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Many non-scholarly and scholarly accounts on the societies, cul-
ture, and political economy of the Middle East post-“Arab Upris-
ings/Spring” still deal with cities and regions as mere repositories 
of social, cultural, political, and economic action—despite the 
spatial turn that has informed social sciences and humanities for 
more than three decades.[1] Indeed, they often overlook the shap-
ing roles of the built and natural environments in the production of 
events unraveling in cities and regions of the Middle East. We thus 
need to understand cities and regions not only as backgrounds and 
contexts for processes and practices, but rather as environments 
that have determining impacts on these, and that human interac-
tions also shape.

Since its launch in September 2013, Jadaliyya’s Cities Page has 
been committed to producing such informed, empirical, and inte-
grated knowledge, where the spatial engages and intersects with 
historical, political, economic, technological, legal, social, and 
cultural analysis. These are some of the questions we committed 
to address five years ago: How and why does urban space con-
tribute to public action and social movements? What is the rela-
tionship between power, space, and resistance? How do different 
groups utilize space to mobilize and facilitate collective action? 
Which forces that shape space (physical and technological, as 
well as social, historical, political, and economic) are combined 
to guide this action? More broadly, how do specific historical, na-
tional policies, and global forces shape cities? How are different 
inequalities constituted by urban life and how do they reconstitute 
the city? How do the ordinary practitioners of the city negotiate, 
navigate, appropriate, resist, and transform urban forms? While 
many electronic outlets have been scratching the surface of such 
questions, focusing on formal aspects and general descriptions of 
urbanism, Jadaliyya Cities has been contributing to critical urban 
scholarship, and informing reflective practice and urban activism. 

Instead of holding to generic stereotypes where things happen 
because of Islam, ideology, culture, sectarianism, and/or neolib-
eralism, a distinctive feature of the following chapters, initially 
released on Jadaliyya’s  Cities page, is in their complex, inter-
sectional, relational, and multidisciplinary narratives that do not 
reduce realities to simplistic formulations. The selected pieces 
produce critical knowledge on how and why economic geography 
determines places and regions, how urban politics and provision of 
services territorialize and distinguish spaces, how hierarchies and 
power are inscribed in legacies of land tenure systems, and how 
cultural geography and gendered socio-spatial practices transform 
a city’s neighborhoods. With such knowledge, we hope to inform 
and contribute to reflective urban practice and activism, and to cul-
tivate the right to the city towards a “possible urban world.”   

War and conflict have placed Middle Eastern cities under pres-
sure, widely destroying their built environment, targeting the life 
of urban dwellers and dispersing them in order to (re)impose new 

political domination. Glastonbury and Kalioğlu show in their arti-
cle how the Turkish government used the ghetto narrative to stig-
matize and destroy historic Kurdish neighborhoods in South Ana-
tolian cities. This rhetoric justified the uprooting of the popular 
base of the PDK (Kurdistan Democratic Party), while also serving 
political allies through the reconstruction and the public works un-
dertaken by the TOKI public housing arm. As such, the violence 
that dissects and exhausts vibrant cities results in differentiated 
geographies that can only be understood, beyond the vagaries of 
fights and the variety of armed forces’ control, by excavating the 
urban geography and history of a particular city. Along the same 
lines, Giovanni Pagani provides a plausible explanation to why 
and how East Aleppo has been more durably mobilized in the Syr-
ian conflict. 

The case of Erbil reveals how cities are increasingly linked to the 
constantly shifting regional balance of power. Boissière and Mor-
van examine how the capital of the Kurdistan Republic of Iraq 
remained for many years marginalized in the authoritarian regime 
of Saddam Hussein. Oil money and regional scale capital invest-
ments, combined with the post-2003 political shift, which gave 
new margins of maneuver to local elites generated significant ur-
ban transformations. However, the instability produced by the Syr-
ian war as well as the violent emergence of Daesh froze this urban 
growth, making of Erbil the shelter of thousands of refugees. 

The current conflicts in and on Middle Eastern cities have indeed, 
once again, displaced large groups of people, leading to the sudden 
multiplication of planned and unplanned refugee camps. Kamel Doraï 
presents the case of the Zaatari camp in Jordan, which accommodates 
up to 125,000 Syrian refugees in makeshift dwellings. He shows how 
dwellers progressively appropriated their environment, adapting shel-
ters to their needs, transforming them into homes, albeit temporary 
and precarious, enriching them with various facilities such as markets. 
Indeed, over time, camps become ordinary cities, even though for ex-
ternal observers they retain the infamous label of refugee camps, as 
the Dictaphone Group narrates in their article recounting the history of 
the Rashidiyeh Palestinian camp, near Tyre in Lebanon.
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