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GEOG 525: Asian Cities in the 21st Century 
Dr. Sarah Moser  
Email: sarah.moser@mcgill.ca 
Phone: 514-792-5476 
Office: Burnside 323 
Department of Geography | McGill University 
 
Course code: GEOG 525 
Meeting times: 
Location: Burnside Hall 
 
Course Description 
 
Asia is a rapidly urbanizing region that is home to 16 of the world’s 25 largest cities. Between 1990 
and 2010, the urban population of Asia increased by over 754 million people, equal to the 
combined population of the United States and the European Union. Asian Cities in the 21st Century 
examines this vibrant region and some of the current themes relating to mass urbanization in a 
range of contexts and how these themes affect the built environment of Asian cities. The course 
will explore various approaches to understanding Asian cities and current theoretical debates, 
including those that challenge western-centric approaches to understanding urban change in the 
region. A variety of themes will be investigated through which students will gain familiarity with 
some of the major strands relating to urban change in Asia: national identity, neoliberalism, social 
exclusions, migration, religion, ethnicity and sustainability. The regions covered include East Asia 
(China, Japan, South Korea), Southeast Asia (Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Myanmar / Burma), 
Arab states (United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Qatar), South Asia (India), and Central Asia 
(Kazakhstan). 
 
 

Students interested in urban and cultural geography, cities, architecture, planning and contemporary urban 
change in Asian cultural contexts will enjoy this course.  
 
Goals for this course 
 
In this course I hope to: 

 Encourage students to gain a deeper understanding of contemporary Asia through examining 
contemporary urban change 

 Broaden students’ awareness of the wide variety of cities in Asia and some of the most pressing issues 
facing Asian cities today 

 Encourage students to develop analytical and critical thinking skills and to gain familiarity with 
interdisciplinary urban studies methods 

 Increase students’ understanding of the various scholarly approaches to understanding contemporary 
Asian cities and to gain familiarity with some of the major areas of enquiry relating to urban change in 
Asia 
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Academic integrity: McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore all students must understand the 
meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student 
Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information). 
 
In accordance with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the right to 
submit in English or French any written work that is to be graded. 
 
Assignments 
This course will be graded based on written assignments, a presentation and participation. 
 
5% Participation – While each class begins with a lecture, each class is dominated by class discussion guided by 
assigned readings and current events. Students must attend each class and will be evaluated on the quality and 
quantity of their comments in class. 
 
30% - Weekly critical reflection papers – Students will write 2 page critical reflections on the readings and 
submit them at the start of each class. 
 
15% Discussion leader – Students will each sign up for one class in which to act as discussion leader for one 
assigned reading. Students must also find several current newspaper / magazine articles about the topic of the 
week in order to enrich the discussion and ground the topic in contemporary events and changes in Asian cities. 
Several students (maximum 3) may sign up for one week. Each student will lead a 30 minute discussion on a 
theme found in the assigned reading and in the newspaper articles they find and provide a set of discussion 
questions for the class in order to structure the discussion. Students are encouraged to find outside visual 
material (e.g. marketing material, images, photos, film clips, etc) to supplement the discussion. (see detailed 
assignment sheet) 
 
10% Paper outline, abstract and bibliography - Students will prepare a detailed outline as well as an abstract and 
list of references for their final paper. 
 
40% Final paper – This final research paper should be around 12-15 pages. Students can examine a theme 
examined in this course in depth, either using one case study or several for a more comparative approach (e.g. If 
a student selects the theme of ‘green’ cities, s/he may wish to examine one city’s ‘green’ efforts or do a 
comparative paper critically examining several contrasting examples of ‘green’ initiatives). (see detailed 
assignment sheet) 
 
*late assignments will be penalized 10% per day 
 
 
 
Class schedule and readings (*readings in bold are required, the others are supplementary) 
 
Class 1  
Introduction – Asian cities in an age of change 
In this class we will discuss ‘Asian Cities’ as a topic deserving of academic study as well as some of the 
problems with this category. We will examine several of the main theoretical approaches to understanding urban 
change in Asia. 
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Class 2  
 
Readngs for discussion in Class 2: 

 Yokohari, et al. (2000) ‘Beyond greenbelts and zoning: A new planning concept for the 
environment of Asian mega-cities’, Landscape and Urban Planning 47: 159-171. 

 Hoffman, Lisa. (2011) Urban modeling and contemporary technologies of city-building in China: 
The production of regimes of green urbanisms, In Roy, Ananya and Ong, Aihwa (Eds.) Worlding 
Cities: Asian Experiments and the Art of Being Global. Blackwell: Oxford, 55-76. 

 View YouTube videos on Masdar: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ovly1dQGKH4  
and  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F3Wtze716QY  
 View YouTube video about Dongtan Eco-City, China: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ej5IVXI-

Jyc&feature=related  and http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I-nCBFeTcMk  

Discussion: 1) How are different ‘green’ ideas manifested in the built environment in Asian cities? 2) Discuss 
the spectrum of interpretations of ‘green’ cities. How are these interpretations culturally dependent? 3) Discuss 
some practical ‘green’ solutions that have been successful and how they could potentially be applied to various 
Asian contexts. 4) Is the concept of ‘green city’ an oxymoron? 
 
Class 3  
Religion shaping cities: Naypyidaw (Myanmar / Burma), Putrajaya (Malaysia), Masdar (United Arab Emirates, 
Mecca (Saudia Arabia), Israel 
 
Readings for discussion in class 3: 

 Moser, Sarah. (2013) ‘New cities in the Muslim world: The cultural politics of planning an 
‘Islamic’ city’. In Religion and Place: Landscape, Politics and Piety. (Edited by Peter Hopkins, Lily 
Kong and Elizabeth Olson).  

 Seekins, Donald M. (2009) ‘“Runaway chickens” and Myanmar identity’, City 13 (1): 63-70. 

 Yiftachel, Oren. (2000) ‘Social control, urban planning and ethno-class relations: Mizrahi Jews in 
Israel’s “Development Towns”’, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 24 (2): 
418-438. 

Discussion: 1) In what ways is religious ideology integrated into the physical design of the city, its architecture 
and its symbolic spaces? Examples. 2) Why does the ruling elite in many Asian cities increasingly use religion in 
city planning and architecture? 3) Can you think of any other contemporary examples from other Asian cities 
that integrate religion into the design or layout of the city? (see newspaper articles) 
 
Class 4  
New master-planned cities in Asia: Cyberabad (India), Dompak (Indonesia); Putrajaya, Cyberjaya, Nusajaya 
(Malaysia), Astana (Kazakhstan), Rawabi (Palestine), Lavasa (India) 
 
Readings for discussion in class 4: 

 Vale, Lawrence J. (2008) ‘Capital and Capitol: An Introduction’ (Chapter 1), In Architecture, 
Power and National Identity. London / New Haven: Yale University Press. 

 Koch, Natalie. (2010) The monumental and the miniature: Imagining ‘modernity’ in Astana, Social 
& Cultural Geography 11 (8): 769-787. 
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 Watch Youtube clip of Rawabi: http://www.rawabi.ps/  

 Watch YouTube clip of Putrajaya: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WRWToYsOqtE  

Discussion: 1) What are some of the official reasons Asian leaders have provided for the creation of new cities? 
What do you think are some of the unspoken reasons? 2) What ideas or values are being conveyed through the 
design of the cities to different users of the cities? 3) What conceptual categories could you create to organize the 
rash of new cities in Asia?  
 
Class 5  
Heritage, cultural revivalism and the city:  
 
Readings for discussion in class 5: 

 Moser, Sarah. (2011) ‘Constructing cultural heritage in new cities in Southeast Asia’, International 
Institute for Asian Studies Newsletter 57.  

 Chang, TC et al. (2002) Urban heritage tourism: The global-local nexus, Annals of Tourism 
Research 23 (2): 284-305. 

 Peleggi, Maurizio. (2005) Consuming colonial nostalgia: The monumentalisation of historic hotels 
in urban South-East Asia, Asia Pacific Viewpoint 46 (3): 255-265. 

Discussion: 1) Why are many Asian cities rejecting modern styles in favor of pseudo-traditional urban spaces 
and architecture? Is this shift primarily an Asian phenomenon or is it part of a broader pattern? Examples. 2) To 
what extent is this movement state-driven? To what extent is it a grass roots movement? Examples. 3) What are 
the cultural politics behind heritage/cultural preservation?  
 
Class 6  
Knowledge economy: from manufacturing to biotech, knowledge economies and ‘creative clusters’ 
 
Readings for discussion in class 6: 

 Wong, Kai Wen and Bunnell, Tim. (2006) ‘New economy’ discourse and space in Singapore: A case 
study of one-north, Environment and Planning A 38: 69-83. 

 Yusuf, Shahid and Nabeshima, Kaoru. (2005) ‘Creative industries in East Asia,’ Cities 22 (2): 109-
122. 

 Beng Huat, Chua. (2011) Singapore as model: Planning innovations, knowledge experts, In Roy, 
Ananya and Ong, Aihwa (Eds.) Worlding Cities: Asian Experiments and the Art of Being Global. 
Blackwell: Oxford, 29-54. 

 Watch YouTube clip of Cyberjaya: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9gwgF57FyUg  

 Watch YouTube clip of Singapore’s one-north: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RsUtYbzczbY and 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lJbpLWmAzxI&feature=related  

Discussion: 1) How have some Asian cities been innovators in encouraging ‘creative cities’? 2)  In what ways 
have governments facilitated the growth of creative cities and in what ways are governments obstacles?  
 
Class 7  
Circulating urban policy: Asians rejecting the West in favor of emulating other Asian cities 
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Readings for discussion in class 7: 
 Bunnell, Tim and Das, Diganta (2010) ‘Urban pulse – A Geography of serial seduction: Urban 

policy transfer from Kuala Lumpur to Hyderabad’, Urban Geography 31 (3): 277-284. 

 Bunnell, T. (forthcoming) 'Urban antecedence and inter-referencing effects: learning from and beyond 
neoliberalization from “above”’, Urban Studies. 

 Moser, Sarah. (2012) ‘Circulating visions of ‘High Islam’: The adoption of fantasy Middle Eastern 
architecture in constructing Malaysian national identity’ Urban Studies 49 (13) 2783-2805. 

 
Discussion: 1) How do the authors argue that ‘the west’ is no longer the source of inspiration for Asian cities? 2) 
How to the authors argue that Asia is a course of urban innovation? 3) What are some other examples of ‘urban 
policy transfer’? (see newspaper articles) 4) How does urban policy transfer relate to ‘Dubaization’? 
 
Class 8  
Shopping and the city: Malls, markets, money 
Singapore, Jakarta (Indonesia), Dubai 
 
Readings for discussion in class 8: 

 Forsyth, Ann and Southworth, Michael. ‘Cities afoot – Pedestrians, walkability and urban design’, 
Journal of Urban Design 13 (1): 1-3. 

 Winarso, Haryo. (2011) Urban Dualism in the Jakarta Metropolitan Area. Megacities 10 (1): 163-
191. 

 Bageen, Samer. (2007) Brand Dubai: The Instant City; or the instantly recognizable city, 
International Planning Studies 12 (2): 173-197. 

Discussion: 1) Discuss some of what you perceive to be some of the successes and failures of shopping 
developments/districts in contemporary Asian cities. What is the yardstick for assessing success and failure of 
commercial areas? 2) What are some of the successful aspects of Asian commercial life that cities outside of 
Asia can emulate? 3) How are mega malls contributing to a ‘splintered urbanism’ and increased socio-economic 
divide in Jakarta and other large Asian cities? How can splintered urbanism be avoided through design?  
 
Class 9  
Urban migration: Cultural collisions, the city as cultural laboratory   
 
Readings for discussion in class 9: 

 Vora, Neha. (2008) Producing diasporas and globalization: Indian middle-class migrants in Dubai, 
Anthropological Quarterly 81 (2): 377-406. 

 Law, Lisa. (2002) Defying disappearance: Cosmopolitan public spaces in Hong Kong, Urban 
Studies 39 (9): 1625-1645. 

Discussion: 1) What are some of the new urban forms and innovative cultural products of mass urban migration? 
(see newspaper articles) 2) What are some strategies minorities take to make a portion of a city their own?  
Class 10  
Accommodating the masses: Emerging housing patterns in Asian cities 
 
Readings for discussion in class 10: 
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 Werlin, Herbert. (1999) The slum upgrading myth, Urban Studies 36 (9): 1523-1534. 

 Leisch, Harald. (2002) Gated communities in Indonesia, Cities 19 (5): 341-350. 

 Pow, Choon-Piew (2009) Neoliberalism and the aestheticization of new middle-class landscapes, 
Antipode 41 (2): 371-390. 

Discussion: 1) What are some of the creative solutions people have come up with to accommodate massive 
population growth in Asia? Are there lessons for ‘the west’ to be learned? 2) How has neoliberalism shaped 
cities in Asia?  
 
Class 11  
Perpetuating and innovating social exclusions 
 
Readings for discussion in class 11: 

 Hogan, Trevor et al. (2012) Asian urbanisms and the privatization of cities, Cities 29: 59-63. 

 Pow, Choon-Piew. (2007) Securing the ‘civilised’ enclaves: Gated communities and the moral 
geographies of exclusion in (post-)socialist Shanghai, Urban Studies 44 (8): 1539-1558. 

 Yiftachel, Oren. (2009) Theoretical notes on ‘gray cities’: The coming of urban apartheid? 
Planning Theory 8 (1): 88-100. 

Discussion: 1) How are new urban developments exacerbating existing social exclusions and hierarchies? 2) To 
what extent are social exclusions imposed from ‘imported’ urban policy and to what extent are social exclusions 
local in derivation? What does this say about where urban policy originates? 
 
Class 12  
Ethnicity and the city: Ethnic districts, ethnic branding, ethnic tourism 
 
Readings for discussion in class 12: 

 Yeoh, Brenda and Huang, Shirlena (2004) The conservation-redevelopment dilemma in Singapore: 
The case of the Kampong Glam historic district, Cities 13 (6): 411-422. 

 Wardhani, Dian et al. (2011) Peunayong Chinatown Banda Aceh post-earthquake and tsunami as 
cultural heritage district, Journal of Applied Science Research 1 (4): 275-282. 

 Leisch, Harald. (2002) ‘Perception and use of space by ethnic Chinese in Jakarta’ In Colombijn, 
Freek and Erdentug, Aygen (Eds.) Urban Ethnic Encounters: The Spatial Consequences. New York: 
Routledge. 99-108. 

Discussion: 1) How do ethnic districts in Asia differ from those in the United States? To what extent are ethnic 
districts copying the American Chinatown model? 2) How have ‘ethnic’ districts in Asia evolved since WW11? 
3) Based on the readings and newspaper articles, where do you see ethnic districts in Asia heading in the coming 
decades? How is this different based on the context? (e.g. Indonesia vs. Singapore) 
Class 13  
Emerging ‘global’ cities in Asia 
 
Readings for discussion in class 13: 
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 Roy, Ananya. (2011) Rule by aesthetics: World-class city making in Delhi, In Roy, Ananya and 
Ong, Aihwa (Eds.) Worlding Cities: Asian Experiments and the Art of Being Global. Blackwell: 
Oxford, 259-278. 

 Saito, Asato. (2003) Global City Formation in a Capitalist Developmental State: Tokyo and the 
Waterfront Sub-centre Project, Urban Studies 40 (2): 283-308. 

 Moser, Sarah. (2012) ‘Constructing identity in two new Southeast Asian capitals: Putrajaya and 
Dompak’, in Rethinking Global Cities. New York: Routledge. 

Discussion: 1) Why is there so much focus, both within academia and in elite political circles, on ‘global cities’? 
What benefits can ‘global cities’ yield? 2) What are some attempts of Asian cities to go ‘global’? To what extent 
have these attempts been successful? 3) What are some examples of various local interpretations of ‘global 
cities’? 
 
 
 
  


