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This special issue offers an overview of
contemporary architecture and urbanism in the
Middle East from two different yet interdependent
angles, moving from the larger to the smaller scale.
One deals with prominent architectural projects
and dominant trends in urban development and the
other with emerging local practices responding to
global challenges.

Similar to many other regions around the
world, neoliberal urban policies played a major
role in shaping the contemporary cityscapes in
the Middle East."’ "™ The last four decades have
been characterised by the privatisation of public
services, cuts in the subsidisation of affordable
housing programmes, gentrification, and the rise
of consumerist ideologies™. Because of political
conflict, wars and displacement in the region, we
have witnessed the expansion of refugee camps
and informal settlements with insufficient access
to infrastructure, clean water and sanitation. In
the meantime, signature high-rise buildings, coastal
tourism investments, museum buildings, fenced-off
luxury neighbourhoods, and shopping malls have
become a typical sight for Middle Eastern cities.
Cultural heritage sites, waterfronts and public
spaces have been under immense pressure, which
at times resulted in the evacuation of valuable areas
in city centres to make room for profit generating
projects®®®. While large-scale landscape projects
such as the Dubai Islands created new tourism
destinations™, cities in general have been promoted
as globally competitive regional centres to attract
international capital and investment"”. As Sebnem
Yiicel compellingly argues in her essay, "Temples
of the Muses: Art Museums and the Middle East",
landmark art museum buildings play a significant
part in such ambitious cultural, city branding
endeavours. Mohammad Gharipour's essay,
"Rethinking Urban Landscapes in Contemporary
Middle Eastern Cities", contributes to this issue
with an equally compelling analysis, deliberating

the challenges that face planners and architects

in the Middle East today and in the immediate
future. Growing sensitivity to ecologically driven,
sustainable urban and landscape projects that value
vernacular building practices indicate a possible
shift in this otherwise bleak picture.

On the brighter side, the last two decades
have also witnessed the emergence of bottom-
up movements in architecture and urban design,
formed in response to and through the cracks of
neoliberal economic policies in diverse geographies
of the world. Emergent practices have been more
interested in "healing" the city's broken parts in
the architectural and neighbourhood level, as
spatial catalysts, than large-scale urban planning

. . 11-12
1ntervent10ns[ !

. Moreover, the younger
generations of architects and design students are
more sensitive to the issues that negatively affect
the region and the planet at large, such as the
environmental crises and global climate change.
And the Middle East is by no means an exception.
From humanitarian architectural practices to
activism through design, young professionals and
new offices are addressing the challenges that our
cities experience on a daily basis. Carla Aramouny
eloquently discusses in her essay "Environment,
Activism, and Design: Emerging Practices in
Lebanon", the necessary shift for designers towards
activism as a fundamental agency to address dire
environmental and humanitarian problems. She
reflects on key emergent practices in Lebanon,
which, regardless of having a local or regional
clientele, are suggestive of a global condition;
their critical approach to design is informed by
the local environment and sense of place. Indeed,
as Ghazal Abbasy-Asbagh concludes in her
powerfully evocative essay, "Practice at the Margins
of Architecture", by critically reflecting on the
architectural discipline, a new wave of designers
is in fact redefining the practice itself — moving
simultaneously away from and closer to architecture.

Throughout this issue, the selection of projects

reflects on the abovementioned positive shifts,

The Cities and Architectures of the Middle East: New Challenges, Emerging Practices
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and highlights an understanding of architecture,
landscape, as well as urban interventions that are
contextually grounded and ecologically sensitive.
Some projects such as the Technology School of
Laayoune in Morocco, the Royal Academy for Nature
Conservation in Jordan and the Sancaklar Mosque
in Turkey, reveal design approaches that assimilate
their environment through local material application
and subtle formal methods. Other selected projects,
such as the Bostanh Footbridge & Sunset Lounge in
Turkey and the Wasit Nature Reserve Visitor Centre
in the UAE, display a sensitive and hybrid approach
integrating natural topography, infrastructure, and
user programmes.

The Niemeyer Guest House Renovation in
Lebanon, the Eilkhaneh Residential Building in
Tehran, and the Volubilis Museum in Morocco
equally reflect a subtlety in putting buildings and
their context in a creative dialogue while capitalising
on spatial experiences, architecture details, and local
know-how. In addition to projects that reflect on a
place driven sensitivity to design, others included
in this selection, such as the American Community
School Faculty Building and the House of Many
Vaults in Lebanon, and the Hisham A. Alsager
Cardiac Centre, Kuwait, further position design
from the region at an intersection between the local
and the global.

This issue thus attempts to shed light on
different Middle Eastern perspectives in the
architectural and urban spheres. Through the
selected work and contributed essays, we seek to
reflect on a changing field, and feature emergent
approaches to architecture and urban design that
focus on local and ecological sensitivities while
remaining connected to the larger discipline and
contributing to its transformation as a global
discourse.[ ]
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