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In order to address this question we must, first-
ly, point out two or three facts that we should 
bear in mind for a better understanding or inter-
pretation of  the answer that will be given below. 
First, it is obviously impossible to talk about ev-
ery single settlement from the Middle East and 
north-west Europe. That is why we will look only 
at the stereotypical features from both areas, try-
ing to illustrate them with some examples at the 
end of  the essay. Although it can be observed as 
a very limited view, it has been found useful for 
the points we will try to make below. Secondly, 
and connecting to what we have said above, the 
sources consulted must also be seen as an ele-
ment that limits the data we are handling. Even 
if  it is not consciously, scholars are influenced by 
their own ideas and contexts, and they are giving 
us only the pieces of  information that they find 
significant according to their own points of  view. 
Therefore, we must not forget that we are deal-
ing here with a very limited approach to the top-
ic. Nevertheless, and despite these limitations, we 
will try to analyze this information, once we have 
seen the main features of  both areas, to confirm 
whether it is possible or not to draw some sort of  
parallels between them. Finally, as a conclusion to 
these preliminary notions, it must be noticed that 

we are not focusing only on some specific sites 
as static components of  History but, instead, we 
will consider them as dynamic elements constant-
ly changing, which is the reason why we will try 
to compare, as well, the evolution of  urbanism 
in these two areas, differentiating some of  the el-
ements included in later periods from those ap-
pearing in early settlements.

Moving on to the next point, we will analyze 
briefly the Islamic city, the madina, and its distinc-
tive physical features. It has been pointed out by 
several scholars that these typical Middle East-
ern cites often have some specific characteristics 
(MARÇAIS, 1928: p. 96) that make them unique, 
such as the mosque, the market -sūq- and the pub-
lic bath -hammām-, which will be described below 
following the statements made by Hugh Ken-
nedy (1985: pp. 9-16). Starting with the mosque, 
this sort of  public building was not only a place 
of  worship but it also played a more functional 
role. For example, Muslims could be addressed 
here by their governors on public matters, and 
it served as well as a religious education center. 
About the sūqs, they can be described as groups 
of  small shops structured linearly. Nevertheless, 
we must make a distinction between the sūqs 
around the mosque, where the high-value trades 
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took place, and the open markets located out-
side the gates of  the city, where food and other 
low-status trades were to be found. Finally, pub-
lic baths were buildings consisting of  some small 
chambers and occasionally a changing room. In 
the Islamic city, the purpose of  visiting them was 
only to get clean, unlike in the Greek or Roman 
worlds, where public baths also had a social func-
tion. On the other hand, the laying out of  the Is-
lamic cities has been described too as one of  the 
distinguishing elements of  these madinas (AK-
BAR, 1989: p. 22). Wrongly considered as chaotic 
or randomly disordered, the convoluted patterns 
of  Muslim cities, as we will see later on, actually 
had a reason to be this way. However, we cannot 
forget that as time passed, Islamic cities evolved 
incorporating new components. This seems to be 
the case of  some developments of  the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries like the schools -madrasas-, 
the caravanserais -khūns- or specific trading plac-
es like the qaysariyyas (KENNEDY, 1985: p. 17).

This understood, we must stop and try to an-
swer the implicit question that rises from all of  
it: Are these physical features what made madinas 
unique? In other words, we have to evaluate the 
importance of  these specific material elements in 
the making of  the city. Regarding this, and agree-
ing with Abu-Lughod (1987: p. 161), it is obvi-
ous that there is something distinctive in the Is-
lamic cities beyond the architectural patterns and 
designs, the forces that shaped the typical Islamic 
cities. Nevertheless, if  we want to focus on those 
factors exclusively Islamic we will have to rule out 
some others proposed by scholars like climate or 
demographic decline (KENNEDY, 1985: p. 18). 
Once we have dismissed them there is only one 
force left, the sociopolitical organization of  these 
cities, enormously influenced by religion. 

Similarly, we should firstly mention the juridi-
cal distinctions among residents and the resultant 
physical distance between different population 
classes. Of  course, as it has been stated, these 
two factors are not inseparable from each oth-
er and they could be unrelated (ABU-LUGHOD, 
1987: p. 164). Nevertheless, and despite these 
statements we must say that when both social 
distance and spatial segregation appear together 
in the same context, a certain level of  relation-
ship between them cannot be denied, not even 
if  it is the consequence of  a voluntary congre-
gation in vicinal units to facilitate the exercise 

of  common services and institutions. Secondly, 
the gender segregation is another of  the faces of  
the Islamic world that contributed significantly 
in shaping cities. The results of  this are some of  
the features designed to make a distinction be-
tween public and private space, like the regula-
tion on the heights of  buildings and the place-
ment of  windows, or the asymmetrical patterns 
in which houses are laid out. Moreover, it must 
be highlighted that the intention of  this spatial 
division was not to create “physically distinctive re-
gions (…) but visually distinctive or insulated regions” 
(ABU-LUGHOD, 1987: p. 167). Finally, the last 
fact that we are going to look at, regarding Is-
lamic influence, is the system of  property laws 
that affected the process of  creation of  Islam-
ic cities. Following other scholars, we can subdi-
vide this system into three groups of  rights and 
responsibilities (ABU-LUGHOD, 1987: p. 163). 
First, there are some pre-existing rights concern-
ing the immoveable property. Second, we have to 
take into account as well the rights and responsi-
bilities in relation to the neighborhood. And, fi-
nally, there are the rights of  the collectivity, which 
we cannot forget. All together, these three kinds 
of  law helped shaping the traditional Islamic city 
as much as the other factors mentioned above. 
On the other hand, before we move on to the 
next point, there is a third group of  forces which 
we have to mention here, although they are too 
many and too complex for a deeper analysis in 
this essay since we are focusing only on the in-
ner processes and factors of  the Islamic world. 
We are talking about the external influences like 
the Crusades or the Mongol invasions, military 
events that also played their role in the making of  
the cities, especially regarding fortifications and 
other sorts of  defensive features. 

Once we have talked about Middle Eastern 
urbanism, it is time to start with the second part 
of  this study, the north-west European cities 
and, as we did before, the first step will be the 
identification of  their main physical features: the 
high density of  buildings, specific street patterns 
or the accommodation of  market places and 
other sorts of  structures (DYER, 2003: p. 98). 
Regarding this, we will mention in the first place 
those buildings considered as typical of  these 
north-western cities. Starting with the religious 
ones, and following the study made by How-
ard Saalman (1968: pp. 38-41) we have to make 
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a distinction between those used as a symbol 
of  the power and the pride of  Christianity, like 
the cathedrals, and those dedicated to the daily 
needs of  people, the parishes. Besides, we could 
consider the hospices and hospitals to be reli-
gious buildings as well, institutions devoted to 
helping those affected by starvation and disease. 
On the other hand, we have also some public 
buildings outside the religious sphere, in other 
words, structures associated with municipal ad-
ministration such as guildhalls and market halls 
(DYER, 2003: p. 104) that were born to cover 
the need of  control over the city. Nevertheless, 
buildings were not the only physical feature of  
urbanism in north-west Europe; on the contrary, 
some other structures were equally important 
for the life of  the city. This is the case of  the 
walls, the gates and the towers, which were not 
used only as defensive elements in times of  war, 
but also as a tool for controlling people and col-
lecting taxes at the entrance of  the city, a func-
tion that they shared with bridgeheads (SAA-
LMAN, 1968: pp. 22-26). However, as we saw 
before when we were talking about the Islamic 
cities, not all of  these physical elements devel-
oped at the same time. As north-western cities 
evolved, new needs appeared and new kinds of  
buildings were incorporated to cover them. We 

can mention, for example, the development of  
universities from the thirteenth century on.

Now that we have referred to the material ele-
ments of  north-west Europe urbanism, it is time 
to stop again and consider whether these attri-
butes are the cornerstone that defines these cities 
or not. And again, we can easily notice that these 
physical features are only the tangible expression 
of  the forces that are actually shaping these cit-
ies. Connecting with this, it would be interesting 
to look at the book Medieval Cities by Howard Saa-
lman, in which it is stated that “the entire medieval 
city was a market” (1968: p. 28). In other words, the 
medieval city is only considered to be moved by 
the exchange of  goods. And we can agree with 
this to a certain extent since it was the necessity 
of  regulation of  trading that probably influenced 
some of  the characteristics of  cities, for example, 
the appearance of  walls, gates and market halls 
that we mentioned before, but it is undeniable 
that other factors are playing their roles as well in 
the creation of  them. First, the effect of  Chris-
tianity is obvious in every single case (MUNDY 
and RIESENBERG, 1958: p. 40). Whether it is 
a demonstration of  power or it is a factor of  co-
hesion of  the population, the fact is that religion 
influenced cities as much as trade, if  not more. 
Moreover, if  we consider charity as another force 

Fig. 1. Mapa con las ciudades citadas indicadas / Elaboración propia del autor a partir de Google Earth
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affecting the shape of  cities, it can be pointed 
out that it is just one more of  the faces of  this 
influence of  Christianity. And the evidence of  
this is the spread of  the hospitals and hospices 
mentioned above. Second, another of  the forces 
that could be proposed is the lack of  individu-
als properly trained for the administration either 
in public or private areas, which created a need 
for educational institutions and, as the madrasas 
appeared in the Islamic world, universities were 
founded in Europe. In the third place, regarding 
how medieval cities were laid out, it has been sug-
gested that both social exclusion, supported on 
a group of  laws and customs, and a certain lev-
el of  conflict between private and public spaces 
were significant factors as well (LILLEY, 2002: 
p. 93). And a very particular street pattern, char-
acterized by its irregularity and lack of  symme-
try, emerged from the conjunction of  these ele-
ments. Finally, we shall not forget either to talk 
about possible external influences like the con-
stant wars between different kingdoms or the vi-
king raids but, like we did before in relation to the 
Middle East, we cannot evaluate them properly 
here since we are dealing with a huge amount of  
processes that took place in a period that lasted 
about one thousand years. Nevertheless they had 
to be mentioned because of  their obvious influ-
ence on defensive needs, which is another signifi-
cant factor in the shaping of  the cities (MUNDY 
and RIESENBERG, 1958: p. 40).

We have now finished the description of  the 
typical features that characterize urbanism in the 
Middle East and north-west Europe. After this, 
we must move on and deal with a new ques-
tion. To what extent can these theoretical con-
cepts be applied to real life? In order to answer 
this, we have to give now some examples and 
compare them to what we have stated in this es-
say. Of  course, we could talk about all the cit-
ies that match completely with the models giv-
en above, perfect examples that include every 
single aspect mentioned. If  we wanted to show 
how important external influence was in the Is-
lamic world, we could analyze Jerusalem and its 
relationship with the Crusades. Or we could fo-
cus on Samarra and how it reached 58 km² of  
buildings (NORTHEDGE, 2005: p. 120), to ex-
emplify how cities can evolve and grow. Also, a 
large number of  examples can be used regarding 
the rest of  the features of  Islamic cities, from the 

Mosque of  Ibn Tulun in Cairo, to the convoluted 
patterns of  Damascus and Aleppo (KENNEDY, 
1985: p. 4). And it is exactly the same if  we fo-
cus on north-west Europe. There is Old Sarum, 
where the cathedral was abandoned to be re-
built two miles away, representing the tension be-
tween religious and political forces. And South-
ampton Bargate can be used to illustrate what we 
said about the economic function of  gates and 
walls. Nevertheless, on the other hand, we may 
find more interesting those examples that are ac-
tually in conflict with what we said. For exam-
ple, Stratford-upon-Avon, which was “planned on 
a large scale with a grid of  six intersecting streets from its 
inception” (DYER, 2003: p. 93), contradicts what 
we stated about the irregular and asymmetric lay-
out of  north-western European cities. Regarding 
the Islamic world, the city of  Anjar presents as 
well an orthogonal plan (KENNEDY, 1985: p. 
16) that does not match either with the general 
idea of  Middle Eastern cities.

Conclusions
Connecting with these last examples we gave, we 
must point out that precisely, it is the fact that 
they do not match that makes them interesting. 
Because of  it, they can be used as true examples 
of  real life. Of  course there are some character-
istics shared by the majority of  the Islamic or the 
north-west European cities, but the truth is that 
variability is the only common feature to all of  
them. This is the reason why, instead of  focus-
ing on descriptions, we started trying to identify 
the stereotypical attributes of  both types of  ur-
banism, emphasizing that the real importance in 
the making of  a city does not rest in its physical 
features but in the forces that shape them. Re-
garding this, the actual question that we should 
ask ourselves is not if  these physical features can 
be compared, but if  the forces of  both areas are 
similar enough to make a comparison between 
them. And, again, using the examples to illustrate 
this, we have to say that there are too many re-
gional and local variations to do so. In line with 
this, some of  the sources consulted mention how 
superfluous would be to make a generalization in 
any of  these areas (AKBAR, 1989: p. 22; DYER, 
2003: pp. 105-106), and when generalization is 
not possible, a comparison is equally futile. Final-
ly, to conclude this brief  research, we will quote 
Abu-Lughod’s words (1987: p. 162), which exem-
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plify perfectly our last statement about the vari-
ability of  forces:

Cities are the products of  many forces, and the forms 
that evolve in response to these forces are unique to the 
combination of  those forces.
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