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The Routledge Handbook on Tourism in the Middle East and North Africa examines the importance 
of tourism as a historical, economic, social, environmental, religious and political force in the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA). It highlights the ecological and resource challenges 
related to water, desert environments, climate change and oil. It provides an in- depth analysis 
of the geopolitical conditions that have long determined the patterns of tourism demand and 
supply throughout the region and how these play out in the everyday lives of residents and 
destinations as they attempt to grow tourism or ignore it entirely.

While cultural heritage remains the primary tourism asset for the region as a whole, many new 
types of tourisms are emerging, especially in the Arabian Gulf region, where hyper- development 
is closely associated with the increasingly prominent role of luxury real estate and shopping, 
retail, medical tourism, cruises and transit tourism. The growing phenomenon of an expatriate 
workforce, and how its segregation from the citizenry creates a dual socio- economic system 
in several countries, is unmatched by other regions of the world. Many indigenous people of 
MENA keep themselves apart from other dominant groups in the region, although these social 
boundaries are becoming increasingly blurred as tourism, being one socio- economic force for 
change, has inspired many nomadic peoples to settle into towns and villages and rely more on 
tourists for their livelihoods. All of these issues and more shape the foundations of this book.

This Handbook is the first of its kind to examine tourism from a broad regional and inclusive 
perspective, surveying a broad range of social, cultural, heritage, ecological and political matters 
in a single volume. With a wide range of contributors, many of whom are natives of the Middle 
East and North Africa, this Handbook is a vital resource for students and scholars interested in 
Tourism, Middle East Studies and Geography.

Dallen J.  Timothy is Professor of Community Resources and Development and Senior 
Sustainability Scientist at Arizona State University. He also holds visiting professorships and 
research associateships in China, Spain and South Africa. His research interests include cultural 
heritage- based tourism, religious tourism, peripheral regions, heritage cuisines and geopolitics.
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1
INTRODUCTION

Understanding the Middle East and North Africa

Dallen J. Timothy

Remnants of prehistoric civilisations; vast deserts with nomadic peoples and green oases; the 
life- giving Nile, Tigris and Euphrates Rivers; the tales of Lawrence of Arabia and the Arabian 
Nights; the abiding cultures of Persia, Arabia, Egypt and the Maghreb; the Tower of Babel and 
the Land of Ur; Mesopotamia and the ancient empires of Assyria, Egypt, Babylon, Greece 
and Rome— these and multitudes of other quintessential representations have long conjured 
up images of romance, faith and fantasy, and fed the wanderlust of explorers, traders, pilgrims 
and tourists. The region commonly referred to today as the Middle East is home to some of 
the most remarkable historic localities, imposing topography and natural phenomena, richest 
resources, and venerated religious hearths on the planet. These have cultivated classical sagas and 
buttressed iconic places that have become the foundations of legends, motion pictures, novels, 
medieval explorations and modern day travel.

Despite its pivotal past and present, there is no consensus on the geographical extent of the 
Middle East and North Africa. Various organisations, international bodies, and geographical 
societies define the region in different ways using disparate criteria. For example, the World 
Bank includes Djibouti but does not include Afghanistan, Israel or Turkey. The World Tourism 
Organization, a UN- affiliated agency, classifies Israel and Turkey as Europe, and Iran as part of 
South Asia. Some international agencies include the Caucuses countries of Armenia, Azerbaijan 
and Georgia in their definitions, while others include Turkey, Cyprus, Sudan, South Sudan, 
Niger, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Afghanistan and Pakistan as part of MENA. Thus, there are con-
siderable geographical disparities between which countries are part of MENA and which are 
not, and these classifications are typically based upon the mandates of each agency involved.

Strictly in locational terms, MENA is comprised of two major areas: Southwest Asia and 
North Africa. Southwest Asia is frequently referred to as the Middle East and includes two sub- 
regions based on landforms and culture: the Arabian Peninsula and the transition zone between 
the Arabian Peninsula, the Mediterranean Sea and the Mountains of Iran and Turkey (Lew, Hall, 
& Timothy 2015). The Arabian Peninsula is dominated by a true desert landscape and Arab cul-
ture and is home to Yemen, Oman, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Bahrain and 
Kuwait. The transition zone is comprised of highlands, smaller deserts, more water resources and 
fertile areas, and is more culturally diverse. It includes Iran, Turkey, Iraq, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Palestine and Israel.
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In North Africa, Western Sahara is a stateless territory that is administered partly by Morocco 
and partly by the displaced government of the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic— considered 
a government in exile by much of the international community. Thousands of displaced 
Sahrawis, a Berber people, live in refugee camps in Algeria near the border of Western Sahara. 
The Maghreb (the land where the sun sets) was the traditional region that today includes 
Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, although Libya is now frequently included as part of the Maghreb. 
Egypt and Southwest Asia have been known throughout history as Mashriq, or the land where 
the sun rises (Lew, Hall, & Timothy 2015). The Maghreb, together with Egypt, comprise the 
region of North Africa, which is characterised by desert environments, high mountains in 
Morocco and Algeria, Arab and Berber cultures, and Islamic religious traditions (Drysdale & 
Blake 1985; Heing 2017).

Geographers define regions not only by their locations but also by their boundaries, which 
unite areas using certain criteria that reflect a degree of homogeneity in cultural and/ or phys-
ical characteristics (de Blij & Muller 2006). Thus, Southwest Asia and North Africa are defined 
by their cultural qualities, including their ancient role as cultural hearths or origins of great 
civilisations and innovations; the ubiquity of religious, cultural and ethnic conflicts; the dom-
inance of Arabic- speaking populations; their role as the source area of three major world 
religions— Islam, Christianity and Judaism— and the current predominance of Islam as the main 
religion in every country, except Israel. The physical or natural features that also help define the 
realm include the dominance of hyper- arid deserts, scarce water supplies, and an abundance of 
oil and natural gas (Davis 2012; Downing 2007; Hobbs 2009; Longrigg 2017; Stewart 2013).

The term ‘Middle East’ is frequently used in popular lexicon, the media, educational spheres, 
and amongst government agencies to refer to Southwest Asia and North Africa, again owing 
largely to their association with Islam and arid environments. The term ‘Middle East’ was ini-
tially used by the British India Office in the mid- nineteenth century in reference to Southwest 
Asia. East and Southeast Asia were known as the ‘Far East’; the area of the Ottoman Empire 
that is today Turkey was known as the ‘Near East’, and the ‘Middle East’ referred to the area 
of Southwest Asia that lies southeast of Turkey. The term has been widely criticised for its 
Eurocentric undertones and geographical imprecision (Adelson 2012; Bonine, Amanat, & 
Gasper 2012; de Blij & Muller 2006; Lew, Hall, & Timothy 2015) but has nonetheless become 
commonly used throughout the world.

For the purposes of this book, based on location and geography, climate and limited water 
resources, and religion, ethnicity and culture, the Middle East and North Africa includes the 
following countries of Southwest Asia:  Bahrain, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, 
Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Turkey, UAE and Yemen. In this book, North Africa 
is delineated as: Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco and Tunisia (see Table 1.1).

In common with other world regions, MENA is a mix of affluence and poverty. Qatar’s 
per capita GDP of US$124,900 is the second highest in the world, second only to that of 
Liechtenstein. Yet Yemen, a country sharing the Arabian Peninsula, has one of the world’s lowest 
(US$2,300). In Egypt, the most populous country in the realm, less than 3 per cent of the total 
territory is arable land, and agriculture is overwhelmingly concentrated in a narrow strip along 
the banks of the Nile River, yet the country produces a significant portion of its food products. 
Several countries have vast oil and natural gas resources (e.g. Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, 
Kuwait, UAE, Egypt, Bahrain), while others have little or none. Those with few petroleum 
products have tended to rely much more on tourism and other service sectors than the states 
with vast oil wealth. Several countries have large, agriculturally productive areas fed by rainfall 
and plentiful groundwater (e.g. Morocco, Algeria, Turkey, Iran), while others cannot feasibly 
grow their own foodstuffs owing to the prohibitive cost of ocean water desalination, which 
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makes them overdependent on imports. Global patterns of climate change continue to exacer-
bate the water scarcity in much of MENA, while a few countries, including Israel, have adapted 
to limited water resources by creating extremely efficient irrigation systems that enable them to 
limit their reliance on imported agricultural products.

MENA is endowed with vast deserts, snow- capped mountains, coastlines and beaches, rivers, 
forests, marine environments and many other natural attractions. It is home to a wide range 
of modern cultures, ancient traditions, trade routes, marketplaces, material culture and archae-
ology, villages and cities, colonial and indigenous architecture, labyrinths of languages, diverse 
religious traditions and hospitality unmatched by other cultures (Timothy 2011; Timothy & 
Daher 2009).

Instability and security concerns dominate the socio- political and economic landscapes of 
the Middle East and North Africa (Hall, Timothy & Duval 2003). Nearly every day, news 
headlines around the world depict the turmoil deriving from the geopolitical problems of 
MENA. While there were wars during the Ottoman period, those since its collapse in the 1920s 

Table 1.1 The countries of MENA and their basic characteristics

Country Capital city Area/ Size 
(sq. km)

Population GDP per capita 
(2017 est., US$)

Largest ethnic 
group(s)

Algeria Algiers 2,381,741 40,969,443 $15,100 Arab, Berber
Bahrain Manama 760 1,410,942 $51,800 Arab, Asian
Egypt Cairo 1,001,450 97,041,072 $13,000 Arab, Copt
Iran Tehran 1,648,195 82,021,564 $20,000 Persian, Azeri, 

Kurdish
Iraq Baghdad 438,317 39,192,111 $17,000 Arab, Kurdish
Israel Jerusalem* 20,770 8,299,706 $36,200 Jewish, Arab
Jordan Amman 89,342 10,248,069 $12,500 Arab, Circassian, 

Armenian
Kuwait Kuwait City 17,818 2,875,422 $69,700 Arab, Asian
Lebanon Beirut 10,400 6,229,794 $19,500 Arab, Armenian
Libya Tripoli 1,759,540 6,653,210 $9,800 Arab, Berber
Morocco Rabat 446,550 33,986,655 $8,600 Arab, Berber
Oman Muscat 309,500 4,613,241 $45,500 Arab, Baluchi
Palestine Jerusalem**/ 

Ramallah***
6,220 4,543,126 $4,300   

(2014 est.)
Arab, Jewish

Qatar Doha 11,586 2,314,307 $124,900 Arab, Asian
Saudi Arabia Riyadh 2,149,690 28,571,770 $55,300 Arab, Asian
Syria Damascus 185,180 18,028,549 $2,900   

(2015 est.)
Arab, Kurdish, 

Armenian
Tunisia Tunis 163,610 11,403,800 $12,000 Arab, Berber
Turkey Ankara 783,562 80,845,215 $26,500 Turkish, Kurdish
UAE Abu Dhabi 83,600 6,072,475 $68,200 Arab, Asian
Yemen Sanaa 527,968 28,036,829 $2,300 Arab

Source: Compiled from data in Central Intelligence Agency (2018).

* Proclaimed capital, without universal recognition; many administrative departments and foreign 
emissaries are based in Tel Aviv.
** Proclaimed capital.
*** Current administrative capital during Israeli occupation.
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have lasted longer and been more impactful on entire nations and regional development. At the 
time of writing (2018), Syria is embroiled in a civil war, and Islamist extremism has divided 
the country and spilled over into Iraq and Turkey. The recent Iran– Iraq War, while officially 
over, continues to overshadow contentious relations between the two large neighbours. The 
US invasion of Iraq had destabilised the country, giving rise to extremist elements and internal 
conflict, and eventually helping to empower Iraqi Kurdistan to hold an independence refer-
endum in September 2017. Soured relations between Iran and the West have placed an other-
wise resplendent destination country on many states’ travel warning lists. Turkey is experiencing 
internal conflict between the state and the independence- minded Kurds, who are accused of 
terror activities throughout the country. Turkey’s image has also been tainted in recent years by 
human rights violations against its Kurdish population and political dissidents, which has been 
a major stumbling block to its joining the European Union. Israel continues to occupy and 
control the Palestinian territories with increasing settlement encroachment in the West Bank 
and limitations on Palestinians’ mobility. Qatar is currently under a complete trade, travel and 
diplomatic embargo by several of its neighbours for political reasons. Morocco continues to 
occupy Western Sahara, forcing most of the Sahrawi nation to live in exile in nearby Algeria. 
The 2011 Arab Spring affected the political, social and economic lives of several MENA coun-
tries, resulting in a failed Libyan state and an overthrow of governments in Egypt and Tunisia 
and persistent unrest in several countries. In addition to this, the region has suffered many high- 
profile terrorist attacks directly against tourists and the tourism establishment.

The long- time geopolitical hostility in the region that was exacerbated by colonial inter-
ference before and after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the establishment of Israel in 
1948, religious conflict, territorial disputes, and contemporary Islamist extremism, have kept 
tourism at bay and dictated the types of tourism that have grown and developed in the region 
(Almuhrzi, Alriyami, & Scott 2017; Daher 2006; Hazbun 2004; Kalesar 2010). They have fur-
thermore contributed to environmental degradation and the mass destruction of some of the 
world’s most important historic sites. Except for Sub- Saharan Africa, there is no other region on 
earth that is so well endowed with cultural and natural assets yet lacks the level of tourism devel-
opment commensurate with its potential (Timothy & Nyaupane 2009). For some observers in 
the region, this is not an entirely negative prospect. Tourism is often regarded as a corrupting 
influence in the conservative societies that dominate MENA, and several countries or factions 
within those countries have been quite vocal in their disdain for tourism and their desire to 
avoid it, or certain manifestations of it, where possible (Hazbun 2006).

This book

The chapters in this book address these and many other core issues facing the MENA region 
today. They reflect the growing importance of the Middle East and North Africa not only as 
a tourist destination but also as a laboratory for understanding tourism in the face of environ-
mental, political, cultural and security challenges. Every effort was made to involve a wide range 
of authors from throughout MENA, as well as others with considerable research experience in 
the region. This proved to be challenging for a variety of reasons that shall not be enumerated 
here. Nevertheless, success was achieved with a balance of authors from MENA and from other 
parts of the globe with expertise in subjects that are directly relevant to the Middle East and 
North Africa.

For organisational purposes, ease of reading and based upon current trends and issues in 
MENA, the book is divided into the following seven parts: (I) The space and place of MENA; (II) 
Heritage, culture and urban space; (III) Religion and tourism; (IV) Natural and environmental 
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challenges; (V) Tourism and geopolitics; (VI) transportation; and (VII) Contemporary trends. 
The chapters in Part I provide an overview of the social, cultural and environmental contexts of 
the region, examining the most pressing human and physical geographical issues in the region 
today to help set the context for the broader discussions that follow. It also provides a tourism 
context, looking at patterns and trends throughout the region.

Part II examines the human foundations of tourism from a cultural and heritage perspec-
tive. Mairna Mustafa describes the most prominent elements of intangible patrimony that help 
define MENA and sell it as an important heritage destination, including, amongst others, oral 
traditions and folklore, music and dance, handicrafts, festivals and community life. He also iden-
tifies several of the threats facing intangible culture in the region. Marcus Stephenson and Nazia 
Ali examine the cultural and theological foundations of the world- famous Arab hospitality, as 
well as the importance of private and public spaces of Arab hospitality. In Chapter 7, Christine 
Buzinde considers the concepts of deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation in the context 
of colonialism and indigenous knowledge in North Africa. In her chapter on urban and built 
heritage, Aylin Orbaşlı looks at the role of tourism in maintaining the survival of historic Arab 
cities, as well as how these urban spaces are depicted by locals and interpreted for commercial 
gain from an Orientalist perspective.

MENA’s critical position as the birthplace of the Abrahamic religions, which provides the 
impetus for much of the region’s tourism, is the focus of the third part. Daniel Olsen probes the 
relationship(s) between religion and tourism in the Middle East and contends that the region has 
unique challenges in managing pilgrim and religious tourism than the challenges facing other 
religious destinations. Within the broader context of Middle East tourism, Hamira Zamani- 
Farahani, Michele Carboni, Carlo Perelli and Neda Torabi Farsani examine the long- established 
but only recently studied Islam- oriented tourism, most noteworthy being the annual Hajj in 
Saudi Arabia. They consider intra- regional and global Muslim tourism and ask critical questions 
about cultural appropriateness and intercultural relations, religious needs, codes of conduct, 
and the impact of geopolitics in Muslims’ travel patterns. Noga Collins- Kreiner surveys Jewish 
tourism in the Middle East. While obviously most Jewish travel takes place in Israel, there are 
other MENA localities that are home to important Jewish heritage and communities. However, 
given the political tensions of the region, little Jewish- oriented tourism takes place outside of 
Israel. She examines the growing importance of Jewish pilgrimage tourism, as well as current 
trends in heritage, diaspora and educational tourism. In Chapter 12, Dallen Timothy and Amos 
Ron assess the role of the Middle East in Christian tourism and travel patterns. They examine 
the places, products and dissonances that are unique to Christianity and also the denominational 
differences within Christianity as regards travel to the Holy Land. The chapter also draws out 
critical discussion points about solidarity with Palestinians or Israelis and the role of religious 
politics in shaping travel to the region.

Part IV delivers a critical examination of the natural and ecological challenges in MENA 
from a tourism perspective. Second only to geopolitical turmoil, environmental concerns are 
one of the most disconcerting trials facing the countries of the Middle East. Water scarcity is 
the focus of Nurit Kliot’s chapter. She investigates water as an inadequate resource and polit-
ical pawn, as well as water management challenges and alternative sources of water to meet the 
agricultural and tourism needs of the region, with tourism being an over- user of this meagre 
resource. Susanne Becken and Harald Friedl look at the region’s abundance of oil and how it has 
been exploited during the past century to raise MENA out of economic obscurity. However, 
with the realisation that oil is a finite resource, some states, particularly in the Gulf region, have 
turned to tourism as an alternative means of economic development. Chapter  15 describes 
desert environments as ideal localities for tourism, especially given their unique natural and 
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cultural environments. In this chapter, Alan Weber discusses many challenges, both natural and 
cultural, that confront desert tourism development— water deficiencies and cultural sensitivities 
being amongst the most prevalent. One of the biggest challenges facing the earth today, and 
raising questions about its viability as a habitat for humankind, is climate change, which has 
been studied in considerable detail in recent years by climate scientists and within the tourism 
context by social scientists. In Chapter 16, Michael Hall outlines the most prevalent climate 
change indicators in the Middle East and indicates how these are playing out, and will continue 
to play out, in the context of tourism, including rising seas, increased droughts, coral bleaching, 
algal blooms, and extreme weather events, to name but a few. He also points out the irony that 
so many of the countries facing these problems are also mass producers of natural resources (i.e. 
hydrocarbons) that contribute radically to global warming.

The fifth part of the book directly addresses conflict and geopolitics, although several other 
chapters in other parts address political discord indirectly. Rami Isaac examines the Israeli occu-
pation of Palestinian lands and argues that tourism and urban planning are used by Israel to 
keep the Palestinian population of East Jerusalem in an underprivileged state of dispossession 
and displacement. He asserts that this is done via city planning policies that evict Palestinians 
and the suppression of the Old City’s economy, increasing East Jerusalem as a tourist destin-
ation and a hub for Israeli high- tech industries and education. In Chapter 18, Richard Butler 
questions the dominant image of the Middle East as a region of conflict and how this affects 
tourism there. He underscores the importance of image and political tensions in the region’s 
efforts to develop tourism but concludes that the conflicts and security challenges themselves 
are more important than how they manifest in tourism. Eli Avraham addresses the important 
question of how MENA countries can and do counter- market the effects of crises. He looks at 
each country’s efforts to repair their broken images during and following crisis events, especially 
as regards their coping strategies, messaging and marketing efforts.

The focus of Part VI is transportation. MENA leads in many areas of tourist transportation 
but also lags behind in others. The chapters in this part examine the most pertinent of these 
issues. Magdalena Karolak provides a solid overview of the cruise sector, not just as a mode of 
transportation but also a vacation experience in the Middle East. She traces the historical devel-
opment of the cruise sector in MENA and explores its current patterns and trends. Importantly, 
Karolak also appraises the future of cruises and how the subsector might develop or languish 
in the broader Middle East. Ammar Abulibdeh adopts an urban transportation and planning 
perspective to review the relationships between tourism and local transportation. He describes 
transportation trends in several major urban areas and delves into the growing areas of smart 
transportation and information technology in urban transport systems and informal and formal 
means of urban mobility. Given the escalating importance of several cities in the region as hubs 
of global air transportation and the development of Gulf- based mega airlines, Bojana Spasojevic 
and Gui Lohmann focus their attention on air transport and route development, as well as the 
causes of rapid network growth and transit tourism development in the Gulf States, particularly 
the United Arab Emirates and Qatar.

Part VII is the final part of the book and focuses on established and emerging trends in 
tourism in MENA. Touched upon by a few other chapters in the volume, Chapter 23 examines 
halal tourism in considerable depth. In their discussion of halal tourism, Asad Mohsin and 
Chris Ryan describe the unique needs of Muslim travellers and the requisite services that 
destinations should provide to cater to this increasingly lucrative market segment. Following 
Mohsin and Ryan’s essay, Omar Moufakkir, Yvette Reisinger and Dhoha AlSaleh provide a cri-
tique of the current trend in halal tourism research. They argue that not all Muslims who travel 
are seeking halal experiences and that the tourism industry and academic researchers often fail 
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to differentiate between Arabs and Muslims, and between Islamic journeys and Muslims taking 
vacations. The focus of Chapter 25 is migrants working in tourism in the Middle East. Kevin 
Hannam and Cody Paris document how the rapid growth of urban tourism in parts of the 
Middle East gave rise to the sponsored worker programme that was responsible for the rapid rise 
in expatriate populations in many Gulf States. These immigrant workers from within MENA 
and from outside the region support the growth of tourism both as workers and as tourists. 
Joan Henderson’s chapter provides an overview of business tourism in the Middle East, looking 
at the demand for MICE tourism, the supply of MICE features, the patterns of business travel 
between countries of the region, and the challenges encountered by MICE developers. Medical 
tourism is a flourishing phenomenon throughout the world, and the Middle East is no excep-
tion. John Connell in Chapter 27 investigates many elements of supply and demand for medical 
tourism in MENA, both from within and without the region. He also questions the ethics and 
appropriateness of this lucrative form of tourism and whether or not the hype associated with 
this service can live up to the local political turmoil and inequitable conditions that dominate 
the region. Finally, Esmat Zaidan directs readers’ attention to the important role of shopping as a 
focus of tourism development in the Middle East, in particular in the Gulf States. This is closely 
aligned with the patterns of urban hyper- development that accentuate retailscapes and cater to 
high- end local and tourist consumers. Shopping in traditional marketplaces and in hyperreal 
shopping centres continues to play an important role in the tourism development efforts of sev-
eral MENA countries and will likely continue to do so far into the future.

This book contains many perspectives on tourism in the Middle East and North Africa, yet 
there are unquestionably many other topics and themes of pertinence to tourism in MENA 
that are not covered in detail, yet are embedded throughout the volume in several chapters. This 
volume brings together a wide range of scholars from throughout the world, and especially 
MENA, to provide a foundation from which researchers can continue to progress knowledge 
in a dynamic region, a region defined by its natural and cultural characteristics and a region that 
has yet to realise its full tourism potential.
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2
THE PHYSICAL GEOGRAPHY 

OF THE MIDDLE EAST IN THE 
ANTHROPOCENE

C. Michael Hall

Introduction

The geographical concept of the Middle East is more a political and cultural construct than 
a physical geography one. Nevertheless, the landscape and physical environment of the region 
play an important part in its attractiveness, as well as create many of the challenges tourism in 
the region faces. The Middle East is a meeting place of both human and physical geography. The 
very notion of the Middle East is usually associated with the role the region plays in being a cul-
tural and economic crossroads between Asia and Europe, and Africa and Europe (Lew, Hall, & 
Timothy 2015). However, the physical geography is greatly shaped by the various tectonic plates 
that interact with each other and have helped contribute to the spectacular landscapes that draw 
tourists, as well as to the region’s active geology. Indeed, the tectonic landscape is closely related 
to the cultural landscape, and tectonic events such as earthquakes and tsunamis have shaped the 
region’s history, folklore and religions (Al Rabady 2013; Finkel 2014; Pappé 2014).

Mountains and deserts divide the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) into a number 
of geographically distinct zones that have had an enormous influence on culture and eco-
nomic development. Emberling (2010) identifies these as the Nile River (Egypt); the eastern 
Mediterranean coastal plain (Israel, coastal Syria, Lebanon, Palestine); the Anatolian Plateau 
(Turkey); the Arabian Peninsula (Bahrain, southern Iraq, eastern Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia, southeast Syria, United Arab Emirates, Yemen); Mesopotamia (the river valleys of 
the Tigris and Euphrates rivers that run through Turkey, Syria, Iraq and Iran into the Persian 
Gulf); and the Zagros Mountains that stretch from the Persian Gulf of Iran through northern 
Iraq (Iraqi Kurdistan) and into eastern Turkey. However, Emberling’s (2010) categorisation, 
though useful, misses a number of other significant geographical features and distinct physio-
graphic regions, including the Sahara Desert, through which the Nile runs; the Sinai Peninsula 
of Egypt; coastal western Turkey; and the mountains of Eastern Iran that stretch from the Indian 
Ocean through to the Caspian Sea and the Atlas Mountains in North Africa.

Saharan North Africa is a distinct geographical entity determined by the Mediterranean 
Sea to the north, the Atlantic Ocean to the west and the Red Sea to the east. To the south, 
Saharan North Africa is distinguished from the Sahel, which is a belt of semi- tropical savannah 
characterised by higher rainfall. The Mediterranean coast has sufficient rainfall for agriculture 
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and urban centres, but the region’s geography is dominated by the Sahara Desert, which is the 
largest non- polar desert on Earth. With an area of approximately 92 million km2, it is more than 
a million km2 larger than the contiguous United States and covers about 6 per cent of the land 
surface area of the Earth (Cook & Vizy 2015).

The Middle East has one of the driest climates in the world (Drake 1997). The area gener-
ally has a hot arid climate with the wettest part of the region being the Caspian Sea coast of 
northern Iran and the Black Sea coast of northern Turkey, although the influences of mountain 
ranges also mean that some of the desert areas of Iran may receive no rain for many years, a 
phenomenon that can also occur in other desert portions of the region. Coastal areas, especially 
in the eastern Mediterranean and northern Turkey tend to have more moderate temperatures, 
although lowland desert areas in the interior of the Arabian Peninsula, Iran, Iraq, Syria and 
Egypt have extreme summer temperatures (Fisher 2013). The Sahara Desert region, which 
extends into the Arabian Peninsula and Somalia, has the highest annual temperatures of any 
region on the planet along with very low levels of rainfall (Cook & Vizy 2015). One of the 
ironies of the region’s physical geography is that though many of its economies are driven by 
oil and gas exploitation, the climate actually makes it ideal for wind and solar power generation 
(Nematollahi, Hoghooghi, Rasti, & Sedaghat 2016).

The aridity of MENA has shaped the pattern of human settlement which is 
concentrated along the eastern and southern Mediterranean coastlines and its extensions, 
such as the Black Sea and the Sea of Marmara, and in river valleys, such as the Nile, 
Tigris and Euphrates (Nematollahi et  al. 2016). Snow is also found along some of the 
highest mountain ranges with Turkey and Iran also being dominated by mountain plateaus. 
Although the Sahara is often represented as consisting of ergs— sandy ‘seas’ of dunes— in 
popular culture, it is actually dominated by hamada (stone plateaus), while much of it is 
also mountainous. Ranges include the Adrar n Ifoghas (Adrar des Iforas) on the border 
of northeastern Mali and southern Algeria; the Saharan Atlas mountain range that runs 
from Morocco through Algeria to Tunisia; the Aïr Mountains that extend from northern 
Niger to the Ahaggar Mountains in southern Algeria; and the Tibesti Mountains ranging 
between northern Chad and southern Libya. The Eastern Desert region of Egypt, which 
lies to the east of the River Nile, is also relatively mountainous. In northwest Africa the 
Atlas mountain range also includes Middle Atlas, the Anti- Atlas and the High Atlas range; 
and the Tell Atlas range that lies predominantly on the Algerian coast. Also of interest is 
the Rif mountains in Morocco, which geologically are connected to the mountains of 
the southeast Iberian Peninsula bordering the Alboran Sea rather than the Atlas Range 
(Martínez- García, Comas, Soto, Longergan, & Watts 2013). The mountain regions are sig-
nificant in terms of human settlement and tourism as they provide different climate and 
rainfall regimes to the far more arid desert lands, and are often focal points for ecotourism 
operations because of their relatively high levels of biodiversity. Also of significance for 
human settlement and tourism are the Saharan oases that are usually located in geological 
depressions, such as the Siwa Oasis in Egypt, or in wadis. Oman is also on the margin of 
the South Asian monsoon system (Gupta, Yuvaraja, Prakasam, Clemens, & Velu 2015) and 
the Dhofar Region of Oman experiences a substantially less arid climate than most of the 
Arabian Peninsula.

The chapter is divided into two main sections. The first section places the physical geography 
of the region in the context of its tectonic plates as a way of organising the different regions and 
main water bodies. The second section discusses issues of understanding its physical geography, 
given the notion of the Anthropocene as a distinct geological period, especially in relation to 
vegetation and landscape change.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



13

The physical geography of the Middle East

13

The arrangement of the tectonic plates of the Middle East

The Middle East is a meeting point of a number of tectonic plates, the centre point of which is 
the Arabian Plate which broadly corresponds to the Arabian Peninsula but which also includes 
a small piece of Africa (the Afar Depression). The Arabian plate is bordered by the Somali Plate 
to the south, which runs the length of the African continent with the East Africa Rift separating 
the Somali Plate from the African Plate. To the west is the African Plate, the northern boundary 
of which borders the Eurasian, Aegean Sea and Anatolian plates. To the north of the Arabian 
Plate is the Anatolian Plate, which comprises most of the Anatolian peninsula (also referred to as 
Asia Minor). To the north of both the Anatolian Plate and the northeastern side of the Arabian 
Plate is the Eurasian Plate, and to the east the Indian Plate.

Arabian Plate

The Arabian Plate was part of the African Plate until the Oligocene; it began to separate 
approximately 25 million years ago and is moving north at the rate of 20– 25 mm a year. The 
separation between the plates has led to the opening of the Red Sea Rift and the growth of 
the Red Sea, as well as the Dead Sea Fault, which runs from the southern tip of the Sinai 
Peninsula to southeastern Turkey. The Red Sea Rift extends from the Dead Sea Fault System 
to the Afar Depression on the borders of Eritrea, Djibouti and Ethiopia. The Red Sea is 
clearly a major geographical feature that serves as an important transport route and which 
is also important for tourism because of its coral reefs. Although not widely recognised, the 
Red Sea Rift is also an active volcanic region, including the island of Jabal al- Tair located 
northwest of the Bab al- Mandab passage at the mouth of the Red Sea, about halfway between 
Yemen and Eritrea, which erupted in September 2007 with the loss of several lives (BBC 
News 2007). There is also another group of active volcanic islands in the southern Red Sea, 
the Zubair Archipelago also between Yemen and Eritrea. In addition there are active volcanic 
fields in Saudi Arabia, Harrat Rahat and Harrat Khaybar, both being close to the holy city 
of Medina.

The Red Sea

The Red Sea (also called the Erythraean Sea), which occupies the border between the Arabian 
Plate and the African Plate, is underlain by the Red Sea Rift, which is a continuation of the 
Great Rift Valley between the African Plate and the Somali Plate. The Sea is a seawater inlet of 
the Indian Ocean, which is connected to the Indian Ocean by the Bab el Mandeb strait and the 
Gulf of Aden. The Red Sea is one of the saltiest areas of ocean water in the world with its higher 
than average salinity due to limited interchange of water with the Indian Ocean; few river 
systems draining into the sea; and high levels of evaporation. Nevertheless, the sea is biologically 
rich and has significant fringing coral reefs that serve as the basis for dive tourism, although they 
are now being threatened by climate change and coastal development (Furby, Bouwmeester, & 
Berumen 2013; Hall 2001; Riegl, Berumen, & Bruckner 2013).

There is no natural connection between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean Sea; how-
ever, the Suez Canal built in the mid- nineteenth century and enlarged in 2014– 2016 
provides a link between the two waterways. Because there are no locks on the canal, the 
waterway provides a sea route not only for ships but also for a number of species between 
the two seas. These introductions of exotic species that become invasive can have enormous 
impacts on the indigenous ecology (Galil 2007; Golani 1998; Goren, Galil, Diamant, & Stern 
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2016), even if their effects are often not immediately recognised. For example, ‘The siganids 
[rabbitfish], successful Erythrean invasive aliens, have altered the community structure and 
the native food web along the Levantine rocky infralittoral’ (Galil 2007: 316). Two species 
of siganid fish, Siganus rivulatus and S.  luridus, which entered the Mediterranean from the 
Red Sea through the Suez Canal, were first recorded off the coast of Israel in 1924 and 
1955 respectively. Both species are now found as far west as the southern Adriatic Sea, Sicily 
and Tunisia. The siganids comprise 80 per cent of the abundance of the herbivorous fish in 
shallow coastal sites in Lebanon and one third of the fish biomass in rocky habitats along the 
Israeli coast and have replaced native herbivorous fish in many locations in the Levantine 
Sea (Eastern Mediterranean) (Galil 2007). The impacts on biodiversity and coastal ecology 
by such invasions, of which there are many as a result of the Suez Canal, are substantial. As 
Galil (2007: 318) stated,

biodiversity is not a simple arithmetic. Local population losses and niche contraction 
may not induce immediate extirpation, but they augur reduction of genetic diver-
sity, loss of functions, processes, and habitat structure, increase the risk of decline and 
extinction, and lead to biotic homogenization.

Leading her to conclude, ‘It seems that the establishment of alien biota, and the concurrent 
adverse changes in the native communities, are part of a catastrophic anthropogenic ecosystem 
shift in the Mediterranean Sea’ (Galil 2007: 319).

The Dead Sea Fault

The Dead Sea Fault has a number of geographical features, known as pull- apart basins, which 
are important tourist attractions, including the Gulf of Aqaba, the Dead Sea, the Sea of Galilee 
and Lake Hula, although the entire fault region is subject to earthquakes. The Gulf of Aqaba, 
which lies to the east of the Sinai Peninsula and divides Egypt, Israel, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, is 
a major international site for coral reef diving. Taba in Egypt, Eilat in Israel, and Aqaba in Jordan 
are all important resort destinations.

The Dead Sea is arguably the most well- known geographical feature of the rift. With 
a shoreline over 400m below sea level (and continuing to fall) the Dead Sea is the Earth’s 
lowest elevation on land. In addition, the sea is hypersaline and almost ten- times saltier than 
seawater, making it one of the world’s saltiest large bodies of water. The sea is an attraction in 
its own right but is also a significant health and spa tourism destination on both the Israeli 
and Jordanian sides of the sea with the salts being regarded as having health benefits. Because 
of water abstraction from the Jordan River (the sea’s only significant permanent inflow), for 
agriculture, industrial use and domestic supply, the sea levels have been continuing to decrease. 
In response, there are proposals to carry seawater from the Gulf of Aqaba to the Dead Sea 
for both hydroelectricity and desalination purposes and to stabilise the Dead Sea water level 
(World Bank 2013).

The Sea of Galilee, also known as Lake Kinneret, is the lowest freshwater lake on Earth and 
the second- lowest lake in the world, after the Dead Sea. However, water demand and reduced 
precipitation have meant that the lake has had a decreasing water level, raising concerns over 
its long- term sustainability as a fresh- water ecosystem. Lake Hula was a lake north of the Sea 
of Galilee that was drained in the 1950s, although a small part has since been reflooded in an 
attempt to regenerate the marshland ecosystem (Tal 2002).
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The Anatolian, Iranian and Eurasian Plates

The Anatolian and Iranian/ Eurasian Plates are both highly active and characterised by frequent 
earthquakes. The Anatolian massif with heights on average of over 400 m dominates Asian 
Turkey and means that lowlands are confined to the Black Sea and Mediterranean coastlines. 
The meeting of the Arabian Plate and the Eurasian/ Iranian Plate is responsible for the moun-
tainous terrain of most of Iran including the Zagros Mountains. These mountains roughly cor-
respond to Iran’s western border, and run from Iraqi Kurdistan/ southeastern Turkey, the whole 
length of the western and southwestern Iranian plateau, ending at the Strait of Hormuz. The 
collision between the plates means that the mountains are continuing to gradually increase in 
height. The north– south shortening from Arabia to Eurasia is 2– 2.5 cm/ year, and the transition 
from subduction (southeast Iran at Makran opposite northern Oman) to collision (Zagros on 
the Persian Gulf opposite the United Arab Emirates) is very sharp and governs the different 
types of deformation observed in Iran. In the eastern part of Iran, most of the shortening 
is accommodated in the Gulf of Oman, while in the western part, the shortening is more 
distributed from south to north (Nilforoushan et al. 2003).

The tectonic forces operating in Iran mean that the country is very susceptible to major 
earthquakes, some of which have occurred with substantial loss of life and impact on heri-
tage. For example, the Bam urban earthquake of 26 December 2003 (Magnitude (M) 6.6) 
hit the Kerman province of southeastern Iran killing between 31,000 and 43,000 people. 
The city had been a major domestic and international tourist destination primarily because 
of its World Heritage 2000- year- old mud- brick citadel and its association with the Silk 
Road. The citadel was almost totally destroyed by the earthquake but has since been par-
tially rebuilt. Previous large urban earthquakes in Iran include the 1930 Salmas (M 7.1, 
approximately 2,500 deaths), the 1978 Tabas- e- Golshan (M 7.4, approximately 20,000 
deaths), and the 1990 Rudbar- Tarom (M 7.3, approximately 40,000 deaths) (Berberian 
2005). The Bam earthquake was also 100 km south of the destructive earthquakes of 11 
June 1981 (M 6.6, approximately 3,000 deaths) and 28 July 1981 (M 7.3, approximately 
1,500 deaths) (Berberian 2005). Vulnerable urban areas in Iran, in which prominent poten-
tial seismic sources have been mapped under heavily populated centres, include greater 
Tehran- Karaj, Tabriz, Neyshabur, Mashhad, Kashan, Natauz and Bushehr. ‘All these cities are 
located on and/ or adjacent to numerous major exposed and blind capable faults’ (Berberian 
2005: s80) and:

The extent of destruction and the probable death toll in the poorly constructed and 
unprepared institutions of the mega- city of Tehran, covering an area of close to 900 
sq km, hugging numerous active faults, with a population of greater than 7 million 
living in 1.5 million housing units composed of 48% old and traditional buildings, and 
aging infrastructure … subjected to the same level of strong ground motion recorded 
in Bam or Tangshan, will be disastrous.

Although the region’s tectonic forces can clearly be extremely destructive, they have also 
contributed to spectacular mountain landscapes and highlands that are important tourism 
resources and sources of many of the region’s major rivers. In Turkey, for example, the Taurus 
Mountains provide winter skiing opportunities near Antalya, which is Turkey’s largest resort 
region. The southeastern Taurus Mountains are also the source of the iconic Euphrates and 
Tigris rivers.
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The Persian Gulf

The Persian Gulf (also referred to as the Arabian Gulf) marks the border between the Arabian 
and the Eurasian/ Iranian Plates. The Gulf is an extension of the Gulf of Oman in the Indian 
Ocean through the Strait of Hormuz and lies between Iran to the northeast and the Arabian 
Peninsula to the southwest. In the north is the Shatt al- Arab river delta formed by the conflu-
ence of the Euphrates and the Tigris. The Gulf is an extremely recent geographical body being 
formed only 15,000 years ago with the present shorelines not being reached until 6,000 years 
ago. Because of this and its relative isolation, the Gulf hosts an ecologically significant fauna 
and flora although many of the ecosystems, such as coral reefs and mangroves, are under threat 
from coastal developments. The timing of the creation of the Persian Gulf and its basins also 
has implications for the early movements of people in the Middle East and the timing of 
the earliest settlements in lower Mesopotamia. For example, the early Gulf floor would have 
provided a natural route for people moving westwards from regions to the east of Iran from 
the late Palaeolithic to early Neolithic (Lambeck 1996). Although the Persian Gulf is extremely 
important as a transport route, its most well- known geology is arguably the extensive oil and 
gas deposits that lie both onshore and offshore and which have fuelled economic development 
in the region.

The Mediterranean

The Mediterranean is an arm of the Atlantic Ocean, and its coastlines are focal points 
for tourism development while it has also grown as a cruise location in recent years. The 
Mediterranean also has a number of regional seas located within it. The Levantine Sea, or 
the Eastern Mediterranean Sea, is bordered by Turkey in the north, Syria, Lebanon, Israel and 
Palestine in the east, and Egypt and Libya in the south. Coastal areas of the Levantine Sea off 
Israel, Palestine and Egypt have significant gas and oil deposits, as do coastal areas of Libya 
and Egypt. In the Western Mediterranean the main regional sea is the Alboran Sea, between 
Spain and Morocco. The Strait of Gibraltar at the west end of the Alboran Sea, is the narrow 
strait that connects the Mediterranean with the Atlantic Ocean and separates North Africa 
from Europe. At the narrowest point, the strait is only 14.3 km (8.9 miles) wide and is a major 
tourist attraction in its own right. The western coast of Morocco borders the Atlantic Ocean, 
which plays an extremely important role in providing moderate temperatures on the coastal 
plains even in summer, owing to the effect of the cold Canary Current that lies offshore. This 
means that coastal Morocco is significantly cooler than the high temperatures that exist in the 
inland Sahara at the same latitude. As a result, the climate of much of Morocco is similar to that 
of California and has proven to be attractive for tourism, although climate change appears to 
be impacting both the productivity of the marine ecosystem and the potential increases in the 
intensity of coastal storms (Aouiche et al. 2016).

The Aegean Sea in the northwestern part of the Eastern Mediterranean is usually regarded 
more as part of Europe than of the Middle East as a result of its association with European 
culture and the Ancient Greeks in particular, although the coastal Aegean between Greece and 
Turkey also represents a political and, to a certain extent, a cultural boundary as well. Many of 
the islands in the Aegean are volcanic and have been historically associated with major natural 
disasters. Similarly, the island of Cyprus in the Eastern Mediterranean Sea is also very much a 
cultural and political meeting point between the Middle East and Europe. However, geograph-
ically it is closer to countries of the Middle East than Mediterranean Europe, and it is situated 
in the Eastern Basin of the Levantine Sea. Because of its climatic similarity to the countries of 
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the region, Cyprus also shares many of their same ecological and environmental problems. The 
two main problems are (1) loss of the indigenous vegetation as a result of agriculture, introduced 
species and lack of an effective conservation programme, and (2) declining precipitation and a 
warming climate placing pressure on water supply (Grove & Rackham 2003; Blondel 2006).

The Mediterranean also represents the boundary between the African and Eurasian Plates 
(Gaina et al. 2013). In the central and eastern Mediterranean, the African Plate is subducting 
underneath the Eurasian Plate leading to significant mountain building and volcanic activity 
in the Mediterranean region. The Western Mediterranean is also geologically active and the 
region, including the Atlas Mountains system, represents a diffuse plate boundary in which the 
Atlas Mountains comprise narrow deformable zones bounding larger, relatively rigid crustal 
blocks (Gomez, Beauchamp, & Barazangi 2000). The tectonic convergence between the African 
and Eurasian plates is also responsible for the formation of the Mediterranean. One of the most 
significant events is the Messinian salinity crisis, believed to have begun about six million years 
ago, in which the Mediterranean Sea became progressively isolated as a result of a combin-
ation of tectonic uplift and variations in the level of the Atlantic Ocean. The isolation of the 
Mediterranean Basin from the Atlantic Ocean was established between 5.59 and 5.33 million 
years ago, leading to a large fall in the Mediterranean’s water level of 1500– 2500 metres (Gargani 
& Rigollet 2007). The isolation of the Mediterranean from the Atlantic is believed to have 
ended 5.33 million years ago when eastward regressive stream erosion opened the Gibraltar 
Strait with the refill of the Mediterranean Basins potentially taking less than 40 years (Blanc 
2012). This event is known as the Zanclean flood. Approximately 500 km3 of rock was eroded 
at the Gibraltar Strait during the flood climax (Garcia- Castellanos et al. 2009). The Messinian 
salinity crisis and the geomorphological characteristics of the Western Mediterranean remain 
important to the present- day because of their influence on the nature of the Mediterranean Sea.

Because of the limited access to the Atlantic Ocean, tides in the Mediterranean are very limited 
and water circulation is linked more to changes in water salinity. Overall the Mediterranean 
is more saline than the Atlantic because of the high rate of evaporation in relation to pre-
cipitation and inflow from rivers, as well as the limited exchange of waters between the two 
bodies. The marine biota of the Mediterranean is primarily derived from the Atlantic Ocean. 
However, growth in global shipping and the construction and enlargement of the Suez Canal 
have meant that many exotic marine species have now become established. The Mediterranean 
has also experienced previous sea level change as a result of geological and climate changes. 
Under the impact of present anthropogenic climate change the Mediterranean is expected to 
become more saline and experience substantial shifts in ecosystem change as well as sea level 
rise (SLR) (Marcos & Tsimplis 2008), although rates are lower than the global average. The 
Eastern Mediterranean will potentially have lower rates of SLR than the Western, but will be 
more affected by salinification as a result of reduced runoff from the Black Sea and increased 
evaporation (Marcos & Tsimplis 2008). Nevertheless, SLR and environmental change already 
appear to be having impacts on the Nile Delta and agricultural production, as well as increases 
in flooding of coastal urban areas. An additional element of climate change in North Africa 
and the Eastern Mediterranean is the potential increase in the severity of the Sirocco, a wind 
of sometimes hurricane speeds that originates in the Sahara and causes dusty dry conditions 
along the north coast of Africa with significant implications for health and comfort (D’Amato 
et al. 2013).

The total area of Egypt is about one million km2, of which approximately 94 per cent is 
desert. The water of the Nile River represents the only renewable water resource in Egypt, 
as well as being a significant transport route for the country and source of national identity 
(Abd- Elhamid, Javadi, Abdelaty, & Sherif 2016). In the case of the Nile Delta, the coastal and 
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estuarine landscapes are affected by land subsidence and SLR. Sušnik et al. (2015) note that for 
the Alexandria region of the Nile Delta, land subsidence alone is estimated at 0.4– 2.0 mm per 
year and this is likely to cause increasing loss of low- lying coastal areas and will lead to seawater 
intrusion into coastal aquifers. They also suggest that an SLR of 0.5 m above land subsidence 
in the Nile Delta would affect approximately 3.8 million people and 1800 km² of agricultural 
land. This is also a major issue given that even though the Nile Delta aquifer is amongst the 
largest underground freshwater reservoirs in the world, seawater intrusion into the aquifer 
has already extended inland more than 100 km from the Mediterranean coast (Abd- Elhamid 
et al. 2016).

Another significant arm of the Mediterranean that represents a border between Europe and 
Asia, and hence the Middle East, is the Sea of Marmara, which is connected to the Aegean Sea 
by the Dardanelles strait, and to the Black Sea by the Bosphorus strait. These are known collect-
ively as the Turkish Straits. These waterways have been regarded as a major physical and cultural 
border between East and West since antiquity, although the Sea of Marmara, which is a pull- 
apart basin, is currently an inland sea that lies entirely within the borders of Turkey. The surface 
salinity of the Sea of Marmara is slightly greater than that of the Black Sea but is lower than that 
of the Mediterranean. Geologically the region is extremely active with the North Anatolian 
Fault, the boundary between the Eurasian Plate and the Anatolian Plate, running under the Sea 
and then through northern Turkey before meeting the East Anatolian Fault in eastern Turkey 
and the Zagros system of faults in Iran (Rockwell 2013). Because the North Anatolian Fault 
runs through highly populated areas in Turkey, and especially the Istanbul metropolitan region, 
the fault poses a substantial seismic hazard and has an active earthquake history (Bohnhoff, 
Martínez- Garzón, Bulut, Stierle, & Ben- Zion 2016).

The Black Sea is also a maritime border of the Middle East. Unlike many of the other seas 
discussed in this chapter, the Black Sea has a positive water balance, that is, there is a greater 
outflow of water from the Black Sea into the Mediterranean than what flows into the Black Sea 
from the Mediterranean as part of the hydrological exchange between the two seas. The waters 
are also markedly different as the surface waters of the Black Sea are much less saline than those 
of the Mediterranean, thereby creating an anoxic layer of water that is depleted of dissolved 
oxygen with corresponding impacts on biological diversity.

In terms of geological time, the nature of the Black Sea is very much influenced by the 
interaction between the Eurasian, African and Arabian Plates and the smaller Anatolian Plate, 
and global sea levels. Geological uplift in Anatolia has, at times, isolated the Black Sea from the 
Mediterranean and beyond to the global ocean system, especially when combined with lower 
sea levels such as during ice ages and subsidence of the Black Sea basin (Nikishin, Korotaev, 
Ershov, & Brunet 2003). When cut off from the Mediterranean, the Black Sea becomes similar 
to the Caspian Sea, which is an endorheic basin (has no outflows) that borders Iran, and which 
became landlocked about 5.5 million years ago as a result of tectonic uplift and sea level decline. 
The last time the Black Sea was in this state was during the most recent Quaternary glaciation, 
when the Black Sea was a giant freshwater lake with levels more than 100 metres below its 
current outlet. Ryan et al. (1997) claimed that when the Mediterranean rose to the Bosporus 
sill at 7,150 years Before Present, saltwater poured through this spillway to refill the lake and 
submerge, catastrophically, more than 100,000 km2 of the exposed continental shelf. They 
also argue that the permanent drowning of such a vast terrestrial landscape may have possibly 
accelerated the dispersal of early neolithic foragers and farmers into the interior of Europe at 
that time. These sudden geological events also potentially provide the basis for the folk memory 
of ‘The Flood’ that underlies many of the religious and historical traditions in the Middle East 
(Finkel 2014).
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The Anthropocene: Rethinking the physical geography of the Middle East?

The concept of the Anthropocene as a distinct geological era is the notion that the impact of 
humans on the environment is now so great, and so distinct, as to constitute an identifiable 
geological period (Steffen, Grinevald, Crutzen, & McNeill 2011; Smith & Zeder 2013). The 
previous period, the Holocene, is the name given to the post- glacial period of the past 10,000– 
12,000 years. However, the Anthropocene can be distinguished by numerous factors including 
loss of biodiversity, ocean acidification, climate change and plastics in the environment. As 
Steffen, Crutzen, and McNeill (2007: 614) observe,

Human activities have become so pervasive and profound that they rival the great 
forces of Nature and are pushing the Earth into planetary terra incognita. The Earth is 
rapidly moving into a less biologically diverse, less forested, much warmer, and prob-
ably wetter and stormier state.

In the case of the biodiversity of the Mediterranean, for example, Blondel (2006) argued 
that high intraspecific adaptive variation arose from natural processes of the Pleistocene, 
mainly from a combination of periodic refugia formation and climate dynamics. During the 
Holocene, the main sources of disturbance came increasingly from humans, such as the intro-
duction of new fire regimes, specifically from the coupled cultural and natural modifications 
of community and landscape structure. However, in the Anthropocene human interaction with 
ecosystems and landscapes have become even more pronounced— e.g. introduction of new 
agricultural practices, urbanisation, pollution, dam construction, and creation of conservation 
reserves, leading to further changes in landscape dynamics (e.g. Dusar, Verstraeten, Notebaert, 
& Bakker 2011).

The Anthropocene forces students to reassess not only the role of tourism in global environ-
mental change but also how we understand present day physical geographies, including those of 
MENA, given that much of the landscape and biodiversity has been strongly shaped by humans 
and now that even the very forces that help shape the landscape (Gössling & Hall 2006; Hall 
2016), such as climate, are subject to anthropogenic change (see Hall, Chapter 16, this volume). 
The extreme diversity in space and time of both environments and human societies makes the 
structure and dynamics of coupled natural and human systems difficult to interpret (Harris 
2012), especially when baseline conditions are difficult to assess (Tzedakis 2007). In the Middle 
East, the succession of peoples and societies that waxed and waned over several millennia has 
had great impacts on biota and ecosystems everywhere in the region (Blondel 2006; Grove & 
Rackham 2003). This has meant that a complex ‘coevolution’ has developed, which shapes the 
interactions between ecosystem components and human societies and the consequent land-
scape. This means, for example, that some seemingly ‘natural landscapes’ and ecosystems, many 
with high value from both a biodiversity and a tourism perspective, can only be maintained with 
human activities of particular kinds, often related to agricultural practices (Bugalho, Caldeira, 
Pereira, Aronson, & Pausas 2011; Geri, Amici, & Rocchini 2010; Keeley, Bond, Bradstock, 
Pausas, & Rundel 2012). Such a perspective also provides a substantial challenge to the two 
opposing schools of thought that traditionally have considered the consequences of human 
pressures on Mediterranean, North African and Middle Eastern ecosystems. First, the ‘ruined 
landscape’ or ‘lost Eden’ approach argues that human action resulted in a cumulative degrad-
ation and desertification of Mediterranean landscapes. In contrast, the second school argues that 
humans actually contributed to keeping Mediterranean landscapes diverse since the last glacial 
episode (Blondel 2006; Grove & Rackham 2003). Both approaches frame the environmental 
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imaginaries by which people, including tourists and marketers, perceive and portray many of 
the destinations of the Middle East and North Africa (Davis & Burke III 2011; Mikhail 2013).

These debates are not just academic, as they have enormous influence on the ways in which 
ecosystems and the physical geography of a place are managed, particularly in response to tourism  
(Antrop 2006), and other elements of change. Interestingly, even though there is clearly a long 
legacy of human and natural system co- evolution in the Middle East region, more recent changes 
are seen as a threat to existing qualities and thus the conservation of these becomes an aim in 
itself and a means to achieve sustainability. The protection of heritage values (both cultural and 
natural) of landscapes focuses upon the sustainability of existing values and is confronted with 
land- use intensification, urbanisation and tourist and recreational pressure (Antrop 2006). For 
example, large areas of the Tunisian coast have been affected by tourism- related developments. 
According to De Stefano (2004), tourist areas occupied by hotels and second homes occupy 
approximately 35 per cent of the total urbanised linear coastal space. She suggested that this 
tourism and second homes development would eventually occupy about 14 per cent of the 
entire coastline. This is significant for coastal environmental processes, as inappropriate siting of 
tourist infrastructures on foredunes is accelerating the process of beach erosion and altering the 
water dynamics of coastal areas (De Stefano 2004).

The physical geography of MENA therefore also needs to be understood in terms of the 
future landscape that is emerging as a result of various economic and cultural pressures, such as 
tourism, and their interplay with the physical environment and the forces that shape that envir-
onment. From such a perspective, seeing the physical geography of the Middle East needs to be 
understood not just in passive terms— that is, how the physical geography affects tourism, but 
also in the reverse, such as how does tourism contribute to the region’s physical geography, for 
example, by particular forms of coastal development, but also what sort of physical geography 
do we actually want in the future?

Conclusion

This chapter has provided an introduction to the physical geography of the Middle East and 
North Africa region. The first section of the chapter has done so in more traditional terms with 
respect to the extremely significant tectonic structure of the region as well as the associated 
marine and river systems. The second section of the chapter is more challenging and moves 
beyond the descriptive to try and illustrate the way in which the physical geography of the 
Anthropocene is a result of the interaction of cultural and natural systems in which tourism 
is now deeply embedded. The components and dynamics of biodiversity and landscape in the 
Middle East therefore cannot be understood without taking into account the history of human- 
induced changes with positive and negative feedback cycles between cultural practices and 
natural systems (Blondel 2006; see also Antrop 2006). While the underlying geological forces 
are unchanged, the surface geography of the region is therefore now substantially influenced by 
humans and, as noted, even the character of forces that shape the landscape such as climate and 
water are now substantially affected by anthropogenic activity.

Tourism is a part of these processes. The physical environment of MENA has proven 
attractive to tourists for much of the past 200  years with the climate and waters providing 
opportunities for the development of very specific tourist products, such as spa tourism at the 
Dead Sea, desert safaris, as well as more generic products such as sunbathing and beaches. Yet 
tourism is now also affecting the physical geography of many locations both directly in terms of 
tourism developments, tourism- related urbanisation and the idealisation of certain landscapes, 
as well as indirectly via its pollution and emissions. The challenge for tourism therefore is not 
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just to understand present- day physical geographies of the Middle East but to image what will 
be desirable for the future.
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3
THE MIDDLE EAST AND 

NORTH AFRICA
A dynamic cultural realm

Dallen J. Timothy

Introduction

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is a vast region of many natural and cultural 
landscapes. It is a realm united (and divided) by physical geography, anthropogenic imprints 
and living cultures. It is one of the major clusters of humankind on earth and home to two 
ancient culture hearths (the Nile Valley and the Fertile Crescent/ Mesopotamia), from which 
many innovations diffused to other areas of the world, including certain agricultural systems 
and products, written language, the lunar calendar, and the wheel. The Arabian Peninsula and 
the Levant later became a hearth for the diffusion of religion (Islam, Judaism and Christianity), 
which has touched every corner of the globe. As the previous chapter denoted, MENA is also 
home to an immensely diverse natural environment and varied ecosystems that make the area 
resilient, unique, and attractive for tourism.

This chapter describes elements of the cultural geography of MENA that have a salient 
bearing on the development of tourism. It briefly examines the peoples, cultures, and heritages 
that characterise the region and assesses the cultural and natural assets that together provide the 
foundations of a flourishing tourism system.

Influential empires

Throughout history, MENA has been affected tremendously by internal and external forces. 
It is home to some of the oldest human civilisations, particularly in the Nile Valley and along 
the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers which, as noted earlier, spurred the development of many 
innovations that the world enjoys today. Some of the earliest evidence of nomadic peoples 
settling into sedentary communities dates from the Levant approximately 12,000 BCE and are 
believed to have derived from a steady food supply and ample water. Verifiable towns and cities 
have been excavated from the Neolithic period around 10,000 years BCE. Some of the earliest 
cities were Memphis (Egypt), Uruk (in present- day Iraq), and Jericho (Palestine), which were 
home to sizeable populations (Anderson 2000). Today, the remnants of many Neolithic cities 
and towns dot the ancient landscapes of MENA.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


