cores are, or were, walled and dominated by a citadel or kasbah.

4. Urban economic geography has traditionally been shaped by the commerce that coursed 

across the region, a result of its relative location at a tri-continental junction.

5. Some states have a primate city, some have two or more competing large cities, and a few 

have fully developed urban hierarchies.

6. The “urban triangle” that defines the region’s core has a foothold on all three continents and 

in three different culture realms (Arab, Turkic, Persian).
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7. During the twentieth century, oil and gas revenues have turned some of the least urbanized 

countries into some of the most urbanized.

8. The urban geography of the oil-rich states has been transformed by petrodollars and mil-

lions of “guest workers,” particularly from South and Southeast Asia.

9. The domino effects of the revolutions in Egypt and Tunisia stimulated democratic uprising 

in Libya, Syria, and Yemen, with both positive and negative results.

10. Major urban problems range from assuring supplies of fresh water to coping with rapid 

population growth and tending to the preservation of heritage resources.

Cities in the Middle East are uniquely posi-

tioned in time and space. The foundations of 

urbanization as we know it can be traced to this 

region’s ancient cities: the oldest continuously 

inhabited settlements and two of the world’s 

five urban hearths lie in this region. The dense 

layering of history, seen in other cities around 

the world, is especially prominent here. In the 

Middle East, great cities have risen and fallen 

over the centuries, and they have long served 

as connection points between the region and 

the rest of the world. From the cradles of civi-

lization, to dusty cities on the Silk Road, to 

Roman cities in present-day Turkey, Lebanon, 

and Jordan, to the megacities of Cairo, Tehran, 

and Istanbul, to the spectacular cities of the 

Gulf, the local and the global come together 

in fascinating ways on the Middle East’s urban 

landscapes (Figure 7.1).

As a vernacular term, the exact geographi-

cal delineation of the “Middle East” is difficult. 

In this chapter, the term Middle East refers to 

the “Greater Middle East,” a crescent stretch-

ing from Morocco, eastward across North 

Africa through the lands of southwest Asia, 

to the steppes of Kazakhstan. Although there 

is great complexity and diversity within the 

region, three shared geographic characteris-

tics and history connect this great swath of 

territory (Figure 7.2). First, the Middle East’s 

physical geography is predominantly arid and 

semi-arid, though river systems and oases 

mitigate the region’s dryness. Second, the 

region’s cultural geography is marked by the 

shared history experienced through successive 

Islamic empires and their interaction with the 

wider world. Third, in terms of relative loca-

tion, the Middle East is literally in the “mid-

dle”—the middle of the Eastern Hemisphere, 

a land bridge between Europe, eastern Asia, 

and Africa.

Although the expanse described in this 

chapter includes a variety of climates, some 

characteristics pervade the Middle East’s 

physical geography as a whole: dry and sea-

sonally dry, arid and semi-arid, desert and 

steppe. Available water comes from winter 

showers, orographic precipitation, exotic 

streams, rivers, natural springs, and shallow 

aquifers. Most of the region suffers a fresh-

water deficiency; in arid areas, the location of 

water has historically determined the location 

and evolution of towns and cities. Further, 

urban centers had to overcome a set of natural 

obstacles presented by the dry environment: 

scorching sun, high daytime temperatures, 

desert winds, dusty air, and scarce water. The 

same environment—the desert—offered 

early cities a set of natural frontiers while 

serving as a buffer that provided protection 

from potential invaders. Generally, physical 

geography (arid climate and rugged topogra-

phy) has affected the amount of space avail-

able for human settlement and habitation, 

contributing to high population densities in 

urban areas.
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Contemporary Middle Eastern cities also 

share a common element of cultural geogra-

phy, that of religion. This region is the birth-

place of the monotheistic faiths we know as 

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. All three 

have left their enduring stamp on the region; 

but Islam is most widely associated with the 

Middle East, having begun there in the early 

seventh century. Within the region, cultural 

geography varies from place to place—Arab, 

Persian, Turk, Kurd—but the cultural matrix 

is webbed together by past and present 

impacts of Islam and the religious, social, and 

political systems that it created. Christians 

and Jews (and some smaller groups like the 

Baha’i, Druze, and Zoroastrians) live within 

the Islamic matrix; but they are the exception, 

not the rule. Only in a few areas were urban 

landscapes historically punctuated by any-

thing but the minarets of mosques (Figure 

7.3). The Middle Eastern city has always been 

a center of spiritual and intellectual life and 

Figure 7.2 The Traditional Middle Eastern City. Source: D. J. Zeigler.
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a generator of new ideas about people’s rela-

tionships with God and each other. Indeed, 

Islam itself first developed in urban centers 

(Mecca and Medina); and Damascus, Bagh-

dad, and Cairo have all been centers of reli-

gious authority.

The relative location of the Middle East has 

given its cities a third set of common charac-

teristics: they are centers of trade and com-

merce. Prior to the discovery of water routes 

around Africa and around the world in the 

fifteenth century, trade between the great 

civilizations had to pass through the dry-

land crescent separating Europe from eastern 

Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. Trade among 

these three regions—by geographical neces-

sity—passed through the Middle East. The 

configuration of land and water—the inter-

penetration of the seas (e.g., the Red Sea), 

land bridges (e.g., Anatolia and Persia), and 

peninsulas (e.g., Arabia)—provided a multi-

tude of routes through this dry-world barrier. 

Trade in food and fabrics, gold and cop-

per, spices and perfumes, frankincense and 

myrrh, helped build the cities of the Middle 

East. In fact, new ideas about how to create 

and expand wealth, perhaps even capitalism 

itself, were born in these cities. Their mar-

ketplaces—called bazaars in the Persian lan-

guage, pazars in Turkish, souks in Arabic, and 

shuks in Hebrew—are among the oldest in the 

world (Figure 7.4).

In other words, the evolution of cities in the 

Middle East has centered around water, the 

house of worship, and the marketplace. Until 

the late twentieth century and the genesis of 

oil economies, relative city size was, in fact, 

proportional to the above factors: larger cities 

evolved in direct proportion to the availabil-

ity of freshwater, the abundance of “spiritual 

capital,” and the bounty of trade.

It is easy to see how physical geography set 

the stage for urban development by affording 

defensibility, facilitating movement, or pro-

viding resources. For example, settlements on 

hills and peninsulas were easily defended, and 

riverbank settlements afforded safe crossing of 

rivers. By paying attention to the locations of 

hills, springs, oases, harbors, and headlands, 

one can trace patterns of urban location. A 

peninsula, for instance, set the stage for the 

evolution of Istanbul, an oasis for Damascus, 

a hilltop for Aleppo, a spring for Tehran, and a 

harbor for Beirut.

While site, the local physical characteristics 

of place, may be responsible for the founding 

of a city, situation or location relative to wider 

Figure 7.3 Rising above every Middle Eastern 
city are the minarets of mosques. One of the 
most famous is the Koutoubia, the largest 
mosque in Marrakech. By tradition, the 
muezzin issues the call to prayers five times 
a day from the minaret. Source: Photo by 
D. J. Zeigler.
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contexts (such as routes of commerce or seats 

of power) more often determines whether 

a settlement prospers or withers and dies. 

Some cities have the potential to be trading 

hubs or imperial capitals, while others do not. 

Furthermore, relative location is dynamic, 

as a good location in one era may be a bad 

location in another. The seat of the Islamic 

caliphate moved over time from Medina 

to Damascus to Baghdad. The Suez Canal’s 

opening in 1869 drew trade away from the 

cities of the Fertile Crescent. During Leba-

non’s civil war (1975–1990), much of Beirut’s 

economic activity, especially insurance and 

banking, relocated to Manama in Bahrain, 

and then to Dubai in the United Arab Emir-

ates. All across the Middle East, “dead cities” 

and archaeological tells (hills created as one 

city was built on top of its predecessors) illus-

trate how changing relative location influ-

ences urban geography.

A final point to make is that the “Mid-

dle East” moniker subsumes great cultural 

diversity. An array of national, ethnic, reli-

gious, and linguistic differences marks the 

social landscape, and these differences often 

set the stage for contemporary events that 

hit the news. For example, understanding the 

size, spatial distribution, and relationships 

of ethnic groups in Iraq explains why, after 

the U.S.-led invasion in 2003 and the depo-

sition of Saddam Hussein, the country has 

been unable to find national unity. Similarly, 

some aspects of current political conflicts in 

Yemen, Bahrain, Lebanon, and Syria can be 

traced to sectarian divides between Sunni and 

Shiite Muslims. Finally, the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict can be understood as an inter-group 

conflict, although it is more of a conflict over 

territory and political power than it is a faith-

based conflict between adherents of two dif-

ferent religious traditions.

Figure 7.4 The traditional markets of Marrakech, Morocco, are 
some of the most well-known in the world. In Arabic-speaking 
countries they are known as souks or suqs. Source: Photo by 
D. J. Zeigler.
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FOUNDATIONS OF THE 
URBAN SYSTEM

What is past is prologue: Understanding the 

past helps to explain how present-day urban 

patterns came to be. Perhaps no other geo-

graphical region in the world presents such a 

long-standing connection with urbanism as 

the region commonly referred to as the Mid-

dle East. Solidly anchored in the tri-continen-

tal junction known as the Fertile Crescent are 

the roots of the Western city. Our word urban 

still carries the name of the world’s first truly 

urban places, Ur and Uruk, in southern Meso-

potamia. These early settlements, dating from 

at least five millennia bce, offered protection, 

security, and the ability to trade and control 

resources. Ideas about urban development 

and planning originated here and spread as 

byproducts of commerce and conquest, along 

with other innovations, such as writing and 

record-keeping systems. The second oldest 

urban hearth, the Nile River Valley, also lies in 

this region.

As small settlements in the Fertile Cres-

cent and the Nile Valley grew into city-states 

that served production, worship, defense, and 

trade functions, their growth was stimulated 

by social stratification and the production, 

storage, and distribution of agricultural sur-

pluses. Cities were distinguished from the 

countryside by offering the best that life had 

to offer, at least for powerful elites and their 

clients. The oldest cities in the world, though 

most often classified as proto-urban, were 

born during the Neolithic period. They are all 

associated with the beginnings of agriculture. 

Their locations form a triangle with one ver-

tex in Iraq, one in Palestine, and one in Tur-

key. In lower Mesopotamia (the “land between 

the rivers”) were the cities of Ur, Uruk, Eridu, 

Kish, and others. As truly urban places, they 

emerged in the fourth millennium bce. They 

were the largest cities in the world until the 

rise of Babylon. Only archaeological tells 

remain, but these forerunners of the modern 

Middle Eastern city set off a chain reaction in 

urban innovation that continues to this day. 

Earlier than this, however, in Palestine, on 

the other side of the Fertile Crescent, ancient 

Jericho (now in the West Bank) boasted a wall 

and watchtower as early as nine millennia 

bce. Deep within an arid rift valley, this “city 

of palms” is located next to a gushing spring, 

and not far from the wadi (riverbed), which 

brings runoff from the Judean Hills into the 

sun-drenched Jordan River valley. On the 

Anatolian plateau, just to the north of the Fer-

tile Crescent, stands the recently discovered 

prototypical city, Çatal Höyük, which dates 

to about 6500 bce. It was located on a small 

river in the Konya Plain, today a rather deso-

late area in Turkey. It had an estimated 50,000 

inhabitants, and it was probably one of the 

largest and most sophisticated settlements in 

the world in its day because of the successful 

domestication of wheat and other staples. Just 

as its size proved the viability of largeness, its 

form proved to be a pacesetter in the devel-

opment of urban landscapes. Çatal Höyük, 

Jericho, and Ur all illustrate the principle that 

civilization and urbanization evolve hand in 

hand.

The Iranian plateau and the Mediterranean 

basin gave birth to indigenous empires that 

were some of the world’s earliest. The Sumer-

ians developed advanced irrigation systems 

and the first forms of writing. The exqui-

site art and monumental architecture of the 

Egyptians is unparalleled. The Babylonians 

codified laws and governed large parts of Mes-

opotamia from their capital of Babylon, one 

of the ancient world’s great cities. The Assyr-

ians ruled large areas and developed modern 
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banking and accounting systems; their capi-

tal was Nineveh. The Phoenicians, with a 

sea-faring empire focused on the Mediterra-

nean, traded from a series of port cities. The 

Persians ruled from the Aegean to India and 

founded the great city of Persepolis. Each con-

quest opened a new chapter in urban history 

as the culture of the conqueror transformed 

the cities of the conquered.

Foreign empires also played a critical 

part in the development of the Middle East. 

Greek culture, under Alexander and his suc-

cessor generals, blended with various “east-

ern” elements to create a new Hellenistic city. 

Later, Roman culture transformed Phoe-

nician trading posts and gave rise to a new 

set of cities in northern Africa and south-

west Asia, some built on their Hellenistic 

predecessors. Empires built by the Persians, 

Greeks, and Romans succeeded because they 

were successfully (but sometimes brutally) 

administered and promoted trade in both 

goods and ideas. Innovations in urban form 

and function rolled across the region’s urban 

landscapes, converging around the institu-

tions of government, commerce, and reli-

gion. In the Roman city, for instance, forums, 

basilicas, coliseums, amphitheaters, public 

baths, and temples provided many elements 

that linger in the landscapes of the Middle 

East today. Istanbul, Turkey, for instance, still 

has its hippodrome, a racetrack for chari-

ots, dating from 330 ce. That same century, 

the Roman Empire became officially Chris-

tian (Figure 7.5). Thereafter, the followers 

of Jesus transformed the cultural landscapes 

and social geography of its cities. Later, its 

successor, the Byzantine Empire, became 

the guardian of Christianity in the eastern 

Mediterranean.

Figure 7.5 The Armenians pre-dated the Roman Empire in 
becoming the world’s first officially Christian nation in 301 CE. 
To commemorate that event’s 1700th anniversary, the Republic 
of Armenia built a new cathedral in Yerevan, here seen on Palm 
Sunday. Source: Photo by D. J. Zeigler.
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Nevertheless, a new religion, born on the 

Arabian Peninsula, was to conquer the Byz-

antine lands of southwest Asia and North 

Africa. Between the seventh and tenth cen-

turies, Islam created the unique urban land-

scape we know today as “the Islamic city.” It 

was a city of mosques, madrassahs (religious 

schools), and universities, a city built on free 

thinking and scientific progress, a city of 

honest trade, tolerance, and justice. Its daily 

routines, seasonal rhythms, architectural 

appearance, and governing system were all 

heavily influenced by Islam. These Islamic 

cities were characterized by several common 

elements: mosques, markets, forts, palaces, 

and city walls. Numerous Islamic empires 

and dynasties have risen and fallen over the 

centuries, including the Umayyids, Abbasids, 

and Fatimids. The most recent one, the Otto-

man Empire, continued expanding for about 

five hundred years; the Ottoman city contin-

ued to be an Islamic city.

After the Ottoman Empire was defeated 

in World War I, much of the Middle East 

came under the control of European powers. 

In European style, the colonizers added new 

sections onto traditional cities. Independence 

came to the region after World War II, and new 

governments built skyscrapers in the global 

style. Today, the “Middle Eastern” city often 

has a historic core composed of the original 

Islamic city, and new sectors reflecting Euro-

pean and global architectural influences. And 

yet, the essence of the distinct Islamic matrix 

continues to characterize cities throughout 

the region.

Many countries of the Middle East have an 

urban tradition that transcends not just cen-

turies but millennia: Iraq, greater Syria, Tur-

key, Egypt, Iran, and Uzbekistan. Yet, some 

countries of the region entered the twentieth 

century without an urban tradition at all. The 

emirates (principalities) of the Persian Gulf 

(known as the Arabian Gulf in Arab lands and 

referred to as the Gulf in the remainder of this 

chapter for simplicity) knew nothing of city 

life—until recently. The Gulf was punctuated 

by small fishing and pearling ports. Arabia’s 

urban population was almost entirely hajj-

related, with Mecca, Medina, and Jeddah sur-

facing at the top of the urban pyramid. The 

ancient cities of the frankincense trade, cities 

like Ubar, had been reclaimed by the desert, 

and the few large seaports, Aden and Musqat, 

served offshore interests more than their 

hinterlands.

Today, whether a country’s cities date back 

to antiquity or to the recent past, the Mid-

dle Eastern population tends to be decidedly 

urban, a response to the declining viability 

of nomadism, the rapidly growing numbers 

of people, the restricted range of arable land, 

the rise of prosperous fossil fuel economies, 

increased educational opportunities, acces-

sibility to international economic networks, 

and the political decisions of powerful elites.

CONTEMPORARY URBAN PATTERNS

According to the United Nations, 177 cities in 

the region had populations over 300,000 in 

2015, and the average percentage of the popu-

lation that lived in cities had soared from 29 

percent in 1950 to 62 percent in 2015. That 

same year, global urbanization stood at 54 

percent. By subregion: In North Africa, the 

level of urbanization rate is 52 percent; in 

Southwest Asia it is 70 percent; and in Central 

Asia it is 41 percent. Urbanization rates vary 

at the country scale, as well. The most urban-

ized countries are Israel and the small states 

of the Gulf, with rates in excess of 90 percent. 

Lebanon and Jordan are not far behind, at 88 
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percent and 85 percent urban, respectively 

(Box 7.1). The most urbanized countries 

generally have high levels of economic devel-

opment. Conversely, the least urbanized coun-

tries are the least economically developed: less 

than 3 out of 10 inhabitants in Tajikistan, for 

example, live in cities. Finally, the dynamism 

of urbanization varies. Over the past four 

decades, the ratio between rural and urban 

dwellers in the Central Asian republics and 

Egypt has been very stable; in the same period, 

urbanization rates in countries like Saudi 

Arabia, Oman, Iran, Turkey, and Lebanon 

have skyrocketed. Several factors under-

lie these spatial differences in stability and 

transformation. Countries with high levels of 

agricultural productivity (such as Egypt) can 

support and maintain rural populations; oil 

wealth, and economic development underlie 

high urbanization rates in the Gulf; and rural-

to-urban migration has driven urbanization 

rates in Turkey.

The core of the Middle East is defined by 

a decagon formed by the five seas (Mediter-

ranean, Black, Caspian, Gulf, Red Sea) and five 

land bridges (Anatolia, Caucasus, Iran, Arabia, 

Suez). On the perimeter of this core, lie three 

of the world’s 20 most populous metropolises. 

These large cities are important parts of the 

global urban system; they anchor an inter-

continental, international, and intercultural 

urban triangle (Figure 7.6):

•	 Cairo, Egypt, on the continent of Africa, 

has 18 million people. It is the largest 

city in the Arab realm.

•	 Istanbul, Turkey, on the continent of 

Europe, has 14 million people. It is the 

largest in the Turkic realm.

•	 Tehran, Iran, on the continent of Asia, 

has 8 million people. It is the largest in 

the Persian realm.

Yet, in 1900, no city in the entire Middle East 

had more than a million inhabitants. By 1950, 

only Cairo had grown to exceed 1 million. 

Today, 50 cities have exceeded the million 

mark. Except for their historical centers, all are 

products of the late twentieth century—these 

are new cities, not old. Yet, the countries that 

anchor the Middle East’s triangular urban 

core, all have a less developed frontier side, 

too. Eastern Iran, eastern Turkey, and most of 

upper (southern) Egypt remind us that urban-

ization has not entirely transformed even the 

most urbanized countries in the region.

A variety of urban systems is found in the 

Middle East. Some states are anchored by 

a single primate city (e.g., many Gulf States 

and all of Central Asia), while others have 

two rival urban cores. Prior to its decline into 

chaos, Syria provided a clear example of the 

latter case: Aleppo (the larger) and Damas-

cus (the capital) were quiet rivals. Other 

countries with dual anchors and intercity 

rivalries include: Yemen (Sana’a and Aden), 

mostly as a result of its colonial history, Libya 

(Tripoli and Benghazi), as it was cobbled 

together by the Italians, and Israel (Tel Aviv 

and Jerusalem), split by its secular and reli-

gious axes. Iraq, on the other hand, has one 

clearly dominant city, Baghdad; two smaller 

anchors, Mosul in the north and Basra in the 

south, have different cultural geographies that 

reflect the country’s divisions. Finally, some 

states have complex urban hierarchies. Both 

Turkey and Iran are punctuated by booming 

metropolises, regional centers, small towns, 

and villages. Similarly, Morocco is a coun-

try of cities large and small, many of which 

have assumed highly specialized roles in the 

Moroccan urban system. Rabat is Morocco’s 

political capital, but three other cities—Mar-

rakesh, Fès, and Meknes—have historically 

served in that role. In addition, Casablanca is 
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Box 7.1 Green Space in Beirut

Rana Boukarim, Cofounder, Beirut Green Project

Beirut: A once beautiful green city, now choking on exhaust fumes of cars. A city where free 
land is quickly converted into a parking lot awaiting its eventual fate as yet another luxury 
mall. A city with only one large public green space, which is closed off to most citizens but 
not to foreigners or Lebanese with official permission (which is impossible to get if you are 
under 30) because our mayor fears that the presence of locals will destroy it. Each of Beirut’s 
citizens enjoys 0.8 m² of green space—barely larger than the chair you’re sitting on. The 
World Health Organization maintains that a healthy city should have at least 9 m² of green 
space per person. While cars roam free in ever-expanding spaces, Beirut’s second-class citi-
zens (us humans) suffocate on their 0.8 m².

Beirut wasn’t always like this. It was green. Sadly, it is now gray. The Beirut Green Project 
(BGP) was born of this frustration. A few like-minded individuals made official-looking signs 
and placed little 0.8 m² patches of grass all over town with ironic signs: “Enjoy your green 
space!” People were soon noticing BGP installations, agreeing, chuckling, taking pictures. 
The media and blogosphere quickly joined in. It made quite a stir, so BGP decided to make 
a bigger splash to attract more like-minded people to join the cause. They took over a busy 
roundabout for a day, covered it in real grass, and invited everyone they knew. More than 
400 people showed up. They brought books, guitars, kites, and kids, and had a lovely day 
on the grass. Their presence sent a message: We need more public green spaces in Beirut.

Nevertheless, BGP faced resistance not only from politicians but also from the people 
themselves: “We don’t need parks; we can sit on our balconies, or at Starbucks,” and “Just 
go up to the mountains if you want to be in nature,” and “We don’t have continuous electric-
ity, people are dying of hunger, war, and abuse, our whole system is plagued by corruption 
. . . And you’re worrying about your right to green spaces?!” So, BGP’s scope expanded to 
actively raising awareness of the importance of green spaces through efforts like mapping 
all Beirut’s parks and encouraging people to picnic in a park. Parks are needed in ALL large, 
stressful cities like Beirut, and are not a superfluous luxury of rich cities. They are necessary 
for our mental and physical health. Are clean air, a place to exercise, and a place for our 
children to play, a luxury?

If people haven’t lived in a city where green spaces are treasured, if they haven’t had pol-
iticians who grant them their rights instead of judging if they deserve them, if they haven’t 
been trusted with public goods in any real way, then it is natural that their interest in (and 
right to) green spaces has been marginalized. Almost everyone is dumbfounded to learn that 
Beirut has 24 public green spaces; most guess that there are between one to four. BGP’s 
mission for now is to start using the green spaces we do have and eventually demand more.
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Morocco’s unofficial economic capital. Its for-

mer diplomatic capital (as far as ambassadors 

were permitted to venture into the country), 

Tangier, now serves as a bridgehead to Europe. 

The city of Ourzazate in southern Morocco 

has even become one of the movie-making 

capitals of the world, starring in films such as 

Star Wars and Lawrence of Arabia, and provid-

ing a location for several seasons of Game of 

Thrones.

Not only have cities in the region increased 

in population and territorial extent, they have 

also begun to coalesce in a fashion reminis-

cent of Jean Gottmann’s Megalopolis. In these 

urban mega-regions, life is at its most intense, 

a characteristic symbolized by the pace and 

volume of traffic along connecting thorough-

fares. There are perhaps seven megalopolises 

developing on the Middle Eastern map in the 

twenty-first century (Table 7.1). The most 

populous is in Egypt. The only international 

megalopolis is the one stretching from coastal 

Saudi Arabia, beginning with the oil-engorged 

cities of Dhahran (headquarters of Saudi 

Aramco, the world’s largest oil company) 

and Dammam, and then across the four-lane 

causeway to Bahrain and its capital, Manama.

An intertwined pair of demographic and 

economic factors underlies Middle East-

ern urbanization patterns. Rates of natural 

Figure 7.6 The Urban Triangle of the Middle East shows the relative locations of major cities. 
These cities are in their correct geographical locations, but shown without the base map 
underneath. Source: D. J. Zeigler.
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population increase and migration are the 

main drivers of urbanization in the Mid-

dle East. Natural increase is related to sev-

eral factors: as health and dietary conditions 

have improved, death rates have fallen, while 

birth rates have remained high, leading to a 

net growth in population. Persistently high 

birth rates can be attributed to a number of 

factors, including preference for male chil-

dren and the relatively lower status of women. 

There are many ways to categorize migra-

tion: internal versus international, voluntary 

versus involuntary. With respect to internal 

voluntary migration, rural-to-urban migra-

tion in some countries and the ending of 

nomadic ways of life in others, have contrib-

uted to urban growth. As economic policies 

aimed at improving urban conditions have 

been implemented, increased access to a 

number of urban amenities (e.g., education, 

health, employment) has acted as a magnet 

that draws individuals from the surround-

ing countryside. International voluntary 

migration, driven by a demand for labor, has 

spurred urbanization, most notably in the oil-

rich Gulf States, where labor migration has 

transformed cities into global immigrant des-

tinations. Foreign-born individuals make up 

approximately 60 percent of the population in 

Kuwait, 74 percent in Qatar, and 84 percent in 

the United Arab Emirates. Foreign-born indi-

viduals comprise even larger proportions of 

the labor force in the Gulf States—in Bahrain 

54 percent of the population is foreign born, 

but 75 percent of the labor force is foreign 

born. Because a portion of international 

migration in the Middle East is intra-regional 

(e.g., Egypt and Jordan send migrants to 

other countries in the region), transnational 

ties also connect sending and receiving coun-

tries. Voluntary international migration also 

affects other countries. For example, Israel 

received a million Russian Jews between the 

mid-1980s and the end of the century; it has 

also received major immigrant streams from 

Ethiopia, Argentina, France, the United King-

dom, and the United States, and today more 

than a quarter of the Israeli population is for-

eign born.

Conflict and political instability have 

spurred forced or involuntary migration. Ref-

ugees, individuals who have been displaced 

beyond their country’s borders, have signifi-

cantly impacted urbanization in some cases. 

For example, Amman, Jordan, grew from a 

village of 2,000 people in 1950 to a metropolis 

of 1.1 million people by 2014. Much of this 

growth is due to waves of refugees: the first 

AQ: In the 
sentence 
“Foreign-born 
individuals…” 
please check if 
the phrase “in 
Bahrain 54…” can 
be written as “in 
Bahrain 54 percent 
of the population 
is foreign born, but 
so is 75 percent of 
the labor force.”

Table 7.1 Megalopolises of the Greater Middle East

Name Range

Egyptian Megalopolis Alexandria to Cairo to the Suez Canal

Marmara Megalopolis Istanbul to Bursa and around the Sea of Marmara

Iranian Megalopolis Tehran to Karaj to Eslamshahr and Nazarabad

Mid-Mesopotamian Megalopolis Baghdad to Fallujah

Moroccan Megalopolis Casablanca to Rabat to Kenitra

Israeli Megalopolis Haifa and Akko to Tel Aviv to Jerusalem

Arabian Megalopolis Jubayl to Dammam and Dhahran to Manama

Source: Donald Zeigler
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wave of refugees moved into Jordan from 

neighboring Palestine in the wake of the Arab-

Israeli conflict; a second wave of refugees fled 

violence in Iraq, and refugees from the conflict 

in Syria make up a third wave. Today, Jordan is 

home to more than 2.5 million refugees. The 

Syrian conflict has set sizable refugee flows in 

motion: since the outbreak of the civil war in 

Syria, more than 4 million Syrians have fled 

the country to refugee camps in Turkey, Leba-

non, Jordan, and Iraq (Figure 7.7). Within 

Syria itself, 6.5 million people have been dis-

placed as a result of the crisis.

Within the context of protracted conflict, 

camps and communities for those affected 

by involuntary migration can acquire semi-

permanent status. Although informal econo-

mies and social networks provide some social 

order, the lack of long-term financial support 

means that the residents of these camps lead 

precarious lives and face numerous challenges: 

temporary housing, limited infrastructure, 

overcrowding, anxiety and depression, and 

lack of opportunity. Refugees place pressure 

on existing infrastructure, housing, and ser-

vices, exacerbating issues of resource scarcity; 

as a result, relations with host communities 

may not always be positive.

MODELS OF URBAN STRUCTURE

An analysis of elements such as land use, street 

layout, and building structure helps to explain 

the form, and function of the Middle Eastern 

city (Figure 7.8). It is important to point out 

that these patterns and models are not static, 

and that they do not claim to represent the 

urban diversity of the entire region. However, 

as they provide useful generalizations, models 

simplify the task of analyzing and comparing 

different cities. At the heart of every tradi-

tional Islamic city was a fortress: the citadel, 

al-qalat, or (in the Maghreb) the Kasbah. It 

Figure 7.7 As of 2015, there were 4 million refugees from Syria. 
Turkey has taken in almost 2 million, with many housed in camps 
like this one near Karkamish on the border with the self-proclaimed 
Islamic State, now in control of northern Syria. Source: Photo by D. 
J. Zeigler.

Stanley Brunn.indb   289 12-01-2016   15:54:44



290 CITIES OF THE GREATER MIDDLE EAST

usually covered only a few acres and occupied 

the most defensible site, often on a hilltop and 

typically surrounded by a wall. In the past, it 

would have served as the administrative heart 

of the city, the site of the palace. Today, the 

citadel is most likely to be a preserve of his-

tory, a valuable visual reminder of the past, 

important in building national identity, and 

part of the historic core within the modern 

city (Figure 7.9).

Surrounding the citadel is the old city itself. 

In the old city’s heyday, the most coveted space 

was at the center, close to the seats of economic 

power and social interaction. Palaces and mer-

chants’ houses were central elements of the old 

city’s landscape, as were the central souks. Like 

the fortress, the old city was usually walled, 

and its often-ornate gates gave access to the 

world beyond. In the Maghreb, the old Islamic 

city is called the medina (Arabic for “city”). It 

is the city of antiquity, at least as it has sur-

vived conquest, disasters, and well-meaning 

modernization attempts. The residential pop-

ulation of cities, in the traditional city model, 

tended to be concentrated in “quarters”: sec-

tions for Jews, Europeans, different Christian 

sects, different ethnic groups, and people of 

different village or regional origin. In the past, 

many of these quarters had gates of their own. 

Residential space was highly segregated, yet it 

also mimicked the security and social cohe-

siveness of the village by providing a scale of 

life to which people were accustomed and a 

set of community institutions which people of 

like mind could control. Both rich and poor 

lived within each quarter.

The inclusion of courtyards in homes, 

mosques, khans, and palaces creates a 

Figure 7.8 Internal Structure of the Middle Eastern Metropolis. Source: D. J. Zeigler.
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“cellular” pattern. For most people in the 

world, the landscape of the old city—intro-

verted, compact, congested, cellular, and forti-

fied—provides the stereotype for the region’s 

cities. Walls, along with their watchtowers, 

differentiated quite sharply between city and 

country until the twentieth century. Outside 

the walls were olive groves, grazing lands, 

cemeteries, quarries, and periodic markets, 

not to mention potential enemies. Noxious 

enterprises like tanneries were located at the 

old city’s periphery. The medinas of mod-

ern Middle Eastern cities contain, at most, 4 

percent of the urban population; residents of 

modern neighborhoods rarely patronize the 

old city cores.

In addition to the ravages of age, the old 

cities (e.g., in Yemen, Egypt, and Morocco) 

face pressure from rapid urban development. 

As they have survived, the narrow streets of 

old residential and commercial quarters tend 

to be penetrable only by foot traffic and don-

key carts. Still, this does not stop the occa-

sional taxi or service vehicle from squeezing 

through. The cramped feeling is heightened 

by second and third stories jutting out over-

head, sometimes joining and creating above-

ground “tunnels.” The largest streets lead 

into the city from gates in the walls, but a 

large public square dominating the center 

of town is a rarity (except in Iran). A grid 

pattern loosely manifests itself in towns 

with a Roman heritage, and it is common 

for elements of the pre-Islamic landscape 

to become parts of the working city, usually 

unrecognized for their historic value. Roman 

pavements may lie deep underneath the con-

temporary street, and what was a wide Byz-

antine thoroughfare may now be subdivided 

into three or four narrow, parallel alleys, 

Figure 7.9 The citadel, or cale, of Gaziantep, Turkey, occupies a strategically 
located hilltop that dominates the fertile agricultural region near the Turkish-
Syrian border. Source: Photo by D. J. Zeigler.
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each serving as a souk of its own. Periodically 

spaced along the most well-traversed routes, 

are richly decorated drinking fountains (or 

their remnants), often given to the public by 

wealthy merchants.

Beginning with the colonial era (British, 

French, Italian, or Soviet), a new city typi-

cally developed outside the old city walls. In 

the Maghreb, it was called, in fact, la nouvelle 

ville (“the new city”). It was a city between two 

worlds, traditional and modern. The tradi-

tional elements of urban form, from mosques 

to bakeries to public baths, were incorporated 

into the new city, but they were supplemented 

by modern amenities and architectural styles, 

including larger stores and hotels, traffic cir-

cles and wide boulevards, European-style 

churches, new government buildings, and cor-

porate offices, all plastered with the language 

of the colonizers.

The new city was gradually enveloped by 

the modern, postcolonial city. Courtyard 

homes all but disappeared from the land-

scape, replaced by extroverted buildings and 

apartment blocks, with high-income flats 

and single-family units becoming increas-

ingly common. The postcolonial city became 

the zone of international hotels, corporate 

headquarters, and modern universities. It 

also became the zone of squatter settlements 

(which can invade even the inner zones if 

there is any unoccupied space) where recent 

in-migrants from the villages find lodging 

while they work their way up the urban social 

pyramid.

Beyond the modern city is the urban 

expansion zone. Here, small villages find 

themselves undergoing urbanization in situ. 

Here, also, may be new industrial estates, 

modest new housing tracts, or, in the case of 

Egypt and Saudi Arabia, new cities, were built 

from scratch. For the richest countries, those 

able to afford automobiles and the gasoline to 

fuel them, it can also be a zone of raging urban 

sprawl. Most often, the international airport is 

located here as well.

Urban Transects

The Middle Eastern city today, therefore, 

can be seen as an interlocking set of con-

centric zones, patterned in time: citadel, old 

city (Islamic), new city (European), modern 

city, and urban expansion zone. As such, the 

most traditional and often most distinctive 

part of the city is at the center; when com-

paring cities, the centers will be the most 

different and the peripheries will be the 

most similar. The following transects illus-

trate the variety of visible changes as one 

moves from the innermost zone of a city to 

the outermost.

•	 A transect along the social axis: The 

old city is becoming increasingly mar-

ginalized by society, particularly as the 

well-to-do move out. The modern city 

is attracting the lion’s share of new 

neighborhood investment and the best 

of social services. Even tourists typically 

stay in the modern city and depend on 

air-conditioned buses to drop them off 

at a city gate for a brief sojourn into the 

past.

•	 A transect along the housing axis: The 

old city (except in Turkey and Yemen) 

is a zone of traditional two- or three-

story courtyard houses. The modern 

city is a zone of mid-rise and high-

rise apartments. In fact, the multistory 

apartment block is now the most typical 

component of the Middle Eastern city’s 

residential landscape (and a reminder of 

how architecture has pulled away from 
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the physical environment and its indig-

enous roots).

•	 A transect along the commercial axis: 

The old city still displays fully func-

tional commercial districts that house 

traditional industries and small-scale, 

family-owned artisanal enterprises. 

The modern city displays its logo-laden 

landscape of chain stores, international 

(and national) franchises, shopping 

malls, and ever more snippets of English 

signage (Figure 7.10).

•	 A transect along the transportation axis: 

The old city’s narrow streets are clogged 

with pedestrians, taxis, and even donkey 

carts. The new city is marked by the pro-

liferation of privately owned automo-

biles, gas stations, and parking spaces.

Arab Cities on the Gulf

The preceding generalizations about urban 

form and function apply to the old cities of 

the Middle East. An entirely new set of cities 

that has grown up on the twentieth century’s 

oil and natural gas fields has followed its own 

dramatic urban trajectory. These cities are 

best exemplified by the cities of Kuwait, Saudi 

Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, and the UAE (though 

oil revenues have also transformed cities in 

Iran, Iraq, Libya, and Algeria). Urban land-

scapes from Kuwait to Dubai have been built, 

largely since the 1960s, on revenues from the 

world’s largest oil fields. While lacking the his-

torical depth of a city like Aleppo, they offer 

a glimpse of what a modern Middle Eastern 

city can be.

Although the historical cores of Middle 

Eastern cities are small, they serve as the 

source of local identity, particularly in lay-

out and architectural styles. Their function 

is different from the surrounding postindus-

trial city, with its high-rise office buildings, 

shopping malls, gardens and golf courses, 

apartment complexes, sprawling low-rise 

suburbs, and mosques. The automobile’s 

dominance in the postindustrial city is 

clearly visible in the wide boulevards, mod-

ern highways, bridges, and ring roads, and 

single-use zoning. It is also visible in the 

Figure 7.10 The landscape of Amman, Jordan, shows 
the signs of global commercialization in the form of 
this bilingual advertisement for Subway. Source: Photo 
by D. J. Zeigler.
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empty sidewalks and underdeveloped public 

transit options.

It is oil wealth that has built many of the 

Middle East’s postindustrial cities. With 

the ability to afford the world’s most crea-

tive architects, cities have been able to blend 

modern structures with traditional themes. 

One of the surprising elements of these new 

urban landscapes is how green they are. 

Turning itself into a Garden City, in fact, has 

been one of Dubai’s urban planning objec-

tives. Figuratively, oil is turned into water, 

and water into green space. Oil is also turned 

into new human geographies. Petro-econo-

mies have, by governmental design as well as 

economic magnetism, virtually eliminated 

nomadism as a way of life. The rural popula-

tion has become urbanized. In addition, the 

faces of the oil-engorged boomtowns have 

also changed. The economic magnetism of 

Kuwait City, Dammam, Doha, Abu Dhabi, 

and others, draws unskilled workers from as 

far away as India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and the 

Philippines, and skilled workers from Europe 

and the United States, as well as other parts of 

the Arab world.

The Gulf ’s Arab cities are centers of con-

sumption rather than centers of production; 

the industrial era is missing from the land-

scapes of Arab cities on the Gulf. Manufac-

turing is limited to local craft industries and 

manufacturing-in-transit at the region’s free 

ports, most notably those in the emirate of 

Dubai. As banking and trading centers of 

the Middle East, however, some of these cit-

ies—Dubai, Abu Dhabi, Manama—have been 

thriving as increasingly important transac-

tional nodes in the economic systems reshap-

ing the region. The center of Arab world 

banking has shifted (in part) from Beirut to 

Manama and Dubai. Doha, Qatar, is now the 

headquarters of Al Jazeera, the most popu-

lar satellite television channel in the Middle 

East; Qatar is currently slated to host the FIFA 

World Cup in 2022 (Figure 7.11). Since the 

1990s, the port cities of the Persian Gulf have 

been entrepôts supplying Central Asia with 

cars, electronics, and other high-end goods. 

While built on petrodollars, the cities of the 

Gulf are likely to continue thriving only if they 

diversify and lay the groundwork for post-

petroleum economies.

Figure 7.11 The skyline of Doha seems out of proportion to its role as capital 
city of a country, Qatar, with only 2 million inhabitants. Source: Photo by Zia 
Salim.
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FORM AND FUNCTION ON 
THE URBAN LANDSCAPE

What factors have shaped the morphology 

and landscape in the Middle Eastern city? The 

most prominent influences on the form and 

shape of the contemporary Middle Eastern 

city include the physical environment, reli-

gion, economic activity, culture, and politics. 

These factors do not operate independently. 

Rather, they interact and overlap with each 

other. The passing down of architectural and 

design know-how, often over generations, has 

guided the development of the Middle Eastern 

city. But, new technologies and international 

trends have also influenced the form and 

function of cities.

Albeit principally affected by their location 

in an arid climate, cities of the Middle East 

are spread across a variety of climatic zones, 

including desert, steppe, and Mediterranean. 

Dry environments influenced the location of 

cities near oases or wells and along coastlines. 

Additionally, the traditional city’s morphology 

was profoundly influenced by temperatures. 

Examples of design elements, at various scales, 

that promote cooling and minimize heat 

absorption include the use of open-air central 

courtyards that interact with the microclimate 

to facilitate cooling. Air is chilled by wells or 

fountains located in courtyards, and shade is 

provided by the use of vines, arbors, and trees. 

Partially covered, narrow and winding streets 

also maximize shade and walkability. Other 

attempts to moderate temperatures include 

the attachment of multiple homes together (to 

reduce exposed wall surface and heat absorp-

tion), the selection of high-albedo building 

materials (to increase reflectivity), the mini-

mization of the size and number of outside 

openings, and the use of wood lattice screens 

to reduce direct sunlight.

In much of the Middle East, Islam’s imprint 

on urban morphology can be seen in numer-

ous ways. Minarets mark the skyline, and 

mosques and religious buildings (such as 

Koranic schools, traditional universities, 

shrines, and mausoleums) are key features of 

the landscape. At the heart of the city is a main 

mosque, known as Al-Masjid Al-Jami, where 

the weekly Friday noon prayers are held. The 

city is typically divided into quarters, each 

with a local mosque. Guided by the religious 

duty of zakat (alms), the surrounding busi-

nesses and residents help support the mosques 

and the social services that they provide. An 

examination of Islamic law and neighborhood 

building guidelines identifies 12 religious 

principles and 5 behavioral guidelines that 

were used to guide urban development. The 

religious principles range from interdepend-

ence, privacy, and respect for the property of 

others, to more concrete aspects such as the 

minimum width of streets. Behavioral guide-

lines include cleanliness, public awareness and 

responsibility, and trust, respect, and mutual 

obligation among neighbors. Numerous ele-

ments of urban structure, design, and use in 

the built environment highlight the influence 

of religion. The prioritization of privacy influ-

ences the placement of small windows above 

eye level, staggered doors on opposite sides of 

streets (so that doors that are open simulta-

neously do not allow for others to see inside 

one’s home), walled homes and quarters (in 

which the entrances to individual homes are 

often doors in walls and not distinguishable 

individual units), and the use of wooden lat-

ticework to screen windows.

Trade dominated the region long before 

Muhammad, himself a merchant, revealed a 

new religion, so it is little wonder that souks 

(markets) are another typical part of the tra-

ditional city landscape. Central souks usually 

Stanley Brunn.indb   295 12-01-2016   15:54:49



296 CITIES OF THE GREATER MIDDLE EAST

evolved around the city’s “grand mosque”; 

smaller souks enveloped the neighborhood 

mosques. Souks display functional specializa-

tion: shoes in one area, copperware in another, 

produce in another, and traditional fast food 

available throughout. Merchants dealing in 

the same product compete with each other, 

complementary trades are located near each 

other, and the concept of fixed prices does not 

exist. Shoppers know the techniques of hard 

bargaining and expect low prices. In today’s 

city, specialized outdoor souks (e.g., vegeta-

bles, fruits, fish, and clothes) are spread across 

central areas and traditional neighborhoods. 

However, mass-produced goods are as com-

mon as locally produced products. In other 

realms of the traditional (albeit disappearing) 

city: bread tends to be purchased daily at the 

bakery itself; most public baths (hammams) 

have become historical sites since houses are 

served by water pipes; modern beauty salons 

are located in almost every neighborhood; 

cafes and coffee houses take the place of bars 

for men (while alcohol is not permitted by the 

Koran, coffee, tea, and the water pipes known 

as nargileh in the Levant and sheesha in Egypt 

and the Gulf are a popular custom); and pri-

vate life takes place in very private places, like 

the home (Box 7.2). The informal economy is 

an important sector, providing employment 

and livelihoods to large numbers of urban 

residents.

With the growth of the global internet 

and the rapid adoption of social media, par-

ticularly among the region’s large youth 

populations, all cities in the Middle East are 

developing into cyber cities. The region’s uni-

versities, manufacturing establishments, and 

traders are increasingly tied to constant flows 

of information that arrives by waves, wires, and 

fiber optic cables. Every computer becomes its 

own harbor in the informational landscape, 

and the public is demanding frontage on these 

“harbors.” Today, there are thousands of inter-

net cafes throughout the Middle East, and the 

percentage of people with mobile internet 

connections (on phones and other devices) is 

very high. Home internet connections are still 

rare. For example, 3.3 percent of Egyptians 

have fixed internet access at home, but 10 

times as many Egyptians have internet access 

using a cell phone. Similarly, Bahrain has an 

impressive 110 active mobile-broadband 

subscriptions for every 100 inhabitants. The 

implications of increased connectivity are var-

ied. On one hand, cyberactivism is popularly 

understood as being crucial to the protests 

that swept cities in the Arab world in 2011, 

but it is too simplistic to attribute the move-

ment solely to cyberactivism. The long-term 

outcomes of these protests illustrate some 

of the limits of internet connectivity. On the 

other hand, the increasing numbers of tech-

savvy young people in the Middle East can 

lead to new social and economic formations. 

For example, Iranian e-commerce firm Digi-

kala, the brainchild of two brothers who were 

frustrated because they could not find camera 

reviews online in their own language, employs 

more than 700 people and ships thousands of 

orders a day in several Iranian cities. In less 

than a year, Digikala’s value has soared to over 

$300 million.

The Middle Eastern city’s landscape has 

been marked by imperial, colonial, and 

nationalist, royalist, and autocratic politics. 

The earliest Middle Eastern cities were con-

trolled by various empires (e.g., Ummayyid, 

Ottoman), and cities were purposely built as 

symbolic centers of power and control. Later, 

Western colonial powers left their mark on the 

Middle Eastern city. Today, zones of colonial 

architecture, characterized by modernist plan-

ning and layout as well as individual design 
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Box 7.2 Home Space in Tehran

Farhang Rouhani, University of Mary Washington

Since 1979, the Islamic Republic of Iran’s efforts to quell modernization along Western lines 
have imposed strict policies on Iranian citizens. In urban centers, most notably Tehran, 
these include the state policing of public spaces such as parks and commercial streets. 
What is particularly striking, however, is how these politics invade even the most private of 
spaces: the home.

Home spaces in Tehran were significantly rearranged over the course of the twentieth cen-
tury. The traditional home was divided into separate male (birun, outer, public) and female 
(andarun, inner, private) sections. A lack of street-facing windows accentuated the sense of 
privacy; indeed, internal courtyards served as the home’s central focus. Modernization under 
the Pahlavi Shahs (1920s–1979) and the demands of rapid population growth ushered in 
Western high-rise apartment-style living, without the physically gendered division of space, 
and more public street-facing windows. The importance placed on familial privacy, though, 
has been maintained in different ways, including the prevalence of walls around the com-
plexes and buzzers to screen visitors.

On top of this urban transformation, the politics of satellite television viewing has 
brought the middle-class Tehran household to the forefront of Iranian state politics. The 
clerical government first instituted a ban on the sale, import, and use of satellite dishes 
in 1994 because of the proclaimed polluting effect of Western media products on Iranian 
society and particularly the youth.

Under Iran’s more liberal-democratic government, the late 1990s witnessed a relaxing of 
the ban, including the requiring of a warrant for home searches. The current, more conserv-
ative-theocratic government, however, has recommenced the policing of public and private 
morality. While the ban on satellite dishes still exists and periodic raids to confiscate them 
are made by the morals police, a majority of the population of Tehran has access to the air 
waves, whether directly in their homes or through family and friends. Ultimately, police 
regulation and infiltration of people’s homes have intensified fears in an already politically 
insecure society.

The practice of policing the home has led to dynamic conflicts in Iranian state and society 
over the role of privacy in a democracy, the importance of the home as a space of refuge, and 
the moral and social effects of the global media. It is within this context that The Simpsons, 
American Idol, and the living room furniture are transformed into a realm of resistance.

elements, can be found outside the older 

walled cities across the region. The French 

colonization of most of North Africa, for 

instance, strongly influenced city cultures and 

built environments in Morocco, Tunisia, and 

Algeria. After World War II, the end of colo-

nialism and the rise of Arab nationalism con-

tributed new symbolic elements to Arab cities 
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in the Middle East. A parallel trend is seen in 

countries ruled by monarchies and autocratic 

regimes. Monumental squares and public art, 

statues or other monuments to leaders, and 

renamed public streets and buildings all reflect 

nationalist, royalist, and autocratic influences 

on the Middle Eastern city.

To varying degrees, cities in the Middle 

East are integrated into international circuits 

of tourism. Activity in the tourism sector 

includes heritage and cultural tourism (draw-

ing on a rich inventory of districts, archaeo-

logical sites, monuments, and museums) and 

recreation and nature-based tourism. The first 

wave of construction of large hotels and other 

visitor-serving infrastructure was supported 

by oil revenues in the 1970s; since then, tour-

ism has spread across the region and down 

the urban hierarchy. In 2014, 50 million inter-

national tourists visited the Middle East. In a 

direct manner, tourism provides significant 

portions of national GDP in some countries 

(Egypt, Turkey, Morocco, and Lebanon) and 

employs tens of thousands of people (more 

than 1.4 million in Egypt alone). Obviously, 

the indirect benefits of tourism in terms of 

GDP contribution and employment are sev-

eral times greater than the direct benefits. 

While recent political instability has impacted 

tourist flows, tourism in the Middle East as 

a whole is increasing at one of the highest 

rates in the world. Tourism is an important 

part of the economic and social landscapes 

of many cities in the region. A range of cul-

tural events, festivals, and sporting events are 

used to market cities and attract visitors and 

capital. Some Middle Eastern cities have dual-

istic landscapes—tourists see and experience 

one portion of the city, while residents see 

and experience another. Tourism also relates 

to questions of urban preservation and rede-

velopment. Exactly how architectural heritage 

and historic buildings should be preserved, 

within larger socioeconomic and cultural 

contexts, is often contentious. Further, gov-

ernments often use the redevelopment of old 

cities as an economic development strategy, 

but this can result in islands of gentrification 

and the creation of romanticized versions of 

the past.

FROM ARAB SPRING TO ARAB WINTER

On December 10, 2010, a wave of democratic 

uprisings was born. It began in the small Tuni-

sian town of Sidi Bouzid and quickly spread 

to the capital, Tunis, then to the cities of other 

Middle Eastern countries including Egypt, 

Libya, Syria, and Yemen. These revolts aimed 

to engender political and economic reform 

by overthrowing dictatorial leaders who had 

been in power for decades. They began as 

affirmations of people’s struggles for freedom, 

democracy, and social justice. Because they 

took place as the winter of 2010–2011 gave 

way to spring in the Arab world, the move-

ment was quickly dubbed the Arab Spring. 

Only time will tell what the long-term demo-

cratic and social impacts will be. At present, it 

is difficult to see anything but an Arab winter. 

Often called youth revolutions, these move-

ments showed how peaceful protests could 

oust dictators, as in Egypt and Tunisia, how 

powerful presidents might lead their countries 

to civil wars to stay in power, as in Libya and 

Syria, and how external interventions could 

complicate the processes of democratization 

everywhere in the Middle East, with Yemen as 

just one example.

Tunisians call the overthrow of President 

Zine El-Abidin Ben Ali the Jasmine Revolu-

tion. It began when street vendor Mohamed 

Bouazizi decided to commit suicide—by 

Stanley Brunn.indb   298 12-01-2016   15:54:49



 From Arab Spring to Arab Winter 299

setting himself on fire—after he had been 

harassed and humiliated by local police and 

municipal officials. Supporters spontaneously 

took to the streets and the uprising quickly 

spread to other cities. Less than a month later, 

Ben Ali, in power for more than 23 years, fled 

the country. The next year, Tunisia held its 

first democratic parliamentary elections and 

set about drafting a new, democratic constitu-

tion. In 2014, multiparty elections took place 

under the newly approved constitution. Islam-

ist parties vied with secular parties for power. 

Although secular parties won both parlia-

ment and the presidency, a variety of violent 

reverberations ensued. In early 2015, extrem-

ists killed 21 tourists at the Bardo National 

Museum in Tunis. World leaders and tens 

of thousands of Tunisians marched through 

the streets of Tunis to condemn terrorism. 

Later that year, 38 vacationers were killed 

near Sousse. Islamic extremists were respon-

sible for both attacks. The first revolution 

of the Arab Spring, however, seems to have 

pointed Tunisia toward democratization. In 

other countries where revolutions have taken 

place, progress has been more tortuous and, 

in some, the groups which have taken over are 

worse than the overthrown dictators.

Egypt’s January 25 Revolution, in 2011, was 

sparked by the protests in Tunisia and fueled 

by youth, and others, demanding “bread, 

freedom, and social justice.” At first, as Presi-

dent Hosni Mubarak resigned and elections 

followed, it looked as if success was at hand. 

However, it took a second wave of protests in 

Cairo and around the country to put Egypt 

on a path to full democracy. In the first mul-

tiparty elections, the Muslim Brotherhood 

won parliamentary and then presidential con-

trol. As they tightened their grip on power 

through often-debatable means, including 

the adoption of a controversial constitution, 

Tahrir (“Liberation”) Square once again 

came alive with mass protests that culmi-

nated in the military’s ouster of democrati-

cally elected president Mohamed Morsi of the 

Muslim Brotherhood (Figure 7.12). Following 

a period of military rule and the adoption of 

yet another constitution, new elections were 

held, and secular-party candidate Abdel Fat-

tah el-Sisi was elected president (as chief of 

the Egyptian Armed Forces, el-Sisi deposed 

Morsi; he then resigned to run for president). 

The Muslim Brotherhood was outlawed, but 

as in Tunisia, this led to a violent reaction in 

the form of extremist terrorism that has hit 

the government, the Coptic Christian minor-

ity, and the Sinai especially hard. Nevertheless, 

in Egypt, the revolution seems to be making 

progress.

In other Arab countries where popular 

uprisings were inspired by Tunisia’s Jasmine 

Revolution, there has been no progress toward 

democracy and social justice. Libya has 

become a failed state, a state without a gov-

ernment in control. Although the world wel-

comed the overthrow of Muammar Gaddafi 

after his 42 years of absolute repression, there 

were no institutions in Libya ready to assume 

the reins of power. In the subsequent power 

vacuum, old regional and tribal rivalries sur-

faced, outside powers supplied arms, and the 

conflict was quickly joined by violent extrem-

ists, including the self-proclaimed Islamic 

State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS). The failure of 

the Libyan spring has placed a potentially 

destabilizing failed state in the middle of 

North Africa.

In Syria, antigovernment protests started 

in 2011 in the city of Dera’a and quickly 

spread to Damascus, the capital, and other 

major cities. Protesters eventually demanded 

the resignation of President Bashar al-Assad. 

His response was to use police and military 
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forces to suppress the rebellion. Within a 

few months, Syria’s Arab Spring had given 

birth to a brutal civil war between anti-Assad 

forces (which were highly fragmented inter-

nally) and the Syrian state. The complex 

conflict soon gained international dimen-

sions: other countries in the Middle East 

intervened, major powers picked sides, and 

terrorists from across the region and beyond 

entered the conflict. Most dangerous to the 

region has been the ISIS, a violent extrem-

ist group that grew out of al-Qaeda in Iraq. 

ISIS’s self-proclaimed caliphate now con-

trols, from its capital at Raqqa, large amounts 

of territory in Syria and Iraq. The ensuing 

strife has caused a massive humanitarian cri-

sis, as millions of Syrian civilians have been 

displaced.

Protests against the rule of Yemen’s dic-

tatorial president Saleh also took place in 

2011 in the capital of Sana’a and other major 

cities including Aden and Taiz. Eventually, 

President Saleh stepped down, a rebel group 

called the Houthis took over the capital, and 

a proxy war between Shiite Iran and Sunni 

Saudi Arabia, backing the Houthis and the 

government, respectively, ensued. The pro-

tests that took place in these four countries, 

plus others, beginning in 2011, have left some 

countries a step closer to democracy, while 

others have become horrifyingly violent kill-

ing fields beyond the control of any recog-

nized government.

DISTINCTIVE CITIES

Cairo: The Victorious

Al Qahirah means “victorious,” and Cairo has 

emerged victorious as the most populous city 

in the Arab World, in the Middle East, and on 

the continent of Africa. Greater Cairo, with 

Figure 7.12 Demonstrations to oust President Mohamed Morsi 
from power took place in cities around the world as expat Egyptians 
took to the streets of cities like Amsterdam, shown here on July 
7, 2013. Although he was democratically elected, Morsi’s abuse of 
power enraged the public and the Egyptian military. Source: Photo 
by Amal Ali.
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about 19 million people, is well on its way to 

metacity status. It is known as “the City of 

1000 Minarets” since mosques spread across 

all city neighborhoods. With its movie indus-

try and annual International Film Festival, 

Cairo is known as the “Hollywood” of the 

Middle East, as well. The Arabic-language cin-

ema and popular Arab music have made Cairo 

one of the cultural epicenters of the Arab 

universe. Al-Ahram, a government-owned 

Cairo daily newspaper with an online English 

edition, has the largest readership in the Arab 

world. Several private newspapers such as Al-

Wafed, Al Masry Al-Youm, and Al-Shorouk are 

also published in Cairo to represent critical 

views of governmental policies. As the capital 

of Egypt and the headquarters of the League 

of Arab States, Cairo is also the head city of 

pan-Arab politics, a role facilitated by both its 

size and its relative location. It hosts foreign 

embassies and cultural centers and a major 

educational complex where Cairo University, 

Ain Shams University, and other public and 

private universities are located. Cairo’s Al-

Azhar University is the world’s oldest Islamic 

university and a major center of Sunni Islamic 

education; students from around the globe 

come to Al-Azhar to study Islam and other 

subjects. Cairo is uniquely positioned between 

the western Arab world of North Africa and 

the eastern Arab world of Asia.

Over a thousand years old, Cairo is a multi-

layered city; its buildings and neighborhoods 

reflect the impact of various historical periods. 

At its dense core lies the “Islamic” city. To the 

east of the Nile River the city began as a mili-

tary encampment and grew to include a cita-

del, mosque, and city walls. Today most walls 

are gone, torn down as the city’s boundaries 

expanded. However, three of the original gates 

remain to draw tourists, who mingle with the 

area’s residents. In medieval times, Cairo was 

an epicenter of world trade; caravans brought 

luxuries and necessities to the city’s famed 

markets. Today, tourists crowd the Khan al-

Khalili market to buy souvenirs, most often 

trinkets reflecting Egypt’s pharaonic history, 

or to sip tea in traditional coffee shops.

As dams tamed the Nile floods in the nine-

teenth century, the city expanded onto the 

river’s shores. At the same time, Europe was 

establishing overseas colonies in Asia and 

Africa, new neighborhoods in Cairo were 

being constructed in European design. Houses 

were built that looked like Italianate villas, 

parks were constructed to open up the city, 

and a “new” downtown was created to mimic 

the design of Paris. Upper-class Egyptians 

even enjoyed performances in the new opera 

house, where, in 1871, an opera premiered 

that has become one of the most popular: 

Aida by Giuseppe Verdi.

Cairo’s explosive population growth 

occurred in the era after World War II, when 

Egypt became an independent republic. 

Migrants from the rural areas flooded the 

capital in search of jobs and opportunities; 

they created enormous economic challenges 

for the young government. Massive high-

density apartment blocks, with bleak architec-

tural designs and poor quality construction, 

were built to accommodate the influx. At the 

same time, the government became concerned 

about Cairo’s massive size, and its military 

vulnerability.

In an effort to stem the tide of urban 

expansion onto valuable farmland, the Egyp-

tian government began to redirect growth into 

the desert. The result was government-built, 

industry-based cities distant from Cairo. The 

10th of Ramadan City, for instance, located on 

the way to the Suez Canal, was built to have an 

industrial base anchored by several thousand 

factories. Since the 1970s, it has offered jobs, 
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housing, and some services. The new towns, 

however, never met their target population 

goals and did little to relieve the population 

pressure on Cairo. Also, new settlements were 

built along the ring road surrounding Cairo 

to redistribute the population. Many of these 

settlements became homes for the middle and 

upper classes.

Since the 1990s, Cairo’s landscape has 

increasingly reflected the impact of globali-

zation. Chili’s, TGIF, Hardee’s and other fast-

food chains with global reach are ubiquitous. 

Massive malls, office towers, and new hotels 

now line the Nile. In addition to the Ameri-

can University in Cairo (AUC), founded in 

1919, new international universities such as 

the German University in Cairo (GUC) have 

been established to internationalize the city’s 

educational opportunities. The presence of 

foreign banks (e.g., CitiBank, HSBC, and Sco-

tia Bank) illustrates Cairo’s integration into 

the global economy.

As a megacity, Cairo is really a product of 

the twentieth century. As it has expanded, 

however, it has engulfed dozens of predecessor 

settlements and unique historical landscapes 

(Figure 7.13). These visual reminders of the 

past, numbering in the hundreds, make Cairo 

a vast open-air museum. Large tracts of twen-

tieth-century blandness separate such histori-

cal nucleations as the following:

•	 The great pyramids (and the sphinx) of 

Giza, on the west bank of the Nile, date 

back to the Old Kingdom, but they have 

been encroached upon by an expanding 

city, deflating some of the excitement 

of first-time visitors who may be disap-

pointed to find a Pizza Hut practically at 

the pyramids’ base.

•	 Heliopolis (on the way to the airport) 

was one of the ancient world’s cult cent-

ers, but only a single obelisk remains—

now in the middle of an urban park.

Figure 7.13 Coptic Cairo, now the city’s Christian “quarter,” is one 
of the historical nucleations that has survived from medieval times. 
Here communal urns provide the neighborhood with water while 
political posters try to attract attention. Source: Photo by D. J. 
Zeigler.
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•	 Babylon-in-Egypt, now known as Cop-

tic Cairo (because of its Coptic Christian 

inhabitants), has a history associated 

with the world’s most famous refugee 

family—Mary, Joseph, and Jesus. It is 

now engulfed by the modern suburb of 

Ma’adi.

•	 Cairo’s Citadel was built by Saladin in 

the twelfth century; it was transformed 

by the Mamluks and then the Ottomans.

Recently, Tahrir Square has become a major 

landmark in Cairo. It was the focal point of the 

Egyptian Revolution that started on January 

25, 2011, to demand freedom, social justice, 

and economic reforms. With the success of the 

revolution, Tahrir Square has become a place 

where Egyptians go to demand ever more 

reforms. It has become the equivalent of Lon-

don’s “Hyde Park Speakers’ Corner” in which 

people openly voice their opinions and debate 

political issues.

Whether counting people or cars, the 

growth of Cairo has been meteoric. Today, the 

city’s traffic snarls are of world renown. Since 

Cairo’s metro rail system opened in the 1980s, 

it has expanded to include a subway line tun-

neling under the Nile to the west bank. The 

new metro stations are conveniently sited, 

brilliantly lighted, and immaculately clean. 

The metro links some outer suburbs (but not 

yet the satellite cities) with the center of the 

metropolis, and at least one car on every train 

is reserved for women. Trips that at one time 

took three hours by car, now can take as lit-

tle as half an hour. As the city’s transportation 

system continues to become more efficient, so 

will its economy. In early 2015, the Egyptian 

government announced plans to construct a 

new capital city on undeveloped land to the 

east of Cairo. The proposed city would serve 

administrative and financial functions, and 

would be planned and developed by the pri-

vate sector. While the future of this new city 

remains to be seen, it illustrates the long-

standing tensions of managing urban growth 

while balancing the traditional and the 

modern.

Jerusalem: City of Three Faiths

Jerusalem occupies neither an attractive site 

nor a strategic location. It is not central in a 

geographical sense and lies astride no major 

trade routes. It is a city that should have been 

bypassed by time. Instead, Jerusalem has 

become an epicenter of religious veneration 

and conflict. Three religions regard it as a holy 

city: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Mus-

lims rank it behind only Mecca and Medina 

in importance. For them, it is the place from 

which Mohammed made his “night jour-

ney” to heaven to talk personally with God. 

To mark the place of his ascension, Muslims 

built the Dome of the Rock in 691 ce (Figure 

7.14). To Jews, Jerusalem is the city of David’s 

kingship and Solomon’s Temple. The wall of 

the platform on which the Temple stood is 

all that remains; it is called the Western Wall 

and is the focal point of Jewish prayers. To 

Christians, Jerusalem is the city where Jesus 

of Nazareth revealed himself to be the Mes-

siah. Since Byzantine times, the Church of the 

Holy Sepulchre has sheltered the place of the 

crucifixion, entombment, and resurrection of 

Jesus.

One always speaks of “going up” to Jeru-

salem. It began as a hill town at the very 

southern tip of the western Fertile Crescent. 

The only feature of the physical environment 

that commended the site was a spring, now 

known as the Gihon. The Jebusite village at 

the spring was destined for prominence, how-

ever, largely because its relative location made 

Stanley Brunn.indb   303 12-01-2016   15:54:55



304 CITIES OF THE GREATER MIDDLE EAST

a difference 3,000 years ago. The village was 

conquered by the Hebrew king, David, who 

needed a centrally located capital between the 

northern and southern tribes of the Hebrew 

people. Jerusalem fit the bill. With the decision 

to move the Arc of the Covenant (containing 

Moses’ tablets of stone) to Jerusalem, the city 

began to acquire the religious capital needed 

to sustain its spiritual centrality for three mil-

lennia. Jerusalem became the place where the 

God of Moses and Abraham permanently 

resided; and, before the first Muslims prayed 

facing Mecca, they prayed facing Jerusalem. 

Religion endowed Jerusalem with elements of 

centrality that geography could not.

The current walls of the old city of Jerusa-

lem date back to the Ottoman period. Within 

the walls, Jerusalem is divided into four so-

called quarters: Muslim, Jewish, Christian, 

and Armenian (Figure 7.15). The mental map 

conjured up by such a description, however, 

belies the reality of the city’s cultural geog-

raphy. In fact, almost the entire old city has 

an Arab feel to it, save for the Jewish quarter. 

Furthermore, the boundaries of the quarters 

no longer (probably never did) define the cul-

tural divisions of the city. Residential patterns 

and movement into and out of the four quar-

ters challenge the idea that they are homoge-

nous neighborhood groupings of like-minded 

souls. In the “old city,” Muslims and Jews are 

the primary actors, Christians are diminish-

ing in numbers, and Armenians are doing 

what they have done best for over 1,500 years, 

Figure 7.14 The Dome of the Rock (venerated by Muslims) and the Western Wall (venerated by 
Jews) are symbols of a religiously divided Jerusalem. Source: Photo by D. J. Zeigler.
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surviving as a culturally distinct Christian 

minority. Muslim Arabs are expanding into 

the Christian quarter, the traditional niche of 

Christian Arabs. Jews are solidly in control of 

the Jewish quarter; but they are also acquir-

ing property in the other three quarters, which 

they conspicuously mark with signs, syna-

gogues, and Israeli flags. Jews moving into the 

old city are more likely to be extremely reli-

gious, and those leaving it are more likely to 

be secular. Armenians, especially seminarians, 

flow through the Armenian quarter from all 

over the world, their identity bolstered since 

1991 when Armenia reappeared on the map 

of sovereign states.

The “old city” is only one of two Jerusalems. 

The other is the sprawling modern metropolis. 

While the walled city is no larger than a col-

lege campus, metropolitan Jerusalem covers 

at least 50 square miles (129 sq km). Despite 

being governed as a single municipality, the 

metropolitan area is bisected by a cultural 

fault line. West Jerusalem is thoroughly Jewish 

and provides the site for Israel’s parliament, 

the Knesset. East Jerusalem is primarily Arab 

(including both Muslim and Christian Arabs), 

a collection of Arab villages, one of which may 

someday become the capital of the Palestinian 

state. “Occupied” East Jerusalem, however, is 

not as homogeneous as West Jerusalem. In the 

east, Jewish settlements occupy a dozen hill-

top sites, all of them new (post-1967), wealthy, 

and strategically positioned to maintain con-

trol of greater Jerusalem for the Israelis. To 

the north, south, and east of Jerusalem, where 

border crossings are patrolled by Israeli sol-

diers, the Palestinian West Bank begins. The 

city’s relative location between Israel proper 

and Palestine gives it a frontier feel.

The future of Jerusalem will be determined 

by the ability of the Israelis and the Pales-

tinians to negotiate a peaceful resolution to 

Figure 7.15 In the Jewish Quarter of Jerusalem, enough 
archaeological excavation has gone on to bring back the 
Cardo, or main street, of the ancient Roman city. Source: Photo 
by D. J. Zeigler.

Stanley Brunn.indb   305 12-01-2016   15:54:57



306 CITIES OF THE GREATER MIDDLE EAST

their conflicting ambitions. In the meantime, 

repeated conflict between the Israelis and 

the Arabs has destroyed the infrastructure of 

many West Bank cities, such as Ramallah and 

Jenin. The construction of a separation barrier 

(also known as the separation wall or fence) 

by the Israelis further complicates efforts to 

resolve the conflict. Fifty-six miles (90 km) of 

the barrier is in Jerusalem, much of it thrust-

ing deep inside the pre-1967 border. The bar-

rier separates Jerusalem from the West Bank. 

Although it was constructed to increase Israeli 

security, the barrier also restricts the ability of 

thousands of Palestinians to reach their jobs, 

fields, and medical services.

Dubai: Gulf Showplace

A newcomer to the roster of Middle Eastern 

cities, Dubai’s recent and rapid growth now 

attracts attention on a global scale. Origi-

nally a sleepy town on the shores of the Gulf, 

Dubai was historically focused on pearling 

and seaborne trade. The town’s location was 

originally dictated by site; it was at the junc-

ture of the Dubai Creek and the Gulf. The 

Bastakiya neighborhood and the Fahidi fort 

were located on one side of the creek, and the 

Deira area, with its markets and wharves, was 

located on the other. The old city’s area is rela-

tively small, giving the rest of Dubai a blank 

slate upon which to grow. The pace and scale 

of its growth have been nothing short of stag-

gering. The city’s population exploded from 

20,000 in 1950 to 2.4 million in 2015. By some 

measures, its area quadrupled in the space of 

six years, becoming the Gulf ’s leading city in 

terms of business, entertainment, and con-

sumer services.

When the seven emirates that make up 

the United Arab Emirates joined together to 

become an independent state in 1971, Dubai 

was not the largest, the wealthiest, or the 

most oil-rich. Government strategies have 

worked to grow Dubai by using funds from its 

relatively small petroleum deposits to imple-

ment diversified development strategies and 

emphasize non-oil economic activities that 

put it at the center of the global marketplace. 

The Jebel Ali port and free-trade zone were 

established in the 1980s; today, Jebel Ali hosts 

6,000 companies and is the eighth busiest 

container port in the world. Emirates Airlines, 

owned by the government of Dubai’s invest-

ment corporation, flies to 140 global destina-

tions, and Dubai’s airport has become one of 

the world’s busiest passenger hubs. It ranked 

13th in the world in 2010 and has risen to 

third place today.

Within the city, enclaves have been created 

to focus on specific activities: the Dubai Inter-

national Financial Center emphasizes banking 

and financial services; Media City is a hub for 

media outlets and internet-based companies; 

and Knowledge Village houses international 

educational institutions. This diversification 

strategy has given Dubai a relatively stable 

economic base from which to grow. To cre-

ate an urban identity, a Dubai “brand,” the 

city’s entrepreneurial government has actively 

developed megaprojects, commissioned iconic 

architecture, and constructed shopping malls, 

resorts, and other spaces of conspicuous con-

sumption that cater to visitors (Figure 7.16). 

In addition to the creation of image, these 

projects help to attract foreign capital and 

investment.

The highly speculative nature of real estate 

development in Dubai was made clear by the 

rapid boom and subsequent bubble econ-

omy that was eventually burst by the global 

recession. A degree of notoriety has accom-

panied Dubai’s success. Some aspects of the 

city’s growth, while impressive, seem more 
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connected to spectacle than substance: an 

indoor ski slope is located in a shopping mall; 

man-made islands in the shape of palm trees 

jut into the Gulf ’s blue waters (Figure 7.17) 

while an archipelago in the shape of a world 

takes shape offshore; and the tallest building 

in the world, Burj Khalifa, towers over a city 

whose skyline already boasted clusters of sky-

scrapers. Burj Khalifa was finished in 2010 and 

meant to anchor the new mixed-use down-

town. The tower itself has hotel, residential, 

commercial, and office space, plus an observa-

tion deck, all stratified by floor.

Beyond the global and the exceptional, eve-

ryday Dubai is a fascinating place. Traditional 

covered souks specializing in gold and spices 

anchor older neighborhoods adjoining the 

Dubai Creek. Traditional wooden ships, called 

dhows, are tied up at the wharves, loaded with 

all sorts of goods for trips across the Gulf, the 

Arabian Sea, or the Indian Ocean. Although 

the skyscrapers are iconic, the largest land use 

in the city comprises the residential neighbor-

hoods that house Dubai’s middle-class popu-

lation. Dubai has an exceptionally unique 

social fabric. Estimates suggest that the local 

Emirati population makes up only about 10 

percent of Dubai’s population, while South 

Asian migrants comprise the largest propor-

tion. Although some South Asians are the 

third and fourth generation to live in Dubai, 

they cannot gain Emirati citizenship. English 

is Dubai’s lingua franca. Given the fact that 

upwards of 90 percent of residents are foreign 

born and that Dubai acts as a global immi-

gration magnet, everyday Dubai is a uniquely 

diverse place.

A consideration of Dubai’s urban future 

must take into account a number of ques-

tions related to economic, environmental, 

and social sustainability. The city’s horizon-

tal sprawl places demands on infrastructure 

and creates congestion and pollution. Dubai 

is multinuclear, with several centers that are 

Figure 7.16 Elements of traditional and modern Arab culture seem 
to blend harmoniously in the world’s largest themed shopping mall, 
which was named after the medieval Arab geographer Ibn Battuta. 
It is located in Dubai. Source: Photo by Zia Salim.
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separated by multilane highways. Although a 

new metro rail system has been in place since 

2009, public transit and pedestrian movement 

are both subordinate to the automobile. Water 

is supplied by desalination, which is currently 

fueled by abundant and cheap energy. The 

social dimensions associated with having a 

large nonnational population, particularly 

migrant workers living in stark conditions, 

deserve consideration. Urban space is strati-

fied, as prominent spaces of consumption, 

including gleaming shopping malls, modern 

supermarkets, and an annual shopping fes-

tival, segregate those who can afford to con-

sume them from those who cannot.

All in all, Dubai abounds in contrasts. Its 

urbanization exemplifies, albeit at a magni-

fied scale, other cities in the Gulf. Although 

the relative wealth, urban entrepreneurialism, 

and unique demographics of Dubai and other 

Gulf cities (Doha, Abu Dhabi, Manama) make 

them outliers in the overall roster of Middle 

Eastern cities, they are a significant group in 

and of themselves.

Mecca: City of the Hajj

Mecca is the city at the heart of the Islamic 

world. It has singular religious significance in 

the lives of the world’s billion-plus Muslims—

devout Muslims face Mecca five times a day 

in prayer, and a pilgrimage (hajj) to Mecca 

once in a lifetime is a pillar of Islam. Mecca is 

located in the Hijaz mountain range along the 

Arabian Peninsula’s western extent. Site con-

trols the city’s form: mountainous topography 

channels the city’s growth and pushes devel-

opment away from the core through valleys 

into the surrounding desert plains.

Besides its innate religious importance, 

numerous locations in and around Mecca are 

associated with Islam’s beginnings: the place 

where Mohammad was born, the mountain 

where he received his first revelation of the 

Figure 7.17 Palm Jumeirah is one of three palm-tree shaped islands that are 
being built as a reclamation project in the Gulf. Dubai specializes in landscapes 
of spectacle that attract the attention of the world. Source: Photo by Zia Salim.
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Koran, and the hill from which he made his 

final sermon. However, while Mecca has spir-

itual importance, it was never Islam’s politi-

cal capital. Within a few dozen years after the 

death of Mohammad, the political center suc-

cessively shifted from Medina to Damascus 

and later Baghdad. As a succession of caliphs 

assumed both spiritual and secular roles, Mecca 

never acted independently of the new centers 

of power. But urbanism and Mecca’s religious 

and historical importance are intertwined. The 

Great Mosque and the hajj impacted the city’s 

morphology and functions; at a regional scale, 

pilgrim traffic to Mecca was one of the reasons 

for the relatively high degree of urbanization 

in this part of the Middle East during the late 

Arab and Ottoman eras.

Mecca’s current population is about 1.7 

million. While the city is a year-round religious 

destination, it experiences extreme seasonal 

swells as the pilgrimage brings an annual influx 

of the devout (both internal and foreign). In 

2014, 2 million pilgrims visited Mecca. The 

city’s non-pilgrim population is ethnically 

diverse, as there is a history of people from 

many nationalities completing the pilgrimage 

and remaining in Mecca. This migration has 

created a cosmopolitan city, and the Mecca’s 

non-pilgrim immigrant population is large 

enough to rank it as one of the largest in the 

world. Finally, a politics of exclusion operates 

in Mecca, as non-Muslims are not allowed to 

enter the city. While the creation of sacred space 

through exclusion occurs in other religious tra-

ditions, its application at the scale of an entire 

city is a singular example of how exclusion is 

used to create space and community.

Mecca’s core is dominated by the mosque 

(instead of a fortress, as in the Middle East-

ern city model). The monumental mosque 

that is Mecca’s spiritual and physical heart has 

grown as several cycles of development have 

expanded the structure and provided more 

modern amenities. Most recently, the Saudi 

government has made impressive efforts to 

serve visitors to Mecca. An ongoing expan-

sion project will, at the expense of surround-

ing neighborhoods, increase the area of the 

mosque and associated external courtyards. 

At this project’s completion, the mosque com-

plex alone will be able to accommodate a stag-

gering 1,500,000 visitors at a time.

The mosque is similar to a Central Busi-

ness District (CBD)—it can be thought of as 

a Central Religious District. In the core-frame 

model, the CBD continually grows in dif-

ferent directions, alternately absorbing and 

discarding the surrounding building stock. 

In Mecca, there is no zone of discard, only a 

zone of accumulation. Commercial proper-

ties near the mosque are almost exclusively 

geared toward religious visitors; consequently, 

land values at the core are extremely high, 

regardless of the age, size, and condition of 

the property. The mosque’s immediate envi-

rons are increasingly dominated by large 

capitalistic developments. International hotel 

chains such as Sheraton, Intercontinental, 

and Hilton are located in mega-developments 

that integrate shopping and restaurants to 

create high-end consumer spaces. Given the 

guaranteed draw of religious mobility, Mecca 

has been relatively insulated from the booms 

and busts of the global economic slowdown. 

In fact, the pace of development has recently 

increased. In the past 30 years, local and inter-

national construction firms, such as Dubai’s 

Emaar, have worked in tandem with the state 

to develop increasingly ambitious projects 

in Mecca, some of which seem out of place. 

Other cities with structures of special signifi-

cance have enacted height restrictions to pre-

vent significant buildings from being eclipsed, 

but Mecca has been less fortunate. The new 
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towers mentioned above loom figuratively 

and literally over the mosque. These mega-

developments are framed as visitor-serving 

nahda umranniah or “urban progress,” but the 

question about whether this is really progress 

(and who it serves) is pertinent.

The older parts of Mecca extend away from 

the mosque, nestled in the valleys and hang-

ing onto the less accessible lower portions of 

the mountain slopes, safe (for now) from the 

bulldozers and cranes. Still visible in parts 

of the core, older parts of the city are tightly 

organized into residential zones or quarters 

with small, densely packed houses, narrow, 

winding lanes, and an organic plan. However, 

the creative destruction associated with the 

mosque’s expansion and associated develop-

ment has eroded the old city’s imprint in suc-

cessive waves of demolition. The area north of 

the mosque is a massive construction site, with 

no traces remaining of the dense urban neigh-

borhood that existed there only five years ago; 

in other places, older neighborhoods have 

had wide streets cut through them. In gen-

eral, neighborhoods in the older part of the 

city have filtered down and are of lower qual-

ity. The rest of Mecca has grown to dwarf the 

remaining old city area.

The historic preservation seen in other 

world regions is lacking in Mecca. The city’s 

old gate is a remnant exception and a reminder 

of the time when the city was enclosed by 

walls. In addition, some buildings in older 

neighborhoods are still utilized as they were in 

the past. However, in a city with great historic 

significance, relatively few historically signifi-

cant structures remain.

Moving outward from the core, the mod-

ern city, the everyday Mecca that nobody 

hears about, is where the city’s 1.7 million 

residents live, work, and play. The modern city 

sprawls into the valleys away from the core 

in all directions. It has single-family homes, 

apartment blocks, small parks, schools, offices 

buildings, and suburban shopping malls, on a 

planned street pattern. Residential structures 

here are a combination of single-family, two- to 

three-floor, walled villas and mid-rise apart-

ment buildings. The Saudi government’s Real 

Estate Development Fund provides long-term, 

interest-free loans to private-sector builders, 

and most residential structures are individu-

ally financed and built by construction firms 

and contractors. To varying degrees, the urban 

impacts of Islam can be seen throughout 

Mecca; to accommodate the annual influx of 

hundreds of thousands of pilgrims, hundreds 

of hotels have been built in the modern city, 

typically along major transportation corridors. 

However, because of the seasonality of demand, 

these blocks of contemporary towers are occu-

pied for only two months a year at most. 

Mecca’s outskirts contain large areas of new 

government-built housing tracts, in master-

planned developments with regular street lay-

out and integrated park and recreational space.

Istanbul: Transcontinental Hinge

Istanbul has existed for almost 27 centuries 

(since 657 bce), for 16 of them as an imperial 

capital. Its original name was Byzantium, but 

it was rechristened the New Rome in 330 ce. 

Almost immediately the people began calling it 

Constantinopolis, Emperor Constantine’s city. 

Today, it appears on the map as Istanbul. It has 

been the dominant city of the eastern Mediter-

ranean realm for more than a millennium, hav-

ing surpassed a million inhabitants by 1000 ce. 

Today, the population of the urban agglomera-

tion is 14 million and growing (Box 7.3).

Istanbul’s location makes it a hinge between 

continents. From its situation on the European 

side of the Bosporus, it is positioned to control 
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Box 7.3 Istanbul’s Double-edged Crisis of Urban Ecology and Democracy

A critical perspective on what is happening in cities requires us to understand that urban 
development is seen differently by different parts of the community. For every narrative that 
helps us to understand a city like Istanbul, there are many counter-narratives. Captured from 
the blogosphere, the assessment below paints the unbridled destruction and reconstruction 
of Istanbul as a threat rather than an achievement. The Reclaim Istanbul blog is written 
by Yaşar Adnan Adanalı; his original post had the provocative title “Blood Architecture” to 
highlight the construction worker lives lost in turning Istanbul into a world city. Adanali 
sees Istanbul as:

(1) An economy dominated by the construction sector: The present government came 
to power in 2002 in the aftermath of one of Turkey’s worst financial crises. Since then, the 
government has initiated and supported urban and rural interventions at a grand scale to 
resolve the country’s capital surplus absorption problem. Today, after more than a decade, 
economic growth in Turkey is heavily dependent upon the construction sector.

(2) Massive-scale urban transformation: Turkey is currently experiencing an urban trans-
formation at a massive scale. The expected number of housing units in Turkey to be demol-
ished and redeveloped is around 7 million, a substantial part of which is located in Istanbul.

(3) Rapid and unlimited access to urban and rural land: Rapid and unlimited access to 
urban and rural land is at the center of this economic model. In 2013, 60 percent of all deci-
sions made by the Council of Ministers were related to real estate development and construc-
tion. The dispossession of the urban poor, the loss of public spaces, and the threat to urban 
ecology are unavoidable repercussions of the search for further urban land to be developed.

(4) Istanbul becoming global: Being at the center of this economic policy, Istanbul, in 
the last ten years, has rapidly become a mega construction site where around 30 percent of 
the national GDP is produced. It is a Global City in the making. The fact that Istanbul was 
ranked first for real estate investment and development in Europe in 2012 underscores this 
assessment.

(5) Uneven social development: The construction boom that the city has been undergoing 
is accompanied by a highly uneven social development. On the one hand, Istanbul is now 
number five on the list of world cities with the highest number of dollar billionaires, yet on 
the other hand, Turkey is ranked last among the 31 OECD countries in terms of social justice.

The construction frenzy not only dispossesses the urban poor, encloses public spaces, or 
endangers fragile urban ecology, but also claims the lives of the workers. In 2013, at least 
1,235 workers lost their lives in Turkey, with most of these deaths taking place in the con-
struction sector.

Sources: Reclaim Istanbul (http://reclaimistanbul.com); Mutlu Kent (http://mutlukent.wordpress.com)
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Figure 7.18 Ataturk, the revered father of modern Turkey, 
continues to be memorialized on the urban landscape. In this case, 
his visage is positioned to welcome those approaching Izmir from 
the airport. Source: Photo by D. J. Zeigler.

overland trade between Europe and Asia, and 

the shipping lanes between the Mediterra-

nean and Black Seas. The huge empires that 

Istanbul commanded—Roman, Byzantine, 

Ottoman—also gave it the ability to control 

overland access to Arabia, the Indian Ocean, 

and eastern Asia. Until the sea route around 

Africa was fully opened in the sixteenth 

century, Istanbul was able to control trade 

between north and south, east and west. As the 

imperial capital of the Ottoman realm since 

1453, it reached its peak in the 1500s when 

the emperor, Suleyman, commanded so much 

wealth that he was known to the world as “The 

Magnificent.” His city was at that time larger 

in population than London, Paris, Vienna, or 

Cairo. Later that century, however, the power 

of Constantinople began to wane. No longer 

did Ottoman subjects hold a monopoly on the 

ancient silk routes across Asia or on the Fertile 

Crescent caravan trade from the eastern Medi-

terranean to the Persian Gulf. As technology 

enabled mastery of the sea, caravels replaced 

camels as the most reliable and economical 

modes of transport. Well before the end of 

the nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire 

was the “sick man of Europe,” and “Stamboul” 

was a city in decline. Modern Turkey was born 

out of the Ottoman Empire, thanks chiefly to 

the secular nationalism inspired by Mustafa 

Kemal Atatürk (Figure 7.18).

The core of Istanbul, the historical city, occu-

pies a peninsular site with deep water on three 

sides. Crowning the peninsula, and visually 

dominant from the sea, are seven hills, just like 

Rome. The peninsula is bordered on the south 

by the Sea of Marmara, on the east by the Bos-

porus, and on the north by the Golden Horn, 

the large, sheltered harbor that enabled the city 

to dominate the shipping trade. The Bosporus 

and its companion strait, the Dardanelles, ena-

bled oceangoing vessels to penetrate central 

Eurasia. On the Black Sea’s northern shore, the 

ancient Greeks implanted colonies. The fertile 
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hinterlands of these colonies became a bread-

basket, producing wheat for the Aegean core of 

the Hellenic world, wheat that went to market 

via the Bosporus. The first “world-class” city to 

dominate these straits goes back to the Bronze 

Age. Its name was Troy, and it was located at 

the southern end of the Dardanelles. Troy was 

the Istanbul of its day.

In the twentieth century, the Bosporus pro-

vided one of the Soviet Union’s few outlets to 

the world ocean and was consequently a point 

of strategic significance during the Cold War. 

By controlling the strait at Istanbul, NATO 

could deprive Moscow of dominating one 

of the world’s most strategic locations. Even 

now, the Bosporus continues to be important 

to Ukraine and the Russian Federation. It has 

also taken on a new strategic significance in 

ensuring the steady flow of crude oil from 

the landlocked Caspian Basin fields, much of 

which transits the Bosporus, already one of 

the world’s busiest straits.

Oil is not the only commodity important to 

Istanbul’s economy, however. During most of 

the twentieth century, Istanbul’s European hin-

terland was all but severed by the Iron Curtain 

and the animosity of neighboring Greece. Now, 

however, Eastern European nations have opened 

their borders. The routes of commerce between 

Europe and Asia are once again funneling traf-

fic across the Bosporus. The growth of trade 

is nowhere more powerfully symbolized than 

by the growing volume of truck traffic navi-

gating the transcontinental Bosporus bridges, 

completed in 1974 and 1988. Now, a new rail 

line designed to carry passengers and freight 

has begun operating through an immersed 

tube under the Bosporus. The Eurasia Tunnel 

is under construction and will be yet another 

intercontinental crossing, this one designed to 

link Europe and Asia by a highway tunnel under 

the strait. Istanbul also aspires to be a more 

important gateway to Central Asia, where the 

Turkish people originated and where most of 

the languages spoken are Turkic in origin.

URBAN PROBLEMS AND PROSPECTS

Urban issues in the Middle East (and else-

where, of course) are interconnected. For 

example, residents in Cairo’s informal settle-

ments have limited access to freshwater and 

sanitation systems and their living condi-

tions often cause environmental degradation, 

which can, in turn, lead to negative social and 

political outcomes. Similarly, high land costs 

and the lack of affordable housing can be a 

flashpoint for other grievances that ultimately 

result in political instability. In this section, we 

profile some of the more acute issues faced by 

cities in the Middle East. The issues and pro-

cesses discussed here operate at a variety of 

scales, from the region to the nation to the city 

to the neighborhood. Further, these issues are 

related to larger structural issues. For exam-

ple, social inequality is a structural factor that 

exacerbates the impacts of some of the indi-

vidual issues discussed below.

Water

Urbanization in the Middle East is critically 

affected by questions of water security, which 

also affects growing populations, agricultural 

demand, and climate change. Urban expan-

sion depends on the development of water 

resources for new homes, businesses, and 

industries. Also, given that upwards of 80 

percent of water use is in the agricultural sec-

tor, questions of food security for burgeoning 

urban populations have to be balanced against 

water security; policies aimed at achieving 

an assured source of water have significant 
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implications in terms of food self-sufficiency 

and employment in the agricultural sector. All 

in all, the balance between supply of water and 

demand on it is extremely tenuous.

Stress on freshwater supplies is espe-

cially critical in arid environments where 

water resources are scarce and new sources 

are expensive. Thirteen of the world’s most 

water-scarce countries are in the Middle East. 

Groundwater and surface water resources are 

being utilized to the maximum throughout 

most of the region. Sana’a in Yemen threatens 

to become the world’s first capital city to go 

dry, as groundwater extraction, primarily for 

agricultural purposes, has seriously depleted 

the basin’s aquifer. Other aquifers, in Syria and 

Jordan, are also being used beyond their rates 

of recharge. Renewable aquifers, while easy to 

use, are far too easy to damage if a balanced, 

regulated approach is not used. The Gulf 

States and Israel are pursuing desalination 

to provide freshwater supplies (Figure 7.19), 

but desalination has significant energy costs. 

Further, effluent from desalination discharges 

hot, high-salinity brine and trace metals, 

which can harm marine life and biodiver-

sity in coastal zones. Jordan, with one of the 

world’s lowest levels of water-resource avail-

ability per capita, is making significant invest-

ments in costly infrastructure in an attempt to 

provide freshwater.

On the other hand, issues relating to water 

are exacerbated by poor management and 

infrastructure; these are further magnified 

by larger structural factors such as urban 

growth and socioeconomic inequality. One 

key point is that most cities do not use their 

water resources efficiently. High subsidies and 

Figure 7.19 The Sorek seawater desalination plant, one of the 
largest in the world and one of five in Israel, became operational 
in 2013. Israel is a world leader in the field despite the drawbacks: 
the immense amount of energy needed for desalination and the 
environmental costs of disposing of the brine. Source: Photo by Ben 
Sales/JTA.
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low water tariffs have created a fiscally unsus-

tainable water supply network. What water 

exists could go further if leaky pipes were 

repaired, if demand was managed more effi-

ciently, if water-conserving technologies were 

used, and if irrigation systems made do with 

less. Plus, water problems are not simply a 

matter of quantity; they are also problems of 

quality. Virtually every city must concentrate 

on upgrading its water treatment operations 

so that tap water is safe to drink. Although 

some countries have shifted from focusing on 

water infrastructure to improving manage-

ment of water resources, results are mixed due 

to the overall complexity of the water sector. 

The implementation of demand management 

(rationing) and increased tariffs are impor-

tant parts of a balanced solution to water 

scarcity, but they are politically complicated. 

Finally, as with the question of the environ-

mental disamenities discussed below, the poor 

lack access to efficient water services.

Environmental Degradation

Environmental degradation in Middle Eastern 

cities is uneven, reflecting the varying levels 

of infrastructure quality and socioeconomic 

status. Environmental degradation spans a 

gamut of issues, including waste disposal, air 

pollution, water purity, pests, noise levels, and 

chemical pollution. Environmental degrada-

tion and urbanization are connected in a cir-

cular relationship: environmental degradation 

can detrimentally affect urban residents, and 

urbanization can cause or exacerbate environ-

mental challenges. Further, these factors can 

be compounded by population concentration, 

density, and growth. Poverty and environ-

mental justice are also factors, as the poorest 

residents tend to live in the most polluted or 

hazardous areas.

Urban pollution is a significant chal-

lenge in the Middle East. Air quality has been 

impacted by increases in the number of cars, 

underinvestment in public transportation and 

infrastructure, and the region’s increasingly 

sprawling cities. When increasing numbers 

of cars enter the medinas on ancient narrow 

streets that were never designed to accommo-

date them, they cause congestion and pollu-

tion. Water pollution occurs when unregulated 

industrial activities, especially small-scale 

enterprises, such as tanning, and agriculture’s 

chemical inputs add contaminants to water 

sources. Inadequate or nonexistent urban san-

itation infrastructure causes solid and liquid 

waste to be disposed of improperly: Waste may 

be dumped in water channels that are used for 

household uses, solid waste may be dumped in 

neighborhood dumps, or, in the case of some 

municipal dumps, simply incinerated.

The Middle East has particular vulner-

abilities to climate change. The IPCC’s 4th 

Assessment Report indicates that the region 

is projected to gradually become hotter and 

drier. Results will include a greater risk of 

drought, increased water stress, desertifica-

tion, reduced agricultural productivity, loss 

of hydropower, and the unsustainability of 

some existing crops. Sea-level rise is particu-

larly worrisome for cities in low-lying areas. 

More than $30 million has already been spent 

to install sea walls along the Egyptian coast. 

Similarly, sea-level rise will increase salt water 

intrusion into the coastal aquifers that cities in 

the eastern Mediterranean and North Africa 

rely on. Climate change also carries attendant 

political, economic, and social impacts. For 

example, the UN has estimated that in Egypt 

alone, a 0.5m rise in sea levels would affect 

nearly 4 million people and cause $35 bil-

lion in losses. Other socioeconomic impacts 

include resource-based migration, increased 
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tension between the countries that share water 

resources, and heightened stress on natural 

resources, all of which can cause or exacerbate 

political instability.

Environmental degradation has a variety 

of other impacts. Car exhaust and noxious 

industrial effluents pose public health haz-

ards; the prevalence of respiratory illnesses 

due to air pollution is a troubling phenome-

non; and uncollected solid waste and informal 

dumps shelter a wide range of disease vectors. 

Significant economic costs are associated with 

environmental degradation, including use of 

high levels of energy in the transport sector as 

a result of gridlocked traffic, loss of productive 

agricultural land as a result of urban sprawl, 

and higher mortality and health-care costs 

as a result of low air quality. For example, in 

Cairo and Alexandria, the damage caused by 

urban air pollution has been estimated at 2 

percent of GDP, and 20,000 people a year die 

due to air pollution–related causes.

The urban poor often bear the brunt of 

environmental disamenities (e.g., industrial air 

and water pollution) and hazards (e.g., risks 

from natural disasters, such as rockslides and 

landslides). Similarly, the public health impacts 

of environmental change disproportionately 

impact the poor because of their lack of access 

to resources and public health infrastructure.

Housing

Given that residential space typically forms the 

largest single land use within a city, housing is a 

dimension of urbanization that directly affects 

the daily life of urban residents. The growth 

of informal housing, primarily on urban 

peripheries, is a modern trend that is driven 

by rural-to-urban migration, growing popu-

lations, and economic conditions at a range of 

scales. For example, gecekondus, “houses built 

(without permission) overnight,” have been 

estimated to house half of Istanbul’s popu-

lation. Informal housing in Turkey started 

appearing in the 1950s as economic oppor-

tunities associated with urban industrializa-

tion attracted migrants from Turkish villages. 

This, coupled with real estate speculation that 

drove the cost of formal housing in the cities 

out of reach of the average middle-income 

household, started the first wave of gecekondu 

construction. Similarly, about 25–30 percent 

of Cairo’s population (perhaps 4 million peo-

ple) live in ashwaiyyat or “informal zones” in 

and around the city. Conditions in these zones 

can be very poor, as inadequate infrastructure 

for water, electricity, and sewage, combined 

with crowded conditions and reduced access 

to education, health care, and other important 

governmental services lead to negative social 

and environmental consequences.

Another issue related to housing is that of 

socioeconomic polarization and the subur-

banization of some types of housing. Urban 

residents are faced with limited property 

availability, limited access to credit, and lack 

of affordability; further, government policies 

have encouraged planned residential devel-

opments on urban peripheries. The resultant 

suburbanization of metropolitan popula-

tions has implications in terms of sprawl and 

infrastructure provision. Suburbanization 

also intersects with the question of socioeco-

nomic polarization: The contemporary flight 

of the middle and upper classes from cities has 

new implications in terms of urban inclusive-

ness as exclusive housing developments and 

gated communities have sprouted up in cities 

in Egypt, Turkey, Lebanon, and Saudi Ara-

bia, among others. As higher-income groups 

move away from density and crowding into 

gated communities, additional polarization is 

added to the city’s social geography. In Cairo, 
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the large suburban gated communities have 

names like “Beverly Hills” and “Dreamland.”

Planning responses to housing-related 

issues have been uneven. In some countries, 

such as Egypt, squatter settlements have 

remained poor, underserved by urban infra-

structure, and socially marginalized. In other 

countries, such as Turkey, squatter settlements 

were quickly legitimized by the government, 

and upgrading was implemented. Some afford-

able housing and social housing programs have 

been developed across the Middle East and, as 

a legacy of socialist planning, are prominent in 

Central Asia. However, limited public-sector 

budgets and rapid urban growth have meant 

that housing demand outweighs supply. For 

example, in Egypt, the average home price is 

18 times the typical annual salary and in Israel 

the average home price is 16 times the typical 

annual salary (the comparable figure for the 

United States is 3.3 times). In many countries, 

planning authorities or government officials 

are increasingly looking to the corporate real 

estate sector as a model for urban planning 

and development, as evinced by reliance on 

modern makeover plans and megaprojects. 

However, questions remain about the long-

term economic sustainability of this model 

and the types of outcomes that it produces.

CONCLUSION

Urban life in the Middle East is not utopian, 

but it is not dystopian, either. Cities in this 

region have their problems, some seemingly 

intractable, just as in other world regions. 

Authoritarian regimes and political violence 

at a variety of scales are problems that have 

real impacts on cities. Geopolitical tensions 

simmer. The ecological sustainability of cities 

is impacted by environmental degradation, 

climate change, and water security. However, 

to characterize the entire region as trou-

bled, unwelcoming, or uniformly “violent” 

would be a broad generalization and a gross 

mischaracterization. Middle Eastern cities 

do many things well. First, they reflect the 

hospitality of their inhabitants, people who 

easily talk to visitors, who are eager to com-

municate despite linguistic barriers, and who 

have (and take) time to spend in casual con-

versation on the street. Arabs, Turks, and Ira-

nians are among the friendliest people in the 

world, and their cities make you feel at home.

Second, Middle Eastern cities, with few 

exceptions, are safe day and night. Social net-

works are strong. There are “eyes upon the 

street” all the time, whether you can see them 

or not; and family networks, undergirded by 

strict codes of conduct, hold family mem-

bers accountable. Third, the generations mix 

freely. Neither the old nor the young are ware-

housed; parents are seen with children; teen-

agers use the same streets as the elderly; and 

young apprentices are common in the city’s 

businesses. Households are often multigen-

erational, and the extended family is more 

prominent, socially, than the nuclear family. 

Fourth, homelessness, although it does exist, is 

less common than in Western cities. It is taken 

for granted that some people will not be able 

to live self-sufficient lives, so families com-

pensate for personal inadequacies, and many 

social needs are taken care of by the Islamic 

emphasis on required almsgiving and charity. 

Fifth, food is central, and sharing a meal with 

friends and family is a leisurely and enjoyable 

event. Almost every city takes pride in its food, 

whether served in sit-down restaurants or on 

the street (Figure 7.20). Middle Eastern cui-

sine reflects and helps to define both national 

cultures and urban life. It often is healthy food, 

not overprocessed, and rarely fried. Sixth, 
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cities are generally well served by a variety of 

transportation. Cars are not required; and in 

the old cities they may be a hindrance. City 

buses, taxis, service taxis (often 12-passen-

ger vans), and fixed-rail lines (in a few cities) 

always make it possible to get around at very 

low cost. The cores of cities are often com-

pactly organized, so walking is a possibility.

Over the centuries, Middle Eastern cit-

ies have produced many of humanity’s most 

enduring achievements and legacies. These 

flourishing cities anchored empires and gave 

rise to religions. Today, cities in the Middle 

East are complex, bustling, and vibrant places. 

A strong sense of community characterizes 

life in Middle Eastern cities. The human ele-

ment of place, seen in food, art, music, culture, 

and literature, adds the important element of 

culture to studies of cities across the region. 

Grassroots advocacy on real issues, from 

politics to the lack of greenspace, illustrates 

the productive power of the city (Box 7.4). 

Combining these bottom-up approaches with 

top-down approaches such as proactive urban 

planning can make cities in the Middle East 

even more inclusive and sustainable places.

Figure 7.20 When you have a business that is 
mobile, you can move with the market, which 
is exactly what this street vendor of qanafeh 
(a sweet pastry always made in round pans) 
does in Amman. Source: Photo by D. J. Zeigler.

Box 7.4 A Hopeful Vignette: Cairo’s Al-Azhar Park

While the Middle East’s problems may seem intractable, there are many reasons to remain 
optimistic about cities in the region. One example comes from Cairo. Over the span of 500 
years, generations of Cairenes had dumped their debris and household garbage on a 30-hec-
tare site originally located just outside the Fatimid city walls. In some places, the debris and 
trash were 130 feet (40 m) “deep.” Today, several dense neighborhoods surround the site. 
Both Al-Azhar Mosque and Al-Azhar University are minutes away, and the ancient Citadel is 
directly to the south.

After a 1984 conference on urban growth in Cairo, Aga Khan decided to finance and cre-
ate a park as a gift to Cairo’s residents. Cairo was severely park-poor: one analysis indicated 
that every resident of Cairo had 54 in2 (350 cm2) of green space, approximately the area of
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two adult footprints. Given the difficulty of locating open space in such a densely populated 
city, the dump was suggested as a potential park location. After the site’s selection, years 
of extensive geotechnical surveys, excavation (80,000 truckloads of material, equivalent to 
more than half the Great Pyramid’s volume, were removed), soil remediation, landscaping 
(experiments were conducted for five years to determine the most suitable plants), and con-
struction followed. Finally, Al-Azhar Park opened to widespread acclaim in 2004. The New 
York Times’ architecture critic argued that it reversed “a trend in which unchecked develop-
ment has virtually eradicated the city’s once-famous parks.” The park’s design is inspired by 
Islamic gardens from the Persian and Mughal Empires, its landscape architecture optimizes 
irrigation and includes plants adapted to arid climates, and it includes one of Cairo’s few 
public children’s playgrounds. But Al-Azhar Park’s story does not end with the vital green 
space or the impressive vistas it has provided.

During construction, a completely buried section of Cairo’s Ayyubid-era defensive wall was 
uncovered, complete with gates, towers, passageways, and galleries. This 5,000-foot section 
(1,500 m) has been preserved and now serves as a connection between the park and the Ayy-
ubid city. Following the Islamic endowment system, income from the park’s tickets, parking, 
and restaurants are used for park maintenance. Al-Azhar Park’s development purposely called 
for urban upgrading in the surrounding neighborhood. The local community prioritized a list 
of neighborhood rehabilitation efforts, and income from the park provided funds for a com-
munity center, training programs, micro-loans for small business owners, and the renovation 
of mosques, schools, and homes. The park’s construction and operation created jobs. Local 
artisans were employed to do stonework, in a revival of ancient craft techniques that had 
been in danger of dying out. Today, residents of the adjacent neighborhood are given prefer-
ential hiring for jobs at the park. Al-Azhar Park also provides infrastructure: three giant res-
ervoirs that had been slated to be sited in the dump to provide drinking water for Cairo have 
been placed below ground in the park and landscaped to minimize their visual impact. Cairo 
may have turned the corner in restoring some open space to one of the world’s largest cities.
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