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Abstract  

 

In our post-modern world, historic cities play an essential role in fostering social, economic and 

mostly human sustainable growth. It is through the understanding of our past that we can envision our 

future. But urban heritage revitalization faces challenges balancing conservation and development. 

Rabat's medina exemplifies these tensions. The medina is the name of the historical core in North 

Africa. 

The thesis investigates governmental and community representations of the medina through its 

definition, significance, perceived discontinuities, and aspirations. The aim is to obtain a holistic 

understanding of how the medina is perceived and approached. Then, through this multi-vocal 

understanding, the research provides valuable insights in informing the continuity of the place. This 

continuity speak to the multiplicity of stakeholdersô representations.  

The central question explores the portrayal of the medina from both communities and the 

government, and how these varied representations can guide the continuity of the medina. Specific 

inquiries focus on defining the medina (1), exploring its significance and values (2), understanding its 

discontinuities (3) and examining strategies for its continuity (4).  

This research holds both importance and urgency due to its direct implications for the 

preservation and sustained development of the medina, a pivotal aspect of the city's overall progress. 

Moreover, the updated and multi-layered understanding is crucial at this particular juncture as Rabat 

reinvents its identity and global image through the project City of Lights (2014-2018). City of Lights is 

a major planning and development program that aims to modernize Rabat, Moroccoôs capital, and steer 

its development towards enhanced global competitiveness. 

If this updated understanding is not realised, the medina local representation will be 

marginalized both in the literature but also in its its worldwide representations. Plus, failing to 

incorporate local perspectives may result in urban interventions that jeopardize the essence of the place 

and disrupt its historical continuity. 

The study uses a qualitative case study approach. Purposive and snowball sampling were used 

to recruit two primary participant groups: 40 óRbatiô individuals (previous residents of the medina 

belonging to the original Andalusian community) and 55 current medina inhabitants and shop owners. 

Data collection involved semi-structured interviews, questionnaires, observations, institutional 

documents, and photographs.  

Data analysis followed a systematic process of transcription, structural coding aligned with 

research questions, inductive line-by-line value coding, codebook updating, and thematic analysis to 

identify key patterns and meanings. The iterative, emergent nature of qualitative research enabled 

ongoing refinement of data collection tools and analytical codes. Strategies to augment credibility and 



Page | iv 

 

dependability included triangulation, member checks, peer examinations, and a thorough reflection of 

my position and bias as a researcher. 

Analysis reveals the medina as a complex, contested space with multiple meanings and values 

attached to it that are fluid, contextual and subjective. While the government strategically conveys an 

extrinsic value to the medina, aiming for the global positioning of Rabat through the commodification 

of its heritage, the communities emphasize the intrinsic value, grounded in cultural and social 

significance.  

But the findings are even more complex, because the representations are more heterogeneous 

than that: they are subjective and contextual, enhancing their multiplicity, but they also have a strong 

element of symbolism in them. Plus, they reveal that the medina is an evolving palimpsest with evolving 

identities. Finally, the medina is also a contested space, with competing visions and priorities. 

Continuity visions diverge: top-down branding objectives clash with aspirations to enhance livability .  

These multifaceted representations showcase the inherent challenge in ascribing fixed 

definitions or singular narratives to living urban heritage sites like medinas. Medinas are complex urban 

spaces grounded in their distinctive local and time contexts, subjectively being represented by multiple 

stakeholders. 

As a consequence, thinking about their future and continuity poses a similarly complex 

challenge. Neither the government nor community perspectives offer a fully balanced understanding of 

continuity, instead contributing to the mythicization and contested nature of the space. Instead, the 

research advocates for reimagining continuity through a more holistic lens that balances preservation 

of tangible and intangible qualities, integrates the medina within the city, and cultivates a shared sense 

of belonging and responsibility among diverse stakeholders: a sense of custodianship.  

This thesis opens avenues for reimagining preservation discourse and advances more holistic, 

nuanced frameworks for managing change in living historic cities. Continuity is an ongoing process of 

negotiation and meaning-making, situated within the living fabric of the historic city. Further research 

can build on the exploratory groundwork to nurture adaptable and participatory conservation models 

attuned to local complexities. Ultimately, the thesis enriches our understanding of living urban heritage 

and its complexity. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

'The past is everywhere. [...] Embraced or rejected, lauded or lamented, 

remembered or forgotten, the whole past is always with us' 

Lowenthal, David (2015) The past is a Foreign Country. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p.1



Page | 2 

 

Introduction 

 

When human beings will build their future, how will they treat their past? This question 

was at the basis of my PhD, the starting point of my reflection. Urban heritage is a subject I 

hold dear. Old places, historic sites, ancient cities: there is something intriguing, enigmatic and 

seductive about them, about walking in a ground that has already been crowded by millions. I 

felt both curious and afraid for the future of historic sites in our post-modern cities. So, after 

completing my masters in Architecture and in Heritage, I had many conversations with 

UNESCO members, as well as a read through the literature on the significance and the role of 

heritage for cities. I realised the importance of this subject, and what was at first a simple 

concern grew into a will and a need to do a PhD. The introduction chapter will take you with 

me on my discovery journey, from my case study to the broad urban heritage literature.  

 

1. Context: Rabat, from a dull capital to the capital of culture 

 

The focus of this study will be on my country: Morocco, and more particularly its 

capital, Rabat. Choosing my country was for personal reasons. I know that Morocco is already 

a touristic country, attracting many people with its beautiful heritage. In 2022, it became even 

more famous worldwide thanks to the FIFA World Cup.  

But choosing Rabat, my city, the city that I was born in and grew up in, was not an 

accidental choice nor a personal one. It began in the first three months of my PhD, when I 

participated in a workshop organised by the Arab Regional Center for World Heritage from 

UNESCO and ICOMOS. The workshop was titled óStrengthening the capacities of World 

Heritage professionals in the Arab region for cultural and mixed sites.ô  

The organizing team put their focus on Rabat as a case study to evaluate the 

implementation of the World Heritage Convention, in particular the Historic Urban Landscape 

(HUL), in the heritage site. The HUL offered a fresh perspective on urban conservation as it 

replaced the traditional idea of historic area with the notion of urban heritage. As a result, it 

paved the way for a more adaptable, expansive, and community-oriented approach to 
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conservation1. This workshop showed me that Rabat did interest regionally both the UNESCO 

and ICOMOS, and that it constituted a fascinating case study for the application of the HUL. 

Indeed, since His Majesty Mohammed VI's ascension to the throne in 1999, Morocco 

has embarked on a new era marked by a distinctive focus on heritage. In his 1999 UNESCO 

speech, the King emphasized the necessity of a dynamic approach to heritage protection, 

integrating it into development projects rather than merely preserving the past:  

 

óWe must once again insist on the need to adopt a dynamic vision with regard to 

this protection, aiming to integrate our heritage into our development projects and 

not only embalm it in a vision of sanctification of the past.ô (According to King 

Mohammed VI's speech at the 23rd session of the UNESCO World Heritage 

Committee, as cited in the Rapport sur le bien du patrimoine mondial document 

(Government of Morocco, 2020, p. 13)) 2  

 

Departing from colonial ideologies, he asserted that heritage is integral to the nation's 

future. Under his leadership, Morocco aims to enhance its global image through urban planning 

and heritage, positioning heritage at the core of urban development. King Mohammed VI's 

initiatives show a significant re-evaluation, bridging the gap between past and present, heritage 

and development.3 

As for Rabat, the Kingôs aim is to elevate it to the status of a major global capital, 

prioritizing improved living conditions and comprehensive economic and social development.4 

The result is an urban landscape in mutation thanks to a major structuring project: the 

transformative Projet dôam®nagement de la vall®e du Bouregreg (Bouregreg Valley Project). 5 

Launched in May 2004, it is an integrated and sustainable urban development for the 

Bouregreg Valley that englobes the whole area of Rabat-Salé-Témara. It signifies a 

 

1 Bandarin, F. (2015) óIntroduction: Urban Conservation and the end of planningô, in Bandarin, F., & van Oers, 

R. (eds). Reconnecting the city. The historic urban landscape approach and the future of urban heritage. London: 

Wiley-Blackwell, p.14  
2 Moroccan Government (2020) Rapport sur le bien du patrimoine mondial: Rabat. Rabat, p.13 
3 Moroccan Government (2011) Dossier de nomination (Nomination File). Rabat, p.5 
4 Challenge.ma (27-07 to 06-09-2018). óRabat: new generation projects flourishô, p.38. Available at: 

https://www.cfcim.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Rabat.pdf (Accessed 30-12-2020) 
5 Moroccan Government (n.d.) Bouregreg Project. Available at: http://www.bouregreg.com/  (Accessed 20-

04-2024) 

https://www.cfcim.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Rabat.pdf
http://www.bouregreg.com/
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significant step towards integrated and sustainable urban development in the Rabat-Salé-

Témara area.6  

 

The city gained international recognition in 2010 when the Washington-based NGO 

Earth Day designated it as one of five global Green Cities, highlighting its abundant green 

spaces.7 

 

Simultaneously, Rabat sought another international acclaim, but this time for its 

cultural heritage, applying for the World Heritage List in 2011. To bolster this effort, the 

government prepared the Plan de Gestion' (Management Plan) and the Dossier de Nomination 

(Nomination File), outlining rules for the protection and enhancement of heritage.8 

Recognizing the untapped potential of the medina, architect Ahmed Iraqi conducted a 

diagnostic study, later reinforced by the 2017 Regulations for the Medina of Rabat.9 These 

pivotal initiatives will be further explored in Chapter 3. 

In 2012, Rabat achieved UNESCO World Heritage status as 'Rabat, Modern Capital 

and Historic City: a Shared Heritage'10, thirteen years after the 1999 royal speech emphasizing 

heritage as a shared space for dialogue across civilizations.11 Encompassing diverse heritage 

from Moroccan history and various eras, this dialogue across civilizations defined Rabat's 

Outstanding Universal Value.  

The next year, Rabat's international recognition continued as it hosted the fourth 

Congress of United Cities, Local Governments, and the second World Summit of Cities. These 

two events commemorated the centenary of the global municipal movement, with the 

participation of 3500 mayors from all continents. The selection of Rabat as the venue was a 

testament to Morocco's dedication to decentralized cooperation and sustainable urbanization. 

These gatherings elevated Rabat to a prominent position within the global network of cities 

and local authorities, showcasing its significance in international urban governance 

 

6 Moroccan Governmant. Bouregreg Project website. Available at: http://www.bouregreg.com/ (Accessed 30-01-

2021) 
7 Oualalou, F. (2014) óRabat, capitale du Royaume du Maroc, Ville-lumiere et capitale culturelleô, Metropolis, 

October. 
8 Moroccan Government (2011) Plan de gestion (Management Plan). Rabat.; Moroccan Government (2011) 

Proposition dôinscription sur la Liste du patrimoine mondial soumise par le Royaume du Maroc: Dossier de 

nomination (Nomination File). Rabat.  
9 Agence Urbaine de Rabat (2011) Plan dôam®nagement et de sauvegarde de la m®dina de Rabat. Rabat. 
10 UNESCO (n.d.) Rabat, capitale moderne et ville historique. Available at: https://whc.unesco.org/fr/list/1401/ 

(Accessed 26-09-2020) 
11 Moroccan Government (2020) Rapport sur le bien du patrimoine mondial: Rabat. Rabat, p.13 

http://www.bouregreg.com/
https://whc.unesco.org/fr/list/1401/
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initiatives.12 This recognition also acknowledged Morocco's commitment to cultural heritage 

preservation.  

The project Rabat, City of Light, Moroccan Capital of Culture (2014-2018), a 

significant initiative, is of particular interest for the thesis due to its focus on the medina. As 

such, the next section will give some background and context on the project and outline its key 

features. The project's success led to Rabat being elected the Cultural Capital of the Islamic 

world in 2022 by the Islamic World Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization.13 

Recognized as the cultural capital of the country and now the Islamic world, Rabat was 

acclaimed for its cultural leadership and influence.14 

 

2. City of Lights (2014-2018): context and key features 

 

The urban development programme known as óRabat Ville Lumi¯re, Capital of Moroccan 

Cultureô (2014-2018) is a Royal initiative launched by King Mohammed VI on May the 12th 

in 2014. The project embraces a forward-looking perspective, denoted by the moniker Light.15 

With a total budget of 18 billion dirhams (1.8 billion dollars), it draws inspiration from 

international benchmarks and is recognized as one of the major undertakings contributing to 

the urban development and flourishing of Rabat.16 Indeed, It has been widely discussed in the 

media as the project that is transforming Rabat into a new city: óle nouveau Rabatô.17 The 

former mayor of Rabat, Fathallah Oualalou, described the project as symbolizing óthe city's 

openness to the future and to the world.ô18  

The primary aim of City of Lights is to provide the capital city with improved living 

conditions and integrated social and economic development, enabling Rabat to rise as a major 

 

12 Oualalou, F. (2014) óRabat, capitale du Royaume du Maroc, Ville-lumiere et capitale culturelleô, Metropolis, 

October, pp.7-8. 

13 ICESCO (2021) Rabat capitale de la culture 2022. Available at: https://www.icesco.org/fr/2021/11/05/rabat-

proclamee-capitale-de-la-culture-dans-le-monde-islamique-au-titre-de-2022/ (Accessed 18-09-2022) 
14 Barki, C. (2021) óRabat: Ville lumi¯re, capitale culturelle du monde islamiqueô, Lôopinion. Available at: 

https://www.lopinion.ma/Rabat-Ville-lumiere-capitale-culturelle-du-monde-islamique_a20537.html (Accessed 

05-09-2021) 
15 Oualalou, F. (2014) óRabat, capitale du Royaume du Maroc, Ville-lumiere et capitale culturelleô, Metropolis, 

October, p.7 
16 Challenge.ma (27-07 to 06-09-2018). óRabat: new generation projects flourishô, p.38. Available at: 

https://www.cfcim.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Rabat.pdf (Accessed 30-12-2020) 
17 Challenge.ma (27-07 to 06-09-2018). óRabat: new generation projects flourishô, p.38. Available at: 

https://www.cfcim.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Rabat.pdf (Accessed 30-12-2020) 
18 Oualalou, F. (2014) óRabat, capitale du Royaume du Maroc, Ville-lumiere et capitale culturelleô, Metropolis, 

October, p.8 

https://www.icesco.org/fr/2021/11/05/rabat-proclamee-capitale-de-la-culture-dans-le-monde-islamique-au-titre-de-2022/
https://www.icesco.org/fr/2021/11/05/rabat-proclamee-capitale-de-la-culture-dans-le-monde-islamique-au-titre-de-2022/
https://www.lopinion.ma/Rabat-Ville-lumiere-capitale-culturelle-du-monde-islamique_a20537.html
https://www.cfcim.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Rabat.pdf
https://www.cfcim.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Rabat.pdf
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metropolitan center.19 By modernizing Rabat, the overarching goal is to steer its development 

towards enhanced competitiveness, social solidarity, and environmental sustainability, 

capitalizing on the city's cultural and environmental assets.20 This initiative aligns with royal 

efforts to democratize cultural access, fostering a more engaged citizenry and advancing 

Moroccan society towards modernity and global integration.21 

As a result, Rabat has emerged as a significant development site, implementing open-air 

projects to optimize services for the population and inject new socio-economic dynamics into 

the region. This includes substantial enhancements in infrastructure, basic services, and 

administrative, cultural, and entertainment facilities.22 

City of Lights was launched through a collaboration between the City Council and the 

Regional Mayors, alongside eighteen public and private partners.23 The execution of the 

program is entrusted to the Société Rabat Région Aménagements, established as a public 

limited company in November 2014, and chaired by the Regional Mayor. This entity is 

responsible for managing the project and ensuring the successful implementation of the 

program, ensuring that delegated project management aligns with program expectations and 

local stakeholder interests.24 

The City of Lights program is structured around seven key axes, as outlined by the 

Société Rabat Région Aménagements website.25 However, it is important to note that the 

program has not been officially presented to the public. This means that there were no publicly 

available documents explaining its purpose, the details of each axis, the budget allocation, or 

how the program operates. While the axes are listed on the website, they are only mentioned 

by their titles, without further explanation (Figure 1.1). 

 

19 Rabat Region Amenagement (n.d.)  Rabat, ville lumière et capitale marocaine de la culture. Available at: 

https://www.rra.ma/ (Accessed 20-04-2024) 
20 Oualalou, F. (2014) óRabat, capitale du Royaume du Maroc, Ville-lumiere et capitale culturelleô, Metropolis, 

October, p.8 
21 Lahjomri, A. (2015) óRabat, peu aim®e?ô, QUID, Available at: URL: https://quid.ma/societe/Rabat,-peu-aime 

(Accessed 20-04-2024)  
22 Barki, C. (2021) óRabat: Ville lumi¯re, capitale culturelle du monde islamiqueô Lôopinion. Available at: 

https://www.lopinion.ma/Rabat-Ville-lumiere-capitale-culturelle-du-monde-islamique_a20537.html (Accessed 

25-08-2022) 
23 Moroccan Government (2020) Rapport sur le bien du patrimoine mondial: Rabat. Rabat, p.17 
24 Rabat Region Amenagement (n.d.)  Rabat, ville lumière et capitale marocaine de la culture. Available at: 

https://www.rra.ma/ (Accessed 20-04-2024) 
25 Rabat Region Amenagement (n.d.)  Rabat, ville lumière et capitale marocaine de la culture. Available at: 

https://www.rra.ma/ (Accessed 20-04-2024) 

https://www.rra.ma/
https://quid.ma/societe/Rabat,-peu-aime
https://www.lopinion.ma/Rabat-Ville-lumiere-capitale-culturelle-du-monde-islamique_a20537.html
https://www.rra.ma/
https://www.rra.ma/
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Figure 1. 1: Axes of City of Lights programme. Source: Rabat Region Amenagement (n.d.)  Rabat, ville lumière 

et capitale marocaine de la culture. Available at: https://www.rra.ma/ (Accessed 20-04-2024) 

 

UNESCO recognized the City of Lights initiative as a significant planning and 

development program but highlighted concerns regarding transparency. In Decision 43 COM 

7B.52, UNESCO expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of information about the program.26 

In response to these concerns, the Moroccan government published the Report on the World 

Heritage of Rabat in 2020.27 Prior to this, information about the program was limited to 

glimpses in journal articles28 or on the website of the regional development agency.29 With the 

availability of the 2020 report, I gained access to the details of the seven axes of the program, 

which I compiled and summarized in Table 1.1. 

 

26 UNESCO (2019) Available at: https://whc.unesco.org/fr/decisions/7433/ (Accessed 20-04-2024) 
27 Moroccan Government (2020) Rapport sur le bien du patrimoine mondial: Rabat. Rabat, p.13 
28 Moroccan Government (2020) Rapport sur le bien du patrimoine mondial: Rabat. Rabat. 
29 Barki, C. (2021) óRabat: Ville lumi¯re, capitale culturelle du monde islamiqueô Lôopinion. Available at: 

https://www.lopinion.ma/Rabat-Ville-lumiere-capitale-culturelle-du-monde-islamique_a20537.html (Accessed 

25-08-2022); Lahjomri, A. (2015) óRabat, peu aim®e?ô, QUID, Available at: URL: https://quid.ma/societe/Rabat,-

peu-aime (Accessed 20-04-2024); Challenge.ma (27-07 to 06-09-2018). óRabat: new generation projects flourishô, 

pp.38-39. Available at: https://www.cfcim.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Rabat.pdf (Accessed 30-12-2020) 

 

https://www.rra.ma/
https://whc.unesco.org/fr/decisions/7433/
https://www.lopinion.ma/Rabat-Ville-lumiere-capitale-culturelle-du-monde-islamique_a20537.html
https://quid.ma/societe/Rabat,-peu-aime
https://quid.ma/societe/Rabat,-peu-aime
https://www.cfcim.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Rabat.pdf
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Table 1.1: Axes of City of Light project. Source: Moroccan Government (2020) Rapport sur le bien du 

patrimoine mondial: Rabat. Rabat, pp.13-20. 

Axe 

number 

Axe focus Axe aims Budget 

1 Preservation and 

promotion of the city's 

cultural and civilizational 

heritage. 

 

Enhancing Rabat's cultural appeal 

and preserving its historical 

significance while embracing 

modernity 

94 millions 

(US dollar) 

2 Conservation of green 

spaces and environmental 

assets. 

 

Strengthening Rabat's status as a 

green city through various 

initiatives related to green spaces, 

public squares, forested areas, and 

environmental protection.  

100 millions 

(US dollar) 

3 Strengthening of basic 

social amenities and 

improving access to local 

services. 

Enhancing human development 

indicators in various sectors such as 

health, education, youth and sports, 

social welfare, and religious places. 

Overall, the aim is to strengthen 

community well-being, education, 

sports, and social services while 

enhancing local governance and 

administrative efficiency. 

143 millions 

(US dollar) 

4 Urban development and 

enhancement of the 

cityscape. 

 

Preservation, rehabilitation, and 

enhancement of Rabat's urban 

landscape, including the protection 

and valorization of archaeological 

sites and coastal areas. Overall, the 

goal is to improve the quality of 

urban life and safeguard Rabat's 

cultural and architectural heritage. 

150 millions 

(US dollar) 
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5 Improvement of urban 

mobility. 

 

In terms of transportation, the 

program advocates for the 

modernization of both road and rail 

infrastructure, as well as tramway 

services.  

85 millions 

(US dollar) 

6 Promotion of economic 

activities. 

 

Requalification and reorganization 

of components within the municipal 

central market in the medina, 

integrating the Kissariat Oued 

Addahab into the commercial urban 

fabric of the medina and upgrading 

local markets and specialized 

markets located in the medina, 

Akkari, l'Ocean, Youssoufia, Agdal-

Ryad, and Yacoub Al Mansour. 

78 millions 

(US dollar) 

7 Strengthening of 

infrastructure and city 

decongestion. 

 

The entire road network serving the 

city and connecting its various 

neighborhoods has undergone a 

series of measures. 

292 millions 

(US dollar) 

 

The role and significance of the medina within the program will be further elaborated upon in 

the main body of the thesis. The primary focus of this section was to introduce the City of 

Lights program. 

 

3. A double issue outlined in the literature: 

 

In recent years, scholarly interest has grown significantly in the urban development 

projects and transformations taking place in Rabat. The capital of Morocco used to seem less 

interesting compared to the financial hub Casablanca, Tangier the dangerous, Fes the 

mysterious or Marrakech the cosmopolitan hotspot.30 It used to have a reputation of being a 

 

30 Sherwood S (2007) ó36 hours in Marrakesh, Moroccoô, New York Times. Available at: http://travel. 

nytimes.com/2007/11/11/travel/11hours.html (Accessed 24-06-2020); Williams G (2010) óThe 31 places to go in 
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dull place, especially compared to these other Moroccan cities. But the capital shifted its 

identity: from being the unsung capital of Morocco to the capital of culture.31 

The primary issue that the literature outlined is that these projects -Bouregreg Valley, 

infrastructure restructuration, City of Lights- are prioritizing global capital and city branding 

above all else, including citizensô needs.32 They are described as "showcase urbanism" 

designed to cater to elite interests.33 This is because the branding of Rabat took prevalence over 

the lived experience of its people. There is a disconnection between official promotional 

campaigns positioning Rabat as a desirable destination and the lived experiences of its 

residents.34 This is why Bogaert has specifically labelled the Bouregreg Valley project as an 

embodiment of "globalized authoritarianism," framing it as a neoliberal class project 

facilitating capital accumulation and social control.35 

These projects represent a risk of marginalisation for the majority of local communities, 

except the elite minority. In response to that, many scholars advocate for an approach that 

recognize citizenôs agency36 and an inclusive participatory approach for a sustainable 

development.37 Others even saw the potential of the high scale urban projects ï like the 

 

2010: #16. Marrakeshô, New York Times. Available at: http://travel.nytimes.com/2010/01/10/travel/ 

10places.html?pagewanted=all (Accessed 24-06-2020). 
31 Dines, N. (2021) óTowards a ñnewò Moroccan capital? Democratisation, diversity politics and the remaking of 

national space in Rabatô, Identities, 28(6), pp. 734. 
32 Bargach, J. (2011) óRabat: From Capital to Global Metropolisô, in Elsheshtawy, Y. (ed.) The Evolving Arab 

City: Tradition, Modernity and Urban Development. New York: Routledge, pp. 99ï117; Zemni, S. and Bogaert, 

K. (2011) óUrban renewal and social development in Morocco in an age of neoliberal governmentô, Review of 

African Political Economy, 38(129), pp.403ï417.  
33 Barthel, P.-A. and Mouloudi, H. (2009) óWaterfronts de Casablanca et de Rabat: Un urbanisme de projetô, 

Urbanisme, no369 (Novemberï December), pp.52ï56. 
34 Kharmich, H. and Sedreddine, M. (2020) óRabat, a Metropolitan City, Between Displayed Image, Reality of 

Image and Identityô, The Academic Research Community Publication, 3(4), pp.85ï91; Elouali, A., et.al. (2020) 

óTouristicôs destination brand image: Proposition of a measurement scale for Rabat City (Morocco)ô, Advances in 

Science, Technology and Engineering Systems, 5(6), pp.1750ï1758.  
35 Bogaert, K. (2018) óImagineering a new Bouregreg valleyô, in Bogaert, K. (ed.) Globalized Authoritarianism. 

Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, pp.123-162. 
36 Studer, H. (2015) óConstituting urban space in the Moroccan contextô, Urban Studies, 52(6), pp.1005ï1019.  
37 Mouloudi, H. (2010) óReactions from below to big urban projects: the case of Rabatô, Built Environment, 36(2), 

pp.230ï244; Mouloudi, H. (2009) óL'amenagement de la Corniche de Rabatô, Les Cahiers d'EMAM, no17, pp. 11-

28; Elhamdouni, S. et.al. (2023) óBeginning of Participatory Urbanism and the Sustainable City: Case of Rabat, 

Moroccoô, Civil and Environmental Engineering. Available at: https://doi.org/10.2478/cee-2023-0021 (Accessed 

26-10-2023); Eradi, A. and   Moflih, Y. (2022) óValorisation   du patrimoine    culturel    local, gouvernance    

patrimoniale    et attractivit® touristique: Cas de la Capitale Culturelle Rabatô, International   Journal   of   

Accounting, Finance,   Auditing, Management and Economics, 3(4-1), pp.408-420; Mouttaki, A. (2022) óRabat 

smart city, est-elle participative?ô Communication, Technologies et Développement, 12; Studer, H. (2015) 

óConstituting urban space in the Moroccan contextô, Urban Studies, 52(6), pp.1005ï1019; Elhamdouni, S. et.al. 

(2023) óBeginning of Participatory Urbanism and the Sustainable City: Case of Rabat, Moroccoô, Civil and 

Environmental Engineering. Available at: https://doi.org/10.2478/cee-2023-0021 (Accessed 26-10-2023);  

https://doi.org/10.2478/cee-2023-0021
https://doi.org/10.2478/cee-2023-0021
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Bouregreg Valley and City of Lights- in enhancing civil society engagement in urban 

governance.38 

But the neglect of citizens for the branding of the city is not the only issue. The projects 

are also seen as a way to perpetuate a scission in the city, between an emerging futuristic part 

of the city and the underdeveloped heritage parts.39 This in turn creates tensions between 

Rabat's UNESCO heritage commitments and its overarching metropolitan ambitions.40 This 

double speed of development is perceived as a continuity of French colonial planning ideals in 

Rabat where heritage is left for the image of the city and new development used to show the 

progress of the country.41 This only feeds a continued social stratification and fragmentation of 

the city42, as predicted by the influential work of Abu-Lughod decades ago.43 Yet, heritage for 

Rabat is argued to be an essential factor of development, besides being useful for the branding 

of the capital.44 This led me to note a major gap within the literature: the absence of 

contemporary Rabatôs medina in academic research. We will see why this lack of research 

constitutes an issue in the next section. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

38 Mouloudi, H. (2010) óReactions from below to big urban projects: the case of Rabatô, Built Environment, 36(2), 

pp.230ï244. 
39 Wang, I. (2018) óTraditional and Futuristic: A Tale of Rabatôs Two Citiesô, Morocco World News. URL: 

https://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2018/08/252484/traditional-futuristic- history-culture-rabat (Accessed 24-

06-2022) 
40 Kharmich, H. and Meryem, B. (2021) óLe Patrimoine Mondial de lôHumanit®, entre logique de classement et 

ambition de m®tropolisation. Cas de la ville de Rabat, Marocô, African and Mediterranean Journal of Architecture 

and Urbanism, 3, pp.118ï129. 
41 Bargach, J. (2011) óRabat: From Capital to Global Metropolisô, in Elsheshtawy, Y. (ed.) The Evolving Arab 

City: Tradition, Modernity and Urban Development. New York: Routledge, pp. 99ï117; Wagner, L., & Minca, 

C. (2014) óRabat retrospective: Colonial heritage in a Moroccan urban laboratoryô, Urban Studies, 51(14), 

pp.3011ï3025.  
42 Saoud, R., & Mushatat, S. (2011) óThe Politics of Urban Form: Society and Space in Post Colonial North 

African Cityô, Lonaard, 5(2). 
43 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1980) Rabat: Urban Apartheid. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
44 Radoine, H. and Aomorali, S. (2019) óRabat, Morocco: Sustaining the Historic Urban Landscape of Rabat: 

Strategies and Implementationô, in Roders, A.P. and Bandarin, F. (eds.) Reshaping Urban Conservation, 

Creativity, Heritage and the City. Berlin: Springer, pp.423ï433.  
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4. Case study: the medina of Rabat 

 

  

Figure 1. 2: Shops in Rabat's Medina. Source: Author 

 

The term ñmedinaò refers to the historical core of North African cities, which is also a 

cultural, social and economic hub of everyday life. In the context discussed earlier, two 

priorities emerged for Rabat: its identity on a national and global scale, and its socio-economic 

development. The main aim of the government is attracting global capital. However, along this 

pursuit, citizens have been overlooked. Despite this new context being an active area of study, 

the medina is absent from the academic discussions. This absence was particularly evident 

when I was reading scholarly literature focused on Rabatôs transformations (outlined 

precedingly). Yet, the medina contributes to both identity and development, while also 

presenting challenges for both. 
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On the concept of identity, medinas have acquired a central role in shaping the 

Moroccan national narrative and defining Morocco's image internationally45, guaranteeing its 

traditions and identity.46 However, the medina of Rabat has not been a specific focal point in 

scholarly research, except in the context of its colonial management.47 For a city that pursues 

the enhancement of its branding, there is a clear gap of updated and nuanced understanding of 

its medina. This gap refers to the lack of current insights into the values that the medina holds 

for the communities, hindering the capitalôs efforts to effectively include the historical core 

into its branding strategies and its overall revitalization. 

Enhancing the medinaôs identity and global representation necessitates a thorough 

reassessment conducted in collaboration with local communities. This involves actively 

engaging the previous and current residents to uncover their current definitions, values and 

aspirations for the medina. By incorporating these insights into the revitalization of the old 

core, we can not only preserve the medinaô significance but also ensure its relevance and 

resonance both in Morocco and on the global scene. 

This updated and multi-layered understanding is crucial at this particular juncture as 

Rabat reinvents its identity and global image through projects like City of Lights. If this updated 

understanding is not realised, the medina local representation will be marginalized both in the 

literature but also in its its worldwide representations. Indeed, there is a risk that Moroccanô 

voices would be overshadowed by universalizing voices after the 2012 UNESCO inscription. 

Since the medina is crucial for Moroccansô identity, it is important to have their voices 

included. Otherwise, its global representation will be incongruent with the local reality. 

In addition to concerns about misrepresentations, it is imperative to understand the 

contemporary dynamics and values of the medina from grassroots, community-centred 

perspective for another compelling reason. Failing to incorporate local perspectives may result 

in urban interventions that jeopardize the essence of the place and disrupt its historical 

continuity. Rabat has previously experienced the repercussions of a strict top-down initiative: 

 

45 Coslado, E. and McGuinness, J.  (2013) óLes médinas du Maroc en mutation. Quelles perspectives pour 

la recherche?ô In Médinas immuables? Gentrification et changement dans les villes historiques marocaines 

(1996-2010) [Online]. Rabat: Centre Jacques-Berque. Available at: <http://books.openedition.org/cjb/342>. 

ISBN : 9791092046014. DOI : https://doi.org/10.4000/books.cjb.342. (Accessed: 20-07-2019) 
46 Speech by Hassan II  of July the 21th in 1980, cited in Moroccan Government (2020) Rapport sur le bien du 

patrimoine mondial: Rabat. Rabat, p.25 
47 Th®liol, M. (2014) óAm®nagement et pr®servation de la m®dina de Rabat entre 1912 et 1956ô, Les Cahiers 

dôEMAM, (22), pp. 47ï70; Kassab, R. Y. (2022) óA hole in the wall: French colonial planning approaches and the 

building of the Central Market in Rabat, Morocco (1922ï1925)ô, Planning Perspectives. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02665433.2022.2130964. (Accessed 06-06-2023) 

http://books.openedition.org/cjb/342%3e.
https://doi.org/10.4000/books.cjb.342
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the Rabat-Ville train station. The train station is a classified historical monument from the 

colonial era that was converted into an art gallery and a shopping centre. The change of function 

did not constitute an issue. What did is the spectacular physical transformation: a futuristic 

metallic rooft was built over it. This drew criticism from UNESCO48 and the academic 

community for compromising the heritage character of the place.49 Such errors could prove 

detrimental to the capital. Therefore, for the successful revitalization of the medina, it is crucial 

to consider and incorporate the voices of the local community. Unfortunately, this essential 

understanding is currently lacking in the case of Rabat's medina. 

This research holds both importance and urgency due to its direct implications for the 

preservation and sustained development of the medina, a pivotal aspect of the city's overall 

progress. Existing literature outlined that large-scale projects in Rabat pose risks to local 

communities, particularly the vulnerable ones, which the medina principally hosts. Properly 

revitalizing this heritage is not only crucial for the nation's development, a priority championed 

by the government, but also for the continuity of livelihoods within the medina. 

 

5. Purpose: Aim, objectives and questions 

 

The main aim of the thesis is to explore the representations of Rabatôs medina by 

shedding light on the discourses of the government and the communities. Through this 

investigation, the primary objective is to attain a holistic understanding of how the medina is 

perceived and approached. Then, through the multi-vocal understanding articulated, this 

research provides valuable insights in informing the continuity of the medina while aspiring to 

speak to the multiplicity of stakeholder perspectives. 

 

The specific objectives are, in order:  

1. Identifying and reviewing the urban cycles of the medina to better understand 

the key processes that shaped and influenced the medina over time. 

 

48 UNESCO (2021), State of Conservation report, Available at: https://whc.unesco.org/fr/soc/4239 (Accessed: 

20-07-2022) 
49 Hassan, R. and Salwa, A. (2019) óRabat, Morocco: Sustaining the Historic Urban Landscape of Rabat: Strategies 

and Implementationô, in Roders, A.P. and Bandarin, F. (eds.) Reshaping Urban Conservation: The Historic Urban 

Landscape Approach in Action. London: Wiley-Blackwell. pp.431-432 

https://whc.unesco.org/fr/soc/4239
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2. Investigating the institutional and communitiesô discourses on Rabatôs medina 

through four parameters: definition, significance, discontinuity and continuity.50 

3. Comparing and contrasting the discourses to identify which values sustain the 

significance of the medina of Rabat and which values lead to its decay.51 

 

Questions 

The central question in this dissertation asks how do the communities and government 

portray the medina in their discourses and how can these multiple representations inform the 

continuity of the medina? 

The specific questions which drive the research are: 

1. Definition : How is the medina of Rabat defined, presented, and understood? 

2. Significance: How are the medinaôs values being portrayed in the government 

and the communitiesô discourses? 

3. Discontinuities: How are national institutions and communities perceiving and 

portraying the main discontinuities of the medina and their main causes? 

4. Continuity : How do communities and national institutions want to ensure the 

continuity of the place? And how are they ensuring it? 

 

 

5. Conceptual Framework  

 

I am explaining here the framework of concepts and assumptions that underpin and 

guide my research.52 

 

Post-modern 

The post-modern has often been synonymous with the trajectory of Western advanced 

nations in the post-industrial era, from the 1950s onwards. These are seen as the places where 

the rise of globalization and new media technologies redefined social structures and traditional 

 

50 The Literature review will explain why these four parameters were chosen. 
51 Mechta, K. (1991) Maghreb, architecture et urbanisme: Patrimoine, tradition et modernité. Paris: Publisud, 

p. 52 
52 Maxwell, J. A. (2012) Qualitative research design: An interactive approach. London: Sage publications, p.33. 
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institutions.53 But post-modernity, as conceptualized within the scope of my thesis, is 

characterised by the exponential interconnectedness among different societies and traditions, 

manifesting through heightened flows of information, ideas, capital, and human migration 

traversing national boundaries.54 This interweaving of global forces and cultural exchanges 

defines the post-modern society.  

However, the realities of urban development in non-Western contexts were often 

underlooked. By acknowledging the global nature of post-modernity, my research challenges 

the exclusionary tendencies within academic discourse, particularly concerning Arab 

countries.55 In deliberately choosing to adopt the term ópost-modernô, I seek to rectify this 

neglect and enrich our understanding of the diverse manifestations of post-modern urbanism 

across the globe. For instance, Rabat emerges as a pertinent case study of a post-modern city, 

embodying the interplay of globalization, technological advancements, and shifting socio-

cultural dynamics.  

On the other hand, my thesis aligns with key post-modernist concepts. Lyotardôs notion 

of metanarratives is a foundational premise that the truth does not exist but there is a 

coexistence of multiple truths.56 Foucaultôs exploration of the subjectivity of knowledge also 

resonates with my thesis assumptions.57 Finally, the concept of hyper-reality by Baudrillard, 

where the perception of reality becomes intertwined with mediated representations, is 

particularly interesting for my research.58 Indeed, this is pertinent in the context of Rabat where 

the government put a strong emphasis on city branding and the construction of urban narratives. 

The exploration of heritage as a discursive construction exemplifies this, and this is what we 

will see next. 

 

 

 

 

 

53 ReviseSociology (n.d.) From Modernity to Post-modernity. Available at: 

https://revisesociology.com/2016/04/09/from-modernity-to-post-modernity/ (Accessed 03-12-2020) 
54 ReviseSociology (n.d.) From Modernity to Post-modernity. Available at: 

https://revisesociology.com/2016/04/09/from-modernity-to-post-modernity/ (Accessed 03-12-2020) 
55 Elsheshtawy, Y. (2011) The Evolving Arab City: Tradition, Modernity and Urban Development. London and 

New York: Routledge. 
56 Lyotard, J.-F. (1979) La condition postmoderne. Paris: Editions de Minuit. 
57 Foucault, M. (1969) Lôarchéologie du savoir. Paris: Gallimard.; Foucault, M. (1993) Surveiller et punir. Paris: 

Gallimard. 
58 Baudrillard, J. (1981) Simulacres et Simulation. Paris: Galilee.  

https://revisesociology.com/2016/04/09/from-modernity-to-post-modernity/
https://revisesociology.com/2016/04/09/from-modernity-to-post-modernity/
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Heritage is a discursive construction  

 

Simply put, discourse is the way we talk and write about heritage.59 This is the definition of 

the term as it is used in this thesis. The premise of my thesis aligns with the work of Laurajane 

Smith, who asserted that the value of heritage is not inherent but rather a cultural construct.60 

This construction occurs through discourse, which not only shapes the understanding of 

concepts like heritage but also influences our actions, social and technical practices, and the 

construction and reproduction of knowledge. Simply put, discourse is how we discuss and 

frame the idea of heritage. 

On a different note, the reality of the medina is not solely assessed through its material 

infrastructure and services. The reality of the medina also encompasses the collection of 

discourses, images, and representations that gradually form overlapping layers on top of the 

actual, tangible reality.61 

 

Continuity  

 

Drawing inspiration from Khalaf's research, my thesis adopts the concept of continuity 

rather than authenticity. Khalaf contends that the effectiveness, credibility, and practicality of 

heritage management, encompassing both policies and practices, can be enhanced by 

operationalizing the concept of continuity.62 According to the Oxford dictionary, continuity is 

defined as 'the unbroken and consistent existence or operation of something over time.'63 This 

concept, clearer than authenticity, has been somewhat neglected in international heritage 

policy. 

Effective heritage protection does not solely aim for the preservation of authenticity but 

rather focuses on managing continuity and fostering compatible change in an ever-evolving 

 

59 Waterton, E., Smith, L. and Campbell, G. (2006) óThe utility of discourse analysis to heritage studies: The Burra 

Charter and social inclusionô, International Journal of Heritage Studies, 12(4), pp. 339ï355. 
60 Smith, L. (2006) Uses of Heritage. London: Routledge. 
61 Lahbil Tagemouati, N. (2010) óLa m®dina de F¯s a-t-elle une valeur?ô In Cattedra, R., Garret, P., Miller, C., 

and Volait, M. (eds.) Patrimoines en situation. Constructions et usages en différents contextes urbains: Exemples 

marocains, libanais, égyptien et suisse. Beyrouth / Rabat: Presses de lôIfpo [Online]. Available at: 

doi:10.4000/books.ifpo.899 (Accessed: 04-07-2021)   
62 Khalaf, R. W. (2019) óContinuity: a fundamental yet overlooked concept in World Heritage policy and practiceô, 

International Journal of Cultural Policy, 27(1), pp. 102ï116. 
63 Oxford Dictionaries (2019) Continuity. Available at: https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/ continuity 

(Accessed 30-12-2020)  
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world.64 Moreover, the concept of continuity aligns well with the contemporary international 

agenda on urban heritage that will be detailed next. The underlying aim is not only to sustain 

the significance of heritage places but also to accommodate and harmoniously integrate 

contemporary interventions that have minimal adverse impact on the attributes of significance.  

In this context, continuity involves the management of change, emphasizing compatible 

transformations that allow the values and attributes of heritage to persist. While authenticity 

may be interpreted rigidly, advocating for heritage that remains unchanged, continuity supports 

and guarantees authenticity without rejecting the possibility of acceptable change.65 And this 

is why the concept of continuity is used in my research. 

 

Discontinuity 

 

Discontinuity is the ócrises and breaches which, far from being mere accidents, may 

lead to significantly different future scenarios.ô66 These are events or situations that disrupt the 

normal flow or trajectory of the medina. They are not random or accidental occurrences. 

Instead, they are often the result of underlying factors, trends, or dynamics that have been 

building up over time. They represent a departure from the expected or usual course of events. 

Discontinuities have the potential to alter the future in a substantial and transformative way. 

They can lead to outcomes that are markedly different from what was previously anticipated 

or wished for.  

 

Values and cultural significance 

 

In my thesis, I employ the concepts of significance and values interchangeably. The 

exploration of cultural heritage values has a rich history within the research field.67 This is 

 

64 Khalaf, R. W. (2020) óAuthenticity or Continuity in the Implementation of the UNESCO World Heritage 

Convention? Scrutinizing Statements of Outstanding Universal Value, 1978ï2019ô, Heritage, 3(2), pp. 243ï274.  
65 UNESCO. (2004) Proceedings of the International Conference on the Safeguarding ofTangible and Intangible 

Cultural Heritage: Towards an Integrated Approach. Nara, Japan, 20ï23 October 2004. Paris: UNESCO. 

Available at: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000147097 (Accessed 26-03-2019) 
66 Raymond, B., et.al. (2012) óEconomic, Environmental, Social and Political Trends: Perspectives, Hypotheses 

and Developmentsô, in Balbo, M. (ed.) The Medina: The Restoration & Conservation of Historic Islamic Cities. 

London and New York: I.B. Tauris, p.12 
67 Ashworth, G.J. and Voogd, H. (1986) óThe marketing of urban heritage as an economic resourceô, in Angenent, 

J.J.M. and Bongenaar, A. (eds.) Planning without a passport. Utrecht: Elinkwijk, pp. 38-50; Carnegie, G.D. and 

Wolnizer, P.W. (1995) óThe financial value of cultural, heritage and scientific collections: an accounting fictionô, 

Australian Accounting Review, 5(9), pp. 31-47; Mazzanti, M. (2002) óCultural heritage as multi-dimensional, 

multi-value and multi-attribute economic good: toward a new framework for economic analysis and valuationô, 
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because the concept of value has a central importance in the protection and maintenance of 

cultural heritage.68 The preservation of heritage has always been driven by its inherent value, 

as societies naturally seek to conserve what they hold dear. 

The concept of cultural significance, as introduced in the Burra Charter, holds particular 

importance in my research. It is because it extends beyond the materiality of heritage to 

encompass its associations and meanings.69 The Burra Charter, published in 1979 by Australian 

ICOMOS, outlines principles and procedures for conserving Australian heritage sites, 

introducing forms of cultural heritage beyond physical aspects, replacing the Venice Charter 

as the foundation of national heritage practices and setting international standards for heritage 

conservation.70 In 2013, it presented officially the notion of cultural significance which is 

linked to the continuous use of a place. This charter showed a greater role of the social 

dimension to the construction of heritage values.71 

In this context, cultural significance refers to the importance of a site, determined by 

the aggregate of values attributed to it. Values are not inherent to objects; rather, they are 

ascribed to heritage by individuals. This recognition explains why values associated with 

heritage can change or continue over time.72 In essence, people play a crucial role in attributing 

value to cultural heritage. Thus, people are essential in my study for understanding the heritage. 

 

The Journal of Socio-Economics, 31(5), pp. 529-558; Noonan, D.S. (2003) óContingent valuation and cultural 

resources: a meta-analytic review of the literatureô, Journal of cultural economics, 27(3-4), pp. 159-176; Hassan, 

R. (2003) óConservation-based cultural, environmental, and economic development: The case of the walled city 

of Fezô, in L. Girard (ed.) The human sustainable city: Challenges and perspectives from the habitat agend., 

Burlington: Ashgate, pp. 457-477; Tuan, T.H. and Navrud, S. (2008) óCapturing the benefits of preserving cultural 

heritageô, Journal of cultural heritage, 9(3), pp. 326-337; Safiullin, L.N., et.al. (2014) óSocio-economic 

development of the region and its historical and cultural heritageô, Life Science Journal, 11(6s), pp. 400-404. 
68 Torre, M. de la (2020) Assessing the Values of Cultural Heritage. Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation 

Institute, p.3. 
69 Fairclough, Norman (2001) óThe discourse of New Labour: critical discourse analysisô, in Taylor, S. and 

Wetherell, M (eds.) Discourse as data: a guide for analysis. London: Sage and the Open University, p.240. 

70 Logan, W. () óIntroduction: Voices from the periphery, the Burra Charter in contextô, Historic Environment, 18 

(1), pp.2-8.  

71 Australia ICOMOS (2013) The Burra Charter. The Australia ICOMOS charter for places of cultural 

significance. Article 1. Available at: http://portal.iphan.gov.br/uploads/ckfinder/arquivos/The-Burra-Charter- 

2013-Adopted-31_10_2013.pdf. (Accessed 08-02-2022) 

72 Labadi, S. (2013) UNESCO, Cultural Heritage, and Outstanding Universal Value: Value-Based Analyses of 

the World Heritage and Intangible Cultural Heritage Conventions. Lanham: Altamira Press, p.54; Avrami, E., R. 

Mason, and M. de la Torre (2000) Values and Heritage Conservation: Research Report. Los Angeles: Getty 

Conservation Institute, p.6; Leitão, L., Wigboldus, L., Bourdin, G. and Badman, T. (2017) Connecting Practice 

Phase II: Final Report. P.20 [online]. Available at: http://openarchive.icomos.org/1841/ (Accessed 25-06- 2021); 

Muñoz Viñas, S. (2017) The Transactional Nature of Heritage Conservation. Amsterdam: Reinwardt Academy-

Amsterdam University of the Arts, p.57. 

http://openarchive.icomos.org/1841/
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Community 

The utilization of the concept of community has proven highly effective in English-

language studies on heritage. However, its application in German and French discussions on 

heritage presents greater challenges and is less widespread.73 In general, 'community' refers to 

'ordinary people,' individuals lacking the authority to assert their vision or influence others 

officially, in contrast to the state. This concept has served as a contrasting representation to the 

traditional notion of heritage that was often biased towards aristocratic interests.74 It presented 

an alternative perspective that aimed to broaden the scope of heritage to include diverse cultural 

narratives, challenging the dominant narratives of privilege and elitism often associated with 

traditional heritage preservation. 

Yet, it has its limitations, particularly in its tendency to homogenize and totalize people 

and places, lacking room for differentiation, and its preference for collectivizing 

individualities.75 I do acknowledge this limitation in my thesis. To address it, I have tried to be 

granular in my presentation of the findings. I specify the speaker's age, socio-cultural 

background, and connection to the medina in the quotationôs footnotes and appendices 1 and 

2. 

In a broader sense, the community comprises those who care about the medina of Rabat 

and value its continuity. As expressed by one of my interviewees, an architect activist 

advocating for the rehabilitation of the medina, ócommunities are those who feel actively and 

affectively impacted by the destiny of the city.76 

  

 

73 Berger, S., Dicks, B. and Fontaine, M. (2020) óñCommunityò: a useful concept in heritage studies?ô, 

International Journal of Heritage Studies, 26(4), p. 326.  
74 Berger, S., Dicks, B. and Fontaine, M. (2020) óñCommunityò: a useful concept in heritage studies?ô, 

International Journal of Heritage Studies, 26(4), p. 327. 

75 Berger, S., Dicks, B. and Fontaine, M. (2020) óñCommunityò: a useful concept in heritage studies?ô, 

International Journal of Heritage Studies, 26(4), p. 327. 
76 Interview, 16th December 2020, óL4ô, Previous inhabitant 
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6. Significance of research 

 

This research goes beyond the investigation of the medina of Rabat but aims to add to 

multiple fields of studies: the medina, the Arab world within the post-modern world, and 

heritage studies. We will start from the narrowest to the broadest. 

 

Medina  

 

The medina is currently grappling with an ongoing quest for its identity, aiming to 

maintain a connection with its past while aligning with its contemporary context. The existing 

literature emphasizes the necessity for a fresh approach to reading, interpreting, and analyzing 

the medina77. Notably, the literature lacks representation from a local perspective. The 

forthcoming literature review will focus on the medina, shedding light on the imperative for a 

renewed conceptualization in order to address these gaps. 

 

Morocco or the MENA region in a post-modern era  

 

The Rabat case study significantly contributes to the evolving discourse on Moroccan 

cities, a focal point advocated by urban planning researchers in Morocco78. Amidst the ongoing 

urban transformations in Morocco, the exploration of Rabat's medina provides an in-depth 

understanding of the complexities involved by these changes. Beyond merely achieving a 

holistic comprehension of the medina, contrasting local voices with governmental perspectives 

aims to uncover power dynamics and tensions between government objectives and community 

interests. These tensions are inherent to the post-modern and global era. 

Indeed, in recent literature, themes of globalization, identity, and representation in the 

Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has gained attention.79 Precedingly, cities in this 

 

77 Jayyusi, S. K. et al. (2008) The city in the Islamic World. Leyde: Brill Academic Pub; Elsheshtawy, Y. (2004) 

Planning middle eastern cities: an urban kaleidoscope. London and New York: Routledge Taylor & Francis 

Group. 
78 Chouiki, M. (2017) Un si¯cle dôurbanisme. Le devenir de la ville marocaine. Paris: LôHarmattan. 
79 Andraos, A. (2016) óThe Arab Cityô, Places Journal. Available at: https://doi.org/10.22269/160531 (Accessed 

13-08-2022); Andraos, A. (2016) The Arab City: Architecture and Representation. New York: Columbia Books 

https://doi.org/10.22269/160531
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region have been overlooked in the global city literature, despite facing similar challenges as 

Western cities80. My thesis recognizes that researching non-Western areas can be a compelling 

field of study due to their distinct urban processes and inherent global implications81. 

The few existing studies on the MENA region and globalization predominantly focus 

on top-down perspectives, analysing government policies, official discourses, and the impacts 

of large-scale projects. However, there is a noticeable gap to the perspectives of local 

communities, that my research wants to answer. The decision to examine these post-modern 

dynamics through the lens of heritage stems from the understanding that heritage holds 

significant cultural influence in contemporary global societies82. This perspective will be 

further explored in the following paragraph. 

 

Heritage studies 

 

As stated in the documents of City of Lights on the case of Rabatôs medina: óThis is the 

illustration, on a small scale, of an issue of global dimensionô83. Indeed, the difficult 

equilibrium between conservation and development is a situation that urban heritage faces all 

around the world. And as we will see, heritage has taken a central place in discussions on the 

21st century city. 

Over the past 30 years, there has been a noteworthy shift in thinking about the role of 

culture in the sustainable development of cities. From being a niche concern of a select group 

of specialists, culture has transformed into a fundamental aspect of modern life and human 

rights. It now serves as a driving force for development processes and a crucial pillar of 

 

on Architecture and the City.; Elsheshtawy, Y. (2004) Planning middle eastern cities: an urban kaleidoscope. 

London and New York: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group.; Elsheshtawy, Y. (2011) The Evolving Arab City: 

Tradition, Modernity and Urban Development. London and New York: Routledge. 
80 Fuad K. Malkawiôs prologue calls for a new research agenda pertaining to Arab cities and is prophetically titled 

óThe New Arab Metropolisô, in Elsheshtawy, Y. (2011) The Evolving Arab City: Tradition, Modernity and Urban 

Development. London and New York: Routledge, p.14 
81 Bandarin, F. (2015) óIntroduction: Urban Conservation and the end of planningô, in Bandarin, F., & van Oers, 

R. (eds). Reconnecting the city. The historic urban landscape approach and the future of urban heritage. London: 

Wiley-Blackwell, p.2 
82 Harrison, R. (2012) Heritage: Critical Approaches. London: Routledge, p.9 
83 Moroccan Government (2011) Complément au plan de gestion, p.32 
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sustainability.84 Three pivotal documents ï the Agenda 203085, the UNESCO 2015 report 

óCulture: Urban Futureô86 and the New Urban Agenda in 201687 ï mark key milestones in 

understanding the relationship between cities and heritage. 

The Agenda 2030, a landmark international development agenda, officially recognized 

culture as a cornerstone of sustainable development in 201588. Goal 11 of this agenda 

specifically focuses on making cities inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable, explicitly 

emphasizing the importance of heritage89. 

In preparation for the third Habitat Conference, UNESCO's 2015 report, óCulture: 

Urban Futureô served as a policy framework to support the implementation of Agenda 203090. 

It provided a global overview of tangible and intangible urban heritage conservation, shedding 

light on differences in conservation practices worldwide. The report also highlighted the 

growing importance of urban heritage as a field for private investment and public policies.  

The Habitat III conference in Quito in 2016, a critical urban policy event occurring once 

every 20 years, presented an ideal opportunity for policy implementation in line with the 

Agenda 2030 goals. The Conference centered on the importance of cities in shaping our future 

and the necessary policies for global development. In 2016, following a global consultation 

process and adoption by the UN General Assembly, the Conference released the New Urban 

Agenda. This agenda called for the future implementation of strategic development policies 

aimed at preserving a diverse range of tangible and intangible cultural heritage91. 

 

84 For a detailed overview of this process, see: Bandarin, F. (2019) óReshaping Urban Conservationô in Roders, 

A.P. and Bandarin, F. (eds.) Reshaping Urban Conservation: The Historic Urban Landscape Approach in Action. 

London: Wiley-Blackwell., pp.3-21. 
85 UN General Assembly (21 october 2015). óResolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 

2015ô. The Agenda 2030. 
86 UNESCO. (2016). Culture: Urban future. Global report on culture for sustainable urban development. Paris: 

UNESCO. 
87 United Nations (2016) The New Urban Agenda. Available at: https://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/NUA-

English.pdf (Accessed: 30-05-2018) 
88 Point 36: We acknowledge the natural and cultural diversity of the world and recognize that all cultures and 

civilizations can contribute to, and are crucial enablers of, sustainable development. Source: UN General 

Assembly (21 october 2015) óResolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 2015ô. The Agenda 

2030. 
89 UN General Assembly (21 october 2015). óResolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 

2015ô. The Agenda 2030. 
90 UNESCO (2016). Culture: Urban future. Global report on culture for sustainable urban development. Paris: 

UNESCO.  
91 United Nations (2016) The New Urban Agenda. Available at: https://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/NUA-

English.pdf (Accessed: 30-05-2018); UN. (2016) Habitat III: The United Nations Conference on Housing and 

Sustainable Urban Development. Quito, 17ï20 October 2016. Available at https://unhabitat.org/habitat-iii/  

(Accessed: 30-05-2018) 

https://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/NUA-English.pdf
https://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/NUA-English.pdf
https://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/NUA-English.pdf
https://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/NUA-English.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/habitat-iii/
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Recognizing the significance of urban heritage in both international policies and 

literature has highlighted the urgency of researching this field. Indeed, historic cities play a 

crucial role in fostering human, social, and economic sustainable development92. Essentially, 

heritage shapes our future, as it is through the preservation and understanding of our past that 

we envision and create possibilities for the future in our present.93 

 

7. Scope  

 

The geographical scope of this research is focused specifically on the medina of Rabat. 

As the historic urban core, the medina constitutes a distinct spatial, social, cultural, political 

and economic sub-area within the broader Rabat-Sale metropolitan region. The aim is to 

develop an in-depth, contextualized understanding of this particular locality.   

The time scope of this research centers around the contemporary era, looking at 

dynamics and visions following Rabat's inscription as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2012 

up until the present day. This specific period was nicknamed the City of Lights era in reference 

to the project City of Lights (2014-2018) as it was the project that focused the most on the 

medina. Some wider context is provided on Rabat's urban development trajectories, 

governance dynamics, and cultural policy ambitions over the past two decades to enable the 

analysis of the medina place within the city's changing priorities and strategies. Plus, the 

medina's longer historical evolution will be outlined in chapter 4 to trace key drivers behind its 

current form, functionality and status. 

The conceptual scope involves the exploration of the representations and discourses 

around this historic urban core from two main perspectives - the national government 

institutions and the local communities. These discourses will be analysed through four key 

parameters - definitions, significance, discontinuities, and continuity. This allows for a layered 

understanding of how the medina is perceived, valued, and envisioned for the future.  

The methodological scope relies on qualitative methods, drawing on two main primary 

data sources: publicly available institutional documents and semi-structured interviews with 

 

92 Taylor, K. (2015). óCities as cultural landscapesô, in Van Oers, R. and Bandarin, F. (eds.) Reconnecting the 

City: The Historic Urban Landscape Approach and the Future of Urban Heritage. London: Wiley-Blackwell, 

pp.179-202 
93 Harrison, R. (2012) Heritage: Critical Approaches. London: Routledge, p.7 
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over 95 participants comprising residents, shop owners, and previous inhabitants from middle 

class to elite societies. More information will be given in the methodology chapter. 

The analytical scope looks across these two datasets to highlight areas of resonance, 

divergence and tension between top-down, official representations and bottom-up, grassroots 

depictions of the medina. The aim is not to reconcile or merge these multiple perspectives, but 

rather to hold space for a discursive plurality. 

The limitations of the study will be discussed in the conclusion chapter. 

 

8. Overview of chapters 

 

Figure 1. 3: Overview of the chapters of the thesis with their titles. Source: Author 

 

Introduction: 

The introduction chapter sets the stage by providing a foundation for the study, 

including the context on Rabat, the purpose of the study, its contribution and significance for 

the fields of medinas and heritage. 

 

Literature Review 
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A comprehensive literature review on medinas is conducted to enhance our 

understanding of the concept, revealing existing research gaps, particularly concerning the need 

for a new conceptualization of the medina and considerations for its continuity. 

 

Method Chapter: 

This section details the research methodology employed for the study, showing the 

qualitative approach used to investigate the medina of Rabat and address the identified gaps. 

 

 

Chapter 4: The cycles of urban mutation of Rabatôs medina: 

This chapter delves into the historical evolution and urban characteristics of the medina, 

offering a contextual understanding of its development and functionality. It serves as a 

presentation of the medina of Rabat, laying the groundwork for subsequent chapters. 

 

Chapter 5: The governmentôs representations of Rabatôs medina: 

Focused on addressing the research questions, this chapter explores the medina's 

representations from the government's standpoint. 

 

Chapter 6: The communitiesô representations of Rabatôs medina: 

Focused on addressing the research questions, this chapter explores the medina's 

representations from the communitiesô standpoint. 

 

Chapter 7: Navigating Communities and Institutional Perspectives: a Discussion on The 

Representations of Rabatôs Medina: 

This discussion chapter explores the meanings behind the findings outlined in chapters 

5 and 6 about the representations of the medina. It shows how the findings enhance the 

conceptualization of medinas and contribute to the theoretical framework of heritage. 

 

Chapter 8: Between Fact and Facade: Government and Communities perspectives on 

Continuity: 

This discussion chapter explores the meanings behind the findings outlined in chapters 

5 and 6 about the continuity of the medina. It then showcases the contributions of the findings 

to the broader field of heritage management and practices.  
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Conclusion: 

The concluding chapter summarizes key findings, highlights the implications of the 

research, and offers insights into potential avenues for future studies. It provides a cohesive 

wrap-up of the research journey undertaken in this PhD thesis. 

 

Explanation of the overall structure of the thesis 

 In crafting the structure of the thesis, I consciously and delibaratedly marked a clear 

delineation between chapters dedicated to presenting the raw results (chapters 5 and 6) and 

those reserved for the in-depth analysis of those results (chapters 7 and 8). This decision serves 

multiple purposes. First, there was a commitment to preserving the integrity of the narratives 

shared by my numerous interviewees. By dedicating a whole chapter solely to the exposition 

of their perspectives, I sought to honor their voices without them being diluted in my analysis. 

This separation not only ensures that their voices remain authentic, but also affords them the 

recognition they deserve within academic discourse. 

Moreover, this strategic placement of the analysis serves a scholarly objective. By 

structuring and organizing the data in chapters 5 and 6, I aimed to create a foundation that 

future researchers can readily access and build upon. These chapters serve as a database, 

offering a comprehensive repository of meticulously collected data that can fuel further inquiry 

and exploration. Future researchers can draw further conclusions and uncover novel insights. I 

want, through the chosen structure, to foster a culture of collaboration and knowledge exchange 

within the community. 

Finally, I seek to offer a blueprint that can be adapted and applied to diverse case 

studies, extending the utility of this research beyond the confines of the specific medina under 

examnation, here Rabat. The methodology chapter will offer additional transparency on the 

process. 
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Conclusion 

 

This introductory chapter has outlined the foundations and rationale for the thesis. This 

study explores the representations of Rabat's medina from governmental and community 

perspectives through four key parameters: definition, significance, discontinuity and 

continuity. As such, the thesis aims to develop a more nuanced and holistic understanding of 

the opportunities and challenges facing contemporary medinas. 

The study focuses on the present moment in Rabat, where the city is grappling with 

balancing its aspirations as a global capital and preserving its historical urban core, primarily 

found in the medina. The study's scope is centered on the medina but considers broader urban 

policy changes in Rabat as a crucial context. This period of change presents a unique 

opportunity to better understand the opportunities and challenges facing medinas in the 21st 

century. 

To achieve this, a qualitative methodology is proposed. It involves analyzing 

documents and conducting interviews to compare perspectives from top-down sources like 

governmental institutions with those from residents, shopkeepers, and civil society.  

Conceptually, the study is anchored in critical heritage theory asserting that heritage 

values are not inherent, but rather culturally constructed through discourse and performance.  

The importance of this research is highlighted by the gaps in existing literature on 

medinas, the Moroccan city, the MENA region in the post-modern era, and the ongoing 

discussions in heritage studies. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

ó'The traditional Arab city must be considered as an urban system with its 

own originality [é] even though they may obey principles different to 

those with which we are familiarô. 

Raymond, A. (2005) óUrban life and middle eastern cities: the traditional Arab cityô, in Choueiri, Y. (ed.) A 

companion to the history of the Middle East. New Jersey: Wiley-Blackwell, p.213.
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Introduction 

 

Modern research into medinas has a long history that dates back to the colonial period, 

starting with the writings of the brothers Marçais from 1928.94 Called the óIslamic Cityô, an 

extensive body of literature was interested in understanding medinas and defining them. This 

is what the first section of this literature aims to provide: a grasp of the concept of medina. It 

answers the first aim of my study, which is the construction of the medinaôs identity. This 

section will also reveal why there is a need for a new discourse of these historic cities, one that 

includes the local understanding of these places, and one that focuses only on one case study.  

My specific aim for this section is to understand how the medina was defined and 

represented in the literature. We will see that Orientalism stayed a dominant discourse because 

it gave birth to a field of study that tried to dismantle and contradict it. Very few academics 

stepped away from this discourse and tried to uncover the tangible or intangible reality of the 

óIslamic Cityô. The majority focused mainly on finding flaws within the Orientalist approach, 

and searched for the main essence and influences that shaped the city.  

Three main myths were criticized: the Islamic influence on the city, the ahistorical and 

placeless aspect, and the unplanned characteristic of Islamic cities. I will start by discussing 

the semantics, then reviewing these myths.  

The second section focuses on the second aim of my study: the continuity and future of 

medinas. Although the literature represents the future of the medina in a variety of contexts, 

this review will primarily focus on Moroccan medinas. The literature search for this section 

had to be undertaken with care because it was less structured than the first field of research. 

For the first, the only keyword that was functional to find the right texts was óIslamic Cityô, 

and texts were linked between them so one piece of literature used to lead me to another.  

However, while searching for literature in this section, I have discovered that two other 

themes were suggested in the literature: the value of the medina and the transformations it went 

through after the 1960s, when Morocco became independent.  

In total, through the critical analysis of the literature, the four key parameters of my 

research ï definition, value, discontinuity and continuity ï emerged as important to study. 

 

94 Mar­ais, W. (1928) 'Lôislamisme et la vie urbaine', Comptes rendus des s®ances de lôAcad®mie des Inscriptions 

et Belles-Lettres, 72e année, n° 1, pp. 86-100.; Mar­ais, G. (1945) óLa conception des villes dans lôIslamô, Revue 

dôAlger (2), pp.517ï533; Marçais, G. (1954) LôArchitecture Musulmane dôOccident: Tunisie, Alg®rie, Maroc, 

Espagne et Sicilie. Paris: Arts et Metiers graphiques, pp.249ï262; Mar­ais, G. (1957) óLôurbanisme musulmanô, 

Melanges dôhistoire et dôarcheologie de lôoccident musulman, pp.219ï231. 
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1. What is the medina? 

 

1.1 The óIslamic Cityô: An Orientalist agenda that is being challenged/reviewed 
 

The first modern researchers interested in understanding the medina were the colonizers 

who wanted to define the built environment of their colonies in North Africa and the Middle-

East to better control them and assert domination95. Their definition of the place had an agenda: 

to show the superiority of their cities, thus their culture, over what they have described as the 

unplanned and disorganized cities of the colonized countries. Their vision of the medina was 

oversimplified and reduced to a stagnant generalizable urban entity mainly determined by 

Islamic faith norms. Thus, the name Orientalists gave it was the óIslamic Cityô.  

In contrast to depictions of European cities, descriptions of the qualities of cities in the 

Islamic world tended to be more universal. Plus, it was set in contrast between a forward-

thinking Europe and a backwards Muslim world.96 Figure 2.1 shows the stereotypical óIslamic 

Cityô in North Africa, which consists of a main mosque around which markets and baths are 

built, followed by residential areas on the outskirts. The North African city, especially Fez in 

Morocco, was the starting point of their studies and the classic example of an óIslamic Cityô.97 

This academic period has become known as Orientalism. The impact of this era was 

tremendous as it constituted the dominant discourse. In the 1950s, this discourse underwent its 

first significant revision with Edmond Pauty.98 Former Head of The Fine Arts Department in 

Morocco, Pauty initiated a revision of Orientalist studies by emphasizing the importance of 

addressing the actual history and structure of these cities, rather than relying on their theoretical 

models. 

The debate was continued in the 1980s, coinciding with Edward Saidôs phenomenal 

book Orientalism.99 The focus of the book was a literary criticism of Western representations 

 

95 Hanssen, J. (2010) óHistory, heritage and modernity: Cities in the Muslim world between destruction and 

reconstructionô, The New Cambridge History of Islam: Muslims and Modernity Culture and Society Since 1800, 

(July 2005), pp. 521ï548. 
96 Neglia, G. A. (2008). óSome historiographical notes on the Islamic city with particular reference to the visual 

representation of the built cityô, in Jayyusi, S., et.al. (Eds.) The City in the Islamic World (2 vols.) Brill Academic 

Publishers. P.5 
97 Mar­ais, W. (1928) 'Lôislamisme et la vie urbaine' Comptes rendus des s®ances de lôAcad®mie des Inscriptions 

et Belles-Lettres, 72e année (n° 1), pp. 86-100 
98 Pauty, E. (1951) óVilles spontan®es et villes cr®®es en Islamô Annales de lôInstitut dô£tudes Orientales, 9  
99 Said, E. (1978) Orientalism. London: Penguin Classics 
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of the East, especially their implicit domination through stereotypical portrayals of the East. 

This has an indirect correlation with the built environment as it revealed how such portrayals 

can influence and even shape the cultural perceptions of cities from the East. An example of 

this portrayal for the medina can be found in Figure 2.1. 

Orientalism was even a subject of mockery because of the exaggerated romantic gaze 

of the Occident on the Orient100, where colonials or óoutsidersô were defining the space and 

culture of the other.101 Their main issue was reading the medina by comparison to the Western 

city that they deemed as superior. They have failed to recognise the variations in history and 

geography through the world, reducing the city to one unique point of view.102 It is important 

to note that the discussion presented here, including the characterization of Orientalist 

perspectives and their reductionist views of cities, may be somewhat simplified for the sake of 

clarity and brevity. 

From the impact of Orientalism, and for my review to be more contemporary, I will 

start my literature review from the 1980ôs onwards. The literature that came before, Orientalist 

literature and its first critiques, has been already exhaustively reviewed.103  

Indeed, in the 1980s, a new wave of scholarship and a fresh line of inquiry for the study 

of medinas were established. There was a rising consciousness of the fallacies of the óIslamic 

Cityô orientalist construction, starting with Abu-Lughodôs impactful work104, and followed by 

other key figures in the field like Raymond, As-Sayed, Hakim.  

 

100 Housefield, J. (2001) óOrientalism as Irony in Gerard de Nervalôs Voyage en Orientô, in Slyomovics, S. (ed.) 

The walled Arab city in literature, architecture and history: The living medina in the Maghrib. London: Frank 

Cass Publishers, pp. 10ï25. 
101 Gharipour, M. and Nilay, O. (2012) The City in the Muslim World: Depictions by Western Travel Writers. New 

York: Routledge  
102 Zubaida, S. (2006) óMax Weberôs The City and the Islamic Cityô, MWS, 6(1), pp. 111ï118.  
103 ¢elik, Z. (1999) óNew Approaches to the óNon-Westernô Cityô, Journal of the Society of Architectural 

Historians, 58(3), pp.374ï381.; Aldous, G. (2013) óThe Islamic city critique: Revising the narrativeô, Journal of 

the Economic and Social History of the Orient, 56(3), pp. 471ï493..; Falahat, S. (2014) óThe Model of ñIslamic 

City.òô, in Falahat, S (ed.) Re-imaging the City: A new conceptualisation of the urban logic of the ñIslamic cityò. 

Berlin: Springer, pp. 7ï49; Falahat, S. (2018) óThe idea of the Islamic Cityô, in Falahat, S. (ed.) Cities and 

metaphors: beyond imaginaries of Islamic urban space. Berlin: Springer, pp.16-58; AlSayyad, N. (1991) óThe 

typical Muslim City, historiography of a conceptô, in AlSayyad, N. (ed.) Cities and Caliphs; on the Genesis of 

Arab Muslim Urbanism. Westport: Greenwood Press, pp.13-33; AlSayyad, N. (1996) óThe study of Islamic 

urbanism: an historiographic essayô, JSTOR, 22(2), pp. 91ï97.; Neglia, G. A. (2008). óSome historiographical 

notes on the Islamic city with particular reference to the visual representation of the built cityô, in Jayyusi, S. & 

al. (eds.) The City in the Islamic World (2 vols.) Brill Academic Publishers, pp.3-46; Bonine, M., Ehlers, E., Kraft, 

T. and Stober, G. (1994) The Middle Eastern City and Islamic Urbanism: An Annotated Bibliography of Western 

Literature. Bonn: Ferd.; Stewart, J. (2001) óMiddle-East urban studies: identity and meaningô, Urban Geography, 

22(2), pp.175-181.; Kopp, H. (1999) óRecent German geographical research on the Arab Worldô, The Arab World 

Geographer, Vol. 2 (25); Falah, G. (1999) óNo longer "lost in the desert": Human geography from within the Arab 

Worldô, The Arab World Geographer, Vol. 2, pp.87-11 
104 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1987) óThe Islamic city ï Historic Myth, Islamic Essence, and Contemporary Relevanceô, 

International Journal of Middle East Studies, pp. 155ï176. 
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They deemed that this reductionist style of reading the medina was inadequate as it 

created multiple myths for the medina: a place frozen in time, a place generalizable in the 

Islamic world, an unplanned chaotic space, and a product of Islamic rules. These myths will be 

reviewed in the next sub-sections. 

 

 

Figure 2. 1: The stereotypical Muslim City of North Africa. Source: Alsayyad, N. (1991) Cities and caliphs: on 

the genesis of Arab Muslim urbanism. Wetsport: Greenwood Press, p.16. 

 

1.2 The concept of the óIslamic Cityô 
 

Semantics  

The word I have used in my thesis to name this urban setting I am studying is medina, 

to stay true to the Arabic name of these cities. Indeed, al-Maqdisi, a Jerusalem- born Arab 

geographer (380/990) classified urban settlements in the Islamic world and developed a 

hierarchy of four settlement types105:  

a) Amsar (sing. Misr): metropolis 

b) Qasabat (sing. Qasabah): provincial capitals 

c) Mudun(sing. Madina): provincial towns, a main town of a district, or a market town 

 

105 Al -Maqdisi (1906) Ahsan al-taqasimfi ma'rzfat al-aqalim. Leiden, p. 47 



Page | 34 

 

d) Qura (sing. Qaryah): villages 

 

In the Arabic language, medina means urban settlement, and is one of the principal 

expressions of civilization106. In the Muslim culture, the word medina reminds us of the city of 

the prophet Medina. In etymology, the word medina means justice and submission, because it 

developed as a place where a presiding government carried out security and justice 

administration.107 It is interesting to note that in the initial period of Islamic conquest, the cities 

that were newly conquered or established were not designed as medinas but as Amsar. It was 

when the Muslim population became predominant in them that they finally acquired the name 

medina.108 

What we call cities is important. To the Orientalists, naming the medina the Islamic city 

was a way to ascertain óothernessô and what the occident is not, but also to regroup all cities in 

the Muslim world under one common denominator: Islamic faith. Their research has tended to 

define these cities as somehow óIslamicô. Existing research has placed a high value on this 

term, and it has been used in a lazy and imprecise manner to quickly define and label these 

places.109  

However, there has been some questioning of this simplistic labelling and some 

scholars ï like Raymond110 or Wirth111, who we will see in the next sextion - questioned the 

validity of the Islamic City terminology for two reasons. First, they were looking at the concept 

and essence behind the medina other than Islam. Secondly, they also wanted to review this 

universalizing tendency of the Orientalists that attributes sameness to all medinas.  

 

106 Ibn Khaldun (2015) Muqqademah. Princeton: Princeton University Press, Abridged edition.  

This book was written in 1377 
107 Al -Waly, T. (1983) óThe City in Islamô, Al-Fikr Al-Araby, 4(29), p.109.  
108 AlSayyad, N. (1998) óContesting the Mad´nah: Dualities in the Study of Islamic Urbanismô, Islamic Culture, 

LXXII  (4), pp.1ï20 
109 Mar­ais, W. (1928) 'Lôislamisme et la vie urbaine', Comptes rendus des s®ances de lôAcad®mie des Inscriptions 

et Belles-Lettres, 72e année, n° 1, pp. 86-100.; Mar­ais, G. (1945) óLa conception des villes dans lôIslamô, Revue 

dôAlger (2), pp.517ï533; Marçais, G. (1954) LôArchitecture Musulmane dôOccident: Tunisie, Alg®rie, Maroc, 

Espagne et Sicilie. Paris: Arts et Metiers graphiques, pp.249ï262; Mar­ais, G. (1957) óLôurbanisme musulmanô, 

Melanges dôhistoire et dôarcheologie de lôoccident musulman, pp.219ï231. 
110 Raymond, A. (1994) óIslamic city, Arab city: orientalist myths and recent viewsô, British Journal of Middle 

Eastern Studies, 21(1), pp. 3ï18.   
111 Wirth, E. (1982) 'Villes islamiques, villes arabes, villes orientales? Une problématique face au changement,' in 

Bouhdiba, A. and Chevallier, D. (eds.) La ville arabe dans l'Islam. Tunis: Universite de Tunis. 
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As a result, other names were given to label the medina: the traditional city112, the 

Arabo-Muslim city113, the Oriental city114, the Mediterranean city115. These new labels come 

from the regions of these cities. But what other influences have shaped the city? This is what 

we will see next. 

 

Is there an Islamic city? Islam and other influences 

  

In the literature on Islamic cities, the focus of the investigation shifted from looking for 

a fundamentally Islamic essence in architecture and urban form in Orientalism to a discussion 

of the extent to which Islam can be said to have shaped the city (Figure 2.2).  

 

 

112 Raymond, A. (1994) óIslamic city, Arab city: orientalist myths and recent viewsô, British Journal of Middle 

Eastern Studies, 21(1), pp. 3ï18.   
113 Haneda, M. (1994) Islamic urban studies: historical review and perspectives. London and New York: 

Routledge. 
114 Wirth, E. (1982) 'Villes islamiques, villes arabes, villes orientales? Une problématique face au changement,' in 

Bouhdiba, A. and Chevallier, D. (eds.) La ville arabe dans l'Islam. Tunis: Universite de Tunis.; Wirth, E. (2000) 

Die Orientalische Stadt Im islamischen Vorderasien und Nordafrika. Berlin: Zabern Philipp Von. 
115 Gilson Miller, S., Bertagnin, M. and Petruccioli, A. (2001) óInscribing Minority Space in the Islamic City: The 

Jewish Quarter of Fez (1438-1 912)ô, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 60(3), pp. 310ï327.  
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Figure 2. 2: Academics and the label Islamic City. Source: Author 
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Islam as the main configuration of urban form was defended by Hakim116, Mortada117 

and Al-Hathoul118. They have identified the way that Islamic law, with its regulations and 

statutory rules, acted as the guideline for building urban space and life. While there may be 

differing opinions regarding the Islamic city model, it is undeniable that Islam, as a 

socioreligious system, has profoundly shaped the physical structure of cities where it holds 

dominance119.  

Janet Abu-Lughod (1928-2013) in her major contribution in 1987 óThe Islamic city ï 

Historic Myth, Islamic Essence, and Contemporary Relevanceô120 started the scepticism around 

the term Islamic and opened-up conversations about what other influences have shaped the 

medina. For her, the flaw of Orientalists is their models based on outcomes rather than 

processes: óMuch less attention was paid to the social organization of the city nor was any 

attempt made to explore the underlying causes of the particular patterns found in Islamic 

cities.ô121  

The first orientalists on the medina, the Marcais brothers, created a chain of authority 

that was taken on by future research, thus creating a series of biased research. This notion of 

process is central to Abu-Lughodôs work, giving a more dynamic and analytical model of the 

Islamic city. This model is not only based on religion, but also on social, topographic, political, 

legal and specific cultural elements. Three were emphasized: the distinction by neighborhoods, 

the gender separation and the decentralised system of social order. These processes gave birth 

to the particularities of the Islamic city: óThe historic Islamic city often achieved community, 

privacy and beauty.ô122 Her work gave the impulse to redefine what did influence the cityôs 

morphology. 

Other scholars seen in Figure 2.2 joined the debate and looked at other influences on 

the essence of the medina. The ruler being the main factor of influence on the city is the original 

contribution of Nezar As-Sayed, urban historian and a key figure in the Islamic city debates, 

 

116 Hakim, B. S. (1989) Arabic-islamic cities: Buildings and Planning principles. London: Routledge. 
117 Mortada, H. (2003) Traditional Islamic principles of built environment. Oxon: Routledge. 
118 Al -Hathloul, S. (1981) Tradition, continuity and change in the physical environment: the Arab-Muslim city. 

PhD Thesis. Harvard University. 
119 Dona J. Stewart (2001) óMiddle East urban studies: identity and meaningô, Urban Geography, 22 (2), p.177 
120 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1987) óThe Islamic city ï Historic Myth, Islamic Essence, and Contemporary Relevanceô, 

International Journal of Middle East Studies, pp. 155ï176. 
121 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1987) óThe Islamic city ï Historic Myth, Islamic Essence, and Contemporary Relevanceô, 

International Journal of Middle East Studies, p. 157 
122 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1987) óThe Islamic city ï Historic Myth, Islamic Essence, and Contemporary Relevanceô, 

International Journal of Middle East Studies, p.173 
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especially with Cities and Caliphs; on the Genesis of Arab Muslim Urbanism123. He studied 

the development of existing cities that then got occupied by the Muslims in their conquest, and 

noticed that what had more influence on the medinas were the caliphsô political and 

administrative motives: óThe resulting development does not seem to represent any Islamic 

planning ideology but was rather reflective of the changing challenges faced by Arab caliphs 

attempting to consolidate their reigns.ô124 Besides, the Islamization process of these existing 

towns also involved compromises with the predominantly non-Muslim populations that were 

already living there.  

Topography was argued by the geographer Michel E.Bonine125, the archaeologist 

Whitcomb126, the architects Rabah Saoud127 and Jamal Akbar128 as having a stronger influence 

on the structure of the medina than Islamic principles: óIt appears that the topography is the 

major determinant of both the street pattern and the city structure.ô129 However, Saoud did 

precise that socio-cultural norms also influenced strongly the place: ó'In addition to the 

influence of local topography, and morphological features of pre-existing towns, the Muslim 

City reflected the general socio-cultural, political, and economic structures of the newly created 

society.'ô130  

It is this aspect that was emphasized the most by the archaeologist Simon OôMeara131 

and the historian and archaeologist Paul Weathley.132 While Weathley did an extensive regional 

study and OôMeara did an intensive local study of Fez, they have both concluded on the 

importance of local culture in shaping the city.  

 

123 AlSayyad, N. (1991). Cities and Caliphs; on the Genesis of Arab Muslim Urbanism. Westport: Greenwood 

Press. 
124 AlSayyad, N. (1991). Cities and Caliphs; on the Genesis of Arab Muslim Urbanism. Westport: Greenwood 

Press, p.12 
125 E. Bonine, M. (1990) óThe sacred direction and city structure: a preliminary analysis of the Islamic cities of 

Moroccoô, Muqarnas, 7(1990), pp. 50ï72. 
126 Whitcomb, D. (2012) óFormation of the Islamic city: a second archaeological period of urban transitionô, in 

Proceedings of the 7th International Congress of the Archaeology of the Ancient Near East, pp. 619ï632. 
127 Saoud, R. (2002) óIntroduction to the Islamic cityô, Foundation for Science Technology and Civilisation, 

(August).; Saoud, R. (2004) óThe Impact of Islam on Urban Development in North Africaô, Foundation for 

Science Technology and Civilisation. 
128 Akbar, J. (1988) Crisis in the Built Environment: The Case of the Muslim City. Singapore: Concept Media. 
129 E. Bonine, M. (1990) óThe sacred direction and city structure: a preliminary analysis of the Islamic cities of 

Moroccoô, Muqarnas, 7(1990), p. 69 
130 Saoud, R, (2002) óIntroduction to the Islamic cityô, Foundation for Science Technology and Civilisation, 

(August), p.4 
131 OôMeara, S. (2007) Space and Muslim urban life: At the limits of the labyrinth of Fez. London: Routledge. 
132 Wheatley, P. (2001) The places where men pray together: cities in Islamic lands, seventh through the tenth 

centuries. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press. 
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Using a morphological (topography, geography) and historical (sociology, archeology) 

approach, Weathley showed that what influenced the city the most was the previous local 

culture. OôMeara is particularly fascinating with Space and Muslim urban life: At the limits of 

the labyrinth of Fez133, in which he analyses the structural logic of Fez between 1400-1800. He 

used one concept, the walls, to see how they defined urban space and built the behavioral and 

cultural norms of the society. His work is fascinating as he introduces for the first time the emic 

point of view of the inhabitants in the comprehension of the medina, which led my research to 

seek the communitiesô representations. Instead of viewing the city as an object to be observed 

at a distance by experts, he tried to inhabit the urban logic by thinking the space through the 

culture that created it. He shared the experience of a walk through the medina as witnessed by 

three different perceptions: the outsider, the familiar visitor and the resident. This introduced 

me to the idea of multi-perception or multi-vocal aspect of a place.  

Instead of viewing the city as an object to be observed at a distance by experts, he tried 

to inhabit the urban logic by thinking the space through the culture that created it. He shared 

the experience of a walk through the medina as witnessed by three different perceptions: the 

outsider, the familiar visitor and the resident. This introduced me to the idea of multi-perception 

or multi-vocal aspect of a place. People and communities of the medina play a crucial role in 

shaping the place, and thus, it is important to include them in our understanding. 

A more contemporary academic, still using the case of Fez, analysed the medina 

through local knowledge and concepts: Someiyat Falahat134. Following OôMearaôs method of 

the inside perspective, Falahat called for new ways to define the medina with concepts that 

reflect the world vision and ideas of its people. She wanted to grasp the city from above, in my 

case the government understanding of the medina, and the city from inside, in my case the 

communities. This method is closer to the academic Arabic style which studies the subject in 

its direct context, and through many angles to grasp its entirety135.   

While previously cited academics did try to soften the claims of a strong Islamic 

influence over the genesis of medinas, Raymond, Haneda, Wirth, Djait, Gilson Miller and 

Gottreich rejected the term Islamic completely. This is because they saw in the Islamic label 

another issue: the lack of acknowledgment of the multiplicity of influences over urban form. 

 

133 OôMeara, S. (2007) Space and Muslim urban life: At the limits of the labyrinth of Fez. London: Routledge. 
134 Falahat, S. (2014) Re-imagining the City: A new conceptualisation of the urban logic of the ñIslamic cityò. 

Berlin: Springer Vieweg. 
135 Haneda, M. (1994) Islamic urban studies: historical review and perspectives. London and New York: 

Routledge. 
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Like most labels, the óIslamc Cityô label had the tendency to overgeneralize. In the next sub-

section, and in Figure 2.3, we will see how academics argued against the universalizing 

tendency of the Orientalists that made the medina placeless. As Abu-Lughod pointed: óWhy 

would one expect Islamic cities to be similar and in what ways?ô136.  

 

1.3 The medina and its multiple regional declinations 
 

The diversity is exactly what some academics sought after, mainly to reject the 

universalizing tendency for medinas. óWhy persist on using the concept [of Islamic city] when 

it needs to be supported by such forced argument?ô137 was the first interrogation of a group of 

Japanese scholars in 1988138. They have revealed for the first time a crucial point: the exclusive 

focus on North Africa and the Middle-East because of its colonialist past in the Orientalist 

literature. Therefore, there was a tendency to merge the Islamic city and the Arab city. This is 

because the literature excluded other óIslamicô countries: the Arabian Peninsula and Non-Arab 

countries like Iran, Turkey, Central and South-East Asia. The inclusion of the vast region of 

the Islamic world makes this study the most comprehensive one139.  

  

 

136 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1987) óThe Islamic city ï Historic Myth, Islamic Essence, and Contemporary Relevanceô, 

International Journal of Middle East Studies, p.160 
137 Haneda, M. (1994) Islamic urban studies: historical review and perspectives. London and New York: 
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138 Haneda, M. (1994) Islamic urban studies: historical review and perspectives. London and New York: 

Routledge. 
139 Haneda, M. (1994) Islamic urban studies: historical review and perspectives. London and New York: 

Routledge. 
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Figure 2. 3: The diversity of medinas. Source: Author  
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Besides, they have pointed out to the notions of universality and specificity: óThe 

attraction of universality draws diverse people to the city, with the resultant collision between 

the values of particularity and universalityô140. Those notions are particularly relevant in this 

PhD since I am studying the metropolitanisation of Rabat, where it wants to insert itself in the 

global world while still highlighting its specificity. Addressing commonalities and uniqueness 

are possible and requires a nuanced response in my work.  

The French historian Andre Raymond (1925-2011) is a key figure of this debate, and 

his article óIslamic city, Arab city: orientalist myths and recent viewsô141 summarized well his 

discouragement of the use of the fundamental texts of Islam to explain the medina. Instead, he 

encourages academics to search for the connections between the Arab cities and the 

Mediterranean cities. Through archeological and historical methods, he showed that some 

óIslamicô characteristics predate Islam, and can be found in the antique city as well.  

He concluded by giving his definition of the medina which I have found insightful 

because it considers both people, their socio-cultural norms and the diversity of medinas in the 

vast Islamic world. He called the medina a traditional city: 

óTraditional city marked by óregionalô aspects (Arab in the Mediterranean domain, 

Irano-Afghan and Turkish), but naturally fashioned in depth by the Muslim 

population that organized it and lived in it (with its beliefs, institutions, and 

customs, all profoundly impregnated with Islam)ô142 

Boundaries between cultures are worth investigating, and this is what Wirth and 

Wheatley have focused on. The 1980s were characterized by the case study approach but 

regional studies by Paulo Cuneo, Paul Wheatley and Eugen Wirth were impactful in showing 

the diversity of urban forms. Paulo Cuneo was the first one to do systematic work on the history 

of cities in the different regions of the Muslim world, with an analysis of the prominent features. 

He showed the diverse regional influences that created diverse urban forms143.  

Paul Wheatley followed his steps and realized an extensive and comprehensive study 

on early medinas for 13 regional patterns. Cited precedingly for his emphasis on local culture 

as the main influence on medinas, he is also relevant in this section as he shows the diverse 

 

140 Haneda, M. (1994) Islamic urban studies: historical review and perspectives. London and New York: 
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141 Raymond, A. (1994) óIslamic city, Arab city: orientalist myths and recent viewsô, British Journal of Middle 
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142 Raymond, A. (1994) óIslamic city, Arab city: orientalist myths and recent viewsô, British Journal of Middle 

Eastern Studies, 21(1), pp. 3ï18.  
143 Cuneo, P. (1986) Storia dellôurbanistica: Il mondo islamico. Rome: Laterza 
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range of urban expressions. His conclusion was on medinas being defined by their functions 

rather than by their forms. For him, Islam only had a little influence, mainly through the 

mosque, the only common key feature. 

As for Wirth, his particularity is his geographical-morphological approach. The 

exhaustiveness of his study allowed him to uncover the structure of pre-Islamic cities in 

Western Asia, Middle East and North Africa. He identified four regional types, each with their 

singularity and specificity: North Africa, Middle East, Western Asia, Turkish/Iranian. He 

realized a comparative analysis of the urban functions and the spatial and hierarchical 

implantation of the cities. And what he argues is the link of the medinas to the most ancient 

cities of Mesopotamia, therefore rejecting the term Islamic, and replacing it with the term 

Oriental. For him, the only specificity of the medina is its relation to the commercial system 

(souks). 

Criticizing Wirthôs method for being based only on geographical hypothesis, Hicham 

Djait, a Tunisian historian, is a key figure for his work on the single case study of primitive al-

Kufa144. Through text analysis, he considered the early phases of the development of the first 

medina. He demonstrated that for cities built on military encampments sites, their structure 

derived from the original layout, that was by itself divided according to ethnicity for political 

reasons. He too rejected Islam as being the sole influence, preferring the notion of continuity 

and the link to the ancient eastern city and the Greco-Roman. 

Minority groups were frequently excluded, or ignored from the scholarship of 

urbanism, and the ambition to reinsert the minorities' perspectives into the reading of medinas 

has been the goal of scholars such as Miller145 and Gottreich146. The combined work of 

architectural historians and architects allowed an extensive study of Jewish history in 

Moroccan medinas: 'The architects recorded the physical features, historians searched for 

written materials and oral testimony that would explain how the quarter evolved, how its space 

was organized, and how the use of space differed from or replicated practices in the Muslim 

quarters'147. They rejected the label Islamic for two reasons.  

 

144 Djait H. (1988) al-Kufa: Naissance de la Ville Islamique. Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose 
145 Gilson Miller, S., Bertagnin, M. and Petruccioli, A. (2001) óInscribing Minority Space in the Islamic City: The 

Jewish Quarter of Fez (1438-1 912)ô, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 60(3), pp. 310ï327. 
146 Gottreich, E. (2004) óRethinking the" Islamic city" from the perspective of Jewish spaceô, JSTOR, 11(1), pp. 

118ï146. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/4467697 (Accessed: 2 March 2020). 
147 Gilson Miller, S., Bertagnin, M. and Petruccioli, A. (2001) óInscribing Minority Space in the Islamic City: The 

Jewish Quarter of Fez (1438-1 912)ô, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 60(3), p. 310 
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The first one being the existence of another religious community inside the medina: 

'The Mellah [Jewish district] by the fact of its existence let alone the actual content of its 

history-makes the idea of the "Islamic city" difficult to uphold. Particularly untenable is its 

insistence on treating the Moroccan Jewish quarter as apart'148. The second reason is the strong 

conformity of existing structures to typologies rooted in the Mediterranean past, thus preferring 

the term Mediterranean city. They concluded by saying that the city is a product of behaviors: 

'The city is as a composition of multiple elements evolving over time, shaped by needs and 

contingencies arising from all its inhabitants, including the subaltern groups who were an 

integral part of the cityscape.'149  

This sub-section showed the difficulty in identifying a universal óIslamic cityô because 

of the diversity of urban forms in the Islamic world. It showed the blend of cultures and the 

uniqueness of each medina. This showed me the importance of doing a case study method 

without the attempt to overgeneralize my findings. Finally, since communities and their culture 

were perceived as essential, it reinforced the idea of including them in the study of the medinaôs 

representations. 

 

1.4 Origin and urban growth of the medinas 
 

The first to demonstrate the fallacy of the static and backward medina was Raymondôs 

impactful book The Great Arab Cities, first published in 1984150. Examining Hubus 

(endowment law) documents mixed with a morphological study of urban growth, he obtained 

an economic, social and historical perception of the city and argued that the real decline of 

cities in the Islamic World began with European colonization. 

After him, there has been a strong and persistent interest in the study of the creation and 

the different phases of urban development of the medinas, especially by historians and 
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archeologists: Denoix151, Gaube152, Pinon153, Pascual154, Garcin155, Whitcomb156, Kennedy157, 

Navarro and Jiménez158. This fertile period of research spanning three decades began to 

dismantle the Orientalist notion of a timeless medina, frozen in time. As As-Sayed pointed out: 

óThe stereotypical model does not take into consideration the factor of time or the nature of 

urban growth. The stereotypical model is inadequate because as a theoretical construct it is too 

simplistic to be of any substantial useô159.  

Besides, as Goddard pointed, cities are dynamic and constantly evolving, so their 

representation in essentialist and idealist definitions is flawed160. The study of the medinasô 

foundations showed the diversity of Islamic urbanism. Plus, their major finding was that 

medinas Orientalists studied already went through a long process of evolution and 

transformation: óIt is untenable to argue that in the medieval period the medina was like the 

traditional examples which have survived to the twentieth century.ô161  

These processes of transformation were called ómorphogenetic rulesô by Navarro and 

Jiménez and have four steps: the constitution, the expansion, the saturation then the outbreak 

or overflow (Figure 2.4).  

 

151 Denoix, S. (1993) óHistory and Urban Forms. A Methodological Approachô, Environmental Design: Journal 

of the Islamic Environmental Design Centre, 1 (2), pp.70ï81. 
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Figure 2. 4: The evolution of the Islamic City. Source: Navarro, J., & Jim®nez, P. (2007) óEvolution of the 

Andalusi urban landscape: From the dispersed to the saturated medinaô, in Anderson, G. and Rosser-Owen, M. 

(eds.) Revisiting Al-Andalus: Perspectives on the Material Culture of Islamic Spain and Beyond. Leyde: Brill.   

 

As for the constitution phase, Orientalistsô views on medinas claimed that they were 

unplanned and just grew in a chaotic manner. This myth is what started the conversation on 

revisionist approach to orientalism with Pauty article óSpontaneous cities and created citiesô162. 

Orientalismôs main flaw was to compare the typologies and the external attributes of the 

medina to the Greco-Roman model, to justify its unplanned nature, to discredit its urban 

reliability and to prove its inferiority compared to certain órationalô European models. This 

supposed dichotomy between organic or naturally growing city (irregular and haphazard street 

layouts) and planned cities (streets, squares and public buildings are laid with clear 

deliberation) was re-examined by Kennedy163. He studied the foundation process of medinas 

from late antiquity through the close of the fifteenth century. He argued that cities lie in a 

spectrum between rigid formal planning and organic cities. 

 

162 Pauty, E. (1951) óVilles spontan®es et villes cr®®es en Islamô, Annales de lôInstitut dô£tudes Orientales, 9 
163 Kennedy, H. (2010) óHow to found an Islamic cityô, in Goodson, C., Lester, A. E., and Symes, C. (eds) Cities, 

Texts and Social Networks, 400ï1500. New York: Routledge, pp. 45ï63. 
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This spectrum and the diverse foundations type of Islamic cities were discussed by As-

Sayed164 and Hakim165. In total, four types were identified: 

1. The planned pattern (Hakim) or the new capital (As-Sayed): designed by caliphs 

or rulers to constitute the seat of their government. They are óphysical expressions of symbolic 

power and politico-religious authorityô166. One example is Baghdad.  

2. The renewed or remodelled pre-Islamic city (Hakim) or the transformed town 

with pre-Islamic origin (As-Sayed): these medinas were founded before Islam and got 

transformed after Islamic conquest. One example is Damascus (Figure 2.5) 

3. The garrison town (As-Sayed): medinas with military camps established 

through negotiations between inhabitants, the governor and the caliphs.  

4.  The spontaneous or organic city (Hakim): medinas that grew spontaneously, 

built by their inhabitants, and expanded incrementally. Hakim argues that the majority of 

medinas belong to this category.  

 

 

Figure 2. 5: Transformation of Old Damas after the Islamic conquest. Source: Mansour, H. (2015) óThe lost 

identity of the city: the case of Damascusô, in CITTA 8th Annual Conference on Planning Research. Porto: 

University of Porto. 
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However, even for the medinas that lay on the organic side of the spectrum, Radoine 

argued that there was a peripheral and internal planning to them167. As Abu-Lughod pointed 

out: óThere is no doubt in my mind that the historic quarters of Arab cities were built to be 

imageable in a way that gridiron-planned Chicago was notô168. So even if they do not look like 

their Western counterparts, Radoine aimed to expose their intrinsic urban order (Figure 2.6). 

The peripheral planning had the rulers as the main actor, while the local one depended on the 

community delegates. 

As a conclusion of this sub-section, these studies joined Abu-Lughod concept of city 

being a process and not an outcome. They emphasized the importance of the historical context 

when studying the medina. This prompted the concern for my own research to integrate the 

origin and evolution of Rabatôs medina, thus adding my chapter 4 which focuses on its 

historical cycles. It is also essential to locate the representations of the place in a specific 

historical period. Moreover, these academics studied the actual history of these medinas, so 

they stepped outside the theoretical concepts and understandings of what an Islamic city is. In 

the next section, we will see how a parallel stream of researchers were focused more on the 

tangible physical space than on debating theoretical concepts on the city. 

 

 

167 Radoine, H. (2011) óPlanning paradigm in the madina: Order in randomnessô, Planning Perspectives, 26(4), 

pp. 527ï549.  
168 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1987) óThe Islamic city ï Historic Myth, Islamic Essence, and Contemporary Relevanceô, 

International Journal of Middle East Studies, p.164  
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Figure 2. 6: The medinasôs urban order. Source: Radoine, H. (2011) óPlanning paradigm in the madina: Order 

in randomnessô, Planning Perspectives, 26 (4), p.538. 

 

1.5 The urban and physical structure of the medina 
 

There have been lots of debates around the Islamic city concept, but it has not been 

worth the chapter-length discussions for some, because their priorities lay solely in uncovering 

its reality and physical structure. For them, reading the morphology of a city is a part of 

understanding it, either through a morphological approach (pursued by inter alia, Berardi169, 

 

169  Berardi, R. (1982) óSignification du plan ancien de la ville arabeô, in Bouhdiba, A. and Chevallier, D. (eds.) 

La ville arabe dans l'Islam. Tunis: Universite de Tunis 
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Fusaro170, Micara171, Panerai172, Ennahid173) or a blend between historical and morphological 

methods (Sacks174, Raymond175, David176, Petruccioli177). 

However, there was a risk for a schematic definition of the medinaô structure when 

trying to reduce medinas down to an ensemble of urban and formal characteristics. These 

researchers risked falling back into Orientalist ófallaciesô and generalization, while wanting to 

avoid them. For example, Panerai described the medina as a radial model enclosed by its walls, 

with a mosque at the center and the souks that links it to the gates. This reminds us of the figure 

drawn by As-Sayad (Figure 2.1).  

On another note, an understanding of the medina has benefited considerably from the 

field of Islamic art and architecture, especially domestic and residential buildings (Revault178, 

Depaule & Noweir179, Petruccioli180), as it shows the evolution, types and characteristics of 

houses, showing more in depth the way of life within medinas. The utilitarian and symbolic 

function of Arabic-Islamic architecture (Tonna181, Rabbat182, Omer183), Mosque (Holod & 
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pp.315ï321 
179 Depaule, J.-C. and Noweir, S. (1984) Lôhabitat urbain dans lôOrient arabe, ®l®ments dôarchitecture. Paris: 

Insitut Parisien de recherche en architecture.; Depaule, J.-C. (1986) óDaily Life and Living Space in the Mashriqô 

in Brown, K. and Jolé, M. and Sluglett, P. and Zubaida, S. (Eds) Middle Eastern Cities in Comparative 

Perspective. London: Ithaca Press, pp.203ï211 
180 Petruccioli, A. (2008) óHouse and Fabric in The Islamic Mediterranean Cityô, in Jayyusi, S. & al. (eds.) The 

City in the Islamic World. Leiden: Brill, pp.857-881 
181 Tonna, J. (1990) óThe Poetics of Arab-Islamic Architectureô, Muqarnas, 7(1990), pp. 182ï197. 
182 Rabbat, N. (1994) óWriting the History of Islamic Architecture in Cairoô, Design Book Review, 31, pp.48ï51; 

Rabbat, N. (1995) The Citadel of Cairo: A New Interpretation of Royal Mamluk Architecture. Leiden: Brill 
183 Omer, S. (2008) óTowards Understanding Islamic Architectureô, Islamic Studies, 47(4), pp. 483ï510. 
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Uddin184), Souks (Scharabi185, Escher186, Gharipour187) or the place (As-Sayyad188, Wolper189, 

Nooraddin190) were all subjects of research. However, urban space was still more studied than 

architecture letting us to believe that the city is still viewed as one entity.  

If there was one study to retain for this sub-section, it is Besim Hakimôs book, Arabic-

islamic cities: Buildings and Planning principles (1989). It is a ground-breaking work in the 

literature and a reference for the empirical and mapping approach to the medina, because it is 

the only systematization of the óIslamic Cityô principles191. However, Hakim did acknowledge 

the diversity of the city: óAn effective building language, such as the one making up the Arabic-

Islamic city, is one that is made up of relatively few elements and components, yet provides 

maximum flexibility and diversity in its powers of combination and structuring.ô192 His focus 

was more on finding common characteristics and patterns, not on uniformizing the medina.  

Through his work, for a town to be called a medina, it should possess: 

1. The main mosque (Mesjid al-jami) 

2. Kadi (Governor) 

3. Souk (commerce and bazars) 

4. Hammam (public baths) 

 

 

184 Holod, R. and Uddin, K. (1997) The Mosque and the Modern World. London: Thames Hudson  
185 Scharabi, M. (1985) Der Bazar: das traditionelle Stadtzentrum im Nahen Osten und seine 

Handelseinrichtungen. Tübingen: Verlag Wasmuth & Zohlen 
186 Escher, A. (1986) Studien zum traditionellen Handwerk der orientalischen Stadt. Wirtschaftsðund 

sozialgeographische Strukturen und Prozesse anhand von Fallstudien in Marokko. Erlangen; Escher, A. and 

Wirth, E. (1992) Die Medina von Fes. Geographische Beiträge zu Persistenz und Dynamik, Verfall und 

Erneuerung einer traditionellen islamischen Stadt in handlungstheoretischer Sicht. Erlangen 
187 Gharipour, M. (2012) The bazaar in the Islamic city: design, culture, and history. Caire, New York: The 

American University in Cairo Press.  
188 Al -Sayyad, N. (1981) Streets of Islamic Cairo: A Configuration of Urban Themes and Patterns. Cambridge 

University Press; Al-Sayyad, N. (1986) óNotes on the Islamic City: Aspects of Physical and Non-Physical 

Structure. The Costs of Not Knowingô, in Wideman, J. (ed.) Proceedings of the 1986 EDRA Conference. Madison: 

WI; Al -Sayyad, N. (1987) óSpace in an Islamic Cityô, Journal of Architectural and Planning Research, 2  
189 Wolper, E. S. (2014) óIslamic Architecture and Institutions in the Late Medieval Cityô, History Compass, 

12(12), pp. 912ï923. 
190 Nooraddin, H. (1998) óAl-fina, in-between spaces as an urban design concept: Making public and private places 

along streets in Islamic cities of the Middle Eastô, Urban Design International, Vol. 3, pp.65-77. 
191 Hakim, B. S. (1989) Arabic-Islamic cities: Buildings and Planning principles. London: Routledge. 
192 Hakim, B. S. (1989) Arabic-islamic cities: Buildings and Planning principles. London: Routledge, p.55 
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The medina can also have: 

5. Sours (Walls) 

6. A hierarchized network of streets 

7. Foundouq or khans (Caravanserais) 

8. Qasba or Qalôaa (Citadel) 

 

  

Figure 2. 7: Morphological analysis of the medinaôs core using the medina of Tunis as an example. Source: Hakim, B. S. 

(1989) Arabic-Islamic cities: Buildings and Planning principles. London: Routledge, p.203. 

 

9. Madrassa (Religious School) 

10. Maqbara (public cemetery) 

11. Zawya (religious institutions) 

12. Mellah (Jewish district) 
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Figure 2.7 shows the morphological analysis of Tunis medina as an example to 

highlight the main features of the medina. Hakim did also show in detail how some Islamic 

principles like the right to privacy translated in space through the visual corridors generated by 

doors, windows, openings and heights- (Figure 2.8). 

 

 

This section has prompted me to also understand the physicality of Rabatôs medina, which will 

be shown in chapter 4. 

  

Figure 2. 8: Visual corridors. Source: Hakim, B. S. (1989) Arabic-Islamic cities: Buildings and Planning 

principles. London: Routledge, p.39. 
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2. The continuity of the medina 

 

2.1 Transition to a new interest in the medina: its future 
 

The transition to another field of research on medinas happened gradually and in 

parallel to studies on its concept. This field is interested in the contemporary challenges that 

medinas face, including their transition from being under colonialism to independent states, to 

their drowning in cities that are increasingly horizontal. The catalyst for turning the medina 

into an actual inhabited space for research, not just an abstract concept to speculate about, 

started in 1977 in France, at Tours University. The geographer Jean-François Troin (b1934), 

with a handful of geographers who had taught in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia, founded what 

became the most important French research centre working on the MENA region: 

URBAMA.193 Starting with an awareness that the medina is a contemporary part of the city 

with current challenges, and not just a historical entity to be preserved only, URBAMA 

published its first booklet on medinas in 1983 Present and Future of medinas194 and its second 

in 1988 Elements on city centers in the Arab world195. In both, the case study method was the 

most prevalent to see how the medina is valued and perceived by the state, and what is its role 

in society. In post-colonial societies, or in a post-modern world like today, these questions are 

still relevant, which is why I have decided to keep them in my PhD.  

Local academics from the MENA region, there was a reactionary tendency to the field 

of study on the concept of medina. Chaired by Abdul-Aziz Saqqaf, a Yemeni academic and 

human rights activist, in 1987, academics discussed the future of the medina as a contemporary 

model capable of adaptation196. Nationals perceived the old city as an integral part of urban 

life, and not just as a heritage asset for tourism197. This concept gained more momentum in the 

 

193 The Center for Studies and Research on the Urbanization of the Arab World (le Centre dô£tudes et de 

Recherches sur lôUrbanisation du Monde Arabe). In 2004, the laboratory merged into an enlarged University 

centre of research called CITERES (Cities, Territories, Environment and Societies) of which it constitutes one of 

the four poles: EMAM (Arab World and Mediterranean Team). 
194 Troin, J.-F. (eds.) (1982) Présent et avenir des Médinas (de Marrakech à Alep). Tours: URBAMA, Fascicule 

de recherches n0 10-11. 281 p. 
195 Troin, J.-F. (eds.) (1988) Eléments sur les centres-villes dans le monde arabe. Tours: URBAMA, Fascicule de 

recherches n0 19. 275 p. 
196 Saqqaf. Y (eds.) (1987) The Middle East City: Ancient Traditions Confront a Modern World. New York: 

Paragon House Publishers. 
197 Association Bou Regreg (1990) La réhabilitation des cités anciennes. Casablanca: Ed. Wallada, Actes du 

Colloque international tenu à Salé (6-9 octobre 1988). 173 p.; Coslado, E., Kurzac Souali, A. C.  and Miller, C. 

(2009) Colloque Processus de requalification des médinas marocaines, Rabat (CDG-ENA), 27-28 mai 2009, co-
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international academic world with the publishing of Urban Development in the Muslim 

World198 in 1993. It explored the urban planning practices around medinas, asking: how to 

reconcile the force of tradition and the requirements of modernity? Jean-Francois Troin was 

present in these debates and raised an important question: 'What particular role can these 

historical districts play in urban development nowadays and tomorrow?'199 This was the 

beginning of the debates on the continuity of the medina. Following Troinôs question, the 

French geographer Pierres Signoles and published extensively on the role and development of 

medinas in North African cities after taking the lead of URBAMA 200. 

Besides these debates on the future of the medina, what shifted the focus from the study 

of medinas as a theoretical or abstract concept to an actual livable space with its people and 

challenges was the 1996 conference 'The Living Medina: The Walled Arab City in 

Architecture, Literature, and History' by the American Institute for Maghrib Studies (AIMS). 

The book that resulted from it was edited in 2001 by the American anthropologist Susan 

Slyomovics: The walled Arab city in literature, architecture and history: The living medina in 

the Maghrib201. It is the first research that looked at how the medina functions as a living 

organism and shows the actual state of these districts today. As Slyomovics noted: 

óConcentrating on generalities, scholars have lost sight of the importance of discerning how a 

North African city 'works', both in the present and in the past and in reality and imagination.ô202 

McGuiness also participated in the conference. Through his detailed description of the medina 

through the gaze of a passer-by wandering in the transformed streets of Tunisô medina, 

 

organisation avec le soutien du Centre Jacques Berque, de la CDG (Caisse de D®p¹t et de Gestion) et de lôENA 

(Ecole Nationale dôArchitecture) de Rabat. 
198 El-Shakhs, S. S. and Amirahmadi, H. (1993) Urban Development in the Muslim World. New York: Routledge.  
199 Troin, J.-F. (1993) óUrbanization and Development: The role of the medina in the Maghrebô, in El-Shakhs, S. 

S. and Amirahmadi, H. (eds) Urban Development in the Muslim World. New York: Routledge, p.95 
200 Signoles, P. (1988) óPlace des m®dinas dans le fonctionnement et lôam®nagement des villes au Maghrebô, 

in Troin, J.-F. (ed.) Eléments sur les centres-villes dans le Monde Arabe. Tours: URBAMA, Fascicule de 

recherches n0 19, pp.231-274.; Signoles, P. (1994) óActualit® et centralit® des m®dinasô, Monde arabe/ Maghreb-

Machrek, Numéro spécial (1er trimestre). Paris: La Documentation Française, pp.155-161.; Signoles, P. (1999) 

óActeurs publics et acteurs priv®s dans le d®veloppement des villes du Monde arabeô, in Signoles, P., El Kadi, G. 

and Sidi Boumedine, R. (eds.) Lôurbain dans le Monde arabe. Politiques, instruments et acteurs. Paris: CNRS-

Editions, pp. 19-53; Signoles, P. (2001) óLa centralit® des m®dinas maghr®bines: quel enjeu pour les politiques 

dôam®nagement urbain?ô, Insaniyat, 13, pp.9ï44. 
201 Slyomovics, S. (ed.) (2001) The walled Arab city in literature, architecture and history: The living medina in 

the Maghrib. London: Routledge. 
202 Slyomovics, S (2001) óIntroductionô In Slyomovics, S. (ed.) The walled Arab city in literature, architecture 

and history: The living medina in the Maghrib. London: Routledge, p.2 
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comparing how it changed with the streets he knew, he offered an immersive 

phenomenological experience203. 

While research on the validity of the Islamic city concept still continued in the 

2000ôs204, its hegemony in the literature has been replaced by these new debates on the present 

and future of medinas. We will see that research on their continuity in the city intensified in 

the 2000s, but research on their transformations was also an important part of the literature. 

However, there is still an important gap in research on their significance and value. The other 

gap is the lack of understanding of medinas from the community level and from their own 

bottom-up practices. Top-down rehabilitation processes are the ones that took the majority of 

the academic debates. 

 

2.2 The medina in the post-modern world: processes of transformation 
 

The accelerated decline of medinas in the aftermath of colonialism triggered a new 

debate in the literature205. Academics, including Miller206 and Radoine207, wanted to understand 

the mechanisms of transformations and the causes of decline of medinas, both in newly 

independent countries and in a post-modern context. Their findings will be detailed in the 

discussion chapters.  

On the other hand, the 1990ôs constituted the era where medinas were the most 

neglected by governments and by the majority of elites who left it. But from the 2000s with 

globalisation, began a growing interest in the market of historic cities, resulting in a wave of 

gentrification processes in medinas. Gentrification is the mechanism of transformation that 

 

203 McGuinness, J. (2001) óNeighbourhood Notes: Texture and Streetscape in the Medina of Tunisô, in 

Slyomovics, S. (ed.) The walled Arab city in literature, architecture and history: The living medina in the 

Maghrib. London: Routledge, pp. 97ï121. 
204 Aldous, G. (2013) óThe Islamic city critique: Revising the narrativeô, Journal of the Economic and Social 

History of the Orient, 56(3), pp. 471ï493.; Falahat, S. (2014) óThe Model of ñIslamic City.òô, in Falahat, S. (ed.) 

Re-imaging the City: A new conceptualisation of the urban logic of the ñIslamic cityò. Berlin: Springer, pp. 7ï

49.; Falahat, S. (2018) óThe idea of the Islamic Cityô, in Falahat, S. (ed.) Cities and metaphors: beyond imaginaries 

of Islamic urban space. Berlin: Springer, pp.16-58; Radoine, H. (2006) An encompassing madina: Toward new 

definition of city in Morocco. PhD Thesis. University of Pennsylvania. 
205 Galantry E. (1981) Islamic Identity and the Metropolis: Continuity and Conflict, The Middle East City ï 

Ancient traditions confront a modern World. New York: Paragon House Publishers. 
206 Miller, S. G. (2005) óFinding Order in the Moroccan City: The ubus of the Great Mosque of Tangier as an 

Agent of Urban Changeô, Muqarnas, 22, pp. 265ï283.  
207 Radoine, H. (2015) óMedina: evolution of an urban typologyô, Lôarchitecture dôaujourdôhui, 408(september 

2015), pp. 104ï107.; Radoine, H. (2012) óTradition and Myth in the madina: conservation and changeô, Ecology 

and Anthropology of Traditional Dwellings, 246(January), pp.1-25 
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interested researchers the most (Escher208, Minca209, Leroux210, Demerdash211, Kalaska212). 

These studies showed the ongoing romantic gaze that is perpetuated on the medina and 

influences its transformations. Colonialism did not fade away but kept perpetuating in new 

forms, in the form of an óorientalist dreamô and lifestyle that are sold to the tourists on low-

cost airlines and to the foreign new residents. The name neo-colonialism was given to this 

phenomenon. Even in Moroccoôs management strategies for medinas, especially Marrakesh213 

and Fez214, colonial concepts and ideas still have a strong influence. Gentrificationôs negative 

repercussions on the current inhabitants, usually from more modest social classes, was also 

studied215, alongside the transformation of souks for tourism.216 

The ongoing changes in Moroccan medinas from the perspective of gentrification were 

extensively studied based on field surveys in several Moroccan cities. The leaders of the study 

were McGuiness, Miller and Coslado217. They called gentrification a phenomenon that was 

barely conceivable at the beginning of the 1990s. For the first time, Rabatôs medina case was 

present, but gentrification is still at its beginning, meaning it still did not deeply transform the place. 

The only transformations that were studied for the medina of Rabat were the colonial ones.218 

Rabatôs medina is still not studied for its mechanisms of change in the post-modern era, despite 

the interest of research on the whole city of Rabat and its transformations, as outlined in the 

introduction. 

 

208 Esher, A.J. and Petermann, S. (2000) óNeo-colonialism or gentrification in the medina of Marrakeshô, Space 

& Architecture, ISIM Newsletter, 5(1), p. 34. 
209 Minca C. and Borghi R. (2009) óMorocco: restaging colonialism for the massesô, in Obrador P., and Crang, M. 

(eds.) Cultures of mass tourism: Doing the Mediterranean in the age of banal mobilities. New York: Routledge, 

pp. 21-52 
210 Leroux, S. (2009) óVivre une exp®rience r®sidentielle durant ses vacances ou comment les Riads Maisons 

d'H¹tes orientent les rapports ¨ la destination Marrakechô, ESSACHESS-Journal for Communication Studies, 

2(02), pp. 91-111 
211 Demerdash N. (2009). Mapping the myths of the medina, French colonial urbanism, Oriental brandscapes and 

the politics of tourism in Marrakech. Masterôs Thesis. Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
212 Kağaska, M. (2014) óChanges in the distribution of quantitative features of guest houses in the Medina of 

Marrakeshô, Miscellanea geographica, 19(1), pp. 5ï11 
213 Demerdash, N. A. (2009) Mapping Myths of the Medina: French Colonial Urbanism, Oriental Brandscapes and 

the Politics of Tourism in Marrakesh. PhD Thesis. Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
214 Holden, S. E. (2008) óThe Legacy Preservation of French Colonialism: in Moroccoôs Fez Medinaô, APT 

Bulletin: The Journal of Preservation Technology, 39(4), pp. 5ï11. 
215 Skounti A. (2004) óPauvret® versus ñ®litisationò: processus de patrimonialisation, pauvret® et gestion de la 

m®dina, Rabatô in UNESCO (ed.) Patrimoine et Développement Durable dans les Villes, Historiques du Maghreb 

Contemporain: Enjeux, diagnostics et recommandations, Rabat: UNESCO, pp.144-157. 
216 Kania, K., & Kağaska, M. (2019) óFunctional and spatial changes of souks in Moroccoôs imperial cities in the 

context of tourism developmentô, Miscellanea Geographica, 23(2), pp.92ï98. 
217 Coslado E., McGuinness J. and Miller C. (2013) Médinas immuables? Gentrification et changement dans les 

villes historiques marocaines (1996-2010). Rabat: Centre Jacques-Berque. 
218 Th®liol, M. (2014) óAm®nagement et pr®servation de la m®dina de Rabat entre 1912 et 1956ô, Les Cahiers 

dôEMAM, 8(22), pp. 47ï70 
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This field of research has prompted me to add the factor of discontinuity in my 

understanding of Rabatôs medina. As discussed above, researchers focused only on one 

mechanism of transformation. But to have a more holistic understanding of the transformations, 

we do need first an overview of all the cycles that a medina goes through, and then we can 

focus more extensively on one period of time. Only one recent study in 2019 by Abudib was 

more comprehensive and emphasized three main key mechanisms: colonisation, 

modernization, and globalisation, with the political, economic, and social changes they 

brought219. This is what my chapter 4 aims to do: providing a background understanding of all 

the cycles of Rabatôs medina from its first nucleus to todayô situation, as well as contextualising 

the representations and discourses of the government and people on the medina. As we saw in 

this debate on transformations, the gaze on medinas and the construction of their image are 

strong mechanisms of change in the urban space, which is why perceptions interest me even 

more than studying the changes only. The perspectives of the locals (government and 

communities) on the factors of decay are still missing from the literature, and it will be worth 

having an insider perspective. 

Despite Orientalists' thoughts, the medina is dynamic and kept adapting to each era, as 

Radoine pointed out in his study of the typologyôs evolution of the historic city220. He called it 

the most enduring and resilient urban form in Morocco, which gives hope about its future. But 

before speaking about the debates on the continuity/future of the medina, I want to present the 

field of study that led me to add the factor of value/significance.  

 

2.3 The medinaôs significance: a model to learn from 
 

This field of research emerged from a supposed need to use traditional urban principles 

in the MENA region, derived from medinas, instead of more contemporary imported structures. 

Stefano Bianca is the key figure of this movement, with Urban form in the Arab world: Past 

and present221. This book is a synthesis of his previous professional experiences in the MENA 

region, where he argued that there was a 'clash between traditional urban structures of the 

 

219 Abudib, H. H. and Remali, A. M. (2019) óA framework for contextualising the formation and transformation 

of the medina in North Africaô, Archnet-IJAR: International Journal of Architectural Research, 13(3), pp. 557ï

572.  
220 Radoine, H. (2015) óMedina: evolution of an urban typologyô, Lôarchitecture dôaujourdôhui, 408(september 

2015), pp. 104ï107. 
221 Bianca, S. (2000) Urban form in the Arab world: Past and present. London: Thames & Hudson.  
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Islamic World and conventional modern planning methodsô222. He then wanted to extract 

design lessons for the Arab world from medinas: óHistoric cities can be seen as containing the 

seeds of future cultural transformations.ô This vision reminded me of the Orientalists who also 

wanted to find out the timeless and placeless features of medinas, so in terms of research, it 

does not have a strong meaning nor scientific basis to it. However, what was interesting in his 

research was the introduction of the concept of cultural continuity for medinas. He spoke about 

non-formal patterns in the city that are open to re-interpretation and adaptation in new contexts. 

These non-formal patterns that I am studying are the values that are unique to the place and 

that allow it to be sustainable while retaining its own character. 

Hakim223, Radoine224, Bacha225, Duarte and Rocha226, Caldas227, spoke about lessons 

we can learn from medinas to use in future construction in the MENA region or even in the 

world. For example Hakim said: óThe lessons from the traditional Mediterranean experience, 

particularly its aspects of control, management, and coding, are primarily applicable to the 

housing sectors of contemporary and future towns and cities.ô228 Nationals were also part of 

this debate, like El Araby who contributed by adding the concept of neo-Islamic design: 'The 

neo-Islamic style should not attempt to copy the old but to revive the spirit and the philosophy 

of indigenous architectural and urban design techniques by simplification of Islamic elements 

and their renewed application in harmony and in contrast to each other.'229 There were even 

 

222 Bianca, S. (2000) Urban form in the Arab world: Past and present. London: Thames & Hudson, p.14 
223 Hakim, B. S. (2008) óMediterranean urban and building codes: origins, content, impact, and lessonsô, Urban 

Design International, 13(1). doi: 10.1057/udi.2008.4. 
224 Radoine, H. (2011) óModernity with Context: the North of Africa, a Mediterranean ñgenius lociòô, ATLAS: 

Architectures of the 21st Century, North Africa & Middle East, edited by Luis Fernández-Galiano, Bilbao: BBVA 

Fundación, p. 622. 
225 Bacha, M. (ed.) (2011) Architectures au Maghreb (XIXe-XXe siècles): Réinvention du patrimoine. Tours: 

Presses universitaires François-Rabelais. 
226 Duarte, J. P. and Rocha, J. (2006) óA Grammar for the Patio Houses of the Medina of Marrakech Towards a 

Tool for Housing Design in Islamic Contextsô, Communicating Space(s) 24th ECAADe Conference Proceedings; 

Duarte, J. P., Ducla-Soares, G., Caldas, L. G., and Rocha, J. (2006) óAn urban grammar for the Medina of 

Marrakechô, Design Computing and Cognition, 06, pp.483ï502. 
227 Caldas, L. (2011) óGeneration of energy-efficient patio houses: combining GENE_ARCH and a Marrakesh 

Medina shape grammarô, AAAI 2011 Spring Symposium.  
228 Hakim, B. S. (2008) óMediterranean urban and building codes: origins, content, impact, and lessonsô, Urban 

Design International, 13(1), p.38. 
229 Elaraby, K. (1996) óNeo-Islamic architecture and urban design in the Middle East: From threshold to adaptive 

designô, Built Environment, 22 (2), p.148  
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academics interested in some specific parts of the medina, like the courtyard house230 or the 

hammam231.  

 

However, this idea of óIslamic Renaissanceô was not shared by everyone. Bonine 

criticized it:  

 

'Both Bianca and Hakim represent a view prevalent among many architects and urban 

planners focused on the Middle East ï that contemporary ómodernô structures and planning are 

not conducive to the Islamic Middle East, and that there is a need to turn to traditional structures 

and principles, calling for an óóIslamic renaissanceôô232. 

 

What I have learnt from that field is that the medina is perceived as having value as an 

inspiration to urban planning and architecture in the MENA region and even in the world, 

especially for the courtyard house. But two elements are missing here. The value of the medina 

in itself is still not researched, it is talked about only as an inspiration. Plus, to revitalize a place 

we need to know its fundamental values. These values both sustain the space and make its 

revitalization essential. Bianca outlined their importance without researching them clearly and 

explicitly, so this is still an under-researched topic. On the other hand, the majority of these 

authors also pointed towards the fact that the medina is able to renew itself, but without 

addressing the possibilities of how to rehabilitate it.  

The future of medinas will be discussed next. But before speculating about the future 

of medinas and looking for solutions, we first need to properly understand these places. And 

this is what the international seminar on the Mediterranean Medina in 2006 aimed to do233. 

Patronized by the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and led by three Italian architects 

Ludovico Micara, Attilio Petruccioli and Ettore Vadini, they stressed the importance of 

 

230 Edwards, B., Sibley, M., Hakmi, M. and Land, P. (2004). Courtyard housing: past, present and future. New 

York: Taylor & Francis.; Demerdash-Fatemi, N. (2019) óThe riadôs resurgence: Questioning the historical legacy 

and neocolonial currency of the Moroccan courtyard houseô, in Coslett, D. (ed.) Neocolonialism and Built 

Heritage. New York: Routledge, pp. 217ï235; Nasser, O. and Rabbat, N. (eds.) (2010) The courtyard house, from 

cultural reference to universal relevance. New York: Routledge 
231 Levine, R. S., Hughes, M. T. and Mather, C. R. (2008) óThe medina, the hammam and the future of 

sustainabilityô, Archnet-IJAR, 2(3), pp.155ï167. 
232 E. Bonine, M. (2005) óIslamic urbanism, urbanites, and the Middle Eastern cityô, in Choueiri, Y. (ed.) A 

companion to the history of the Middle East. New Jersey: Wiley-Blackwell, p. 395.  
233 Micara, L., Petruccioli, A. and Vadini, E. (2006) óThe Mediterranean Medina: International Seminarô, in 

Gangemi (ed.) The Mediterranean Medina, international seminar, 17-19 June 2004, School of Architecture, 

Pescara. Rome, p. 570 
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rehabilitating the medina because it is a vital part of the contemporary city. But first there is a 

need to understand the transformations that led to the regression of the place. This three-day 

seminar saw the participation of 127 academics and the production of 110 papers. Andre 

Raymond wrote the preface and warned about the current loss of the complex identity of the 

Mediterranean historic centres. This seminar was crucial in developing my first understanding 

of the causes of decay and of the discontinuities present in Rabatôs medina, before researching 

on potential factors of continuity. It is the only research that linked between these two factors: 

discontinuity and continuity.  

 

2.4 Future of medinas: An international wake-up call 
 

In parallel to the international debates on heritage outlined in the introduction chapter, 

the emergence of interrogations on the future of medinas was also rising. With their accelerated 

decline, what was originally the founding city became an impoverished and marginalized 

district. But with the increased involvement of south Mediterranean countries in globalisation, 

the international community rang the alarm. European and international countries and 

institutions, like Italy or the World Bank, started investing in them. Two key projects will be 

discussed: Medinas 2030 and the World Bank Experience in the MENA region.  

The óMedinas 2030ô Initiative was launched by the European Investment Bank (EIB) 

in October 2008 on the occasion of the Venice Architecture Biennale. The EIB devotes an 

important part of its finances to support sustainable urban regeneration in the Mediterranean 

region. At the Biennale, the aim was to raise awareness on the importance of medinasô 

rehabilitation. It gathered representatives of the governments of the Mediterranean countries, 

architects, urban planners, economists, sociologists, and experts from financial and 

international cooperation organisations. The Medinas 2030 conference in Venice served as the 

impetus for an extensive discussion that resulted in the implementation of investment projects 

supporting the revitalization of medinas. A book resulted from this conference. It was first 

published in French as Médinas 2030: Scénarios et Stratégies234, then in English as The 

Medina: The Restoration & Conservation of Historic Islamic Cities235. Marcelo Balbo, an 

Italian architect at the University of Venice (Università IUAV di Venezia), is the editor of the 

 

234 Balbo, M. (Eds.) (2010) Médinas 2030: Scénarios et Stratégies. Paris: lôHarmattan 
235 Balbo, M. (Eds.) (2012) The Medina: The Restoration & Conservation of Historic Islamic Cities. London: I.B 

Tauris 



Page | 62 

 

book and a key figure in the discussions on the revitalization of medinas. He outlined that there 

is a great deal at stake with their rehabilitation, as they play an essential role in the preservation 

of the social and cultural capital of the region. He warned against the risk that medinas would 

become permanently marginalised if not integrated within the urban life of cities. The future 

of the Mediterranean region depends on their right management. This book is key in my 

research because it showed me the urgency and importance of the medinasô rehabilitation.  

Anthony G.Bigio, urban specialist of the MENA region, led the World Bank urban 

development program for the developing countries, and published in 2010 a report focused on 

medinas236. An initial version of the report was presented at another Medinas 2030 conference 

organised by the European Investment Bank and the FEMIP (The Euro-Mediterranean 

Investment and Partnership Facility) in France. This report draws the lessons from multiple 

projects that aimed at the rehabilitation of medinas to support local governments. It is part of 

the World Bankôs dedicated strategy Cultural Heritage and Development: A Framework for 

Action in the Middle East and North Africa. Instead of looking at medinas in terms of urgency 

of rehabilitation, the paper emphasized on the advantages of revitalising and restoring historic 

areas. It focused on the function of medinas in establishing identities, generating income, and 

revitalising communities. This international interest in medinas was key for me to understand 

the importance of researching their continuity. What I needed to know next was the discussions 

around Moroccan medinas and their future.   

 

2.5 On a national and academic level: state of art, limits and gaps 
 

The first North African institution for medinas was the Tunis Association de 

Sauvegarde in 1967. For Morocco, the reflection on the medinaô safeguarding started with the 

first Master Plan of Fezôs medina, launched with the UNESCO in 1975. But in the 1990ôs, the 

state had a shrinking role with the liberalization of the economy, and public investment in 

medinas was drastically reduced. Heritage was no longer perceived as an intrinsic element of 

urban planning, and the deterioration of historic cities knew its peak in this period. But in the 

2000ôs, there was a renewed interest on medinas with the wave of globalisation, as discussed 

above. As a result, there was an international meeting in 2003 organized by the UNESCO, the 

Culture Ministry of Morocco and the Italian cooperation: óF¯s 2003ô. The debates were around 

 

236 Bigio, A. G. and Licciardi, G. (2010) The Urban rehabilitation of Medinas: The World Bank Experience in the 

Middle East and North Africa. The World Bank. Urban Development Series (No.9). 40p. 
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the different approaches that characterize the rehabilitation initiatives in several medinas in the 

Maghreb region and in particular in Morocco. The case of Rabat was absent, as only the 

medinas inscribed in the UNESCO were present: Fez, Marrakech, Meknes, Tetouan and 

Essaouira. A report resulting from this rencontre offered an overview of the state of the art in 

terms of urban preservation in the Maghreb and constitute, at the same time, a guide to the 

various challenges with which medinas are confronted. 237  

In general, the majority of seminars in Morocco were on the requalification of 

medinas238. Three institutes, all based in Rabat, participate in their organisation and in 

academic research on medinas: Rabatôs National School of Architecture (ENA), the National 

Institute of Planning and Urbanism of Rabat (INAU), and the Jacques-Berque Center (CJB). 

The ENA has a journal that publishes regularly on medinas and their state now: the African 

and Mediterranean Journal of Architecture and Urbanism. The CJB, a joint unit of the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the National Center for Scientific Research (UMIFRE), has an 

international team interested in Morocco's social, economic and political dynamics and the 

Maghreb. A specific seminar, organised and published by the CJB, interested me because it did 

not focus only on the rehabilitation of medinas but discussed instead their representation and 

how heritage discourses around them have been constructed239. Its book was published in 2010 

Heritage in situation: Constructions and uses in different urban contexts240. This book 

emphasized two gaps in the literature on medinas: the current constructed 

representation/identity of medinas and the lack of studies on the bottom-up approaches to 

heritage. Indeed, as shown in this review, the majority of studies focused on top-down 

approaches to heritage, where the medinaô sustainability is perceived as an issue to resolve 

from governments or international institutions like the UNESCO or the World Bank. 

Françoise Navez-Bouchanine, French sociologist and professor at INAU, participated 

in this latter book and is the only researcher who looked at the communities and their practices 

 

237 Wicaksana, A. and Rachman, T. (2004) Patrimoine et Développement Durable dans les Villes Historiques du 

Maghreb Contemporain. Rabat: UNESCO in the Maghreb. 
238 E. Coslado, A. C. Kurzac Souali and C. Miller (2009) Colloque Processus de requalification des médinas 

marocaines, Rabat (CDG-ENA), 27-28 mai 2009, co-organisation avec le soutien du Centre Jacques Berque, de 

la CDG (Caisse de D®p¹t et de Gestion) et de lôENA (Ecole Nationale dôArchitecture) de Rabat. 
239 The seminar, organized in Rabat in December 1997, is named Les patrimoines dans la ville: de la construction 

des savoirs aux politiques de sauvegarde au Maroc et dans le Monde arabe. 
240 Cattedra, R., Garret, P., Miller, C., and Volait, M. (eds.) (2010) Patrimoines en situation. Constructions et 

usages en différents contextes urbains: Exemples marocains, libanais, égyptien et suisse. Beyrouth / Rabat: 

Presses de lôIFPO. Available at: 10.4000/books.ifpo.864 (Accessed 30-09-2021) 
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in the medina.241 It emphasized the idea of the medina as a living heritage through its 

appropriation by its people as an interactive process. OôMeara, Falahat and Bouchanine are the 

only researchers who favored the insider perspective of the medina, showing how useful and 

essential it is to have this perspective for a comprehension of the place closer to its lived 

reality.242 Navez-Bouchanineôs key book Habiter la ville marocaine243, the result of 15 years 

of research, has a chapter focused on medinas.244 It intends to convince decision-makers to 

recognize and integrate the current inhabitants and their transforming practices in their 

approach and decisions on cities. Walter Lanchet, a French geographer and former PhD student 

supervised by Signoles, is the only one who joins this argument.245 His article contrasting 

governmental approaches in Tunis medina with bottom-up approaches of the inhabitants of 

Fezô medina is key in my research. He is the only one who compared top-down and bottom-up 

revitalization, but without contrasting both approaches within the same medina, which is a gap 

that I want to answer.  

  

 

241 Navez-Bouchanine, F. (2010) Patrimoine des uns et des autres: le patrimoine des habitants des médinas est-il 

légitime? In Cattedra, R., Garret, P., Miller, C., and Volait, M. (eds.) Patrimoines en situation. Constructions et 

usages en différents contextes urbains: Exemples marocains, libanais, égyptien et suisse. Beyrouth / Rabat: 

Presses de lôIFPO. Available at: 10.4000/books.ifpo.864 (Accessed 30-09-2021) 
242 Navez-Bouchanine, F. (1996) óLa m®dina au Maroc: ®lites et habitants. Des projets pour lôespace dans des 

temps diff®rentsô, Les Annales de La Recherche Urbaine, 72(1), pp.14ï22.  
243 Navez-Bouchanine, F. (1997) Habiter la ville marocaine. Paris: LôHarmattan. 
244 Navez-Bouchanine, F. (1997) óHabiter en m®dina ou y a-t-il un modèle d'habiter spécifique à la m®dinaô, in 

Navez-Bouchanine, F. (ed.) Habiter la ville marocaine. Paris: LôHarmattan, pp.175-212 
245 Lanchet, W. (2002) óDes M®dinas h®rit®es, habit®es et visit®es: Les exemples contrast®s de F¯s et de Tunisô, 

Les Annales de la recherche urbaine, 92(1), pp. 95ï104. 
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Conclusion 

 

With the many representations of the medina in the literature, from a decayed district to the 

romanticized and criticized Islamic City, I have concluded that the medina has a tenacious 

discursive component. Its representation, imagined or vaguely justified by the Orientalists, was 

a strong factor of divergence that established a new debate in the field: how to define and 

understand those places?  

A better question for me was to understand the images that are projected on the medina to see 

how its identity is built and to advance the research on its rehabilitation. Indeed, this fantasized 

image of the place still plays a role in its transformations. Yet, only one research in 2010, led 

by the French geographer Raffaele Cattedra, was interested in the construction of these 

identities246.  

On another note, between the Orientalists and colonialists who saw no future in them, and the 

current trends of literature that focus exclusively on their future, I have chosen to look at them 

as contemporary parts of the city that are still in a state of unfinished mutation. This state still 

needs research. Medinas 2030 is a great example of literature that acts as a wake-up call on the 

emergency to study the continuity of medinas. Coupled with the international debates on 

heritage outlined in the introduction chapter, this is what led me to choose the continuity of 

medinas as my main aim.  

To not fall into the generalization trap of the Orientalists, the greater part of the literature used 

the case study method, which why I chose to extensively study one medina. The medina of 

Rabat is neglected in the literature, with only two studies that speak about it: its colonial 

transformations and its shy gentrification. This gap, coupled with Rabatôs current effervescence 

and brand image construction, offers a great opportunity for investigation. The identities and 

concept of continuity that I chose to examine are the ones by the locals: the government and 

the communities of the medina. Indeed, this review has demonstrated the shortcomings of the 

literature in addressing the local perceptions and the insider view on the medina. Only Falahat, 

OôMeara and Navez-Bouchanine looked at it.  

My research is at the intersection of these three interests in the literature: the new context of 

Rabat, outlined in the introduction chapter, the identity and representations of medinas in the 

 

246 Cattedra, R., Garret, P., Miller, C. and Volait, M. (eds.) (2010) Patrimoines en situation. Constructions et 

usages en différents contextes urbains: Exemples marocains, libanais, égyptien et suisse. Beyrouth / Rabat: 

Presses de lôIFPO. Available at: 10.4000/books.ifpo.864 (Accessed 30-09-2021) 
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literature which needs a new reading, more contemporary and more adapted to this new context 

of globalisation, and the continuity and future of the place, that is influenced by both the 

representations that we have of this place and by the new context. 

On the other hand, this review also revealed and explained the four major themes of the 

thesis: definition, significance/value, transformation/discontinuity, and 

rehabilitation/continuity of medinas. Through the critical analysis of the literature, these 

parameters are what will allow us to have a holistic understanding of Rabatôs medina. The 

representation of the historic city, its value, and its transformations can inform the future of the 

place in a more complete way. Yet, little is known about the interrelationships between these 

four factors. Together, they can produce an accurate and more complete understanding of the 

contemporary medina. 
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Chapter 3: Method 

 

óResearch is about much more than asking (or even answering) questions: 

it is about the way we do itô. 

Matthews, R. and Ross, E. (2010) Research methods: A practical guide for the social sciences. London: Pearson Education 

Ltd, p.13 
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Introduction 

 

This chapter outlines the methodological approach undertaken to answer the aim of this 

study on the medina of Rabatôs representations. The method chosen follows a constructivist 

approach and a qualitative case study method. The chapter explains the rationale behind the 

approach chosen. It also details the iterative data collection process, from interviews, 

questionnaires, documents, and observations.  

Then, two sections detail the process to collect data from the communities, from the 

selection of the sample to the design of the questions, to finally the method of collection in the 

field. Issues of research quality and ethical considerations are also addressed in this chapter. 

Additionally, the chapter explains the systematic procedures for data analysis, emphasizing 

coding and thematic analysis.  

Overall, this chapter provides a transparent account of the study's methodological 

foundations to enable the reader to critically assess the credibility of the presented findings. 

The chapter concludes on some reflections on the method, with its limitations and its potential 

for biases. 

 

1. Methodological Approach 

 

Paradigm 

 

In selecting a study design, researchers navigate the paradigm, driven by assumptions 

about how to comprehend reality (epistemology) and the nature of reality itself (ontology)247. 

My method departed from the prevalent objectivist approach seen in the literature, where the 

medina is viewed as an orderly and predictable entity, and the researcher as objective and 

independent248. Instead, I adopted a constructivist (ontology)/interpretivist (epistemology) 

approach, defining reality as subjective and multiple.  

This paradigm choice was based on the literature review, where I have determined that 

medinas were constructed through discourse. Examining Orientalism has highlighted the 

lasting impact of historical discourses, emphasizing the necessity for new and updated 

 

247 Groat, L.N. & Wang, D. (2013) Architectural research methods. New York: John Wiley & Sons, p.63 
248 Matthews, R. & Ross, E. (2010) Research methods: A practical guide for the social sciences. London: Pearson 

Education Ltd, p.25 
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narratives. To gain fresh insights, I aimed to explore the diverse perspectives of medinas held 

by both the government and local communities.  

Moreover, the literature review chapter has revealed that despite the inclination of 

researchers from the 1980s onward to challenge Orientalist perspectives, they remained 

entrenched in the dominant discourse. These scholars continued employing the same 

conceptual framework as their predecessors while attempting to counter their theories and 

hypotheses about the city, without venturing into an analysis of the medina within its own 

contextual framework. Consequently, the medina continues to be viewed as a concept 

examined from an outsider scientific perspective. 

Thus, the distinctive aspect of my method lies in its commitment to providing in-depth 

interpretations of Rabat's medina from the perspectives of those who have experienced it249. 

The focus was on uncovering the meanings within people's subjective understanding of the 

place250.  

 

Research Problem: Qualitative Research 

Aligned with the constructivist paradigm, my study adopted a qualitative research 

approach. As summarized in Figure 3.1, the study was guided by six essential attributes of 

qualitative research, tailored to address the study's objectives251.  

Qualitative research is characterized by a focus on gaining a profound understanding of 

a specific setting, emphasizing the meanings individuals attribute to the place and their 

interpretations of their surroundings252. Unlike quantitative research, the primary goal is not to 

predict future urban scenarios or prescribe policy recommendations. Instead, qualitative 

research pursues an intrinsic comprehension of the urban setting, yielding findings that are 

'holistic, comprehensive, expansive, and richly descriptive.'253  

 

249 Groat, L.N. & Wang, D. (2013) Architectural research methods. New York: John Wiley & Sons, p.79 
250 Matthews, R. & Ross, E. (2010) Research methods: A practical guide for the social sciences. London: Pearson 

Education Ltd, p.28 
251 Creswell, J.W. (2007) Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design: Choosing among Five Approaches. Thousand 

Oaks, CA: SAGE.; Matthews, R. & Ross, E. (2010) Research methods: A practical guide for the social sciences. 

London: Pearson Education Ltd, p.28; Miles, M.B. & Huberman, A.M. (1994) Qualitative Data Analysis. 

Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.; OôLeary, Z. (2010) The Essential Guide to Doing Your Research Project. Thousand 

Oaks, CA: SAGE.; Merriam, S.B. & Tisdell, E.J. (2015) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and 

Implementation. New York: John Wiley & Sons 
252 Merriam, S.B. & Tisdell, E.J. (2015) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. New York: 

John Wiley & Sons, p13 
253 Merriam, S.B. & Tisdell, E.J. (2015) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. New York: 

John Wiley & Sons, p.18 
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This methodology enabled the development of a nuanced portrayal of Rabat's medina, 

incorporating diverse perspectives to present a comprehensive overview of the place254.  

Moreover, my research operated on an inductive and open-ended framework. This 

influenced the approach to data collection and analysis, as well as the overall research nature. 

Indeed, the study adopted a discovery-oriented research stance, devoid of predefined 

hypotheses, fostering flexibility and emergence in both data collection and design255. 

Navigating the field required a high tolerance for ambiguity. It also demanded the acquisition 

of specific skills, such as formulating relevant questions for my interviews, keen observation, 

and precise writing. 

 

Figure 3. 1: Qualitative Research attributes. Source: Author 

 

For the data gathered, it was mixed, encompassing various sources such as institutional 

documents, interviews, surveys, and field observations, contributing to this multifaceted 

representation of Rabatôs medina. Table 3.1 outlines my comprehensive multi-method 

 

254 Creswell, J.W. & Poth, C.N. (2016) Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five approaches. 

New York: Sage Publications, p.39 
255 Merriam, S.B. & Tisdell, E.J. (2015) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. New York: 

John Wiley & Sons, p.7 
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approach for data collection, an unusual strategy in the research on medinas, as seen in the 

literature.  

Yet, there is an importance in gathering diverse data types and perspectives for a holistic 

understanding. Individual interviews offer only one informant's perception and must be 

considered alongside other sources like observations and documents.256 

 

Table 3. 1: Data collection tactics. Source: Author, inspired by the classification of Groat, L. and Wang, D. 

(2013) Architectural research methods. New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons. 

Tactics Interactive Non-interactive 

Interview Face-to-face and phone in-

depth interviews 

 

Face-to-face questionnaire 

Online response to a 

questionnaire 

Artefacts and Sites In situ observation and 

analysis of artefacts and 

urban context/palimpsest 

Photographing, Cataloguing 

and Mapping 

Documents Social media groups Institutional documents 

Archival Postcards 

 

 

I will delve into the researcher being the main instrument in the Reflections section, considering 

it a pivotal aspect of my research. Given the close connection to my case study, I believe it 

deserved a dedicated section for thorough exploration. 

 

Research Design: Case study method 

 

I employed a case study approach for its efficiency in gaining a profound understanding 

of Rabat's medina and revealing its complexity. This method excels in addressing how and why 

questions, aligning with my study's aim.257 Additionally, the case study challenges the 

perception of the medina as a generalizable entity by highlighting the uniqueness of each case, 

a distinctive aspect of my research. 

 

256 Merriam, S.B. & Tisdell, E.J. (2015) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. New York: 

John Wiley & Sons, p.114 
257 Yin, Robert K. (2008) Case study research: Design and methods. Vol. 5. New York: Sage, p. 13 
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According to Creswell, a case study involves exploring a bounded system over time 

through detailed data collection from multiple sources258. The method is defined by a clear 

delimitation of the object of study, which limited my ability to generalize the findings to all 

medinas. However, the focus on the medina of Rabat is in itself interesting and contributed to 

advancing our knowledge about medinas. This is due to the case studyôs three distinctive 

characteristics: particularistic, descriptive and heuristic.259 

Indeed, the case study's strength lies in providing a rich and holistic account of a 

phenomenon, here the medina, offering insights that expands the readers' knowledge. Most 

importantly, it is the most suitable approach for studying human complexity, as it 

acknowledges the subjective nature of lived reality rather than claiming absolute truth260. The 

inclusivity of differences and acceptance of paradoxes made the case study research a valuable 

method in advancing knowledge on medinas. However, with the case study method, it is crucial 

to recognize that our understanding is shaped and limited by the specific context of a particular 

place and time. 

 

 

  

 

258 Creswell, J.W. & Poth, C.N. (2016) Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five approaches. 

New York: Sage Publications, p.73 
259 Creswell, J.W. & Poth, C.N. (2016) Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five approaches. 

New York: Sage Publications, pp.43-44 
260 Shields, Carolyn M. (2007) óCan case studies achieve the ñGold Standardò? Or when methodology meets 

politicsô, Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Chicago, Illinois, p.13  
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2. Before data collection from the communities 

 

2.1 The process of data collection: observation, field work and pilot study 

 

Figure 3. 2: The iterative process of data collection. Source: Author 

 

I collected the majority of my data in my second year of PhD. Data collection was not 

done in a particular step-by-step order but was rather a constant iterative process between 

multiple data sources, as shown in the diagram above (Figure 3.2).  

I first started to read some literature on Rabat about its history and about the spatial 

organization of the medina261, to inform my field observation and have some initial direction.  

While I was reading the literature, I immersed myself in the field: the medina of Rabat. 

This in-situ observation of the urban context was essential, as I needed enough time in the 

medina to understand its context, its culture and to build rapport262. This is why I had a 

prolonged stay, for five intensive months, where I used to walk in the medina at least four times 

a week to observe, explore, and survey people.  

Even if Rabat is my city, the medina is not a place I was familiar with. Thus, observation 

in the field was an important aspect of research for me. I needed to have a first-hand experience 

 

261 Belfquih, M. and Fadloullah, A. (1986) Mécanismes et formes de croissance urbaine au Maroc-Cas de 

lôagglom®ration Rabat-Salé. Rabat: Librairie El Maarif.; Berrada, H. and Couplet, X. (2011) Rabat-Salé de bab 

en bab. Rabat: Marsam. 
262 Zina, O. (2010) The Essential Guide to Doing Your Research Project. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE, p.115 



Page | 74 

 

with the medina to examine its urban life263. Most importantly, I wanted to become an insider 

to the place, whilst still being able to describe it to outsiders 264.  

Besides, this stay in the ófieldô allowed me to have some interesting graphical data, to 

photograph the place in detail. The results from the interviews and questionnaires directed me 

as well, as it showed me what to pay more attention to, and what type of architectural elements 

I needed to catalogue. Some days in the field were exclusively dedicated to photography. 

For the interviews/questionnaires, I did have an initial set of questions that was 

informed by my researchôs aim. I tested this set through a pilot study in the field, but I also 

spoke to people currently living or working in the medina to better understand the current social 

organization, and to add to my questionnaires.  

The pilot study, as well as the field immersion, was really useful as I could refine my 

questions (more details will be presented in another section). Once I had a good understanding, 

I collected the data for the communitiesô discourses. I kept the online questionnaire at the end 

of the data collection. Since I did not have the same level of direct interaction with people, I 

needed to be precise, and it was only possible after doing enough data collection and analysis. 

The postcards utilized in this study were generously provided by the participants. While 

I acknowledge that each postcard originates from a unique source, it is impractical, if not 

impossible, to trace each one back to its original source due to the sheer volume of potential 

sources. Therefore, I have opted to include a brief explanation in this section to clarify the lack 

of origin of the postcards and the limitations regarding their traceability. This decision is to 

ensure transparency regarding the sourcing process and to acknowledge the constraints faced 

in attempting to attribute individual postcards to specific sources. 

On top of these five months, and after I organized the data, I did some back-and-forth 

travels in the years 3 and 4 of my PhD, to gather the missing pieces and to see if there is any 

substantive evolution in the medina. Since my research is contemporary and focused on a really 

recent urban project, the responsibility was to stay updated. This is why I officially stopped my 

field travels in 2022, to write up the final draft. 

The following table summarizes the data collected (Table 3.2). 

  

 

263 David, S. (2000) óA way of seeing people and place: phenomenology in environment behaviour researchô in 

Wapner, S., Demick, J., Yamamoto, T. and Minami, H. (eds.) Theoretical perspectives in environment-behaviour 

research. New York: Plenum, p.164 
264 Patton, M.Q. (1985) óQualitative research and evaluation methodsô, Invited address to Division J of the 

American Educational Research Association, Chicago. New York: Sage, p. 268 
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Table 3. 2: Data collected. Source: Author 

Nature of the data Data Quantity 

Photography Pictures of the medina 2012 

Archival Postcard of the medina 78 

Pictures of activities/projects by the community 72 

Field work In-depth field investigation of traditional houses 7 

Documents Institutional documents (City of Lights) 3 

Laws: national and international regulations and 

documents 

4 

Interview/Questionnaire Short Interview (max 30 min) 

 

55 

Long interviews (minimum 30 min) 36 

Online survey (number of participants) 342 

Walk and Talk 5 

 

2.2 Institutional Documents 

 

Institutional documents, integral to my data, played a significant role in my research. 

Specifically related to the City of Lights project and the UNESCO nomination, these documents 

were primarily produced by the Moroccan government, with the exception of the 2012 

ICOMOS report. They offered valuable insights into the institutional discourse surrounding the 

medina, and as such, they were employed to address my research question (Table 3.3). They 

can be found in the UNESCO website: https://whc.unesco.org/fr/list/1401/documents/ 

Additionally, it is worth noting that certain institutional documents lacked a specific 

governmental department or institution explicitly mentioned as the author. Instead, these 

documents bear the assertion on their cover and within that they have been produced by the 

Kingdom of Morocco. There appears to be a genuine intent to speak on behalf of the entire 

government and all its institutions when crafting documents for UNESCO and international 

organizations, as if the government aims to present a unified voice in such contexts. 

It's crucial to highlight the challenge of accessing documents related to the City of 

Lights project. As discussed in the introduction, there was a notable lack of transparency 
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surrounding the project, a concern raised by UNESCO in Decision 43 COM 7B.52. 265 Initially, 

obtaining sources proved difficult. Despite reaching out to contacts within the government 

through personal networks, access to information was restricted due to the project's private 

nature, likely due to the royal scrutiny that surrounds it. It wasn't until UNESCO requested 

greater clarity on the project's impact on heritage that the government published an official 

document outlining the City of Lights initiative: the Report on the World Heritage of Rabat in 

2020.266 This document, available on the UNESCO website mentioned earlier, became the 

primary governmental resource on the project. It was published alongside other older 

documents (Table 3.3), which provided valuable data on governmental narratives that enhanced 

my research. However, beyond these documents, no other official discourse was accessible, 

thereby justifying the methodology adopted for my research. 

 

Table 3. 3: Institutional Documents used in the research. Source: Author 

Year Institution that 

produced the 

document 

Title (Translated to English) Original Title 

2006 Conseil National 

de lôHabitat 

Draft of the National Strategy 

for Intervention in Ancient 

Fabrics 

Projet de Stratégie Nationale 

dôIntervention dans les Tissus 

anciens 

2011 The Moroccan 

Government 

Nomination file for the 

UNESCO inscription 

Proposition dôinscription sur la 

Liste du patrimoine mondial 

soumise par le Royaume du 

Maroc: Dossier de nomination 

2011 The Moroccan 

Government 

Management Plan  Plan de gestion 

2011 The Moroccan 

Government 

Addition to the Management 

Plan (Medina focused) 

Complément au plan de gestion 

2012 ICOMOS Report on Rabat Rapport sur Rabat 

2017 Agence Urbaine 

de Rabat 

Plan for the Development and 

Safeguarding of the Medina of 

Rabat 

Plan dôam®nagement et de 

sauvegarde de la médina de 

Rabat 

 

265 UNESCO (2019) Available at: https://whc.unesco.org/fr/decisions/7433/ (Accessed 20-04-2024) 
266 Moroccan Government (2020) Rapport sur le bien du patrimoine mondial: Rabat. Rabat, p.13 

https://whc.unesco.org/fr/decisions/7433/
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2017 Agence Urbaine 

de Rabat 

Regulations for the 

Development and 

Safeguarding of the Medina of 

Rabat 

R®glement dôam®nagement et 

de sauvegarde de la medina de 

Rabat 

2021 The Moroccan 

Government 

World Heritage property 

Report - Rabat 

Rapport sur le bien du 

patrimoine mondial: Rabat 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. 3: Covers of some of the institutional documents. Source: from left to right, Moroccan Government 

(2020) Rapport sur le bien du patrimoine mondial: Rabat. Rabat.; Agence Urbaine de Rabat (2011) Plan 

dôam®nagement et de sauvegarde de la m®dina de Rabat. Rabat.; Moroccan Government (2011) Plan de gestion 

(Management Plan). Rabat. 
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3. Preparing the collection of the community data 

 

Figure 3. 4: The data collection process for communities. Source: Author 

 

 

3.1 Sample Choice: who did I interview? 

 

Sampling is a technique used by researchers to systematically choose a smaller, representative 

subset from a defined population for observation or experimentation in line with their study 

objectives267. For my study, I employed purposive sampling268, also known as purposeful269 or 

judgmental sampling270, relying on my judgment to select participants essential for addressing 

the research goals. These selected individuals, termed information-rich cases, provided 

valuable and trustworthy insights271. 

 

267 Sharma, G. (2017) óPros and cons of different sampling techniquesô, International journal of applied 

research, 3(7), p.749 
268 Chein, I. (1981) 'Appendix: An Introduction to Sampling', in Kidder, L.H. (ed.) Selltiz, Wrightsman & Cook's 

Research Methods in Social Relations. Austin, TX: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, pp. 418ï441. 
269 Creswell, J.W. & Poth, C.N. (2016) Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five approaches. 

New York: Sage Publications.; Miles, M.B. & Huberman, A.M. (1994) Qualitative Data Analysis. Thousand 

Oaks, CA: SAGE; Patton, M.Q. (2002) Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications. 
270 Sharma, G. (2017) óPros and cons of different sampling techniquesô, International Journal of Applied 

Research, 3(7), p.751 
271 Patton, M.Q. (2002) Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 

p.230 
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The strength of purposive sampling lay in its various sub-types, with my choice being 

maximum variation sampling.272 This approach aimed to include participants representing the 

broadest possible range of characteristics relevant to the study.273 

This sampling method prompted a crucial question: Who constitutes the medina community, 

or, in other words, who holds the authority to speak about the medina? As established in the 

introduction and confirmed in my pilot study, the community comprises individuals with 

profound knowledge and experience in the medina, irrespective of age or socio-economic 

background. To capture this diversity, I selected two primary groups: the Rbati and the 'people 

of the medina'. Then I have identified a third group while in the field work: Rbati individuals 

residing or working within the medina (Figure 3.5). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

272 Glaser, B.G. & Strauss, A. (1967) The Discovery of Grounded Theory. Chicago: Aldine.; Sharma, G. (2017) 

óPros and cons of different sampling techniques.ô International Journal of Applied Research, 3(7), p.752 
273 Merriam, S.B. & Tisdell, E.J. (2015) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. New York: 

John Wiley & Sons, p.79 

Figure 3. 5: Sample choice. Source: Author 
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The Rbati: 

They call themselves and are called by other Moroccans the óauthentic people of the medinaô. 

But who are they really? The answer is complex because óRbatiô is a fuzzy anthropological 

term. Descendants from ancient Andalusian families, they built the medina and continuously 

inhabited the place. Even their name is after the city. Here, the distinction is ethnic. However, 

through the study of history, we understand that defining óthe real inhabitantsô is more complex. 

Before colonisation in 1912, the medina was continuously inhabited by a range of different 

ethnic groups, who blended with the Andalusians: Jewish, groups from the Udayaôs Kasbah, 

Moroccans from different cities and from the countryside. But they acquired the cultural 

elements of the Andalusians, which made it seem like a unified socio-ethnic group.  

With Hayeurôs research, it was concluded that the Rbatis were the bourgeoisie of Rabat.274 

They form a specific group which seeks to maintain its distinction through its way of life and 

its culture that present aspects of bourgeois culture: refinement, discretion, and sobriety. To be 

Rbati, you have to live in Rabat, but above all, have the culture and live according to the 

standards of the group. 

As confirmed in my pilot study by one of my interviewees: óThe community are those who 

were told about the medina of Rabat and are those who feel concerned by the destiny of the 

city, emotionally and activelyô.275 

And the Rbati do care a lot about the place. This is why I chose them for my study. They are 

literate, knowledgeable, and are willing to engage in long, deep conversations. They were eager 

to share their knowledge and experiences with me. For me, the Rbatis were óghost librariesô276 

of all the stories that were never told and that wanted to be heard for so long. Thus, the preferred 

method was to interview them. 

 

Current people of the medina 

My second sample was the current shop owners and current inhabitants in the medina, but not 

any of them. They needed to have a depth of experience in the medina, to have witnessed the 

changes and to know its value and current practices.  

 

274 Smith, M. H. (1991) Les Rbatis - Bourgeoisie de Rabat identité et luttes de classements. Montréal: Université 

de Montréal. 
275 Interview, 28th March 2021, óL26ô, Previous inhabitant 
276 Stead, N., Gosseye, J. and Van der Plaat, D. (eds.) (2019) Speaking of Buildings: Oral History in Architectural 

Research. San Francisco: Chronicle Books, p.12. 
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Contrarily to Rbatis, the second sample is not a defined community as they are scattered all 

over the medina. For a lack of a better term, and for convenience purposes, I called them in my 

thesis óthe current people of the medinaô.  

In my pilot study, I noticed that this second group did not talk much. I struggled to keep the 

conversation going for 15 minutes. Moreover, many of them were shop owners who were 

working while I interviewed them. I did not want to take too much of their time. Thus, the 

preferred method was a questionnaire, with focused questions and targeted answers.  

 

The Rbati who never left the medina 

This hybrid group is the prime choice for the longest interviews and for walk and talk methods. 

The walk and talk method have been outlined and encouraged in 2020 in the book Speaking of 

buildings: óa co-constructed mental projection of architecture and space can develop between 

the interviewer and interviewee as they 'move aroundô buildings through narrative, 

reconstructing the built environment verbally.ô277 As architects and planners, this interview 

method can be useful as it incorporates space as well. 

The Rbati who never left the medina is a rare group. My interviewees told me that they were 

around 10 families, and I could interview six of them. The longest interviews were with them, 

some even lasting a whole day at their house in the medina. They walked with me around the 

urban setting, showing me directly the changes, the places where they built memories, etc. 

Their testimonies are unique, as outlined by the other Rbati who left the medina: óYou need to 

talk to the Rbatis who stayed there, their testimonies are precious and even more unique than 

the restô.278 

 

As shown for the three groups, I did not necessarily need an academically knowledgeable 

population. What I needed was this depth of connection with the place and depth of care. This 

allowed them to define the place well and to notice the changes, as well as to have a strong 

opinion about its revitalization. It is their understanding that interested me. 

 

 

 

277 Adams Stein, J. and Rowden, E. (2019) 'Speaking from the Insideô, in Stead, N., Gosseye, J. and Van der Plaat, 

D. (eds.) Speaking of Buildings: Oral History in Architectural Research. San Francisco: Chronicle Books, p.34 
278 Interview, 20th February 2021, óL20ô, Previous inhabitant 
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3.2 Questions: What did I want to know? 

  

My questions were informed by my specific research questions, and categorized by themes 

(Table 3.4) 

 

Table 3. 4: Set of questions for the communities. Source: Author 

Nature of the 

question 

Theme Questions Why did I ask this question? 

Background/

Demographic 

Backgroun

d 

¶ What is your link 

to the medina? 

¶ For how long? 

This question is for all participants, as it is crucial to know 

their link to the place, both in place and in time. Quote from 

a participant: óThe context is essential to free us from oriental 

fantasies. It is essential to know the person you are 

interviewing, where they come from and their connection 

with the medina. This way, you will limit interactions with 

people who have an idealized and fanciful vision of the 

medina, and you will limit old-fashioned testimonies.ô279 

Why is the medina of Rabat significant for the community? How is it constructed in their discourses? 

Knowledge Definition 

of the 

medina 

¶ What is the 

medina? How 

can you define 

the medina?  

¶ What are the key 

elements that 

make it unique 

compared to 

other parts of 

Rabat? 

 

By knowing how people define the medina, we can also know 

how people value it and know what makes it unique and 

special. It will also be useful to see if their definition aligns 

with the literature review Islamic definition of the medina. 

Opinion and 

value 

Value of 

the medina 

 

¶ Why is the 

medina valuable 

for you? 

This question shows which value of the medina is most 

interesting to the communities: historical, aesthetic, spiritual, 

economic, social, etc 

 

279 Interview, 20th February 2021, óL20ô, Previous inhabitant 



Page | 83 

 

¶ What is your 

favourite 

place/part of the 

medina? 

Experience 

Feeling 

Memories ¶ What is your best 

memory here? 

¶ How do you 

remember life 

here? 

The goal is to understand the place through its stories. How 

was the medina before? How did it transform? Stories show 

both how people value the place but also how they feel about 

the changes and what are some key elements to be preserved. 

I used to use this question to transition on the future of the 

place: how do you want to inform the continuity of the place 

by using some elements present in your story? 

How are the past and current changes, induced by the project City of Lights, perceived? 

Knowledge Changes 

(before 

city of 

lights) 

¶ For you, what 

was the main 

change?  

¶ How did the key 

elements/values 

change over 

time?  

¶ How do you feel 

about the 

change? 

¶  

I want to understand how people react in front of the notion 

of transformation and change in the medina of Rabat, and in 

a subtler way, in front of the notion of óinnovationô 

Opinion and 

value 

Opinion 

on the 

transforma

tions by 

City of 

Light 

¶ Are the 

transformations 

answering your 

needs?  

¶ Did they 

positively or 

negatively affect 

your daily life? 

Why?  

This question is especially directed for residents and shop 

owners, as they are the most concerned by the revitalization 

projects. I wanted to know the impact of this rehabilitation on 

the communities. 

For the last question, the one that talks about continuity, it was 

also directed to Rbati to know if the rehabilitation fits into 

their memories of the medina, if they do not contrast too 

harshly with its past aesthetic. 
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¶ Does the 

renovation 

respect the 

continuity of the 

medina? 

For both groups, I wanted to know if they were thinking of 

another way, that they deemed as better, to revitalize the 

place. 

How do they want to ensure the continuity of the place? 

Opinion and 

value 

Vision for 

the future 

¶ What should be 

revitalized, to 

keep the 

authenticity of 

the medina? 

¶ What can change 

or should change 

for a better 

medina? 

 

If they could contribute to the reflection on the rehabilitation 

process, through a participatory approach, what would be 

important to them and how could they inform the continuity 

of the place? 

 

Experience The 

current 

contributio

n of the 

medina by 

the 

communit

y 

How is it used and 

valued by people 

today? 

 

These questions will allow me to see their perception of the 

value of the space through their acts, and not just their 

thoughts. 

It is the only question that goes beyond discourse but looks at 

the actual practices that people have to revitalize the medina, 

at their own scale. This question will also allow me to see the 

links between their thoughts on heritage and their implication 

with it. How people (old community, new one, civil society) 

try to give a second life to the medina? (activities they 

organize, civil societyôs projects to revitalize the medina, 

personal initiatives, etc.) 
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3.3 Ethics 

 

Ethics is not just a way of doing research, but is also a way of being as a researcher. Ethics are 

an essential component of research as it ensures its trustworthiness, best practice, and validity. 

To make sure my study was carried out in an ethical way, I first obtained an approval from the 

Ethical Committee of the University of Liverpool prior to data collection.  

 

Risk of harm  

In the initial phase of designing the study, my foremost priority was to minimize any potential 

harm to the participants. This involved ensuring that they felt comfortable and free from 

psychological distress, while also respecting their privacy. To achieve this, I adhered to four 

ethical principles: 

1. Fully Informed Consent: 

Participants were provided with a Participant Information Sheet outlining the research's 

purpose, methodology, and expected outcomes. I verbally explained these details in clear and 

accessible language to ensure their full understanding before they engage in any form of 

interviewing.  

2. Right to Withdraw: 

My questions were indeed personal, but not intrusive or leading to distress. Participants had 

the explicit right to decline answering or withdraw from the research at any point. 

3. Strict Absence of Deceptive Practices: 

Given that participants were volunteers, transparency was paramount. Deceptive practices, 

such as concealing the nature of the research or providing false information, were strictly 

avoided. For my covert observation in the medina, consent was not needed because it was 

impractical. The study was in a public space so it was impossible to seek consent from 

everyone, and it was impossible to identify and contact all of those involved.  

4. Anonymity, Privacy, and Confidentiality: 

Recognizing the sensitive nature of individual and personal data, transcripts were anonymized 

to protect participants' identities. For individuals with public prominence, a separate agreement 

allowed for the revelation of their real identity. I maintained a commitment to sharing interview 

transcripts with participants and pledged to provide them with my completed PhD thesis after 

the VIVA examination and the full completion of my PhD. 
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Social media ethics 

The originality of my ethics lied in the use of social media. To complement my sample, 

I proceeded to contact people via Facebook. Here, identifying and contacting potential 

participants for research had to follow two main ethical principles: the respect for the privacy 

of social media users and the transparency of the researcher.  

The first one was especially important because of the amount of personal data available 

online and the easy access to it. Even if the data was shared voluntary, it was not available for 

research purposes, but more for personal expression and social connectivity. The participant 

was not expecting to be approached for participating in a study. This is why it was crucial to 

minimize their chances of being embarrassed or put in a delicate situation.  

For that, I approached first a gatekeeper, such as the group administrator, who, after 

having full information of the research through the Participant Information Sheet, decided if 

the subject can be considered sensitive, or if the social media users can be potentially vulnerable 

to the research. The gatekeeper first sought the consent of the groupôs community and sent 

them the Participant Information Sheet and the Consent form, explaining how the data will be 

used and issues of anonymity. I then proceeded to share the online survey with the group.  

Regarding specific data units, I adhered to Facebook's terms by obtaining informed 

consent from individual users. Emphasizing transparency, I conducted the research through my 

personal Facebook account, complete with my full name and a profile description indicating 

my status as a PhD student at the University of Liverpool. 

Moreover, to align with Facebook's guidelines, which advocate for user consent, 

transparency, and a posted privacy policy280, I employed an anonymous survey format. 

Participants were assured the freedom to accept or decline the offer without pressure, 

leveraging the platform's ability for anonymous non-response. 

 

Data processing post-collection  

Another aspect to consider was the way data was treated after its collection, and this is when 

there is a greater danger of harm: data was treated confidentially during the storage, analysis 

and publication processes. That does not mean that all data should be confidential, but for 

people who accepted or even wanted to have their names appear, they signed a consent form 

 

280 Facebook (n.d.) Community Guidelines. Available at: 

https://web.facebook.com/help/477434105621119?_rdc=1&_rdr (Accessed 07-08-2022) 

https://web.facebook.com/help/477434105621119?_rdc=1&_rdr
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first. The data collected in Morocco was uploaded directly to the University of Liverpoolôs 

digital data storage via VPN. 

 

4. During data collection 

4.1 Sampling method used 

 

Figure 3. 6: Non-probability sampling method. source: Author 

 

Once the sampling criteria and questions were established, I employed snowball sampling to 

recruit participants. This method involves asking individuals who else might be suitable for the 

study, resulting in a progressively expanding network of information-rich cases281. 

I opted for this sampling technique because neither of my sample groups had a predefined list 

of ideal participants. Instead, I relied on the participants themselves to identify individuals who 

best met the criteria and could contribute valuable insights. This approach allowed for 

unexpected and serendipitous discoveries, or as termed in French, "des heureux hasards" 

(happy chances).282 (Figure 3.7) 

 

281 Patton, M.Q. (2002) Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 

p. 237 
282 Merriam, S.B. & Tisdell, E.J. (2015) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. New York: 

John Wiley & Sons, p.150 
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I remember one day, while I was strolling around the medina with my parents doing field work, 

I stumbled upon a Rbati woman. I was gazing over the architectural details of a door, and it 

happened to be the door of a religious place she and her family owns. She welcomed us into 

her house, and I could interview her, one of the rare families that stayed in the old city. 

Figure 3. 7: The serendipity moment (from left to right: me, the participant and my mother). Source: Author 



Page | 89 

 

 

 

4.2 Current people of the medina 

 

I initiated my pilot study within the medina, focusing on the residents and engaging with them 

first. Recruitment occurred in the field, starting with the random selection of a shop owner from 

a main commercial street. I then asked this shop owner to introduce me to the respected leader 

of the street. In the medina, each commercial street has a designated leader.  

After explaining my research aims, I trusted individuals to guide me to the most knowledgeable 

people. The same approach was applied to recruit inhabitants, either through random street 

encounters or by seeking assistance from shop owners. Upon completing the questionnaire, the 

participants further directed me to other individuals. 

This recruitment method was influenced by the initial challenges encountered during the pilot 

study. Many residents initially hesitated to answer questions, emphasizing that they did not 

consider themselves part of the medina, despite residing in it. The sentence 'Ana machi weld 

lmdina', translating to 'I am not the son of the medina,' reflected their sense of not belonging.  

However, I observed that people naturally steered me toward those they perceived as more 

knowledgeable. Patience and extended hours in the field were necessary before connecting 

with authoritative figures in the community, making this group challenging yet essential to 

access. 

Due to the difficulty in engaging with this group, I opted for questionnaires as a communication 

method. The questionnaires featured both close-ended and semi-directed questions, with 

responses typically requiring only a sentence or two. In total, I interacted with 55 participants, 

with questionnaire sessions lasting up to 20 minutes. The questions varied for each participant, 

tailored to their specific role or expertise. For instance, the lead shop owner of a major 

commercial street received questions specific to the impact of renovations on that particular 

street. 

 

4.3 Rbati 

Accessing the sample 

Snowball sampling proved more accessible for this group. The Rbatis not only 

displayed enthusiasm to participate in the study but also belonged to a closely-knit community 

so the snowball method yielded great results. They also had valuable knowledge about the 



Page | 90 

 

medina, particularly from the older generation. One interviewee stressed the urgency of 

preserving these scattered testimonies, emphasizing the need for swift action before this 

generation has gone.283 And yet, this community preferred sharing insights exclusively with 

fellow Rbatis. Being a Rbati myself, I could effortlessly connect with an organization central 

to this community called Ribat Al Fath. 

To secure consent and access to participants, I initially contacted the organization's 

secretary. After each interview, I requested participants to suggest other suitable individuals, 

compiling a list until no further recommendations were made, thus completing the loop. 

Additionally, I employed passive recruitment through targeted social media groups, 

particularly three Facebook groups exclusive to the Rbati community: 'Les Rbatis / Rbatiyine 

Forum' (1) ' оϹϧзв еууАϝϠϽЮϜ / Rabat' (2) and 'Patrimoine intemporel' (3). Seeking consent from the 

group administrators, I posted a message containing the Participant Information Sheet, the 

online survey, and an invitation for those interested in participating in further interviews. This 

approach allowed for additional participants to be added to my growing list of Rbatis, 

facilitating a continuous snowballing effect. 

 

Interview 

For this group, interviews emerged as the optimal method to allow us to deeply enter 

into the Rbatiôs perspectives. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 40 participants, 

ranging from 30 minutes to five hours, including 5 walk and talks in the medina, where the 

participant showed me the medina through his eyes while narrating his intimate stories with it. 

I also had 7 visits to participants' homes. 

The Rbatis community's eagerness to share their heritage and narratives pleasantly 

surprised me. Ensuring participants had freedom in interviews was crucial for them to define 

their experiences in their own unique ways. The interview process began with an explanation 

of the thesis's purpose, addressing any questions to ensure participant understanding. Starting 

with background questions, the interviews were guided by themes and open-ended inquiries, 

adapting to each participant's comfort level and gradually building trust. At first, I was not 

fluent at interviewing, but the more I interviewed people, the more confident I became to pursue 

more fruitful inquiries. 

 

283 Interview, 20th February 2021, óL20ô, Previous inhabitant 



Page | 91 

 

Probing questions and adapting the interview flow based on participant responses 

allowed for a more detailed and descriptive dataset. As confidence grew with each interview, 

I navigated from less personal to more intimate inquiries. Interviews were recorded, and 

immediate reflection notes facilitated ongoing data analysis, helping determine data saturation 

on specific subjects and enabling a focused approach to other areas. 

The interview format offered advantages such as enhanced participant identity 

verification compared to online questionnaires. Plus, the personal relation I had with the 

respondent allowed me to collect a more in-depth data, and allowed participants to share 

narratives, opinions, and preferences freely.  

However, drawbacks of the interview method included the lack of anonymity, 

potentially leading to less honest responses, and increased researcher bias due to the close 

proximity with the interviewee. Additionally, the time-consuming nature of interviews 

necessitated careful sample selection. 

 

Online Survey 

Concluding my data collection, I conducted an online survey for the Rbatis using the 

previously mentioned three Facebook groups, offering a broader validation of their responses. 

The survey, hosted on the SURVEY MONKEY web platform, garnered 342 participants. To 

construct the survey, I carefully considered a logical flow covering all relevant themes, opting 

for multiple-choice answers. However, participants were always given the option to elaborate 

using the "Other" response. Thorough checks ensured the avoidance of common pitfalls like 

double-barrelled questions, double negatives, unnecessary repetitiveness, leading questions, 

and biased inquiries. 

The survey employed simple and direct language, featuring concise questions and 

answers (Table 3.5). The introduction and instructions were crafted with precision to ensure 

clarity on the survey's purpose and eligibility criteria. 

While the online questionnaire method facilitated swift administration and access to a 

larger sample, it presented challenges regarding participant control and genuineness. The 

anonymity of the survey made it impossible to monitor respondents or verify if they truly 

belonged to the chosen sample, or if they answered with honesty.  
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Table 3. 5: Questions for the online Survey. Source: Author 

 

4.4 Saturation and limitation of data 

 

Saturation 

Since my purpose was to have the maximum information possible about the medina to achieve 

a holistic view, my sampling was finished when no new information was discovered with new 

participants: redundancy was my main criteria, showing the data saturation.284 My second way 

of verifying my sampling for Rbatis was to double-check my list of participants with the 

association Ribat Al-Fath. 

 

Limitation  

The main limitation for purposive sampling is the high probability of bias, but to minimize it I 

clearly explained the recruitment process of participants and the criteria for which they were 

chosen. Also, I trusted people to lead me towards the most knowledgeable, because they are 

the ones who know the medina of Rabat well, and who can be the most trusted. The second 

limitation is the incapacity to generalize since it is a non-random sample. However, it was not 

 

284 Lincoln, Y. S. and Guba, E. G. (1985) Naturalistic inquiry. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, p.202 
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my purpose: óformal generalizations based on large samples are overrated in their contribution 

to scientific progressô285. 

 

5. After data collection 

 

5.1 Credibility and Dependability of the research 

 

  
Essential to demonstrate research quality, validity, reliability, and generalizability 

ensure that the knowledge contributed is trustworthy, believable, and defensible286. In 

qualitative research, however, these concepts have been replaced by the notions of 'credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability.'287 

Credibility replaces validity in qualitative research due to the interpretive nature of data, 

where an interpreter or translator is always present. Reality, being subjective, cannot determine 

validity, leading to the advocacy of credibility by Lincoln and Guba288. Qualitative researchers, 

as Wolcott notes, should focus on identifying critical elements and crafting plausible 

interpretations, acknowledging the partial nature of knowledge in the social world289. The aim 

 

285 Flyvbjerg, B. (2006) 'Five Misunderstandings about Case-Study Research', Qualitative Inquiry, 12(2), pp.219ï

245. 
286 Pole, C. J. and Lampard, R. (2002) óSuitable samples: selecting, obtaining and profiting from themô, in Pole, 

C. J. and Lampard, R. (eds.) Practical Social Investigation: Qualitative and Quantitative Methods in Social 

Research. London: Routledge, p.32 
287 Merriam, S.B. & Tisdell, E.J. (2015) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. New York: 

John Wiley & Sons, p.211 
288 Lincoln, Y. S. and Guba, E. G. (1985) Naturalistic inquiry. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, p.202 
289 Lincoln, Y. S. and Guba, E. G. (1985) Naturalistic inquiry. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, p.202, pp. 366 ï 367 

Figure 3. 8: Qualitative VS Quantitative Research trustworthiness. Source: Author 
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is not to discover an ultimate truth, but to enhance the correspondence between research and 

the real world290. 

Reliability, conflicting with the dynamic and contextual nature of the social world and 

human behaviour, is deemed inappropriate and impossible in qualitative research291. 

Dependability emerges as the replacement, emphasizing the consistency and reliability of 

results with the collected data in an emergent research design292. 

External validity concerns the generalizability of study results, but it takes a nuanced 

approach in qualitative research. Instead of seeking general truths, the focus is on depth and 

understanding a specific case, not many cases293.  

Transferability is achieved by providing sufficient descriptive data, working with 

working hypotheses, making modest speculations (extrapolations) based on similar conditions, 

and identifying concrete universals through detailed case studies. To enhance result 

transferability, detailed presentations of the medina, participant quotes, field notes, documents, 

and graphic data were provided, along with a carefully selected sample exhibiting maximum 

variation294. As Wolcott suggests, every case shares aspects with all, some, and no other 

cases295.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

290 Wolcott, H. (2005) The art of fieldwork (2nd ed.). Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira Press, p.160 
291 Merriam, S.B. & Tisdell, E.J. (2015) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. New York: 

John Wiley & Sons, p.22 
292 Lincoln, Y. S. and Guba, E. G. (1985) Naturalistic inquiry. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, p.202, pp. 366 ï 367 
293 Merriam, S.B. & Tisdell, E.J. (2015) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. New York: 

John Wiley & Sons, p.224 
294 Lincoln, Y. S. and Guba, E. G. (1985) Naturalistic inquiry. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, p.202, p.298 
295 Wolcott, H. (2005) The art of fieldwork (2nd ed.). Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira Press, p.167 
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Promoting Credibility and Dependability: Eight strategies296 

 

 

Figure 3. 9: Eight strategies for Credibility and Dependability (on the left is the theory, and on the right is what 

happened in my method for this research). Source: Author 

 

In Figure 3.9, the left side illustrates eight strategies employed in qualitative research 

to enhance the study's credibility. On the right side, I have highlighted the strategies 

predominantly utilized in my study, specifically emphasizing adequate engagement in data 

collection (as detailed in the previous section) and the implementation of triangulation and an 

audit trail. Although a comprehensive reflection on my position and influence in the research 

has been conducted, this aspect will be further explored in a dedicated section towards the end 

of the method chapter. 

 

1. Triangulation 

There are three types of triangulation: the use of multiple methods, multiple sources of data or 

multiple investigators297. I used the first two, as my data is combining interviews, 

questionnaires, observation, documents analysis. Secondly, I was constantly cross-checking 

the collected data: I interviewed people with different positions, observed the setting at 

different times of the day, compared the interview data with the documents. 

 

296 Merriam, S.B. & Tisdell, E.J. (2015) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. New York: 

John Wiley & Sons, p.229 
297 Denzin, N.K. (1978) The Research Act: A Theoretical Introduction to Sociological Methods (2nd ed.). New 

York: McGraw-Hill.  
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2. Member checks 

This is also called respondent validation: I requested feedback from people I interviewed on 

the emerging interpretations and findings, to verify if my interpretations were plausible. 

3. Adequate engagement in data collection 

As I collected more data, I began to find the same results and no new information was surfacing: 

the data felt saturated. Also, I looked for data that promoted alternative findings. I did not find 

strong evidence to support alternative data presentation, which increased my confidence in my 

original explanation298. 

4. Peer review/ examination 

I was continually discussing with my supervisors the process of my study: data collection, 

emergent findings, interpretations. 

5. Audit trail 

I kept a research journal throughout the study describing how I collected the data, how I 

organised it and how I engaged in interpretations and analysis. I updated it every day.  

6. Rich, thick descriptions 

Presenting a detailed description of the case study offers readers sufficient context to assess its 

relevance to their own research case. This information enables them to evaluate the 

transferability of the findings to their specific context. 

7. Maximum variation 

Seeking purposefully diversity in my sample allowed me to have a greater scope of application 

of the results for readers of my research. 

 

5.2 Data analysis 

 

Data analysis started in the early stages of the research because it was a cyclical, 

recursive and dynamic process with data collection. Analysis even started before collecting 

data from the communities, when I was reading the literature on Rabat and the documents of 

the City of Lights project. As for my data collection in the field, each day after being in the 

medina, I used to write my observations and findings in my research diary (Figure 3.10). 

Thanks to the ongoing analysis, I could refine my questions, and be more focused in my 

 

298 Patton, M.Q. (2002) Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 

p.553 
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approach to participants. This shows the role of writing as part of the analytical process. 

Writing by hand also helped me master the data more, and become closer to it. 

 

 

Figure 3. 10: Research Diary. Source: Author 

 

However, data analysis became more intensive as I collected all my data and needed to 

make sense of it. I asked myself: how can I go from this overwhelming collection of qualitative 

data to a trustworthy, insightful analysis? Moreover, in qualitative research, the analysis 

increased the volume of the data by increasing its complexity at first, in the form of notes, 

transcription, summaries, etc299. I then needed two processes: the establishment of a structured, 

systematic approach, and the interpretation of the data.300 

For a consistent approach, coding was central to the analysis method. Coding is a way 

to organize and define the data by linking several passages with an idea: the code. Applying 

codes to passages was a thoughtful and deliberate process301. For the process to be systematic 

and consistent, I kept a codebook, both online and in my research diary, of the codes I have 

and the definitions for each one. Since qualitative analysis is emergent and iterative, I kept 

updating this codebook each time I refined existing codes or added new ones.  

But what did I code? My data set could have multiple codes and interpretations, but it 

was my research questions that played a central role in guiding the analysis. óA rich empirical 

 

299 Gibbs, G. (2007) Analyzing qualitative data. London: Sage Publications, p.4 
300 Gibbs, G. (2007) Analyzing qualitative data. London: Sage Publications, p.8 
301 Gibbs, G. (2007) Analyzing qualitative data. London: Sage Publications, p.39 



Page | 98 

 

material is always open for new interpretations, depending on the perspective and the questions 

asked of itô.302 My research questions framed my decisions about what I was trying to find and 

understand in the data. For that, they were part of each step of the analytical process (Figure 

3.11).  

 

 

Figure 3. 11: The process of my data analysis. Source: Author 

 

 

 

Step 1: Preparing the data 

 

First, I produced a list of all the empirical materials that I possessed and compiled them 

in a file, with sub-files for each type of material (pictures, institutional documents, interview 

audios, etc). This way, I could have easy access to an organized data set. I also had a metadata 

table to compile my interviews (Table 3.6) 

 

 

 

 

 

302 Hallin, A. (2020) óStrategies for analysing qualitative data: how to get started with making sense of all that 

material youô ve collectedô, in Townsend, K., et.al. (eds.) How to Keep your Doctorate on Track. Washington: 

Elgar, p. 115 
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Table 3. 6: Metadata for interviews. Source: Author 

 

Name 

interviewee 

Anonymizing 

reference 

Date of the 

interview 

Length of the 

interview 

Linked pictures 

(reference) 

 

 

The next step in data preparation, was interview transcription. The aim of my study 

guided the transcription process. Transcription was a change of medium but nonetheless a 

necessary transformation of the data. This could introduce issues of fidelity, interpretation and 

accuracy. However, the detail of transcription could compensate for the loss of dimension of 

understanding when I went from audio recording to text.  

This is why in general, I did try to transcribe everything, as any piece of information 

can be useful in the analysis later on. I also tried to make the transcriptions as detailed as 

possible, and as close to the original content as possible, with a word-by-word transcription. 

Since I was interested in opinions and stories, I did transcribe many parts with the 

original language (Moroccan) then translated it separately. When strong feelings arose or 

strong opinions, I put between brackets the emotion that was used in the speech, or the number 

of times someone insisted on a word. The words very, absolutely or definitely were repeated 

many times. Some gestures were also noted while having the interviews, like a fist on the table 

to express certitude or anger.  

I found that this process deepened my closeness to the data. Transcription is personal 

and creative and not just a mechanical method to put the audio transcripts into paper.303 

Besides, I wrote a lot of notes in my diary while transcribing, as I had new insights. This is 

why I am not advocating for automatic transcription in qualitative research in general, as I 

could see the benefits of it. 

 

Step2: Initial Coding Process - Structural coding 

 

After transcription, I started the first layer of coding using a deductive approach. This 

approach involved developing categories before delving into the data. The categories aligned 

 

303 Gibbs, G. (2007) Analyzing qualitative data. London: Sage Publications, p.11 
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with my research questions, while sub-categories were derived from the interview questions. 

However, not all categories necessitated sub-categories. For instance, the category óvalueô 

remained without sub-categories, as I wanted to uncover these within the data itself.  An 

example illustrating the categories change and value with the sub-categories is presented in 

Figure 3.12. 

 

Figure 3. 12: Categories and sub-categories, examples from my data. Source: Author 

 

This type of coding, known as structural coding, aligns with how, why, and what 

questions and proves beneficial for managing large data sets, facilitating quick access to 

categories. This initial coding process proved particularly effective for interviews, while its 

impact was somewhat diminished for questionnaires, which already offered structured answers. 

Nonetheless, a final review of questionnaires was conducted to organize them better. To aid in 

this data organization process, I utilized NVivo Software.  

 

Step 3: Second coding process: line-by-line coding 

 

After categorizing the data, I organized it into Word documents, allocating each 

document to a specific sub-category. Then, I conducted a thorough line-by-line review of the 

data, adopting an inductive approach. During this process, I let the data óspeak for itselfô to 

reveal patterns and themes, facilitating the development of a genuine understanding.  

This value-based coding method, tied to participants' views and opinions, proved 

essential, particularly for capturing expressions like óI feelô or óI thinkô, effectively exploring 

their values and experiences. 
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This phase of data analysis was the most challenging, as it required significant time and 

meticulous attention to details and nuances. Indeed, I engaged in code expansion, coding as 

much data as possible. The process was non-linear, involving continuous iteration between 

codes, analysis, and interviews.  

For instance, after initially coding a set of data, I revisited the codes in a second round 

to ensure consistency across the dataset. The dynamic process also involved constant reference 

to the codebook, which I continuously updated. The codebook was a document where I kept 

all of my codes and the meaning of each code. This tool served as a valuable guide, helping me 

navigate the data, maintain the meaning of my findings, and revisit them regularly.  

 

Step 4: Thematic Analysis 

 

Once the data was fully coded, the next and final step was reducing the data, 

summarizing it, and then constructing findings. The central question guiding this step was: 

what does the data mean? For that, I needed a method as well, and I chose thematic analysis. 

Despite the focus on discourse and communities in my research, I selected thematic analysis 

due to its suitability in comprehending opinions, thoughts, and experiences across a dataset.304  

Following the meticulous line-by-line coding process, I identified and organized the 

emerging themes within the data. I then reduced this data into key findings, highlighting 

noteworthy quotes, expressions, and images that carry significant meaning or encapsulate the 

collective sentiment. Sometimes, a single quote could answer an interview question.  

 

5.3 Reflection 

 

In this section, I aim to be a bit more critical of my approach by showing the limitations 

of my method. Given the intricate and sensitive nature of conducting research with people, this 

reflective section is significant for my research. While efforts were made to ensure a rigorous 

and ethical research process, all studies have inevitable flaws and limitations that should be 

acknowledged. This is even truer when the methodology chosen calls for more scrutiny for 

biases. Firstly, the adoption of the constructivist paradigm introduces complexities due to the 

 

304 Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2012) óThematic analysisô, in H. Cooper (ed.), APA Handbook of Research Methods 

in Psychology (Vol. 2) Collection Research designs. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, p.61  
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substantial role of the researcher in shaping the research outcomes. It recognized the 

collaborative nature of understanding between the researcher and the respondents305.  

Secondly, in the realm of qualitative research, I functioned as the primary instrument 

for both data collection and interpretation, essentially serving as the main 'measurement 

device.'306 Consequently, the chosen methodology necessitates a profound reflection on my 

limitations and potential biases as a researcher. The aim was not to completely eliminate them, 

but rather to be self-aware and transparent, both to myself and to the reader.  

Biases can be viewed as virtuous, as they form the foundation for researchers to make 

distinctive contributions, stemming from the unique interplay of their personal qualities 

intertwined with the collected data. In this regard, my most distinct quality is my insider-

outsider status. As an insider, I am from Morocco, born and raised, and more specifically, I 

belong to the Rbati community. This raised pertinent questions for me: óAre individuals more 

inclined to disclose information to insiders or outsiders?ô and óDoes a researcher need to be a 

member of the group under investigation to conduct a credible study?ô307. 

In my case, being an insider allowed me to have people reveal valuable information to 

me that they would not normally do to outsiders, even to Moroccan themselves. The Rbatiô 

community is known to be reserved and withdrawn, and willing to share only with people 

within this same community, assessing their identity first by asking you your link to them. 

Another insider advantage is the language: I could understand all the nuances and have a more 

precise comprehension because it is my mother tongue. I strongly believe that without being 

an insider, I could not use this method to research the medina of Rabat, as Rbatis would not 

speak to me as deeply and honestly.  

The setback is my attachment to my city and my community, so I could be biased in 

the sense that I will give more weight to their thoughts. To bring a balance to that, as I wanted 

to be fair and to hear everyoneôs opinion at first, I had a variation of sample, where I also talked 

to the current population. I found out that they also give the Rbati a lot of weight when it comes 

to understanding the medina, and they advised me to focus on them more.  

Another aspect that enabled me to be less biased by my belonging to the Rbati 

community is my outsider status as well. I never lived in the medina, I grew up instead studying 

 

305 Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2012) óThematic analysisô, in H. Cooper (ed.), APA Handbook of Research Methods 

in Psychology (Vol. 2) Collection Research designs. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, p.61 
306 Miles, M.B. & Huberman, A.M. (1994) Qualitative Data Analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE, p. 7 
307 Merriam, S.B. & Tisdell, E.J. (2015) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. New York: 

John Wiley & Sons, p.108 
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in the French School with its own philosophy, totally different from Moroccan tradition. I could 

have some distance from my own culture and observe it without too much entanglement in it. 

I am now living in Liverpool, discovering the British system and thoughts, which furthered the 

distance even more. During interviews, I did not debate or argue with the participants, or gave 

them my own view on things, I tried to give them as much safe space as possible to not 

influence their viewpoints and to let them express themselves. My aim was to explore their 

answers, not to share my assumptions. 

In the conclusion chapter, I will further explore study limitations and potential method 

enhancements, but here are some initial insights: 

¶ Analysis: Involving additional analysts could enhance objectivity and offer 

alternative explanations. Sharing interview audios with analysts would convey deeper meaning 

óthrough hesitations, breathing, laughter, accent, and tone.ô308 

¶ Sample size and questionnaires: Despite attempts to reach saturation, the sample 

size (55 medina inhabitants and 40 Rbatis) imposed restrictions. A more extensive study with 

hundreds of participants would enhance the authority of the research. Additionally, the 

questionnaires for inhabitants were brief, rarely exceeding 20 minutes. More time may have 

enabled deeper insights and detail.  

¶ Ethnographic work: My exclusive reliance on interviews and questionnaires 

precluded direct observation of inhabitant practices, interactions, and spaces. Supplementary 

ethnographic work could have provided thicker descriptions. But this is more aimed at other 

research questions. 

 

I aimed for an ethical, systematic and thorough qualitative study. However, the perspectives 

shared in the thesis remain partial accounts from individuals in a specific context. As with all 

social research, humility regarding the limits and situatedness of findings is crucial and 

warranted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

308 Adams Stein, J., & Rowden, E. (2019) 'Speaking from the Inside', in Stead, N., Gosseye, J., & Van der Plaat, 

D. (eds.) Speaking of Buildings: Oral History in Architectural Research. San Francisco: Chronicle Books, p.33 



Page | 104 

 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, this chapter provided a comprehensive description of the qualitative approach 

guiding this study on Rabat's medina. Efforts were made to ensure systematic data collection 

and analysis methods aligned with qualitative research tools. Purposive sampling facilitated 

access to information-rich cases within the medina's community, until data reached saturation. 

Strategies to augment credibility and dependability were implemented, including triangulation, 

member checks, and adequate engagement in the field. Additionally, ethical protocols were 

strictly observed to minimize participant harm and risk in taking the research.  

There was an awareness that qualitative research inherently has limitations. But the reflexivity 

and transparency regarding the situated and partial nature of the findings will allow readers to 

evaluate their credibility. Further critiques of the methodology were acknowledged.  

Overall, the method chapter outlined the rigorous application of qualitative case study method 

to yield a holistic understanding of the representations on Rabatôs medina. 
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Chapter 4: The cycles of urban mutation of Rabatôs 

medina 

 óIt is time for them [foreigners] and for us [Moroccans] to heal from this disenchantment 

that drags the anecdotes of the little story of Rabat. It is finally time to love Rabat as 

Moroccans know how to love. 

Lahjomri, A. (2015) óRabat, peu aimée?ô QUID. Available at: https://quid.ma/societe/Rabat,-peu-aime 

(Accessed 26-09-2021)

https://quid.ma/societe/Rabat,-peu-aime
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Introduction 

 

Bordered by the Bouregreg to the east, turning its back to the Atlantic Ocean, delimited 

to the west by the Almohad wall and to the south by the Andalusian wall, the Medina is 

contained in an area of 91 hectares309 (Figure 4.1 and 4.2). For most of my interviewees, its 

history is perceived as the most important value, and as essential to know before diving into 

the multiple representations surrounding the old city.310  

Chapter 4 lays the foundation for the rest of the thesis as it has two aims. It will examine 

the key developments and processes that influenced and shaped the medina of Rabat. Inspired 

by the concept of Cycles of Urban Mutation outlined in the Development Plan for Rabatôs 

medina, this chapter details each cycle (Figure 4.3) and adds a sixth one: the cycle of rebirth, 

based on the current project City of Lights (2014-2018).311  

Secondly, this chapter will present the urban configuration of the place. We will see 

through the analysis of its history that Rabatôs medina contradicted the Orientalist literature on 

the static medina, because Rabatôs old city knew a tumultuous history. Three periods shaped 

the medina the most: the Moors (1609-1666), French Colonialism (1912-1956) and City of 

Lights (2014-2018).  

 

309 Moroccan Government (2011) Proposition dôinscription sur la Liste du patrimoine mondial soumise par le 

Royaume du Maroc: Dossier de nomination (Nomination File). Rabat, p.75 
310 This was confirmed by the online survey I did: 247 out of 339, which is 73% who agreed that history was the 

most important value of the medina.   
311 Agence Urbaine de Rabat (2011) Plan dôam®nagement et de sauvegarde de la m®dina de Rabat. Rabat. 
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Figure 4. 1: The medina's location in Rabat. source: Author 

Figure 4. 2: The medina' surroundings. Source: Author 
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Figure 4. 3: Cycles of urban mutation of Rabat's medina. Source: Author 

 

 

1. The cycle of formation (XII - XVI century) 
 

In her chapter on 'Urbanization in North Africa,' Abu-Lughod contrasts Rabat with 

other major North African capitals, revealing its historical insignificance until the 12th century 

under the Almohad dynasty312. Before that, Rabat's history is imprecise, possibly inhabited by 

Phoenicians and Carthaginians, later becoming a small Roman walled town known as "Old 

Sala." In the tenth century, Rabat had no city, only ruins313. Founded through a jihad, it started 

as a convent fortress with the Almoravids, evolving into a crucial base for warriors fighting for 

Andalusia under various dynasties like Almohad and Merinid314. 

 

Almohad (1121-1269) 

 

Rabat's historical significance begins with the Almohad, specifically under Abdel-

Moumen (1094-1163) in 1146. Initially named Ribat al-Fath, meaning the camp of victory, 

Abdel-Moumen fortified the Almoravid fortress (Casbah or Ribat in Arabic) for soldiers 

 

312 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1980) Rabat: Urban Apartheid. Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp.30-52 
313 The geographer, Ibn Hawqal, writing in 977-978, cited in Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1980) Rabat: Urban Apartheid. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press, p.44 
314 Caille, J. (1950) La petite histoire de Rabat. Rabat: Institut des hautes Études marocaines, p.10 
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heading to jihad in Andalusia. Abdel-Moumen expanded it into a city called Mehdya, honoring 

the Almohad doctrine's founder, el-Mehdi315. 

Abou Youssef Yacoub al Mansour (1118-1194), Abdel-Moumen's grandson, founded 

Rabat after the victory of Alarcos in 1195. His vision aimed to make Rabat a major Muslim 

city, mirroring Fes and Marrakech. However, setbacks like al Mansour's death and the defeat 

at Las Navas de Tolosa in 1212 stalled the city's growth, leading to decline. Al Mansour, on 

his deathbed, even expressed regret for building Ribat Al-Fath, foreseeing a pessimistic 

future316. Yet, Rabat's posterity would prove him wrong. 

 

 

Figure 4. 4: The medina under the Almohad. Source: Author 

 

Marinid (1269-1549) 

 

Fez became the Marinid capital, leaving Rabat as a largely ruined market town, at a 

critical time in the Arab world where cities were built and consolidated.317 From the late 13th 

century to the early 16th century, Rabat enters an era of gloom and decline.318 Examining the 

medina's urban evolution in the Merinid period is challenging due to scarce historical sources 

 

315 Lakhdar, K. and Ducrot, L. (1992) Rabat: Le temps dôune ville. Casablanca: Eddif Edition; Caille, J. (1950) 

La petite histoire de Rabat. Rabat: Institut des hautes Études marocaines, p.10 
316 Lahjomri, A. (2015) Rabat esprit des lieux, Rabat: Académie du Royaume, p.5 
317 Rabbe, P. F. (1922) Au Maroc sur les rives du BouRegreg, Rabat.: Berger-Levrault, p.51 
318 Lakhdar, K. and Ducrot, L. (1992) Rabat: Le temps dôune ville. Casablanca: Eddif Edition 
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and difficulties in archaeological excavations. Conflicting views exist on the Marinid impact319, 

with some researchers suggesting a concentration near the casbah320, while others argue for a 

broader influence in various medina districts321. Despite debates, the true urban form of the 

medina becomes apparent with the arrival of the Andalusians, marking the cycle of 

anchoring322. Chroniclers during the Almohad era did not note Marinid traces in the medina, 

viewing them primarily as a dynasty focused on using Rabat as a necropolis to bury their 

dead323. 

 

 

Figure 4. 5: The medina under the Marinid. Source: Author 

 

 

 

 

 

319 Belfquih, M. and Fadloullah, A. (1986) Mécanismes et formes de croissance urbaine au Maroc-Cas de 

lôagglom®ration Rabat-Salé. Rabat: Librairie El Maarif; Chihani, B. (1978) L'evolution des activites dans la 

medina de Rabat, 1952-1978, Rabat: Faculte Mohamed V 
320 El Atti (M.) et Saray (M.), (1988) Etude compare de deux medinas du Maghreb, Rabat et Tunis. Rabat: ENA, 

p.27 
321 Mouline, S. (1998) Repères de la Mémoire: Rabat. Rabat: Ministère de lôhabitat 
322 Affaires Indigenes et Service de Renseignements (1918) Rabat et sa région: Les villes avant la conquête. Paris: 

E.Leroux, p.16 
323 Lahjomri, A. (2015) Rabat esprit des lieux, Rabat: Académie du Royaume, p.5 
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2. The cycle of anchoring: Saadians (1549-1659) and Alawite 

(1666-1912) dynasties 
 

2.1 The Spanish and the Bouregreg Republic (1609-1666): piracy, 

fragmentation 
 

Since the Almohad period, Andalusians were encouraged to settle in Rabat, 

facilitated by a 1239 dahir from the Almohad ruler Al-Rachid.324 However, it was in the 17th 

century, under the Saadians, that Rabat saw two waves of Spanish exile. Philip III of Spain 

expelled Hornacheros in 1610.325 The Hornacheros are described as óproud, wealthy, powerful, 

Muslim, Arabic-speakingô326 from the town of Hornachos. They arrived in the beginning of 

1610 and inhabited the Casbah. The Sultan Moulay Zidan sent a Cherifian caïd to welcome 

them in Rabat and entrusted them with the task of defending Rabat and Salé. A caïd is a Muslim 

civil servant who combines the functions of judge, administrator, chief of police. 

The Hornacheros soon set up an independent state, far from the authority of the 

Moroccan government, and engaged in piracy. The following year, Moriscos from the 

kingdoms of Granada, Murcia and Andalusia, built and settled in the medina, nicknamed Salé-

le-Neuf by the first French travellers.327 Animated by their desire to take revenge on Christians 

and on the Peninsula, while making large profits, both the casbah and the medina united to 

become the seat of the BouRegregôs Republic in 1627.328 But Hornacheros held the monopoly 

on piracy profits. Internal struggles ensued until the Alawites arrived in 1666. 

Rabat's unique history traces its revitalization to óforeigners from Spainô329, and not to 

Arabs or Berbers who constitute the majority of the Moroccan population. This marked 

Morocco's detachment from the Islamic world and its involvement in the Christian-Muslim 

conflict330.  Economic prosperity from piracy fueled significant urban expansion, resulting in 

the creation of the Moor-built medina331. Their rejection by both the Slawi in Salé and the 

 

324 Cited by A.Kriem (1988) in Ribat Al-Fath, Assimat Al Mamlakah Al Maghribyah. Rabat: Académie du 

Royaume. 
325 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1980) Rabat: Urban Apartheid. Princeton: Princeton University Press, p.67 
326 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1980) Rabat: Urban Apartheid. Princeton: Princeton University Press. p.67 

327 Caillé, J. (1949) La ville de Rabat jusqu'au protectorat français: histoire et archéologie (Vol. 1). Paris: 

Vanoest, p.213 
328 Caillé, J. (1949). La ville de Rabat jusqu'au protectorat français: histoire et archéologie (Vol. 1). Paris: 

Vanoest, p.226 
329 From my interviews with the Rbati 
330 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1980) Rabat: Urban Apartheid. Princeton: Princeton University Press, p.61 
331 The majority of my interviewee insisted on this fact 
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Hornacheros in the Casbah left them with no choice other than constructing their own city, the 

medina, or new Sala, with their own planning and social rules332. 

 

 

Figure 4. 6: The medina under the Moors. Source: Author 

 

The Moors strategically planned the medina, incorporating Andalusian influences in 

defense, urban layout, and architecture. They initiated construction with the Andalusian wall, 

protecting their territory, reshaping and limiting the ambitious 450 hectares designed by al-

Mansour. Organizing around the Grand Mosque from the Merinid, they established artisanal 

and residential shopping districts, giving rise to typical Andalusian houses in Bhira and 

Laalou333. The central part of the medina was planned with a regular grid pattern, influenced 

by Andalusian urban tradition, with two major arteries crossing east and west, four main streets 

travelling north and south334. From this pattern, the medina will have an organic growth in its 

centre. The medina is also rich in decorative arts thanks to the Andalusian influence. Moors 

had a good knowledge of crafts, especially embroidery and quarrelling. To this day, many of 

the doors to homes in the medina of Rabat are decorated with Hispano-Moor art335. 

 

332 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1980) Rabat: Urban Apartheid. Princeton: Princeton University Press, p.64 
333 Interview, 25th April 2021, óL39ô, Leader of Ribat al-Fath 
334 Caillé, J. (1949). La ville de Rabat jusqu'au protectorat français: histoire et archéologie (Vol. 1). Paris: Vanoe, 

p.213 
335 Caille, J. (1950) La petite histoire de Rabat. Rabat: Institut des hautes Études marocaines, p.31 
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The Andalusians transformed Rabat against al-Mansour's expectations, opening it to 

Europe through piracy. Moroccans see Andalusian influence as the precursor to modernity, 

predating French colonialism. For them, the unwelcomed Moriscos in 1609 were rejected not 

for cultural differences but for introducing modernity to a closed society336. The Republic of 

BouRegreg's interactions with Europe, fueled by piracy, established political and commercial 

ties. Rabat became the primary Moroccan port of the Atlantic, attracting French, English, and 

Dutch traders to settle in the medina.337 This dynamic, driven by piracy and socio-economic 

activities, elevated Rabat to a significant city. 

 

2.2 Alawite: Rabat, the imperial city (Moroccan dynasty from 1666-1912) 
 

The Alawite dynasty, starting with Moulay er-Rechid in 1666, transformed Rabat 

from a small pirate republic into a city governed in line with traditional Moroccan cities. The 

anarchic existence ended as piracy became an official government enterprise under the new 

rulers338. Rabat lost its unique character and assimilated into Moroccan, Arabic, and Islamic 

culture, integrating further into Morocco's development in the subsequent centuries.339 

After Moulay Ismail's death, Moroccoô Sultan from 1672 to 1727, Rabat faced 

anarchy again.340 But Sidi Mohammed Ben Abdellah restored order in 1785, turning Rabat into 

an imperial city with a palace.341 In the 18th and 19th centuries, Rabat even became a transit 

town between Fes and Marrakech for the Sultan Moulay Slimane.342 Under his reign, the 

medina expanded. In 1807, he ordered the creation of the Mellah (Jewish district) at the eastern 

end, where the Jews settled the next year, leaving Bhira district. Moulay Slimane also extended 

the medina with the creation of Legza district, introducing residential and religious monuments 

like Guezzarin Mosque. By the late 19th century, Rabat evolved into a hadriya city, which 

means a city with a burgeoning bourgeoisie. Large fortunes from piracy and international trade 

gave birth to this bourgeoisie. But the cityôs calm under the Alawite finalised the formation of 

this wealthy class. Also, some medina residents took on Makhzen (governmental) functions.343 

 

336 Lahjomri, A. (2015) Rabat esprit des lieux, Rabat: Académie du Royaume, p.6 
337 Caille, J. (1950) La petite histoire de Rabat. Rabat: Institut des hautes Études marocaines, p.15 
338 Lakhdar, K. and Ducrot, L. (1992) Rabat: Le temps dôune ville. Casablanca: Eddif Edition 
339 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1980) Rabat: Urban Apartheid. Princeton: Princeton University Press, p.73 
340 Lakhdar, K. and Ducrot, L. (1992) Rabat: Le temps dôune ville. Casablanca: Eddif Edition 
341 Belfquih, M. and Fadloullah, A. (1986) Mécanismes et formes de croissance urbaine au Maroc-Cas de 

lôagglom®ration Rabat-Salé. Rabat: Librairie El Maarif, p.37 
342 Belfquih, M. and Fadloullah, A. (1986) Mécanismes et formes de croissance urbaine au Maroc-Cas de 

lôagglom®ration Rabat-Salé. Rabat: Librairie El Maarif, p.37 
343 Caille, J. (1950) La petite histoire de Rabat. Rabat: Institut des hautes Études marocaines, p.18 
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The cycle of anchoring challenges the idea of the medina being a traditional city. In 

the early 20th century, Moroccan medinas, including Rabat's, had already experienced changes 

due to 19th-century international capitalism.344 Rabat, being a prominent port, exemplified this 

transformation. Abu-Lughod emphasises the impact of foreign observers on the medina, where 

a traditional culture, through the process of foreign observation, stops being purely 

traditional.345 The Rue des Consuls was a bustling commercial street, symbolizing Rabat's 

global trade interactions. However, foreign firms eventually took control of Moroccan 

enterprises, slowly instituting a climate of conquest.346 In 1912, Rabat officially became a 

French Protectorate, marking an economic conquest before political changes. The medina's 

role and position in the city underwent a shift during this period. 

 

 

 

Figure 4. 7: The medina under the Alawite. Source: Author 

 

 

 

 

 

344 To understand Rabat right before colonisation, Louis Mercier realised a detailed topographic survey of the city. 

Mercier, L. (1906) óRabat: Description topographiqueô, Archives Marocaines, tome VII, pp.296-349 
345 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1980) Rabat: Urban Apartheid. Princeton: Princeton University Press, p.87 
346 Abu-Lughod, J. L. (1980) Rabat: Urban Apartheid. Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp.86-87 
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3. Urban and architectural presentation of Rabatôs medina 
 

3.1 The medinaôs primary streets  
 

Before delving into the colonial period, we will first explore the spatial configuration of the 

medina. Medinas are characterized primarily by their medieval walls and doors (Figure 4.8).  

Figure 4. 8: The medina's walls and doors. Source: Author 



Page | 116 

 

 

Figure 4. 9: The Andalusian Wall. Source: Author 

The second attribute is the hierarchisation of streets. Figure 4.10 illustrates the five main axes 

traversing the medina from North to South and East to West: Souiqa, Laalou, Boukroun, 

Consuls, Sidi Fateh, Mellah, Elgza.  
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Figure 4. 10: The medina's main streets. Source: Author 

 

I will present the visual evolution and some images of these streets in the next pages. The order 

will follow the order outlined above. 

 

Figures 4.11 for the Souika street show that the mosque is still the main landmark of the street. 

The streets are still full of people, as it is the biggest commercial street of Rabatôs medina. The 

main change are the canopies of the shops that have been homogenized and built in wood, 

whereas before they were many types of canopies: wood, textile, etc.  
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Figure 4. 11: Souika Street. Left: During the protectorate (around 1920s) and today (2021). source: Author   
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Figure 4. 12: Souk Sebbat's evolution (In Souika Street). From left to right: years 1914. 2010, 2020.  

Source: Auhor 

 

Souk Essebat most apparent evolution is 

the change of the ceiling: its ceiling with 

reeds, which filters the light, has been 

replaced with a thick ceiling made with 

wood, which totally blocked the light. 

This ceiling has been installed during the 

City of Lights renovation work. 
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Figure 4. 13: Laalou Street. Top: Protectorate era, while Laalou was built (around 1920s) and when it was finished around 1930s (right 

picture). Bottom: Laalou now (2021). Source: Author 

Laalou Street houses kept their original extroverted structure, with balconies on the first 

floor. The real transformation is that the once-empty street evolved into a bustling place 

filled with parked cars, pedestrian activity, and congested with traffic, as it now serves as 

a primary artery of the Rabat. 










































































































































































































































































































































































































