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Abstract: The “Middle East” is a readily accepted geographical category throughout
much of the world. However, within this ambiguous geographic entity, both the term
and the idea of the “Middle East” are often rejected as western-imperialist constructs.
Through a critical examination of an extensive sample of maps produced within several
Arab states of the “Middle East”, I found that the regional designation “Middle East” is
nearly nonexistent, while the Arab Homeland is unequivocally a more common regional
category. However, the “Middle East” did occasionally appear in a few maps. This paper
provides an explanatory examination of the normative cartographic discourses in this
region, and more focused analysis of the atypical maps of the “Middle East”. My analyses
render unique insights into how the “Middle East” is both contested and re-created from
within a western-imperialist defined region.
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The so-called Middle East has its own label from within, not from without, perceived by
its own peoples and cultures. It is called “the Arab World” (Hassan Hanafi, Chair of the
Philosophy Department at Cairo University 1998:1).

Introduction
In the United States and much of the rest of the world, both the term and the idea of
the “Middle East” are readily accepted parts of geographical discourses.1 However,
from within the Arab states of the “Middle East”, discourses of the “Middle East”
are often rejected as “western” imperialist constructs.2 As described in a recent
Economist (2010) article titled “Labels and categories, a menagerie of monikers”,
the label “Middle East” “reeks” of imperialism. Indeed, the label “Middle East” and
its vague boundaries are undeniably imperialist. The actual toponym originated in
the early twentieth century in reference to British geopolitical interests in the land
that was literally in the “middle” of Great Britain’s “east”. Further, it was British and
French powers after World War I that drew the majority of the borders of the states
that today are generally considered the core of the “Middle East”. Considering its
direct imperialist roots, it is perhaps unsurprising that from within the “Middle East”
there is a strong hesitation to accept and use this geographic category. Instead, as
the epigraph suggests, the Arab states of the western defined “Middle East” have
created different regional geographic delineations that stress its Arab character and
unity.
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Several historians and geographers have shown that, in addition to its being a
western-imperialist construct, the idea, term, definition, and even the location of
the “Middle East” is variable and ambiguous (Adelson 1995; Bonine 1976; Culcasi
2010; Davison 1960; Fromkin 1991; Keddie 1973; Owen 2000; Whitaker 2004).
This paper provides a unique contribution to critiques of western constructions of
the “Middle East” by focusing on cartographic discourses within the Arab states of
the western-defined “Middle East”. Through a largely empirical study, I systemically
and critically examined an extensive sample of cartographic materials produced
in eight different Arab states of the “Middle East”. I focus on maps because, as I
discuss in detail below, they are powerful geopolitical discourses that not only help
to create places and identities at a variety of scales, but they are also used as a
form of resistance to hegemonic or dominant norms (Harris and Hazen 2006:115–
117; Pickles 2004; Wood 2010:111–155). As I outline in this paper, the dominant
cartographic discourse I found contests the existence of the “Middle East” by simply
not mapping such a place, but also by cartographically constructing a slightly
different place called the “Arab Homeland”.3 The cartographic rejection of the
“Middle East” and the construction of a specifically Arab geographical entity is a
subtle but powerful form of counter mapping that echoes the practice of a newly
independent state removing its colonial place names and adopting more internally
meaningful ones (Cohen and Kliot 1992; Hagen 2003; Kadmon 2004; Monmonier
1996:110; 2006:72–89; Ramaswamy 2004:209; Rundstrom 1991:9). However, the
construction and labeling of any geographical entity is a geopolitical process that
is replete with variations, alterations, and exceptions to the norm. Even though
the Arab Homeland is a common regional category from within Arab states, a
few maps of the “Middle East” have been produced. My focus in this paper is on
these exceptional maps, as opposed to the normative cartographies of the Arab
Homeland. A critical examination of these exceptional or atypical maps provides
unique insights into how the “Middle East” is conceptualized cartographically from
within this western-constructed region, while also highlighting the ubiquity and
hegemony of western geographical categories and place names.

In the first section of this paper, I highlight the ambiguousness of the geographical
constructs of both the “Middle East” and the Arab Homeland, and then I outline
my study of how maps produced in several different Arab states have both rejected
and re-created these places. Second, I discuss the role of maps in constructing and
contesting places at a variety of scales. Literature on counter-mapping is vibrant
and expanding, but it has typically focused on community scale and non-state-
funded mapping projects. I argue that examining other scales, as well as official
government discourses, helps to broaden recent studies on counter-mapping. Third,
I provide a historical and geopolitical overview of the creation of the “Middle
East”, focusing on the European imperialist construction of the region. In this
section, I also examine the pan-Arab movement, which gained momentum in
response to European domination and Israeli territorial expansion in the twentieth
century. It was during this movement that the geographical entity of the “Arab
Homeland” emerged as a common cartographic discourse. With this foundation
set, the remainder of this paper consists of my analysis and discussion of odd or
exceptional maps of the “Middle East” that were produced in Arab states. My
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Figure 1: Common western delineation of the “Middle East”

detailed examination of atypical maps of the “Middle East” provides unique insights
into the construction of a region that so many people across the globe readily and
uncritically accept as a genuine or authentic place. Ultimately, this paper explains
why there is an absence of maps of the “Middle East” from within many of the
states that western geographical conventions consider to be the core of that region,
while also demonstrating how cartography can be counter-hegemonic to western
geographic norms whilst recreating the same hegemonic norms it generally seeks
to resist.

The Ambiguity of the “Middle East” and the Arab
Homeland
The “Middle East” and the Arab Homeland, like any world region, are ambiguous
geographical entities that are created through a variety of discursive and
material processes—ranging from cartographic practices to the establishment of
supranational organizations (Harvey 2001:224–226; Lewis and Wigen 1997; Paasi
2001). As geographical constructs, the location of these places is fluid and variable.
While it is important to underscore that there is no one singular spatial definition
of either the “Middle East” or the Arab Homeland, according to prosaic western
and Arab cartographic delineations these places do greatly overlap. As Figure 1
summarizes, maps and definitions of the “Middle East” produced in the USA
since the 1950s generally consider the states of Iraq, Iran, Turkey, Syria, Jordan,
Lebanon, Israel/Palestine, Saudi Arabia, the UAE (United Arab Emirates), Oman,
Yemen, Bahrain, Qatar, and Egypt as “core” states; while the peripheral states
of North Africa and Southwest Asia (Morocco, Western Sahara, Algeria, Tunisia,
Libya, Sudan, Pakistan and Afghanistan) are often included as part of the region,
but with little regularity.4 Though the non-Arab states of Israel, Iran and Turkey
(and sometimes Cyprus too) are commonly considered part of the “Middle East”,
according to normative cartographic discourses within Arab States they are never
included as part of the Arab Homeland (see Figure 2). By contrast, North African
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Figure 2: Common Arab delineation of the Arab Homeland. Many states of the ambiguous
“Middle East” comprise the core states of the Arab Homeland, though the Arab Homeland
also has multiple spatial delineations. There is no one agreed-upon geographical extent of
the “Middle East”, but there are several states that are nearly always included in delineations
of this vague region. There are also peripheral states that are included in some instances, but
not all

states like Sudan and Morocco are always included as the core of the Arab Homeland.
Recognizing that both the “Middle East” and the Arab Homeland are ambiguous
and fluid constructions is important, but, as I highlight throughout this paper, it
is how and why these places are constructed that is so imperative to understand
(Forsberg 2003).

In order to gain a better understanding of how cartographic discourses within
Arab states both reject and re-create the “Middle East”, I collected a broad sample
of maps during 4 months of fieldwork in Cairo, Egypt in 2005. I literally examined
every map I could find that had a world-regional, continental, or world scope, paying
particular attention to maps, atlases, and textbooks that used the label “Middle
East”. Using card catalogues, online databases, as well as assistance from librarians
and booksellers, I systematically searched for these small-scaled maps (“small scale”
in cartographic terminology) in the Egyptian National Archives and Library, at the
American University of Cairo’s Library and Rare Books archives, in the Egyptian
Geographical Society’s cartographic library, in two large book markets (souks), a
state-run tourist office, and with a private map collector. Through a disciplined
and rigorous searching process, I collected a large sample of maps in over 50
atlases and over 70 textbooks, as well as some 30 sheet maps. All the maps in my
sample were published after the fall of the Ottoman Empire in 1919 because, as I
explain below, this was a formative event in the creation of the “Middle East”. State
organizations (eg ministries of education) or private cartographic companies that
worked in conjunction with state agencies published the majority of the maps in
my sample, and most of these maps were produced for educational purposes at the
primary or secondary level. Though many of the maps I examined were produced
in Egypt, my sample also includes maps and atlases from the neighboring Arab
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states of Oman, Jordan, the UAE, Libya, Lebanon, Qatar and Kuwait. What it does
not include, however, are maps from the predominantly non-Arab “Middle Eastern”
states of Turkey, Iran or Israel.

Egypt was a logical location to research Arab cartographies for two specific
reasons. From the 1950s to the 1970s, Egypt was the political center of the pan-Arab
movement. Former president Gamal Abdel Nasser was not only the head of Egypt
for 14 years, but he was also the leader of the pan-Arab movement (as discussed
more below). Thus, I expected that cartography produced in Egypt since the 1950s
would be framed within discourses of Arab identity and unity. Secondly was the
issue of availability. Egypt, unlike many of its Arab neighbors, had well established
cartographic programs and archives well before the country achieved complete
independence. Further, the book markets and libraries in Cairo are quite large,
which simply meant that maps and atlases would be available for me to collect and
analyze.

From my examination of hundreds of maps, I found that the “Middle East” is
nearly nonexistent, while the Arab Homeland is unequivocally a more common
regional designation. The Arab Homeland is a normative and powerful internal
cartographic discourse that creates a decidedly non-imperialist way of dividing and
conceptualizing the world. The consistent construction of the Arab Homeland is
a subtle form of geopolitical resistance that is counter to the dominant western
divisions of the world that generally recognize the “Middle East”. However, in
my large sample, I also found a few maps of the “Middle East”. On these rare
occasions that the “Middle East” was mapped and labeled, it was either in reference
to petroleum resources or explanatory text was necessary in order to clarify what
was meant by the term “Middle East”. The majority of this paper focuses on these
odd or exceptional maps that actually use the term and geographically delimit the
“Middle East”, because, as I mentioned above, these maps tell a unique story of the
hesitant adoption of an imperialist geographical construct. The maps I discuss in
this paper were not randomly selected from my larger sample, but they are the only
maps of the hundreds that I examined that used the term “Middle East”. However,
in order to frame why these maps are so exceptional it is first important to explain
the normative regional geography of the Arab Homeland. Thus, in this paper, I
include one map from an Egyptian state textbook as an example of the normative
regional cartographies in Egypt and its Arab neighbors. It is important to stress that
this is only one of literally over a hundred maps I analyzed on the Arab Homeland,
and that this place, like the Middle East, is a social construct and has continued to
change over time and space.

Counter-Cartographies
Any place, whether a nation like Egypt or a region like the “Middle East”, is
constructed through a variety of discursive and material processes. However, the
perceived neutrality and objectivity of maps makes them one of the most powerful
ways to create and naturalize places (Harley 1989; Pickles 2004). The cartographic
construction of places can occur formally through the institutionalization of place
names and the drawing of borders, and informally by making abstract space
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knowable, definable, and controllable (Mitchell 2002; Scott 1998). As literature
in the loosely defined subfield of “critical cartography” has recently emphasized,
maps are not merely representations of preexisting spaces, but instead they are
active discursive practices that have a central role in helping to create, naturalize,
and even contest places (Kitchin and Dodge 2007; Wood 2010; Wood and Fels
2008). Generally funded and supported by state organization, national maps are
one example of how cartography and the construction of place are intimately
linked. Large-scale national maps—such as cadastral or topographical maps—are
essential for ordering and recording the geographical possessions of the state (Scott
1998; Wood and Fels 2008). Yet national maps are also crucial for symbolizing
the national territory as a unified and legitimate nation (Herb 2004; Kashani-Sabet
1999; Monmonier 1997; Zeigler 2002). These iconic or “logo” maps, as Benedict
Anderson (1991:175) referred to them, help to provide tangible evidence of the
existence of the national territory which can otherwise be an abstract geographical
entity. The connection between mapping and national discourses has been well
examined, but as I focus on in this paper, the cartographic construction of places
also happens at larger world-regional scales.

Whether at a national or world-regional scale, maps typically work to create and
perpetuate dominant geographical discourses. Cartography has historically been a
tool of the powerful. Indeed, elite classes (whether they were ministers, monarchs
or the state) have traditionally controlled the production and distribution of maps.
However, cartography has also been used in order to negotiate, resist, and challenge
powerful classes and their normative ideas. As the availability of cartographic
technologies and geospatial information increased in the late twentieth century,
there has been a growth in map production and use across the globe. The
increased accessibility of efficient and affordable cartographic technologies and data
eventually filtered down to groups who historically had not held the means of (map)
production. As a result, many marginalized groups have adopted a broad range of
mapping practices in order to contest dominant discourses and material realities. In
a 1995 Antipode article on the cartographic efforts of local activists fighting to gain
control over portions of the Indonesian forest, Nancy Peluso uses the term “counter-
mapping” to refer to cartographic attempts to disrupt dominant power structures
and discourses. Since then, literature on counter mapping as grown substantially
(eg Harris and Hazen 2006:115–117; Herb et al 2009:334; Pickles 2004; Wood
2010:111–155). Many scholars have described how non-governmental, grassroots,
and community movements have adopted counter-mapping practices in order to
draw attention to socio-spatial inequalities that range from indigenous territorial
claims to urban squalor (Crampton 2010:124–125; Gibson 1999; Harley 1990b;
Harris and Hazen 2006; Hodgson and Schroeder 2002; Johnson, Louis and Pramono
2006; Mundy 1996; Orlove 1991; Peluso 1995; Rundstrom 1991; Sparke 1995,
1998; St Martin 2009). While counter-mapping has become more common at the
non-governmental or community level, it is also evident in other realms, which
have been less frequently theorized as “counter” mapping. On a broader level,
mapping that questions dominant discourses or seeks to disrupt traditional power
relations, regardless of the scale of the issue or who exactly produced the maps, is
a form of counter-mapping. For example, I argue that cartographic discourses that
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consistently ignore the existence of the “Middle East”, even if they are produced
by state governments, are a form of geopolitical resistance to western geographic
norms. It is with this broader or more subtle form of counter mapping that I am
concerned with in this paper. As I discuss below, maps produced within Arab states
construct a world-regional geography that is different from maps published in the
USA, and thus, these maps form a “counter” construction of the division of a portion
of the world.

Creating the “Middle East” and the Pan-Arab
Movement
The “Middle East” is a recent, western-imperialist construct. Though Europeans had
othered “the East” and the Ottoman Islamic lands since the eighteenth century (Said
1978), it was not until the twentieth century that the term, the vague boundaries,
or even the idea of the “Middle East” became commonplace. At the beginning
of the twentieth century, the term “Middle East” was used sporadically in Britain
and the British Empire in India to refer to lands in the middle of Great Britain’s
east (eg Gordon 1900; Mahan 1902), but it was not until the Cold War years that a
more widely accepted version of the “Middle East” was created and institutionalized
(Bilgin 1998; Culcasi 2010; Davison 1960; Fromkin 1989, 1991; Koppes 1976; Smith
1968).

During its height in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Ottoman Empire
controlled almost the entire region that today is generally considered the core
of the “Middle East” (with the exceptions of Iran and the interior and southern
portions of the Arabian Peninsula). Though the Ottoman Empire weakened and
lost portions of its territories in the nineteenth century, it was not until the Empire
fell during World War I that Britain and France became the dominant imperial
powers in the emerging “Middle East”. By 1923, Great Britain officially controlled
the new “mandated” states of Iraq, Palestine and Transjordan (though the latter two
were initially one entity); and France controlled Syria, which included Lebanon. The
Ottoman Empire’s North African territories were under European control before the
onset of World War I, and after the Empire’s demise Britain made Egypt a nominally
independent territory, France maintained control of Algeria and Morocco, and Italy
occupied Libya. The only areas of the former Ottoman Empire that were not under
the control of European powers after the war were Turkey and most of what would
soon become Saudi Arabia, though British and French leaders were still instrumental
in drawing the boundaries of these remaining places. Similar to the 1884 Berlin
Conference, in which European powers divided the African continent into colonial
territories, it was during the World War I period of European boundary drawing that
many of the states that today are considered the core of the “Middle East” began
to take geographical form.

In the post World War I years, the location of the “Middle East” varied immensely
depending on who was using the term or who was drawing the map, and it
was often confused and conflated with the more established term “Near East”.
However, by the end of World War II the term “Middle East” was institutionalized
in official British documents (Bilgin 1998:19) and in the US Department of State

C© 2012 The Author. Antipode C© 2012 Antipode Foundation Ltd.



1106 Antipode

(Kurzman 2007). Then, during the Cold War years when oil exploitation and the
expansion of Israel became global issues, the “Middle East” slowly but surely became
a common cartographic and geopolitical discourse across much of the world.
Though commonplace today, it is vital to underscore that the political map of the
“Middle East” is an imperialist artifact that reflects the geopolitical and economic
interests of the European powers who created it, not the desires of the people who
actually live there. As Alisdar Drysdale and Gerald Blake (1985:224) wrote, within
the Arab World “there is still a nagging sense that the political map is a capricious
colonial artifact that reflects the interests of the outside powers who drew it, not
the aspirations of those who inherited it, and that its drafting is neither final nor
complete”. Thus, it is perhaps unsurprising that many states of the “Middle East”
reject this imperialist geographic category.

Most of the French and British “mandated” states won their independence after
the World War II. As in newly independent states across the globe, the borders and
ruling structures that imperial powers created were resilient after independence and,
over time, these new states developed nations and national identities that coincided
with the imposed boundaries (Ajami 1978; Baram 1990; Khalidi 2004:67). However,
even as new national identities, such as Jordanian or Iraqi, were being imagined and
constructed, a broader Arab identity was also growing. The pan-Arab movement,
which had its origins as a reaction to Ottoman hegemony in the eighteenth century,
became a powerful political and ideological force in the mid-twentieth century
(particularly within Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Palestine and Iraq).5 The basic goal of this
movement was to unite all Arabic-speaking peoples across the world; and with
European imperialism after World War I and Israel’s territorial expansion after World
War II, this movement gained incredible geopolitical momentum.

In many regards, the pan-Arab movement was highly successful. It was in great
part responsible for the creation of Arab League of States (commonly referred to
as the Arab League) in 1945, and for the United Arab Republic, which was the
official unification of Syria and Egypt as one state from 1958 to 1961. The pan-Arab
movement reached its pinnacle around the time of the creation of the United Arab
Republic; however, it was severely weakened after Arab military forces led by Egypt,
Jordan and Syria (Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco also sent
some troops) were swiftly defeated during the 1967 Six Day War with Israel. Today,
pan-Arabism is not as strong as it once was; nevertheless, a discourse of Arab unity is
still prevalent across Arab states. This unity was notably evident in the ways in which
Arab states across the region identified with and supported one another during the
Arab Spring of 2011. Further, as I focus on in this paper, Arab unity is also promoted
and perpetuated in cartographic discourses. During the pan-Arab movement of
the twentieth century, Arab states and Arab publishers cartographically created and
naturalized an entity referred to as the “Arab Homeland”, and this entity would soon
become a common cartographic discourse across many Arab states. I argue that the
almost complete cartographic absence of the “Middle East” and the assertion of
the unity of the Arab Homeland is a counter-discourse to western geographical
divisions of a portion of the world. This normative discourse of the Arab Homeland
is important to discuss here because it helps to lay the foundation for my analysis of
why maps of the “Middle East” produced in Arab states are so exceptional.

C© 2012 The Author. Antipode C© 2012 Antipode Foundation Ltd.



Mapping the Middle East from Within 1107

Figure 3: Social Studies: Geography of the Arab Homeland and Islamic World History,
preparatory school, academic year 2004–2005, Egyptian Ministry of Education, cover page.
This image of the Arab Homeland shows no internal state boundaries nor place names, and
it is clearly a region associated with Islam

A preparatory school textbook, published by the Egyptian Ministry of Education
for the 2004–2005 academic year exemplifies a common geographical discourse
across Arab states. Titled Social Studies: Geography of the Arab Homeland and Islamic
World History, this textbook begins with a chapter on “The Arab Homeland in the
Modern World”, it then moves on to detailed chapters on population, water, and
agriculture of the Arab Homeland, which are followed by several chapters on Islamic
history. Both on the cover of the textbook and in the beginning of each chapter, the
Arab Homeland is cartographically constructed as a unified territory with no internal
boundaries (Figure 3). On this particular textbook cover, four different images of
mosques provide a symbolic foundation for the Arab Homeland, and as the textbook
title indicates, much of the text is dedicated to the study of the Islamic World.

By ignoring international borders and using the toponym “Arab Homeland”, this
outline map helps to create the idea of a united and homogenous Arab region,
and ultimately it serves as a powerful symbol or “logo” for the Arab Homeland
(Anderson 1991:175). The choice of the term “Arab Homeland” (al-watan al-arabe)
is significant, in that this term asserts a rootedness of Arabs to this particular
territory (Göçek 2002:39; Said 1997:xxx).6 The images of mosques and the focus on
Islamic history in this textbook connect Islam to the Arab Homeland. Yet the Arab
Homeland, like any imagined community, is a fluid spatial entity that is replete with
generalizations and contradictions (Culcasi forthcoming). First, there are incredibly
diverse non-Arab groups in the Homeland, including Kurds, Jews and Berbers, just
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to name some of the larger ones. Further, Arabs are not a homogenous group. It is
entirely misleading to suggest that Arabs and Arab states are united or homogenous
in any cultural, geopolitical or economic sense. For example, the Arabic spoken
across the Homeland differs immensely between Morocco and Iraq, and some Arab
states have gone to war against one another (eg Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990).
Second, the emphasis on Islam in this particular textbook discursively marginalizes
other religious groups in the Arab Homeland.

It is important to stress that the map included on the cover of the Egyptian
school textbook is only one cartographic example of the Arab Homeland.7 As I have
elaborated on elsewhere (Culcasi forthcoming), many maps of the Arab Homeland
do indeed include internal state boundaries. Depending on when and where a map
was produced, the states that are included in the Arab Homeland often differ—a
point that further indicates the constructedness of this geographical entity. Though
internal state boundaries are missing on this map of the Arab Homeland, one can
easily deduce that the Arab Homeland includes the states of Morocco, Tunisia,
Algeria, Libya, Egypt, Sudan, Palestine (Israel is not included), Lebanon, Syria, Jordan,
Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Oman, the UAE and Yemen (as shown in Figure 2). On
nearly all Arab Homeland maps that have been published since the 1960s, these
states have consistently comprised the Arab Homeland. However, for this 2004–
2005 textbook, the states of Mauritania, Western Sahara, Somalia and Djibouti
are included. There are two primary factors that typically determine what states are
included or excluded in the Arab Homeland. First and foremost is language. Though
historical memory and territoriality play a part in constructing Arab identities, it is
primarily the Arabic language that qualifies someone or someplace as being Arab.
Second is membership in the Arab League. Mauritania, Somalia and Djibouti all
joined the Arab League after 1973 and it was generally not until their admission dates
that each of these states was included in the Homeland (there are some exceptions).
The complicated and at times contradictory relationship between membership in the
Arab League, the predominance of the Arabic language, and inclusion in the Arab
Homeland is evident in the case of Somalia. In Somalia, the dominant language is
Somali, not Arabic, but since the admission of this state to the Arab League in 1974, it
has consistently been included in the Homeland. The case of the Western Sahara also
complicates understanding how inclusion in the Arab Homeland is determined. The
dominant language in the Western Sahara is Arabic and this territory is commonly
included as part of the Homeland, but it is not an independent state and therefore
it does not hold a seat in the Arab League. Thus, though the Arab Homeland is a
powerful and widespread cartographic discourse that many Arab states have used
to perpetuate the idea that Arabs are united across boundaries, it is itself a variable
and complex geographical construct.

Other regional categories and labels are also used within Arab states. Maps of
the Muslim or Islamic World are common; likewise maps of West Asia or Southwest
Asia are occasionally included in some world atlases. However, unlike the “Middle
East”, the Arab Homeland and the Islamic World are places that have important
historical and cultural meanings. Equally as important, these places do not hold
the overt imperial connotation that the “Middle East” does. Nevertheless, within
everyday conversations, the media, and political rhetoric in Arab states, the “Middle
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East” does exist to some extent. Similarly, maps of the “Middle East”, though rare,
can be found. As the discussion that follows explains, these atypical maps indicate
the pervasiveness of western-imperialist geographies, but the manner and context
in which this region is depicted makes it quite clear that the “Middle East” is an
uncommon, ambiguous, and tenuous geographic category.

Re-creating the “Middle East” from within
At the end of World War II, the term “Middle East” was becoming more common
throughout much of the world, but it had not yet entered into the consciousness the
people of the region (Bilgin 1998:19). Yet in the latter half of the twentieth century
discourses of the “Middle East” were adopted within the region, albeit hesitantly and
sporadically (Manners and Parmenter 2004:9). Today, as Rashid Khalidi (1998:74)
notes, the Arabic term al-sharq al-awast, which literally translates as the “Middle
East”, is “sadly” prevalent in countries of the western defined region, though its
meaning is nothing more than a translation for the English term. Similarly, I found
in my cartographic analysis that the term “Middle East” is used, but it is rare and
only used in very specific circumstances. Of all the atlases I analyzed, I never found
one that used the term “Middle East” in its title. Likewise, I was unable to locate any
textbooks specifically focused on the “Middle East”. However, I was able to find four
maps of the “Middle East” in four different world atlases.8 In this section, I examine
these exceptional maps. As it will become evident below, these maps provide unique
insights into how the “Middle East” is cartographically conceptualized from within
this western-defined geographical entity. Further, this discussion also highlights how
western geographical categories and place names, even ones that have their roots
in European imperialism, are at time re-created from within.

Published in 1964 by Renaissance Publisher, Cairo, the Modern World Atlas
contains 108 pages of simple black and white maps, some of which contain
explanatory text alongside the maps. This atlas begins as many other educational
atlases do with a few pages dedicated to earth–sun relations and the geographic
grid, and then it moves on to a series of thematic world maps. Page 47 of this atlas
marks the beginning of five consecutive pages of political and thematic maps of
the Arab Homeland. Immediately following the Arab Homeland maps is a map of
the “Middle East” (Figure 4). This map’s delineation of the “Middle East” includes
the states Turkey, Egypt, Sudan, Libya, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Iraq, Iran, Kuwait,
North and South Yemen, and Oman (these latter two do not have labels).9 Dashed-
dotted lines are used to clearly delineate which states are included in the “Middle
East” and which are excluded; and dotted lines indicate the international boundaries
between the sovereign states of the “Middle East”. What is particularly notable about
this map is that text is included just below the map in order to clarify what is meant
by the term “Middle East”. It states that :

The map of the “Middle East” includes Iran in the east and Turkey in the north. The
term “Middle East” is a political convention whose usage was spread after World War II.
It refers to the countries that extend from the Libyan Kingdom in the west, and Iran in
the east, and from Nile Republic of Sudan in the south, to Turkey in the north, as well as
Ethiopia.
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Figure 4: “Map of the Middle East”, Modern World Atlas, 1964, Egypt, Renaissance Publisher
(private publisher), p 53. The text below the map clarifies what is meant by the term “Middle
East”

Referring to the term “Middle East” as something that spread after World War II and
as “a political convention” clearly shows that this place is considered a recent political
construct. Further, there is a slight contradiction between the textual definition of
this region and the cartographic demarcation. The text below the map includes
Ethiopia as part of the “Middle East”, whereas the map does not include this state.
More generally, though textual descriptions were rather common throughout the
atlas, no such clarification was necessary for maps of the Arab Homeland, thus it is
seems clear that the “Middle East” is an unfamiliar and tenuous geographic entity
to most of the atlas’s users.

A second map of the “Middle East” that I found was in the World Atlas, published
in 2005 by the Cairo-based private publisher Dar al-Tala’a. This 144-page atlas
includes many color photos and texts—there are actually many more photos than
maps. Like the 1964 Modern World Atlas just discussed, the first several pages of
this atlas are dedicated to explaining earth–sun relations and the geographic grid,
and then there a few thematic world maps. Continent-scale maps of Africa and
Asia follow the world maps, and then on page 56 of the Asia section of this atlas
there is a map titled “Southwest Asia and Middle East” (Figure 5). Accordingly, this
version of the “Middle East” includes the states of Iran, Turkey, Syria, Lebanon,
Palestine, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Oman, Yemen and the UAE.
This delineation differs slightly from the 1964 Modern World Atlas in its exclusion of
Libya and Egypt. Though portions of Egypt, Afghanistan, Pakistan and Turkmenistan
are on the map and each of these states are labeled, the small inset map to the top
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Figure 5: “Southwest Asia and the Middle East”, World Atlas, 2005, Egypt, Dar al-Tala’a
(private publisher), p 56. The text above this map clarifies what is meant by the term “Middle
East”

right of the image indicates precisely what states are included as “Southwest Asia
and the Middle East”. The use of the terms Southwest Asia and the Middle East in
the title of the map suggests that there is some confusion or overlap of these two
places. Indeed, though 41 years passed since the publication of the1964 atlas just
discussed above, this atlas also needed to textually explain what is meant by the
term Middle East. The accompanying text placed just above the map states that:

The expression the “Middle East” is used for the countries located in Southwest Asia,
which are between the continents of Europe and Africa. The “Middle East” is considered
among the important world regions. It encounters three continents: Asia, Europe and
Africa. And it also spans the three heavenly religions: Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. In
addition to that it has the earth’s old civilizations such as the Assyrians, and Babylonians,
and Farsian.

As in the 1964 Modern World Atlas, the need to define the “expression” “Middle
East” indicates that this place is unfamiliar to its readers. By mentioning that this
region spans “three heavenly religions” and had the “earth’s oldest civilizations”,
this text adds important cultural and historical meaning to this otherwise western
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Figure 6: “Petroleum in the Middle East”, Production Atlas, 1956, Egypt, Egypt’s Library
(private publisher), p 58. This is one of the very few maps I found that used the term “Middle
East”. Interestingly, the term is used here in the context of oil

constructed place. Similarly, in the lower-left corner of the map, there is an image
of the Ka’ba, which is located in Mecca, Saudi Arabia and is the most important
holy place for Muslims. Like the Social Studies textbook discussed above, this image
symbolizes the centrality of Islam for both the Arab Homeland and the “Middle
East”.

The remaining 88 pages of this atlas move through each of the continents, but
nowhere in the atlas is there a map of the Arab Homeland. The absence of the Arab
Homeland in an atlas published in an Arab country is an anomaly. This 2005 atlas
was the most recently published of all atlases that I examined, and whether this
indicates a trend towards the weakening of an Arab unity is speculative, though it
does raise an important question about the continuing strengths and weaknesses of
Arab nationalism.

The third map I found of the “Middle East” was in a 63-page atlas intended for use
at teacher’s training schools in Egypt, which is a type of secondary school. Published
in 1956 by Egypt’s Library (its official name), the Production Atlas focuses on
“production” geography such as natural resources, agriculture, and transportation
routes. Most maps in this atlas are supplemented with additional data presented
in charts and graphs. The majority of this black and white atlas’s maps are at the
world scale, but there are several maps towards the end of the atlas that are at
more detailed scales. It is in the latter portion of this atlas that there is a map
titled “Petroleum in the Middle East” (Figure 6). Unsurprisingly, this thematic map
shows the location of oil fields and both established and proposed pipelines. The
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Figure 7: “Middle East Petroleum”, Atlas of the New World, 1974, Lebanon, House of Books
(private publisher), p 43. This map also used the place name “Middle East” in relation to oil

scope of the map includes an area that is quite small compared with the two maps
just discussed above. This map centers on oil-wealthy states and their immediate
neighbors, and thus, unlike most delineation of the “Middle East”, it excludes Turkey,
most of Egypt, and the southern Arabian Peninsula (Yemen, Oman and the UAE).
What is particularly interesting about this map is the context in which the place name
is used. In this atlas, the “Middle East” takes geographical form only in reference to
petroleum.

Throughout this atlas there is little emphasis on Arab identity or territoriality.
For example, this atlas does not contain any maps of the Arab Homeland. It also
used the label “Farsi [Persian] Gulf”, to refer to the gulf between Iran and the
Arabian Peninsula—whereas the label “Arabian Gulf” is the norm on maps of the
Arab Homeland (Abedin 2004). But this absence can be attributed to the time in
which the atlas was published. In the mid-1950s, the pan Arab movement had yet
to become a powerful force in Egypt, and thus it is not surprising that an Arab entity
is omitted in this atlas.

The fourth (and last) map of the “Middle East” that I found was published in 1974
for the Ministry of Education as the official school atlas of Lebanon (it was published
by the Beirut-based private publisher House of Book). The Atlas of the New World
contains 128 pages of colored maps, ranging from world maps to detailed maps of
Beirut. On page 43 of this atlas there is a map of “Middle East Petroleum” (Figure 7).
Considering the theme of this map it is unsurprising that it shows the location of oil
fields, oil wells and pipelines. The actual extent of this map is nearly identical to the
1956 map discussed above, both of which center on the oil-producing countries
of Iraq and Saudi Arabia, while the less oil-rich countries such as Turkey, Egypt
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and Yemen are not on the map. However, unlike the 1956 Production Atlas, which
was published before pan-Arabism researched its height, on page 78 of this 1974
Lebanese atlas, six maps of the Arab Homeland appear, and the gulf between Iran
and the Arabian Peninsula is indeed the “Arabian Gulf”.

In these last two maps, the “Middle East” takes form only in the context of oil, and
thus the “Middle East” becomes defined in large part by oil. This connection of the
“Middle East” to oil is perhaps unsurprising. Not only is there a common perception
in western geographical discourses and imaginings that the “Middle East” is full of
oil (Held 2005:3–4; Manners and Parmenter 2004:9), but this focus on oil indicates
that economic interests in oil exploitations are so prevalent that they have come to
legitimize the idea that the Middle East is indeed defined by the geography of this
natural resource.

The four maps that I located that used the term “Middle East” were exceptions to
a normative world regional geography that generally rejects this western construct.
Indeed, these four maps show a hesitant and tenuous acceptance of the western-
centric label “Middle East”. Further, considering that the term was used either in
reference to oil or that it needed explanatory text to clarify its meaning indicates
that the “Middle East” is an uncommon label or discourse from within many Arab
states. Nevertheless, the adoption of this term on maps, though rare, is poignantly
telling of the power and pervasiveness of western geographic standards, even ones
that are so blatantly imperialist.

Conclusions
My analysis of hundreds of maps produced within Arab states shows that since
World War II the Arab Homeland is unequivocally the most common world-regional
cartographic delineation, whereas the “Middle East” has a meek existence. The
explicit and highly politicized cartographic discourse of the Arab Homeland emerged
in tandem with the pan-Arab movement of the mid-twentieth century, but it has
continued in maps produced in the twenty-first century. The emphasis on Arab
unity across a large territory is an alternative or counter discourse to the western
imposed label “Middle East”.10 Thus, though it is a rather abstract or nuanced form
of counter mapping, the almost complete absence of maps of the “Middle East”
and the cartographic construction of the Arab Homeland provide a less western
and a less imperial way of dividing and conceptualizing the world. As I have shown
here, counter mapping occurs in subtle ways at the scale of the world region. I
propose that conducting cartographic analyses at multiple scales or levels, which
includes official or state-funded mapping projects, creates numerous opportunities
to critically examine broad and ubiquitous geographical ideas and concepts.

The “Middle East” does exist to some degree in political and popular discourses
within this ambiguous region, but it is generally only used in reference to western
interests or the conflict with Israel (Bilgin 1998; Culcasi 2007:335; Khalidi 1998:74).
For example, it is not entirely uncommon to hear Arab leaders and commentators
discussing “American policy in the Middle East”, “Israel’s relationship to the Middle
East”, or the “Middle East peace process” (Bilgin 1998; Manners and Parmenter
2004:9). However, as I discussed in this paper, the context in which this term is
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used cartographically shows that its adoption is either uncomfortable and hesitant
or it is only related to oil resources. Yet its occasional and erratic usage on maps
and in political discourses suggests that western geographical conventions are so
ubiquitous, that even blatantly imperialist ones are difficult to resist.

The “Middle East” is an “exonym”, or a toponym that has been stamped on a
place by European imperialists and subsequently accepted and used by across much
of the world (Monmonier 2006:99–100); however it is not a label that is readily
adopted by local inhabitants. The banality of maps of the Arab Homeland and the
rarity of maps of the “Middle East” construct a cartographic discourse that counters
dominant western norms that so readily embrace the idea of the “Middle East”. It is
ironic that in the USA most people speak so unreservedly of the “Middle East” and
“Middle Easterners”, yet the referent—or the signified (Barthes 1972) —does not
use similar terms. Indeed the term “Middle East” is used far more often, and carries
much greater significance in the western world than it does within the region. The
term and the idea of the “Middle East” are so deeply embedded in discourses in the
west that is unlikely to vanish in the near future. Nevertheless, it is quite reasonable
to suggest that within our own academic or professional communications as well
as in our everyday lives that we stress the constructedness of the “Middle East” and
adopt less imperialists terms that reflect the local geography of the people who
reside in this western constructed place.
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Endnotes
1 The term “Middle East” appears in quotations here as a reminder of its ambiguous definition
and location. I use it in quotes throughout the paper in order to emphasize its constructedness
as well as the lack of adherence to this label from within.
2 The term “western” is in quotations here as a reminder of its tenuous and ambiguous
definitions, but I do not use it in quotes throughout the paper, because this paper is not a
critique of the term “western” whereas it is a critique of the term “Middle East”.
3 I use the term “Arab Homeland” in quotations as a reminder of its tenuous and ambiguous
definition, but I will not use it in quotations throughout this paper because this is the preferred
label from within. I will use it in quotes, however, when in direct reference to it being a term
or label.
4 This map was compiled using data that was previously published as: Culcasi (2010).
5 The origins of Arab nationalism have been debated, but it is generally agreed that it began
as a reaction against Ottoman Turkish rule in the early twentieth century. However, the pan-
Arab movement, more specifically, grew to its greatest strength in the 1950s and 1960s as a
reaction to the European colonial legacy and to Israeli expansion.
6 Though watan could be translated as nation, according to the Han Wehr Dictionary of
Modern Written Arabic, and my native Arabic translator Fatma, the proper meaning of watan
is homeland, whereas “nation” is more appropriately ‘ama and “world” is a’alum.
7 Of the approximately hundred maps I examined of the Arab Homeland, I chose to include
this textbook cover image simply because it was one of the most recent images I found of
the Arab Homeland.
8 The four maps discussed here are all from private (non-state) publishers. The 1956 atlas
titled Production Atlas is from the publisher Egypt’s Library; the 1974 Lebanese atlas titled
Atlas of the New World is from House of Books; the 1964 Egyptian atlas titled Modern World
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Atlas is from Renaissance Publisher; and the 2005 Egyptian atlas titled World Atlas is from the
publisher Dar al-Tala’a.
9 Oman, the UAE, Bahrain, and Qatar were not independent until 1971. South Yemen was
not independent until 1967, and not united with North Yemen until 1990.
10 The Arab Homeland may not be an entirely obscure concept in the USA, but it is extremely
uncommon. Though the term “Arab World” may be used in the USA, it is not widespread in
maps. For example, recent world atlases (see Herb, Kaplan and Monmonier 2007; National
Geographic 2005; Veregin 2010) all include a map of the “Middle East”, but none have a
map of the Arab Homeland or the “Arab World”.
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