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Debate

The urban tragedies of Arab cities

Wild urbanisation should be stopped

A n architect 
has a 
greater 
impact on 
our lives 
than does 
an artist. 
Through his 
or her 

capacity to project life inside a 
building, the architect structures 
lives. He or she must take into 
consideration a myriad of details, 
least of which are details of 
beauty and elegance. Specifics 
such as spatial orientation, 
functionality, privacy, flow of 
movement and corners are just as 
important as the traditional 
elements of architectural beauty.

The true art of the architect is to 
be able to fit in all of life’s necessi-
ties within the confines of the 
available space. A painter or a 
sculptor is not so constrained. 
What’s important to them is the 
degree to which a spectator can 
interact with their work.

Perhaps even more impactful on 
people’s lives than architects are 
urban planners and designers. 
Designing neighbourhoods and 
successfully meshing architec-
tural elegance with the function-
ality requirements of life in a city 
is a daunting task.

Furthermore, giving licences for 
new buildings is by no means an 
easy decision. A building architect 
can draw a plan for a building that 
is elegant in and by itself but place 
it in an urban context and it can 
turn into a sore sight. An urban 
engineer must pay attention to 
these details and more because 
urban beauty and practicality are 
not the result of arbitrary deci-
sions.

The appeal of a city lies to a 
great extent in the sensations of 
calm and harmony it exudes. Such 
sensations come from coordinat-
ing buildings and avoiding sharp 
contrasts. A skyscraper is out of 
place and hurts the eye in a 
neighbourhood of two-storey 
villas even if that skyscraper is 

highly stylised and impressive.
Above the urban planner in 

importance, we find the town 
council. When it comes to build-
ings and neighbourhoods, the 
town council is the guardian and 
custodian of the city’s urban 
history. The council must guard 
the city’s urban soul from the 
whims and interests that are likely 
to pop up at certain points in a 
city’s life. It must stand up to 
attempts by the rich to deface the 
urban landscape under the guise 
of beautifying it just as strongly as 
it would refuse to turn the city 
into a shantytown under the guise 
of poverty. The city council must 
not allow corruption to find its 
way to the city’s overall urban 
plan at any cost.

To ensure the best outcome, the 
architect, urban planner and city 
council must work in harmony 
but also share high standards of 
taste. When one of them shows 
signs of poor taste, he or she must 
be replaced. People with little or 
no artistic taste do not belong to 
the domain of architecture and 
urban planning. Most cities in the 

Arab world are living in never-
ending urban nightmares. Lack of 
technical expertise, absence of 
aesthetical sense and ignorance 
about the importance of urban life 
are behind these disasters.

Today, Arab cities are not just 
crumbling under the tremendous 
pressure of urban migration and 
population explosion, they are 
also being raped architecturally. 
Their souls and characters have 
been corrupted. To realise the 
extent of the urban tragedies in 
Arab cities, take a look at pictures 
of Aden during the 1960s and 
Aden now. Aden’s Big Ben Square 
of yore is a far cry from the 
miserable place it has become.

Look at reels of Cairo during the 
1950s and of Cairo now and you 
will be shocked. Cairo’s cemeter-
ies look more harmonious than 
the city’s current mishmash of 
haphazard buildings and bridges.

Alexandria’s ex-mayor could 
not think of a better location for 
the city’s expressway than its 
famous corniche. Compare the 
smooth flow of the end of the 
Corniche at Qaitbey Fort with the 

eyesore of the expressway. A 
ruthless urban jungle has eaten up 
one of the city’s oldest urban 
features. Everywhere else in the 
world, people build corniches to 
be pleasant parks; in Alexandria, 
they are buried under tons of 
concrete.

In Baghdad, whatever is left of 
the wide sidewalks is being 
mercilessly covered by ridiculous 
kiosks. The once opulent gardens 
surrounding private homes are 
being turned into an ugly collec-
tion of ghastly small houses or 
apartments. In Tripoli, the once 
elegant Italian buildings were first 
turned into labs for experiments 
with mob rule under Muammar 
Qaddafi, then into bloody arenas 
between fighting militias. And so 
on and so forth.

Arab cities today are like 
abstract paintings. You have to 
stare very hard and everywhere to 
even begin to make sense of them.
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T 
he Greater 
Tunis District 
has been 
acclaimed as 
the top 
metropolitan 
area where 
tourists and 
visitors can 

explore architectural legacies, 
whether ancient or modern. In this 
area, as in others in Tunisia, 
residents take pride in a unique 
historical heritage, valuable 
monuments, old medinas and 
ancient souks.

“Carthage was the capital of one 
the greatest empires that domi-
nated the Mediterranean Basin,” 
some locals would trumpet. They 
would speak about the Roman 
remains on the Byrsa Hill, the 
renowned Saint Louis Cathedral 
and the fascinating Punic ports.

The pride-filled representations 
can hardly conceal the serious 
problem of crawling urbanisation 
that can consume the distinctive 
aesthetics of any city.

UNESCO said unrestrained urban 
sprawl that took place during the 
first half of the 20th century 
altered the integrity of Carthage. In 
recent years, the Punic ports have 
been entrusted to boat owners, 
triggering condemnation and 
sparking fear that such a permis-
sive posture could cause irremedi-
able damage to the ancient city.

The urban sprawl that affected 
Carthage has not spared other parts 
of the Tunis district. In the capital, 
the old medina, which is home to 
some 700 monuments dating to the 
Almohad and the Hafsid periods, is 
nearly surrounded by concrete and 
asphalt.

In Ariana, which borders the 
governorate of Tunis, ancient 
buildings, which have deterio-

rated, may be pulled down. The 
“City of Roses,” as locals love to 
call it, has frenziedly evolved into 
an industrial and commercial hub, 
witnessing a chaotic urbanisation 
that the authorities have been 
struggling to restrain.

In effect, most Tunisian cities 
have boomed beyond recognition 
over the past few decades. Despite 
the goodwill and motivation of 
some citizens, state institutions 
and associations, the cities, as we 
used to know them, have started to 
lose their lustre and fade in the 
midst of new buildings and 
concrete structures.

Now more than ever before, it 
appears that urban planning has 
turned into a mere commercial 
operation of real estate develop-
ment. In their design and planning, 
new districts do not allow for a 
distinctive architectural character.

Whose fault is it? Should we 
blame the lack of concern on the 
part of citizens or the inefficiency 
of archaically structured local 
governments?

The responsibility for the erosion 

of the unique character of some 
Arab cities is one that we all share, 
without exception: citizens, 
legislators, urban planners, 
architects and all those who are 
playing the card of uncontrolled 
urbanisation for the sake of profit. 
Even in places where wars are not 
to blame, human greed and 
lawlessness have ravaged the 
landescape.

The situation of the Tunis 
district, which is on the verge of 
becoming irreversible, is in 
outright contrast to the urban 
thinking that prevailed about a 
century ago. In 1920, Victor 
Valensi, a grand figure of neo-
Moorish architecture, developed a 
plan for the city.

In this plan, Valensi defined the 
old medina as an “indivisible 
whole” and dealt with major 
questions about the significance of 
art and heritage in the process of 
urban planning. Valensi’s 
contribution was an excellent 
example of an attempt to develop 
modern cities while reconciling 
rapid expansion and the 

preservation of ancestral heritage.
Now, almost a century after the 

Valensi plan, we are told that politi-
cal and social upheavals of recent 
years are supposed to create a 
favourable environment for 
reconciling urban expansion with 
the protection of heritage. Yet, it 
seems that the Tunisian uprising of 
2011 and the new social and 
political contexts that came in its 
wake have failed to initiate such a 
new dynamic.

Haphazard construction has 
increased dramatically, with 
people building without permits 
and turning a blind eye to the 
effects of unregulated urbanisa-
tion. The brazen violation of the 
law has triggered a recent reaction 
by local authorities of the Tunis 
and Ariana provinces but it is too 
early to tell if that reaction will 
become the rule.

Is it too late to save our cities and 
preserve their distinctive features?

The first step is awareness and 
the move can become a giant leap if 
each of us starts to believe that the 
cities are mirrors of their dwellers. 
The citizens, legislators, urban 
planners and architects should all 
get involved in a process of 
regulated and wise urbanisation.

We must be aware that every city 
should play an important role in 
the valorisation of its heritage and 
architectural character. Accord-
ingly, each city should begin with 
identifying its heritage resources, 
which will certainly help in the 
designation of its future actions.

Certainly, this cannot be a 
one-man or one-city mission. Such 
a noble responsibility falls upon 
each individual, concerned 
authorities and society as a whole.
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Every city 
should play an 
important role in 
the valorisation 
of its heritage 
and architectural 
character.

Arab cities today 
are like abstract 
paintings. You 
have to stare 
very hard to even 
begin to make 
sense of them.
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Booming beyond recognition. A general view shows part of the 
capital Tunis.                                                                                           (Reuters)

Tremendous pressure. The Big Ben Aden clock tower in the southern city of Aden.                           (Reuters)


