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Anti-Thesis

Worlding Cities
in the Middle
East and
North Africa –
Arguments for a
Conceptual Turn

Raffael Beier
This article suggests analyzing megaprojects in the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region as worlding practices,
hence, as a way to influence emerging
countries’ own status of being in the
world. This analytical lens differs from traditional perspectives that have tried to
identify regional particularities such as
the influence of Gulf countries and an
authoritarian way of planning. Seeing
megaprojects as worlding aspirations,
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instead, helps to see them embedded in
a wider global context, stressing the postcolonial and developmental dimension of
this significant planning trend. It further
allows emphasizing interactions with
other urban policies such as slum resettlement.
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Urban renewal, waterfront development,
and other mega-projects, as well as the
hosting of international events, have
emerged as significant characteristics of
urban space in the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) region since the 1990s.1
Most prominently, the Arab Gulf countries
have invested in unprecedented forms of
urbanism. This motivated scholars to consider Arab Gulf cities as emerging global
cities
(Elsheshtawy,
“Redrawing
Boundaries”) following the logics of the
“economy of fascination” (Schmid) or the
“economy of attention” (Franck).2 However,
mega-projects have also appeared in
other parts of the MENA region, where
authors such as Barthel, Benlakhlef and
Bergel, and Choplin and Vignal have
stressed the direct influence of Arab Gulf
countries through money, project developers, and images – sometimes even
referred to as “Dubaization” (Elsheshtawy,
“Dubai”).
To explain these developments in the
MENA region, authors borrowed concepts from Europe and North America
(Hubbard and Hall; Harvey; Swyngedouw
et al.), but tried to distinguish an “Arab”
form of mega-projects (Barthel). On the
one hand, mega-projects were framed as
the outcome of a new entrepreneurial
urban governance and as an expression
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of globalized urban neoliberalism (Barthel
and Planel; Hourani; Krijnen and Fawaz;
Heeg, this issue). On the other hand,
authors highlighted the specific significance of authoritarian regimes as driving
forces behind so-called “presidential” or
“royal” mega-projects (Barthel 137;
Bogaert; Safar Zitoun).
I argue that traditional concepts from the
Global North are not sufficient to explain
the dynamics of mega-projects in the
MENA region. Moreover, regional characteristics may be more comparable to
those of other countries of the Global
South. Therefore, I suggest a different conceptual perspective, seeing urban megaprojects as distinct features of worlding
strategies that follow national interests.
The concept of worlding cities (Roy and
Ong), developed mostly in the Asian context and in response to calls for more
southern, post-colonial urban theory
(Robinson, “Global and World Cities”; Roy,
“The 21st-Century Metropolis”), offers a
comprehensive, post-colonial perspective
rooted in the Global South itself. As such,
the worlding concept goes beyond
notions of entrepreneurial planning and
urban neoliberalism, taking into account
the specificities and unique dynamics of
southern urbanism. This includes the
notion of post-colonial emancipation (or
Middle East – Topics & Arguments

“emergence”), discourses about modernization and development, and the strong
role of the central state in urban planning.
Moreover, seeing mega-projects through
the eyes of worlding may make it possible
to break with the increasingly questionable conceptual entity of the MENA
region. Hence, this conceptualization may
be seen as the logical continuity of earlier
claims in MENA urban research that
sought to turn away from traditional concepts of the “Arab”, “Oriental” or “Islamic”
city (El-Kazaz and Mazur; Elsheshtawy,
“The Middle East City”; Kanna). Stressing
the diverse worlding processes within
MENA cities helps to see them more
closely embedded within global urban
dynamics framed under southern urban
theory. This could help to ease comparisons with other parts of the world and to
overcome regional deadlocks, such as the
repeated notion of the regional leading
role of Arab Gulf countries. As I will show
below, the role of the Arab Gulf countries
for mega-projects in other parts of the
MENA region is significant, but it is by far
not exclusive (Verdeil and Nasr).
Thus, the worlding concept suggests a different perspective that breaks with the
notion of exceptional MENA cities, seeing
them as ordinary “cities in a world of cities”
(Robinson, “Cities in a World of Cities”) –
#12–2019

without being blind to (sub)regional specificities. Therefore, the aim of this article is
to use the worlding city concept as a way
to integrate MENA cities in discussions on
southern urban theory and to inspire comparisons that seek to understand similarities and differences in urban development
on a global scale without being bound to
regional borders. The article is based on a
review of literature and documents on
urban mega-project developments in all
parts of the MENA region, but with a focus
on Morocco and Egypt.
Origins and Characteristics of Worlding
Since the 1980s, new concepts have arisen
that refer to the increasing importance of
big metropolises within globalized networks of capital. Sassen’s Global City and
Friedmann’s World City Hypothesis introduced new city hierarchies that conceptualized a few cities of the Global North as
the leading control and management
nodes of the world economy. However,
these concepts created a vast, powerless
periphery without any structural relevance,
leaving most of the world’s cities “off the
map” (Robinson, “Global and World
Cities”). Malkawi asserts that “the debate
over global (world) cities ignores most cities around the world, including Arab cities” (27). Because of that, the global city
concept – despite its popularity far beyond
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academia (Roy, “Worlding the South”) – is
inadequate to explain various globalized
dynamics that have shaped and transformed emerging cities in the Global
South at a much greater speed and to a
greater extent than in the Global North
(Robinson, “Global and World Cities”; Roy,
“Urbanisms, Worlding Practices and the
Theory of Planning”).
In response to the northern global city
concept, Roy and Ong introduced the
more qualitative concept of worlding, to
emphasize the dynamic and shifting realities of subjective worldviews (“worldliness”). According to Ong, worlding “is
linked to the idea of emergence, to the
claims that global situations are always in
formation” (12). In contrast to the static
hierarchies of the global city concept,
worlding implies that governments of
emerging countries – irrespective of their
actual position within global hierarchies –
are able to boost their own status in the
world by influencing worldviews, pictures,
and images. This means that central governments have an increasing interest in
city development and branding. Megaprojects and the hosting of international
events become tools to project a renewed
national image to external tourists and
investors, but also to enhance internal
political legitimacy. Ong argues that
Middle East – Topics & Arguments

because of the increasing importance of
cities as “centers of enormous political
investment, economic growth, and cultural vitality, [major cities in the developing world] thus have become sites for
instantiating their countries’ claims to
global significance” (2).
Hence, the notion of “aspiration” is central.
Different from the status of a “global city”
derived from the city’s measurable position in the world economy, worlding
means an aspiration of emerging cities to
a subjective, constantly negotiated, and
changing notion of what is urban worldclass. Competition and comparison are
therefore central to worlding aspirations
– expressed by plenty of city rankings, the
competition to have the highest tower or
the longest bridge, and the global circulation of presumptive urban world-class features, such as buildings designed by star
architects, waterfront developments,
green-city blueprints, or skyscrapers.
Verdeil (this issue) notes that worlding can
also mean the circulation of progressive
global planning trends, such as sustainability. However, by the nature of the
worlding concept itself, the main objective
remains the striving for international attention and recognition – often rather shorttermed. Finally, while speed and speculation are distinct elements of worlding
#12–2019

practices, the circulation of values, visions,
and money among cities of the so-called
Global South (and not only from north to
south) further questions the hegemony of
northern urbanism (Ong; Roy, “Worlding
the South”). This seems most relevant for
North Africa, where, as noted, the influence of Gulf countries and also China (i.e.,
in Algeria) is strong.
MENA Cities Aspire to Urban World-Class
Research on urban worlding aspirations
has ignored the MENA region, with few
exceptions (Beier; Haines). This is surprising following Elsheshtawy, who observed
that cities “are increasingly being viewed
as a product that needs to be marketed”
(“The Middle East City” 7) in order to
encourage investment and tourism.
Likewise, Barthel is convinced that “megaprojects are at the core of contemporary
Arab town planning” (133). I argue that
seeing these mega-projects as worlding
practices offers two main advantages.
First, it allows us to see them in relation to
similar developments in other parts of the
developing world – not only the Arab Gulf
– by using a post-colonial perspective.
Second, worlding provides a more comprehensive analytical framework that does
not see mega-projects as isolated urban
planning phenomena, but, in line with
Bogaert, as strongly interconnected with
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other urban developments, such as shantytown evictions. In fact, I argue that worlding aspirations in most Arab cities are – as
in other parts of the developing world –
the main drivers behind urban development, including mega-projects, the hosting of mega-events, infrastructural
upgrading, and the fight against supposed urban “eyesores” such as slums or
street markets.
Worlding aspirations become most visible
in planning visions and masterplans. In
2009, the General Organization of Physical
Planning (GOPP) presented the vision
Cairo 2050 as the flagship of a national
modernization strategy seeking to boost
international competitiveness and to portray national power – clear attributes of
worlding. The vision compares Cairo with
other “world cities” (GOPP) such as
London and Paris, but also Mexico City,
Shanghai, and Abu Dhabi – for example
concerning the number of green areas
per capita, spatial density, and subway
network. Existing Cairo is portrayed as a
significant, but ill-equipped and disordered developing city that needs
Haussmann-like boulevards, luxurious
hotel developments, and spatial decentralization to become world-class itself.
Undesired existing structures such as the
village Nazlet El Seman, located in proximMiddle East – Topics & Arguments

ity to the pyramids, simply disappear from
the map. Although officially abandoned in
reaction to the uprisings in 2011, the vision
has remained present within individual
projects, such as the new administrative
capital (see also Loewert and Steiner, this
issue) that – according to its self-portrayal
– should become a “well-planned city”,
inspired by “the best civic environments
from across the globe”.3 The sheer magnitude of Cairo 2050 and the prominent
notions of “world-class” aspiration, political emergence, and national (not so much
local) power go far beyond the explanatory power of concepts that were classically used to analyze mega-projects in the
Global North.
Similar signs of worlding may be found in
almost all other MENA countries as well.
Concerning Rabat, several infrastructural
“upgrading” and urban renewal projects,
such as the waterfront development
Bouregreg (Amarouche and Bogaert, this
issue), aim to project “an image compatible with the status of Rabat as capital and
to confer an international dimension by
reinforcing the competitiveness of the
city” (Mouloudi 231). According to Rabat’s
urban development plan, the leading
urban development objective is to ensure
a “rayonnement digne des grandes
métropoles mondiales” (luminous appeal
#12–2019

of a global city) (AURS 46). Thus, similar to
Cairo, the capital should portray Morocco’s
self-conception as an emerging, powerful,
and emancipated nation – a key characteristic of worlding aspirations. Slums –
framed as the antithesis of the modern city
– obviously do not fit the aspired image of
the “world-class” city. Its dwellers have
been largely confronted with eviction and
displacement (Bogaert 2).
Beyond the externally oriented demonstration of (emerging) national power, circulating global planning trends also shape
worlding practices. Thus, fashionable key
words such as “sustainable”, “green”, or
“smart” within urban masterplans should
mark (if not market) progression and innovation. However, if related urban projects
are not embedded within broader urban
planning strategies, their effectiveness in
changing realties on the ground remains
low. For example, the tramway of
Casablanca, built to fight air pollution and
traffic congestion, among other reasons,
deters these goals, as it has accelerated
the displacement of thousands of shantytown dwellers to the unconnected urban
peripheries. Other flagship projects such
as eco-friendly Masdar City in Abu Dhabi
have shifted away from ambitious plans
after initial media attention and financial
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support faded (Brorman Jensen; Verdeil,
this issue).
Conclusion
There are a couple of general aspects that
come out of these MENA-related reflections on worlding. First, the top-down
nature of “presidential” or “royal” urban
mega-projects that some scholars considered a distinct feature of MENA urbanism
is in fact nothing unique. Following the
logics of worlding, it is the result of the
strong national interest in urban megaprojects, seen as a tool to materialize and
portray emergent national power. Thus,
second, their related external orientation
toward foreign tourists, investors, and
politicians can be considered an aspiration to influence the country’s own status
in the world. The latter is nothing static, but
constantly changing and negotiable
through comparison and competition
among cities and aspects of urban “worldclass” around the world – not only through
the media, but also as an integral part of
planning documents. Finally, these comparisons, as well as the circulating key
words of international planning concepts,
underline that Arab Gulf countries are not
the exclusive reference points for urban
planners in the Middle East and North
Africa. Hence, using the analytical lens of
worlding is helpful to analyze mega-proj-

ects in relation to other planning strategies, to stress their post-colonial and modernist dimension, and to overcome the
limitations of a questionable regional
homogeneity.

#12–2019

A n t i/ T h e s i s

33

Notes

Works cited

1 A regional pioneer was
the waterfront and new
town project Les Berges du
Lac Tunis, which has been
developed jointly by Tunisian
and Saudi Arabian investors
since 1983.

Agence Urbaine de
Rabat-Salé (AURS).
Orientation PAU de Rabat.
https://www.aurs.ma/
Dossiers/20160801060803.
pdf. Accessed 14 Aug. 2018.

For an overview, please see
the work of Wippel et al.

2

http://thecapitalcairo.com/
vision.html.

3

Barthel, Pierre-Arnaud. “Arab
Mega-Projects: Between the
Dubai Effect, Global Crisis,
Social Mobilization and
a Sustainable Shift.” Built
Environment, vol. 36, no. 2,
2010, pp. 133–45.
Barthel, Pierre-Arnaud, and
Sabine Planel. “Tanger-Med
and Casa-Marina, Prestige
Projects in Morocco: New
Capitalist Frameworks
and Local Context.” Built
Environment, vol. 36, no. 2,
2010, pp. 176–91.
Beier, Raffael. “Towards a
New Perspective on the
Role of the City in Social
Movements: Urban Policy
after the ‘Arab Spring’.”
City, vol. 22, no. 2, 2018, pp.
220–35.
Benlakhlef, Brahim, and
Pierre Bergel. “The Routes
of Globalisation between
Algeria and Dubai: Local
Impact and Regional
Change.” Vignal, The
Transnational Middle East,
pp. 148–80.

Middle East – Topics & Arguments

#12–2019

Bogaert, Koenraad.
Globalized Authoritarianism:
Megaprojects, Slums, and
Class Relations in Urban
Morocco, U of Minnesota
P, 2018. Globalization and
Community 27.
Brorman Jensen, Boris.
“Masdar City: A Critical
Retrospection.” Wippel et
al., Under Construction, pp.
45–54.
Choplin, Armelle, and Leïla
Vignal. “Gulf Investments
in the Middle East: Linking
Places, Shaping a Region.”
Vignal, The Transnational
Middle East, pp. 103–21.
El-Kazaz, Sarah, and Kevin
Mazur. “Introduction to
Special Section: The UnExceptional Middle Eastern
City.” City & Society, vol. 29,
no. 1, 2017, pp. 148–61.
Elsheshtawy, Yasser,
editor. Planning Middle
Eastern Cities: An Urban
Kaleidoscope in a Globalizing
World, Routledge, 2004.
---. “Redrawing Boundaries:
Dubai, an Emerging Global
City.” Elsheshtawy, Planning
Middle Eastern Cities, pp.
169–99.

---. “The Middle East City:
Moving beyond the Narrative
of Loss.” Elsheshtawy,
Planning Middle Eastern
Cities, pp. 1–21.
---. Dubai: Behind an Urban
Spectacle, Routledge, 2009.
Franck, Georg. Ökonomie der
Aufmerksamkeit: Ein Entwurf,
Hanser, 1998.
Friedmann, John. “The
World City Hypothesis.”
Development and Change,
vol. 17, no. 1, 1986, pp. 69–83.
General Organization of
Physical Planning (GOPP),
editor. Vision of Cairo 2050
within a national vision
of Egypt. 2009, https://
www.cairofrombelow.files.
wordpress.com/2011/08/
cairo-2050-vision-v-2009gopp-12-mb.pdf. Accessed
18 May 2015.
Haines, Chad. “Cracks in the
Façade: Landscapes of Hope
and Desire in Dubai.” Roy
and Ong, Worlding cities, pp.
160–81.

Harvey, David. “From
Managerialism to
Entrepreneurialism: The
Transformation in Urban
Governance in Late
Capitalism.” Geografiska
Annaler. Series B, Human
Geography, vol. 71, no. 1,
1989, pp. 3–17.
Hourani, Najib B. “Urbanism
and Neoliberal Order:
The Development and
Redevelopment of Amman.”
Journal of Urban Affairs, vol.
36, no. 2, 2014, pp. 634–49.
Hubbard, Phil, and Tim Hall.
“The Entrepreneurial City
and the ‘New Urban Politics’.”
The Entrepreneurial City:
Geographies of Politics,
Regime, and Representation,
edited by Tim Hall and Phil
Hubbard, Wiley, 1998, pp.
1–23.
Kanna, Ahmed. “Main Trends
in Contemporary Urban
Studies of the Middle East
and North Africa.” A Research
Agenda for Cities, edited by
John Rennie Short, Edward
Elgar Publishing, 2017, pp.
233–48.
––›

A n t i/ T h e s i s

34

––›

Krijnen, Marieke, and
Mona Fawaz. “Exception
as the Rule: High-End
Developments in Neoliberal
Beirut.” Built Environment,
vol. 36, no. 2, 2010, pp. 117–31.
Malkawi, Fouad K. “The
New Arab Metropolis: A
New Research Agenda.”
The Evolving Arab City:
Tradition, Modernity and
Urban Development, edited
by Yasser Elsheshtawy,
Routledge, 2008, pp. 27–36.
Mouloudi, Hicham.
“Reactions From Below to Big
Urban Projects: the Case of
Rabat.” Built Environment, vol.
36, no. 2, 2010, pp. 230–44.
Ong, Aihwa. “Introduction:
Worlding Cities, or the Art of
Being Global.” Roy and Ong,
Worlding cities, pp. 1–26.
Robinson, Jennifer.
“Global and World Cities:
A View from off the Map.”
International Journal
of Urban and Regional
Research, vol. 26, no. 3, 2002,
pp. 531–54.
---. “Cities in a World of Cities:
The Comparative Gesture.”
International Journal
of Urban and Regional
Research, vol. 35, no. 1, 2011,
pp. 1–23.

Middle East – Topics & Arguments

Roy, Ananya. “The 21stCentury Metropolis: New
Geographies of Theory.”
Regional Studies, vol. 43, no.
6, 2009, pp. 819–30.
---. “Urbanisms, Worlding
Practices and the Theory of
Planning.” Planning Theory,
vol. 10, no. 1, 2011, pp. 6–15.
---. “Worlding the South:
Toward a Post-Colonial Urban
Theory.” The Routledge
Handbook on Cities of the
Global South, edited by Sue
Parnell and Sophie Oldfield,
Routledge, 2014, pp. 9–20.
Roy, Ananya, and Aihwa
Ong, editors. Worlding cities:
Asian Experiments and the
Art of Being Global, WileyBlackwell, 2011. Studies in
urban and social change.
Safar Zitoun, Madani. “Les
évolutions récentes dans la
politique urbaine à Alger: La
consécration de l’”urbanisme
présidentiel”?” Zaki, L’action
urbaine au Maghreb, pp.
97–115.
Sassen, Saskia. The Global
City: New York, London,
Tokyo. 2nd ed., Princeton
University Press, 2001.

Schmid, Heiko. “Economy
of Fascination: Dubai and
Las Vegas as Examples of
Themed Urban Landscapes.”
Erdkunde, vol. 60, no. 4,
2006, pp. 346–61.
Swyngedouw, Erik, et al.
“Neoliberal Urbanization in
Europe: Large-Scale Urban
Development Projects and
the New Urban Policy.”
Antipode, vol. 34, no. 3, 2002,
pp. 542–77.
Verdeil, Éric, and Joe Nasr.
“Planning Histories in the
Arab World.” The Routledge
Handbook of Planning
History, edited by Carola
Hein, Routledge Taylor &
Francis Group, 2018, pp.
273–87.
Vignal, Leïla, editor. The
Transnational Middle East:
People, Places, Borders,
Routledge, 2017.
Wippel, Steffen, et al., editors.
Under Construction: Logics
of Urbanism in the Gulf
Region, Ashgate, 2014.
Zaki, Lamia, editor. L’action
urbaine au Maghreb: Enjeux
professionnels et politiques,
IRMC & Karthala, 2011.

(CC BY 4.0)
ISSN: 2196-629X
https://doi.org/10.17192/
meta.2019.12.7828

#12–2019

