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If you manage to Wnd a taxi driver who will agree to drive you from the
center of Cairo to al-Zawiya al-Hamra,1 the trip may take only thirty min-
utes. Most taxi drivers, however, are not willing to go to this neighbor-
hood, located in the northern part of the city. One driver explains that the
road is “very bad” and that his car will be damaged if he drives there.
Another insists on determining the fare before you get into the cab and
then charges more than for similar rides to other parts of city. Other driv-
ers simply do not “feel comfortable” going to al-Zawiya. It is cheaper to
take the state-operated city bus (otobis). But to do that you have to be skill-
ful and know how to use it. You need to know how to jump when it slows
down as it nears your station. You also have to know how to jump into
the bus before it speeds up and joins the Xow of traYc. But above all, you
need to learn how to Wt your body among the masses on board while pay-
ing close attention to your belongings. In addition, you need to acquire
the skill not only of quickly grabbing any vacant seat but also of sharing
it with young children and older people. A good way to avoid the hassle
of either the relatively expensive taxi or the overcrowded cheap city bus
is to take the metro to Hadayiq al-Qubba and then get into one of the
small privately owned buses. These seat around Wfteen passengers, and
you can usually manage to Wnd a spot. But many people in al-Zawiya put
up with the annoying city bus because it is cheaper. While the trip in the
city bus (otobis) costs ten piasters (around three cents), the trip by the
metro and the “micro-bus” (as people call it) costs around Wfty-Wve
piasters. To ride the micro-buses, you need to learn at least two skills.

i n t r o d u c t i o n

Researching “Modern” Cairo

1



First, you need to learn how to Wnd the doorknob. Most often the inner
knob is broken and you have to stick your hand out the window to the
outer handle to open the door quickly. Second, you need to know how
and when to ask the driver to stop: “next to the mosque ya usta,” “at the
corner of the street,” or “in front of Ragab” (a local restaurant). You have
to call upon the driver in a voice that is higher than the loud music and
at the right time—that is, before you reach your stop but not too early
so that you do not irritate him or end up walking to your destination.

My daily trips from al-Tahrir Square to al-Zawiya al-Hamra (see
Figure 1) over more than two years usually combined these diVerent
means of transportation. I often took the metro in the morning, when I
knew that it was impossible for me to get inside the city bus. I preferred
to take the latter at night, however, because it was less crowded and took
me directly to al-Tahrir Square. During the Wrst nineteen months that I
spent studying al-Zawiya, learning how to use these diVerent vehicles was
an important achievement. I became conWdent not only about Wnding the
doorknob and talking back to the screaming driver but also about col-
lecting the fare from the rest of the passengers and passing the money to
the usta. Interestingly, it was learning such skills that gave me a sense of
familiarity and knowledge of life in al-Zawiya al-Hamra and the daily
struggles of its inhabitants.PLACE FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

Al-Zawiya al-Hamra attracted my attention when I planned to study
how modern discourses are articulated in the production of urban space.
This neighborhood seemed the right choice because it housed part of the
Wve thousand Egyptian working-class families who, during 1979–1981,
were moved from Bulaq (in the center of Cairo) to public housing in al-
Zawiya al-Hamra and `Ain Shams. The relocation project was one of
President Sadat’s attempts to rehabilitate the city center and “modernize”
the housing conditions of Cairo’s poor as well as to build a global metrop-
olis that would meet the demands of tourists and foreign investors. My
review of the state public discourse circulated in national newspapers
revealed an intriguing utilization of modern images and discourses in jus-
tifying the relocation project. Notions such as hadith (new or modern),
`asri (contemporary or modern), and madani (civilized or reWned) were
widely used to justify the project. Moving the urban poor to “modern”
housing, the state discourse promised, would transform them into more
productive agents who would be active in the making of their country. To
further legitimize this project of “modernity,” state oYcials depicted mem-
bers of the group as drug dealers, criminals, and troublemakers and
viewed relocation as crucial for disciplining, normalizing, and integrating
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figure 1. A map of Cairo showing the location of the main sites referred to in
this book. Bulaq is in the center of Cairo on the east bank of the Nile. Facing it
on the other side is upper-class Zamalek. Al-Zawiya is located in the far north.
Adapted from map by Eric Denis, Centre d’Études et de Documentation
Économiques, Juridiques et Sociales, Cairo, Egypt.
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them into the nation. Theoretically and methodologically, al-Zawiya
seemed the right place to examine how state planners have translated
notions of modernity into physical forms and how ordinary men and
women appropriate and physically transform these forms.

I focus on this relocation project as one concrete example of how global
forces (such as investments and tourism) are articulated in national poli-
cies and people’s daily practices in the making of urban spaces. Studies on
resettlement in diVerent parts of the world have documented the socio-
economic consequences of relocation (see, for example, Perlman 1982;
Hansen and Oliver-Smith 1982; Cernea and Guggenheim 1993; Shami
1994). As suggested by such studies, the project reordered relationships
among the relocated population and rearranged their links with the city.
Their economic insecurity was exacerbated by the disappearance of old
neighborhood relations and the assurances provided by direct and long-
lasting personal bonds. Those who depended on close personal relation-
ships in their business were hit hard by relocation. For example, women
who used to buy cheap fabric and clothes from local markets and sell them
to their neighbors for a small proWt lost this source of income when some
of their customers were moved to ̀ Ain Shams, some were dispersed in the
new housing project, and the rest remained in Bulaq.2 This book, however,
is not about the economic consequences of relocation. Rather, it examines
the spatial practices of the relocated population and the cultural identities
that they are constructing for themselves and that are being attached to
them by other residents in al-Zawiya.

A View of al-Zawiya

[Al-Zawiya al-Hamra] is one of the bleakest landscapes in Cairo
as few roads, amenities, or services interrupt tract after tract
of apartment buildings. Public housing suVers from all the
unfortunate aspects of contemporary, inexpensive “modern”
architecture where identical cubicle-like buildings rise out of the
dusty roads and lack any inXuence from indigenous architecture.

Diane Singerman, Avenues of Participation

Although the trip from the city center to al-Zawiya is relatively short, the
social distance that separates it from upper- and middle-class areas is
huge. Not only for taxi drivers, but also for many other Egyptians, Al-
Zawiya al-Hamra is constructed as “the Other.” It is often perceived as
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remotely located, and its people are viewed as drug dealers, criminals,
troublemakers, and, most recently, fundamentalists and terrorists. For
many, it is a reminder of the 1981 sectarian clashes between Muslims and
Christians (discussed in chapter 5), which, as indicated by one young
man, placed the neighborhood “on the map.”3 Middle- and upper-class
people perceived my work there with mixed feelings, usually of surprise
and uneasiness, expressed by describing me teasingly as “ra`na´” (head-
strong, but also with a touch of foolishness), as a well-known Egyptian
sociologist once did.

Al-Zawiya is not attractive to tourists, and you rarely see it on Cairo’s
maps,4 for it lacks the “authenticity” of Old Cairo and the luxury of upper-
class quarters. It is not attractive to researchers either. While baladi5

neighborhoods such as Bulaq, Bab al-Sha`riyah, al-Gamaliyya, and al-
Musky have attracted the attention of researchers (El-Messiri 1978; Rugh
1984; Campo 1991; Early 1993; Singerman 1995), newer neighborhoods
like al-Zawiya are often considered by researchers to be “less authentic”
and thus outside the scope of academic interest. The concepts and per-
ceptions of baladi people are depicted as the “most representative of the
post-colonial Egyptian Muslim Identity” (Campo 1991: 96).6 In the words
of an Egyptian writer, “the old alleys” are “the real Cairo” where one Wnds
the “authentic Egyptian life . . . the Egyptian whose attributes did not
change over thousands of years” (Muharram 1989: 5). These groups are
considered the holders of the “present and the future of Egyptian society,
as well as its deWnition of what Islam is and will be” (Campo 1991: 97). In
contrast, neighborhoods such as al-Zawiya, which are located on the out-
skirts of Cairo, are considered to be outside the urban landscape and are
viewed as part of the “riW subculture,” which is based on “attachment to
local custom, family honor and solidarity, and the land” (Campo 1991: 90).

This construction of al-Zawiya and similar neighborhoods on the out-
skirts of the city is largely based on their recent history. Al-Zawiya, cur-
rently a densely populated area, was mainly agricultural land until the
early 1960s. The oldest inhabitants were agricultural workers. They cul-
tivated corn, rice, and vegetables and lived in clusters of mud-brick
houses. The situation changed drastically after the 1952 revolution. Land
was redistributed to many of the families who used to work as agricultural
laborers. At the same time, the state began constructing roads, and the
area was soon connected with the rest of Cairo via a tramway. Many new
immigrants (Muslims and Christians) who came from Upper and Lower
Egypt found cheap housing in al-Zawiya. They constructed or rented
rooms in red-brick houses that are called biyuut ahali (private houses). In



the early 1960s, the neighborhood expanded rapidly with the establish-
ment of the Wrst public housing project (el-masaakin el-qadima). This
project was part of Nasser’s policy that aimed to provide housing for low-
income groups. It is located to the west of the main street. Many of those
who moved to this project could not aVord housing in the center of the
city, had lost their housing units through urban clearance, or were immi-
grants from other cities and villages. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the
second or the new housing project (el-masaakin el-gidida) was established
on the east side of the main street at some distance from the old project.
El-masaakin el-gidida houses part of the population moved from Bulaq,
the main focus of this book. The project also houses families who moved
from the city center seeking cheaper housing or who were moved by the
state from other parts of Cairo.

The social and physical distinctions between public and private hous-
ing are signiWcant in this neighborhood. Private and public housing diVer
in many aspects, such as size, color, architectural design, division of the
unit, and use of space. Although their residents have similar socioeco-
nomic backgrounds, diVerences between private and public housing are
highlighted and invested with many social meanings. These diVerences
are signaled, for instance, in the labels used to refer to these two areas.
Masaakin sha`biyya, usually translated as “public housing” or “housing for
the people,” is the full expression that formally refers to the housing proj-
ect. Currently, the word sha`biyya, with its positive connotations (as dis-
cussed further in chapter 3), has been dropped from the name. Only the
word masaakin, which simply refers to the housing structures, is used to
refer to public housing. In contrast, biyuut ahali is the full expression used
to refer to privately constructed houses. The word biyuut, or “houses,” is
dropped, and ahali, or “people,” which has positive connotations related
to life there, is used to refer to the private housing. Following the peo-
ple’s usage, I use the word masaakin to refer to the public housing proj-
ect and ahali to refer to private housing.

Life in both el-masaakin and el-ahali is diverse. This diversity is
manifested Wrst in the activities that people are engaged in. There are
petty traders, vendors, plumbers, metal and construction workers,
shoemakers, factory laborers, craftsmen, mechanics, drivers, waiters,
low-level government employees, teachers, and owners of small busi-
nesses (such as a barbershop or an iron shop). There are families with
relatively high income, especially those with members who are skilled
workers or who work in oil-producing countries, and there are
unskilled workers with little income who can hardly sustain their fam-
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ilies. Many men work more than one job to meet the needs of their fam-
ilies. A man may, for example, work during the day as a teacher in a pro-
fessional school where he earns around one hundred Egyptian pounds
per month and work in the evening as a house painter, which earns him
more than two hundred pounds.7 Young women are usually factory
workers, sales people in local shops (especially clothing), or secretaries
(inside or outside al-Zawiya). But they tend to quit after securing
enough money for their trousseau. Most stop working outside the
home after marriage, but many become engaged in various economic
activities around the housing unit.

The population in al-Zawiya al-Hamra consists of groups who
migrated from various areas at diVerent time periods. There are migrants
from villages in Lower and Upper Egypt, from other cities, and from
various neighborhoods in Cairo. While most of its residents are
Muslims, it is estimated that 12 percent of the population is Christian
(Central Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics 1986: 343).8 The
diversity of the residents not only has implications for the generalizations
that can be made about al-Zawiya. More importantly, as discussed in
chapters 3 and 4, it contextualizes and shapes how the relocated popu-
lation views al-Zawiya compared to other areas in general and Bulaq in
particular.

I Was There

In my experience, Weldwork is, above all else, surprising.

Candace Slater, “Four Moments”

This book is based on more than two years of Weldwork. Most of the
research was conducted during 1993–1994 and 1997. I also visited the area
during 1995, 1996, 1998, 1999, and 2000. Letters, cards, and occasional
phone calls still connect me with my close informants. My data are
derived from diverse sources: participant observation, interviews with
people in and out of al-Zawiya, novels, newspapers, and television seri-
als. Participant observation, in particular, was very valuable in acquiring
intimate knowledge of people’s feelings and reactions to the project, their
current dreams, and future aspirations. It was during activities such as
stuYng cabbage or sorting rice in the living room or frying Wsh in the
kitchen that women shared with me their memories of relocation, life in
Bulaq, the Wrst days in al-Zawiya, and their feelings about other residents
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in the area. It was, however, unexpected encounters such as a ride in the
city bus, a letter or tape from a relative in Kuwait, a song in a wedding or
engagement party, or a weekly lesson in a local mosque that often
enriched, in ways that I had not anticipated beforehand, my under-
standing of daily practices and struggles. For example, transnational
connections became central to my research when women asked me to
write to sons and husbands who worked in the Gulf. This task directed
my attention to the signiWcance of Xows of money, information, and
goods from Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Libya in shaping life in the neigh-
borhood. As illustrated in chapter 6, through an exchange of letters,
audiotapes, and phone calls, male labor migrants in oil-producing coun-
tries are kept connected with their families. Despite their physical absence,
migrant workers maintain an active role in making important decisions
such as arranging the marriage of a sibling or adding a new room or bal-
cony to the housing unit in al-Zawiya.

studying the city

Fieldwork cannot appear primarily as a cumulative process of
gathering “experience” or of cultural “learning” by an autonomous
subject. It must rather be seen as a historically contingent, unruly
dialogical encounter involving to some degree both conXict and
collaboration in the production of texts.

James CliVord, The Predicament of Culture

I arrived in Cairo in early 1993 with promises from Egyptian friends to
introduce me to some families in al-Zawiya al-Hamra. The Wrst families
that I met were not part of the relocated population and did not live in
el-masaakin. Over a short time, I found myself part of a wide network of
relationships with people living in el-ahali. Although I toured the hous-
ing project (where the group was relocated), I did not want to just walk
into one of the apartments and introduce myself as a Palestinian-
Jordanian graduate student at an American university who was doing
research, especially after the recent Gulf War and the increasing suspicion
of outsider involvement in armed attacks in diVerent parts of Egypt. What
struck me early on was the resistance and hesitation of my new acquain-
tances to introduce me to “such people.” This resistance was based on a
genuine concern for my safety. Informants residing in el-ahali strongly
believed that the resettled group consisted of drug dealers, criminals, and
troublemakers. One informant suggested that I only go with her son, a
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policeman, something that I, of course, rejected. It was not until I went
to a wedding with a friend in el-ahali that I met two sisters from the relo-
cated group. I realized how lucky I was, since weddings attended by res-
idents of both el-ahali and el-masaakin are rare. In this particular case, the
two young women had worked with the bride in the same sewing work-
shop for more than two years, Wrst outside and later inside al-Zawiya.
Through these two sisters, I managed to establish a separate network with
the relocated group. This was facilitated by the physical separation
between el-ahali and el-masaakin, which allowed me to visit one part of
the area without being monitored by members from the other. This invis-
ibility was important so that I could maintain relationships with both par-
ties and avoid pressures, mainly by informants from el-ahali, to control
my mobility. Although my relationship with the two groups was based on
a continuous negotiation of various selves rather than a Wxed identity, I
believe that my interaction with people in al-Zawiya al-Hamra was
shaped primarily by my gender and marital status on the one hand and
by my religious identity on the other.

‘ `arousa’ in the field

Like several other female anthropologists in the Middle East (see, for
example, Shami 1988; Joseph 1988), I found that being a woman facili-
tated my work in that it allowed me access to private and public spaces
and provided direct contact with males and females. I joined women
when they attended mosques, clinics, and local markets, as well as when
they visited their relatives and friends in diVerent neighborhoods. They
invited me to participate in social functions such as weddings and birth-
day celebrations. I also helped in cooking, taking care of children, and
helping some students with their homework.

My marital status shaped to a large extent my interaction with men and
women and access to information. Because I was newly married (`arousa)
when I started my Weldwork, women felt a certain kind of responsibility
for introducing me to married life. They shared with me information
about sexuality, procreation, and childbirth. Pregnancy became especially
important in our discussions. Women were expecting me to get pregnant
during the Wrst few months and expressed their sorrow each time I said
no. For all my informants, children are central to married life. As reported
by other female anthropologists (Joseph 1988; Inhorn 1994), women
repeatedly pressured me about having a baby and often emphasized its
priority over education and professional objectives. They discouraged me
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from using contraception, especially the pill, which all women believe
causes infertility. Then they tried to convince me to see a doctor to make
sure that I was capable of conceiving children and continuously prayed to
God to grant me a baby. Many told me stories about themselves or rela-
tives who did not have children for a while but then through medical
treatment or “traditional” methods had several.

The many questions that were asked (both by men and women)
about my husband and his background made me quickly realize the cen-
tral role of the husband in a woman’s life. I learned that, as a good wife,
I should present my husband as a source of authority in my life. I dis-
covered how strange it sounded when I agreed to participate in various
activities without Wrst consulting with him. I also learned the advantage
of having the husband as an authority in the life of a woman and how that
can be actively used to achieve certain purposes and avoid undesirable
social obligations. Men and women rarely argued when the decision was
presented as being made by the husband. Occasionally, I used my hus-
band’s authority in the same way. So it was suYcient to tell my friends
that he did not allow me to do this or that when I did not want to take
responsibility for rejecting a proposal to participate in some activities.

In al-Zawiya, unlike some other communities in the Middle East
(see, for example, Altorki 1988; Abu-Lughod 1986, 1988), there was,
except in a few cases of extreme religiosity, very little sex segregation in
daily life. Men and women interacted with each other at home and out-
side it. My being married meant that I did not threaten women; many felt
very comfortable having me around and tried to promote conversations
with their husbands and male relatives. Men were eager to “advise” me
about how to conduct Weldwork, what I should ask and whom. However,
many of them were working most of the week. Thus, my interviews with
men, except for those with unemployed or part-time workers, were lim-
ited to evening sessions, holidays, group trips, and social occasions. I
played cards, chess, and dominoes and watched television and videotapes
with them. We discussed various topics that ranged from politics, ter-
rorism, and soccer games to resettlement and intergroup relationships.
Still, my gender limited my participation in other men’s activities such as
drinking beer, smoking hashish, and socializing in coVee shops. My
information on such activities is based mainly on limited observations and
men’s accounts.

When I arrived in Cairo, I was totally convinced that I should live in
al-Zawiya. My attempts, however, were quickly frustrated. Housing
options were limited, and the apartments of my close informants were
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often too small for their own family members. Another important reason
for not living there was that, while it was easy for people to understand
my interest in researching life in al-Zawiya and participating in their daily
activities, it was hard for them to understand why I was ready to live there
and leave my husband alone in Garden City (where he was close to his
workplace at the American University). Being a good wife demanded that
I stay with my husband, but being a good student demanded that I spend
a lot of time in al-Zawiya. So I visited almost every day, and at times,
when my husband was out of town or when there was a special occasion,
I stayed up to two weeks with my close informants.

At Wrst, I felt very uneasy about this arrangement because a good
anthropologist, the rules say, stays twenty-four hours a day in the Weld to
observe and participate in “every activity.” However, I soon discovered the
advantages of such an arrangement. Over a short period, I managed to
form relationships that allowed me to spend several nights when I wanted
with families, both in el-ahali and in el-masaakin. When my husband was
outside Cairo, my close informants insisted on having me with them,
sometimes for up to two weeks. Due to the limited interaction between
residents of el-ahali and el-masaakin, I would have been more restricted
had I chosen to live in a speciWc part of the area. Coming from outside
allowed me more freedom to visit various families in diVerent parts of the
neighborhood. My regular trips to the area also continuously reminded
me that al-Zawiya is connected with the rest of Cairo and that the prac-
tices of its residents shape the city in various ways. Many men and
women make similar daily trips to go to workplaces and shopping cen-
ters or to visit relatives and friends. Stories in the city bus, encounters with
taxi drivers, and events on the metro became important in analyzing life
in the area and its connections with other parts of the city. At the same
time, they disrupted the sense of familiarity that was emerging over time.
Trips to upper-class areas, for example, continued to defamiliarize life in
al-Zawiya. Not only were the visual signs and organization of streets very
diVerent in Madinat Nasr and Zamalek, but each time I visited the large
apartments in Zamalek and Garden City, I was reminded of the shock that
I had felt the Wrst time I sat in a tiny living room in the old masaakin. In
contrast to upper-class neighborhoods, space in al-Zawiya is always lim-
ited. In some cases, the kitchen in a fancy apartment in Zamalek was as
big as a one-bedroom apartment that housed Wve to seven family mem-
bers. I also came to learn diVerent things about al-Zawiya by being out-
side it. Moving between al-Zawiya and upper- and middle-class areas felt
like “tacking between cultural spaces” (Scott, quoted in CliVord 1997:
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214). Reactions of upper- and middle-class Egyptians to my work became
part of my analysis, especially the location of al-Zawiya in the social space
and in the imagination of other groups in Cairo.

“praying like a frog”:
religion and the anthropological encounter

In addition to my gender and marital status, being Arab but not Egyptian
shaped my interaction with people. First, I was not associated in any way
with the Egyptian government. People were not hesitant to express
antigovernment feelings and discuss various “illegal” issues such as drugs,
gangs, and prostitution. Second, I was really surprised to see people who
had spent between twenty and thirty years in Cairo identifying with me
because “we are all strangers in this city.” Third, questions asked by
informants about Jordan and how life there compared with certain
aspects of life in Egypt taught me a lot about what informants regarded
as important and unique to life in Cairo. They repeatedly brought up mar-
riage, the housing shortage, and the transportation system in discussions
with me and my relatives when asking about life in Jordan.9 Still, being
non-Egyptian left me vulnerable to political changes. With the increasing
number of armed attacks and the attempts to blame outsiders for these
attacks, I often felt insecure about how people would react to my pres-
ence. Religion, however, was of greater importance than nationalism in
shaping my relationships with many people in al-Zawiya.

When I planned my Weldwork, religion was not one of the topics that
interested me. But I realized its signiWcance as soon as I arrived in al-
Zawiya. The emphasis on praying and performing religious duties, wall
and car decorations, the importance of the mosque in bringing people
together, the role of Muslim activists in providing various services, and
the tension between Muslims and Christians were all signs that signaled
the signiWcance of religion in daily life. One of the Wrst questions people
always asked was about my religion and if my husband and I performed
our religious duties. Each time I answered that I was a Muslim, Muslims
expressed relief and repeated “al-hamdu lillah” (thanks be to God). I was
politely asked by my Wrst informants to wear a scarf to be able to “blend”
into the community, especially when going with women to local markets
and mosques. This was particularly important because I was married and
the scarf was needed to distinguish me from Christian women. The fact
that I was strongly identiWed as a Muslim allowed me to go to the mosque
and facilitated my interaction with Muslims. However, it restricted my
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relationship with Christians. Although I did interact with some Christian
families, my relationship with them continued to be superWcial and was
structured by the limited daily interaction between Muslims and
Christians.

Even though people tolerated not praying, it was totally unacceptable
not to fast. Like the others, I fasted during Ramadan and prayed through-
out the month. I also occasionally attended the Friday prayer as well as
weekly lessons in local mosques. Being a “Muslim” in al-Zawiya, however,
was not an easy task. I soon discovered that there were many subtle
diVerences between what I had learned as a child in Jordan and what peo-
ple practiced in al-Zawiya. Although I used to pray on a regular basis
while growing up, it was in al-Zawiya that I attended the mosque for the
Wrst time in my life. I was not sure what I was supposed to do. At Wrst, I
thought that it was suYcient, as the informant who invited me to go with
her to perform the Friday prayer suggested, to imitate other people who
were praying, but soon I realized that there were other things that I
needed to take into consideration. On a couple of occasions, I felt very
embarrassed because other women praying corrected the way I bent my
knees and stretched my hands. That embarrassed me because it happened
in front of other people and because I thought that “I knew the right way”
to pray. One of the sources of my pride when I was ten years old was the
fact that my teacher used me as a “model” to teach other students how to
pray. Because I was one of the few students who had learned to pray at
an early age, the religion teacher used to call me to her various classes to
pray on the table in front of the whole class. To my astonishment, in al-
Zawiya, my way of praying was not “correct.” One woman even said that
I “prayed like a frog” because my hands where separated when I was bow-
ing down (sujoud). On another occasion, a woman scolded me because I
did not move quickly to secure a space for another worshiper who was
trying to Wt in the line with us. For me, there was no space, and the line
behind us was totally empty. In the mosque, I learned later, we should
stand as close to each other as possible to prevent the devil from entering
among us and dividing our unity. These incidents brought to my atten-
tion the important role of religion in disciplining bodies and souls and in
constructing collective identities and reinforcing gender inequalities.
Discourses circulating in the mosque also informed people’s attempts to
appropriate modern discourses and objects and their discussions of mun-
dane issues such as wearing wedding bands, watching TV, and obeying
one’s husband. Religion thus became central to my research and under-
standing of people’s daily struggles.

I N T RO D U C T I O N 13



“Being Here”: Returning to Academia

It is Being Here, a scholar among scholars, that gets your
anthropology read . . . , published, reviewed, cited, taught.

CliVord Geertz, Works and Lives

In August of 1994, one day before going back to the States to start writ-
ing my Ph.D. dissertation, I visited one of my Wrst and key informants.
Over the two years that I spent doing my Weldwork, Abu Hosni, a man
in his mid-Wfties, took the role of directing my research and providing me
with tips about various issues that ranged from interacting with others
and using the city bus to my personal life and how I should treat my hus-
band. During my last visit, he interrogated me about the chapters that I
intended to write. I tried to avoid the discussion because I could not pro-
vide answers to his questions at that time. In fact, I did not want even to
think about how I was going to organize the dissertation and what I was
going to include in each chapter. As usual, Abu Hosni insisted on giving
me some tips, in this case about how to write a “good dissertation.” His
work as a driver and his relationships with Americans and middle-class
Egyptians provided him with access to information not available to oth-
ers, which he referred to when discussing various topics with his wife,
children, and neighbors. He recounted his most recent experience when
he had attended the defense of a master’s thesis of the wife of one of his
supervisors. He described how tough the committee had been on the
“poor” woman and analyzed the situation, linking it to previous conXicts
between the committee members. Then he shifted to discuss my com-
mittee and how tough I expected them to be. The key, he suggested, was
my supervisor, whom I used several times as an authority Wgure to justify
the need to work hard in the Weld or to leave my husband in Cairo while
going back to the United States to write my dissertation.

He asked about my advisor’s religion. I was puzzled and surprised by
the question and did not really know the answer. After a few seconds of
silence I picked my thoughts and decided to say with hesitation: “I think
he is Christian.” I was sure that saying that he was Christian would be
much better than trying to explain the complexity of the situation and
what role religion might play in the life of Bob Fernea. Abu Hosni did not
like the answer. “You think? What do you mean by ‘I think?’” Knowing
my supervisor’s religion, he proceeded to explain, was central to my suc-
cess. “You should know his sect also.” He advised me to learn about these
issues as soon as I returned to Austin, but in a subtle way. He said, “Look
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around in his oYce for clues and indirectly ask the secretary about his reli-
gion.” Then, Abu Hosni suggested, I should choose some parts from the
Bible, especially those that my supervisor might like, and quote them in
the introduction. This, he emphasized, would be suYcient to “soften” his
heart and make him read the dissertation with sympathy. For Abu Hosni,
the key to success was not only my “good work,” accurate description of
life in al-Zawiya, or the professional training of Bob Fernea and the rest
of the committee. It was also my ability to write what would appeal to
them. Abu Hosni reminded me that we always write for a speciWc audi-
ence. Not only do we need to provide details of “Being There,” but we
also need to impress and please the reader. Above all, we strategically use
other texts to construct our authority as writers and to support or legit-
imize what we write.

Given that Abu Hosni is a good Muslim, one might be surprised by
his willingness to deal with the situation through what could be consid-
ered a “compromising” of my religious identity. But through his advice,
Abu Hosni was pointing to a central feature of the daily life and the
importance of the “tactics” (de Certeau 1988) that enable the weak to gain
victory over the powerful. A tactic is “a clever trick” that depends on time
and involves waiting to manipulate emerging opportunities and “cracks
that particular conjunctions open in the surveillance of the proprietary
power” (37). By quoting the Bible, I was not compromising my religion
as much as I was “tricking” my supervisor into being more sympathetic
while reading my dissertation. Working on the feelings of the other and
making him or her supportive of your causes and demands is one of the
main tactics that people employ in al-Zawiya al-Hamra when dealing with
the powerful, especially state oYcials.

“Tricking” the powerful is done in various ways. People always tell sto-
ries that show their ability to trick parents, husbands, older siblings, mer-
chants, teachers, employers, drivers, and policemen. Showing respect,
“sweet talking,” pleading, making fun of others, and conning those in
power are all skills celebrated by people in al-Zawiya al-Hamra. These
skills signal courage and resourcefulness in responding to emerging chal-
lenges and crises. For instance, Huda had to Wnd a way to locate her
Wancé, Ahmed, who had disappeared after one of their frequent quarrels.
Since they had become engaged two years earlier, Huda and Ahmed had
been facing many problems. After one of their big Wghts, Ahmed threat-
ened to leave Huda and allegedly stole el-qayma, the list that documents
all the articles and household equipment that would belong to Huda in
case of divorce.10 Huda tried to Wnd him and visited his family in Bulaq,

I N T RO D U C T I O N 15



16 I N T RO D U C T I O N

but they claimed that they did not know where he was. With the support
of her neighbors, some of whom posed as witnesses, Huda went to the
police station and claimed that along with el-qayma, Ahmed had stolen
£E 500. She had to claim that, as she explained, because there was a need
to motivate the police to take more interest in her case. When the police
located Ahmed, she dropped the charges and they wrote a new list. Not
one of her neighbors saw Huda’s claim as “a lie”; instead, they viewed it
as a legitimate way to motivate the police to search for Ahmed and to
force him to listen to her demands. Huda simply employed one of the
many clever tricks that people use in their daily life to encourage the police
to Wnd Ahmed because she could not do that by herself.

This book traces similar tactics and examines their impact on the hous-
ing project and Cairo at large. It also examines some more formalized
strategies that people use to transform social and physical realities. The
study focuses on these strategies and tactics to illustrate how the city is
made and remade through social actors who articulate the discourses and
policies of the state and various global forces with their daily needs and
cultural dispositions. I aim to go beyond the usual tendency to link the
construction of Middle Eastern cities in general and Cairo in particular
to planners and political Wgures. The focus is usually on the “series of
grand political designs” (S. E. Ibrahim 1987: 87) that produce “the City”
(with a capital C). We read about the strategies of the powerful and the
role of `Umar Ibn al-`Aas, Ahmed Ibn Tulun, Nasser, Sadat, and other
rulers in the construction of Cairo (Abu-Lughod 1971; S. E. Ibrahim
1987). We continue to see the palaces, castles, opera houses, and grand
mosques that preserve and remind others of the eVorts of these leaders.
We also hear about grand plans, economic systems, the international divi-
sion of labor, global corporations, political processes, and colonial pow-
ers that have produced certain cities (Gottdiener 1985; Mitchell 1988;
Rabinow 1989; Abu-Lughod 1990). In contrast, little attention is devoted
to “the ordinary practitioners of the city” (de Certeau 1988: 93). While we
often hear about the great achievements of the dominant group, the role
of Cairo’s dwellers is usually brought up only when discussing disorder
and urban problems such as crowding, squatting, housing shortage, and
informality (Nadim et al. 1980; Rageh 1984; Al-Safty 1983; Oldham et al.
1987; Shorter 1989). In such studies, the city is often viewed as a mere con-
tainer for the practices of its residents, and such studies continue to be in
the city rather than of the city. For example, women’s practices are often
viewed in the city. We read about the networks that women form
(Singerman 1995) and about women’s daily activities (Early 1993). But we
rarely read about how these practices shape the city and the speciWcity of
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urban life in producing and shaping the activities and relationships
forged by women.

In this book, I draw attention to people’s spatial practices and analyze
how they transform the state’s eVorts to construct a modern capital. I pro-
vide “thick contextualization” (see Ortner 1995) to explore the shifting
meanings and multiple consequences of these practices. This contextual-
ization entails examining how social agents articulate local values, national
policies, and global forces in their daily struggles. To this end, I use a mix-
ture of tactics and strategies that I learned in al-Zawiya to try to convey
some of the mechanisms that structure daily practices and construct cul-
tural identities. I provide stories, quotes from Abu Hosni and his neigh-
bors, pictures, clips from local newspapers, plans of apartments, and
analysis of diVerent practices and processes. My purpose is to understand
the logic of these practices (Bourdieu 1990) and to examine their trans-
formative power in various contexts.

This is therefore a study of Cairo but from a very particular angle. It
takes us, I hope, beyond the classical reductionist obsession with the role
of religion in the production of urban space and the constitution of the
“Islamic city” (Grunebaum 1955; Hourani and Stern 1970; Serjeant 1980;
Hakim 1986).11 It does not, however, try to present a “holistic” view of
the city (Basham 1978: 27). Nor does it try to convey the city as a pregiven
bounded entity. It aims to draw attention to the role of social actors (such
as Abu Hosni, Huda, a Wve-year-old girl, a young factory worker, and a
labor migrant in Kuwait) in the creation of modern Cairo and the attach-
ment of meanings to urban space. What are the structures that constrain
and enable their participation in the production of their neighborhood
and Cairo at large? How do they transform Cairo’s private and public
spaces? How do they invest these spaces with memories, dreams, and
aspirations? How do they create and recreate homes and localities in a
constantly changing world?

Globalization beyond Westernization

The city becomes the dominant theme in political legends, but it is no
longer a Weld of programmed and regulated operations.

Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life

Of course, Egypt was never isolated from the rest of the world. Trade,
travel, diplomacy, and pilgrimage connected Cairo with other cities. The
Geniza documents revealed a cosmopolitan Cairo that, since the tenth cen-



tury, had been connected (especially through trade) with diVerent parts of
the globe, from Tunisia and Morocco to Aden, Samarkand, Andalusia, and
India. (For more on this topic, see Rodenbeck 1998; Ghosh 1992.) There
has been, however, a remarkable increase in Cairo’s connectedness with the
rest of the world over the past Wfty years. Modern means of communica-
tion and transportation in particular have had a profound impact on
expanding and intensifying connections between the Egyptian capital
and other Arab, African, and Western cities. In particular, Sadat’s policies,
starting from 1974, as will be discussed in the next chapter, marked the
beginning of a strong orientation toward the outside (especially the
United States), an emphasis on economic liberalization, and a boom in
construction and consumption. The relocation project examined in this
book was one of his attempts to enhance these policies and create a mod-
ern city that would satisfy the demands of tourists and investors.

In addition to the spatial transition from Bulaq to al-Zawiya, the study
traces a temporal transition from the late 1970s into the 1990s. It shows
how these two transitions contextualize memories of the past, uses of
space, desires of consumption, dreams of travel, and constructions of
identity. Abu Hosni and his neighbors are not fax users, e-mail receivers,
jumbo jet travelers, or satellite owners. They are part of Cairo’s low-
income groups whose experience of globalization is structured by their
economic resources and position in social space. They, especially men,
experience global discourses and images through their movement in the
city, their interaction with foreigners (as employers and tourists), and
their work in oil-producing countries such as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and
Libya. Working in one of these countries is often seen as the only hope
for young men to secure an apartment, a necessary requirement for mar-
riage, and various consumer goods, which are rapidly becoming signs of
distinction. Many of them come back from abroad with color televisions,
VCRs, tape recorders, carpets, and Moulinex blenders. Families without
relatives working abroad participate in saving associations ( gam`iyyat) to
secure money to buy such goods. Above all, many of Abu Hosni’s neigh-
bors experienced the forces of globalization in their displacement from
their neighborhood in the center of the city. Their houses were demol-
ished to be replaced by buildings and facilities that catered to upper-class
Egyptians, international tourists, and the transnational community.
Relocation, therefore, is one concrete example of the structured global-
ization of Cairo that I discuss in this book. It is important to emphasize
here that relocation is only one force, albeit a very important one, that
shapes people’s current identities, practices, and memories of the past.
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Recent theoretical developments in anthropology and cultural studies
have demonstrated that the growing Xow of information, capital, and
labor between diVerent parts of the globe is not producing one uniWed
culture (Lash and Urry 1994; Featherstone 1995; Appadurai 1996). Rather,
global processes and practices are being juxtaposed in complex ways in
“local” contexts (Hall 1991a, 1993). Thus, contrary to the old conceptual-
ization of the world as becoming a “global village,” local diVerences and
identities are not eradicated but are being supported in many cases by
global forces and processes (Hall 1991b, 1993; Ray 1993; Massey 1994).
My ethnography aims to highlight the signiWcance of grounding our the-
orization of globalization and locality in concrete experiences and precise
enactments. This grounding is essential to account for the multiple Xows
that shape social imagination and cultural practices in diVerent contexts.
If we are to recognize that social agents in diVerent parts of the globe are
doing more than simply rejecting or passively absorbing global dis-
courses, images, and goods, we need ethnographies and rich contextual-
ization that capture how global trajectories operate, the contradictory
desires they stimulate, the competing identiWcations they generate, and
the structures of feeling that they facilitate. It is important, I aim to show,
to go beyond the current explicit or implicit division of the globe into the
West and the Rest. There is much talk about “compression of the world”
(Robertson 1995), “time-space compression” (Harvey 1990; Massey
1994), transnational connections (Hannerz 1996), and global Xows
(Appadurai 1996). In spite of this, however, globalization is still viewed
as essentially Xows between the West (or the rich North) and the Rest (or
the poor South). This view has been taken for granted in previous
attempts that have aimed to show that the globe is being “homogenized”
or “Westernized,” and it is still largely present in recent studies that aim
to show the complexity of the articulation between global forces and local
contexts (see, for example, Hall 1991a; Hannerz 1996; Featherstone 1995;
Sassen 1996). Such a view excludes a major part of the complex Xows that
are central to the growing connectedness between diVerent parts of the
world and weakens the analytical potentials of the concept of globaliza-
tion. The problems with such a view are clearly seen in how globalization
is frequently reduced to notions such as “neocolonialism,” “McDonald-
ization,” “cultural imperalism,” “Americanization,” “clash of civilizations,”
or even “Jihad versus McWorld” (Barber 1995; Ritzer 1996; Huntington
1993; Waters 1995).

While the “American conception of the world” (Hall 1991a: 28) may be
hegemonic in various contexts, people experience the inXuence of a mul-
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tiplicity of other discourses and images. People in al-Zawiya al-Hamra
not only experience the American culture that is transmitted to them in
movies starring Arnold Schwarzenegger (known, especially among
young people, as “Arnold”) but also experience global images and dis-
courses through oil-producing countries where their children and male
relatives work as well as through the mixture of people who visit and
work in Cairo from diVerent Arab countries. For example, women use
oil for their hair that comes from India via their sons who work in Saudi
Arabia, and they collect their wedding trousseau from clothes, sheets, and
blankets brought by brothers from Kuwait. Although many of the con-
sumer goods are produced in the West, their meanings are given to them
by their active users in al-Zawiya al-Hamra. For many, consumer goods,
especially VCRs, are investments that can be exchanged for cash when
needed. Several families use their refrigerators to cool water during the
summer but turn them into closets during the winter to store household
appliances.

Globalization, especially through the media, is introducing new forms
of identiWcation among the subjects of its processes. People in al-Zawiya
al-Hamra, for instance, enjoy watching television, especially global sports
events such as the World Cup in soccer. Young men and women follow
these games very closely; they know the names of the Brazilian, German,
and Italian players. While they are watching these games, diVerent iden-
tities compete for priority: the audience shifts from supporting African
and Arab teams to cheering for any team from the third world when they
play against Europeans (Brazil against Germany, for example). The 1998
championship, which took place while I was visiting al-Zawiya, was of
special signiWcance because it revealed another dimension of the growing
complexity of identiWcation in the context of increasing movement of
people and images between diVerent parts of the globe. On the basis of
my observation of the 1994 championship, I expected that most people
would support the Brazilian team in the Wnal match. In 1998, however,
there was strong support for the French team. Many felt that the Brazilian
team was arrogant and careless, especially after they lost to Norway, which
caused an early end to the participation of the Moroccan team. Most,
however, supported the French team because it had several African play-
ers, including, most important, the Algerian Zineddine Zidane. The joy
of victory was tremendous when Zidane scored two goals and secured the
championship for France. Many supported Zidane because he was
“Arab”12 and Muslim. This exempliWes how people do not experience
globalization as a coherent set of discourses and processes that is trans-
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mitted from the West to the rest of the world but rather experience frag-
ments and contradictory pieces Wltered through multiple centers that do
not present a uniWed “conception of the world.”

Central to the globalization of Cairo is the circulation, largely facili-
tated by the development in media and communication systems, of dis-
courses and images of “modernity.” Men and women in al-Zawiya al-
Hamra are not outside the discourses and processes of modernity. They
struggle daily with various aspects of what they perceive to be “modern.”
Notions of “modernity” are embedded in various aspects of the daily life
of the people, even though they rarely reduce it to a single bounded
deWnition. Only when I started asking them about how they understand
modernity did they try to present a deWnition. Most often, however, they
ended up providing concrete examples of what it means to be modern,
which are referred to in the following chapters. For now, it is suYcient
to emphasize that rather than assuming that except in the cases of Europe
and Japan, “modernization occurred under dependent conditions, which
led to distorted, inauthentic modernity” (Sharabi 1988: 22), this book
examines modernity as a set of discourses and processes that emerged in
Europe (Giddens 1990; Berman 1988) but have been widely circulated
and selectively appropriated by various social groups in diVerent parts of
the world. Rather than searching for an essence that deWnes “modernity”
or assuming that there are multiple alternative modernities (Miller 1995;
Watts 1996), this book examines concrete struggles that illustrate how
notions of the “modern” are contested, made, and remade in Cairo. In
short, I want to focus on “the politics of selection.” What makes moder-
nity unique in a country like Egypt is the people’s view that it is not a mas-
ter narrative that should be taken or rejected as a whole. Instead, there is
a general feeling that one should be selective about what to appropriate
and what to discard. Thus, the next chapters address questions such as:
Who appeals to “modernity,” and what deWnes a discourse, an object, an
image, a space, or a practice as modern? How are various discourses and
images that are viewed as “modern” appropriated and reworked to
empower and/or to control certain groups as well as to construct and
transform speciWc identities?

Multiple Spaces
Space is central to this book.13 A growing number of studies focus on the
production of space and how it shapes and is being shaped by power rela-
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tionships, practices, identities, and subjectivities (Bourdieu 1977; Foucault
1979; Lefebvre 1991). Foucault (1984), for example, emphasized that
space is central not only to communal life but also to any exercise of
power. He showed in his study of the history of the penal system that dis-
cipline of bodies and souls “proceeds from the distribution of individu-
als in space” (Foucault 1979: 141).14

Most of the studies that have been trying to present a complex theo-
rization of the relationship between space and time tend to focus more on
the production of space (mainly by dominant groups) and pay less atten-
tion to how spaces are actively used and reconstructed by social actors
who are not the original makers of these spaces. Thus, the focus has been
on colonial attempts to redeWne local spaces (Mitchell 1988; Rabinow
1989), governmental endeavors to restructure urban space (Massey 1994),
and eVorts to discipline bodies and souls through spatial orders (Foucault
1979). The following chapters aim to direct attention to the fact that spa-
tial forms and arrangements are never totalized and that urban space is
always a contested domain. I focus on the “spatial practices of the ordi-
nary practitioners of the city” (de Certeau 1988: 93) to show that the dom-
inant image of the city is contested and struggled over. As active users,
men and women reshape the city through their daily practices. The
analysis shows how power relationships are embedded and manifested in
the struggle over space and how various groups strategically use and
manipulate space to evade attempts to discipline them and regulate their
relationships and activities. As will be discussed in the following chapters,
the relocation project examined here is but one form of this contestation.
Each chapter discusses space as the locus of a struggle that is central to the
construction of collectivities and the representation of the self in every-
day life. Family members, genders, and religious groups struggle over
space and negotiate how it should be used and represented.

The relocation project examined here was part of Sadat’s attempts to
modernize Cairo and its residents. Chapter 1 provides a brief historical
background of modern Cairo and situates the project within the broader
context of Sadat’s open-door policy (inWtah). It presents a textual analy-
sis of the state public discourse used to justify the project and examines
how this discourse used modern images and appealed to global demands
and models to legitimize the relocation project. Modernity was to be
objectiWed in visible forms that could be gazed at by visitors and upper-
class Egyptians. I pay particular attention to how the relocated group was
represented in the state public discourse and how government oYcials
deWned “modern” housing. The new apartments, local newspapers
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emphasized, promised to transform people’s daily life and to create mod-
ern subjects who would be able to contribute to the construction of the
nation. These new apartments are examined in chapter 2 as structured
spaces that manifest the state’s understanding of modernity. Drawing on
the writings of Bourdieu and de Certeau, I explore the “tactics” and
“strategies” employed by the relocated population to articulate this
understanding and the state’s hegemonic construction of space with
their cultural dispositions, religious beliefs, and daily needs. People not
only have utilized the new spaces in ways that were not intended by state
planners but also have physically transformed these spaces. I examine the
logic of these changes and analyze how they are shaped by the continu-
ous Xow of images circulated through diVerent channels, especially state-
controlled media.

Chapter 3 investigates how relocation, together with other global
forces and discourses, is shaping identities in al-Zawiya al-Hamra. It pays
particular attention to how the state discourse, which stigmatized the
group before and during relocation, has informed the views of other res-
idents and shaped how the newcomers have been situated in al-Zawiya.
The housing project brought diVerent groups from Cairo to live in the
same location, attend the same coVeehouses, and shop at the same mar-
kets. This mixing of people and the growing globalization of culture are
introducing new identiWcations and uncertainties that have to be nego-
tiated in people’s daily life. In chapter 4, I examine how these uncertain-
ties have been shaping social views of public spaces such as the vegetable
market and the coVee shop. Such spaces, which bring members of the
diVerent groups together, are often viewed in negative terms. After
exploring the shifting meanings of privacy and publicness and how these
meanings are linked to gender inequalities, I focus on the coVee shop and
the workplace to examine how the access of young men and women to
these spaces is restricted by their families and government oYcials.
Rather than limiting the restrictions on women’s access to public spaces
to the need to control their sexuality, I aim to broaden the discussion to
examine how these restrictions aim to control the knowledge acquired by
young men and women.

Chapter 5 shows how the mosque, unlike the negatively constructed
coVee shop and the vegetable market, is perceived as a “safe” place that
brings people together as a collectivity. Residents of el-masaakin and el-
ahali, old inhabitants and newcomers, the better oV and the needy are all
being brought together by Islam and the mosque. This chapter examines
the relationships between Muslims and Christians, especially in light of
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the 1981 clashes, to show how religion has been used to mobilize the two
groups. It also maps notions of modernity in al-Zawiya and argues that
the growing hegemony of religious identity is closely linked to people’s
daily struggles to appropriate what they view as positive aspects of
modernity and avoid what they see as negative. I show that this struggle
is situated between the eVorts of the Egyptian government to duplicate
Western modernity and the attempts of some Muslim extremists to
restrict access to and utilization of modern objects and discourses.

In addition to religious identity, men and women situate themselves
in al-Zawiya through their active role in its making. Chapter 6 focuses on
how locality is produced and reproduced. As a structure of feeling, a
material reality, and an attachment to a situated community (Appadurai
1996), locality has to be created and recreated over time. This becomes a
challenging process with the increasing Xow of people, capital, and
goods between Cairo and other Arab and Western cities. Focusing on
male migrants in oil-producing countries, this chapter examines how
young men are kept connected with their families through the Xow of
information, ideas, and money and through the construction of homes in
Cairo. I Wrst analyze these Xows and the apartments constructed in al-
Zawiya as techniques for the production of locality. Then I place them
within a wider spatial and historical context to show that even when these
spatial practices primarily intend to satisfy some immediate need of the
family, their unintended consequences transform the project and the
neighborhood at large. They play a signiWcant role in situating the group
in the new location and in objectifying to themselves and to others their
active role in the making of the neighborhood. The transformative power
of these practices, I argue in the conclusion, goes beyond individual units
and the project itself and extends to reshape the image of Cairo that the
state tries to control and beautify. Looking at newly constructed homes
and mosques, I argue that the city is not merely a ready-made container
for the practices of its residents but a Xexible entity that is made and
remade through these practices. Religion along with the new apart-
ments inscribes the presence of the group and displays the active role of
its members in the making of Cairo at large. I also examine recent global
and national transformations that have been shaping the neighborhood
and how these transformations privilege and challenge the role of religion
in shaping identities and practices in al-Zawiya al-Hamra.
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The phrase Umm al-Dunya (Mother of the World) is used by Egyptians
and Arabs to refer to Cairo. The mixture of actions, buildings, people, and
activities gives the impression that the entire world is represented in Cairo
and that it represents the world. The diversity of its neighborhoods, old
quarters and new Western-style areas, high-rise buildings around the Nile,
satellite dishes, foreign fast-food chains (such as McDonald’s, Pizza Hut,
Kentucky Fried Chicken, and I Can’t Believe It’s Yogurt), the World Trade
Center, the crowded streets, the walls that are covered with advertise-
ments for many international companies (such as Sony and Citizen), and
the life that never stops—all of these phenomena blend together to give
Cairo its magic and recreate the feeling that this city is “the Mother of the
World” and that it has something to oVer everyone. It attracts poor
immigrants from rural Egypt who come seeking work and a better life
and foreigners who work for international organizations, educational
institutions, and embassies, as well as Arab and international tourists who
are attracted by the pyramids, the Nile, and the nightlife.

Touring Cairo’s streets and alleys, one cannot but feel both the pres-
ence and absence of the government. The large number of policemen,
who are guarding buildings, searching bags, regulating traYc, watching
the people, and socializing with each other, give the impression that Cairo

c h a p t e r 1

Relocation and the Creation
of a Global City

Nationalism, as a model of imagining community, articulates with,
rewrites, and often displaces other narratives of community.

Akhil Gupta, “The Song of the Nonaligned World”
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is under control. On the other hand, the traYc is in chaos, people occupy
streets and sidewalks to sell various products or to park their cars, and
drivers are madly honking to attract the attention of numerous pedestri-
ans and other drivers. This makes it hard to think that Cairo is under con-
trol, and one is left with the impression that the city is beyond any
attempts to discipline it. Yet eVorts to regulate the city and organize its
space have been intensiWed since the nineteenth century.

Contemporary Cairo, which in 1900 had a population of six hundred
thousand (S. E. Ibrahim 1987: 93), currently houses almost eight million
inhabitants in the city proper (al-Ahram Weekly, December 2–8, 1999: 7)
and sixteen million in Greater Cairo (Al-Ahram Weekly, August 31–
September 6, 2000: 2). Containing around one-quarter of Egypt’s pop-
ulation, Cairo is by far the largest city in the country. It is the economic,
political, and cultural center of Egypt. Its supremacy is reXected in the
tendency of Egyptians to use the Arabic word Misr to refer to both Egypt,
the country, and Cairo, the capital. This gigantic city is the product of a
rich and complex history that goes back more than Wve thousand years.
The date of the foundation of Cairo proper goes back to a.d. 969, when
the Fatimids (the Shi`ite dynasty that controlled Egypt at the time) gave
her its current name, al-Qahira (the Victorious), after “the planet Mars
the Triumphant” (Rodenbeck 1998: 67). Over the years, Cairo has been
shaped by the Pharaohs, the Arabs, the Ottomans, the Mamluks, the
French, the British, and more recently by Italian, German, Canadian, and
American architects and planners. Volumes have been written about this
rich history, and I would have to write another one to cover even a frac-
tion of Cairo’s past.1 Hence, I provide only a brief background on the
most recent attempts to modernize the Egyptian capital.2

Histories and Spaces
Cairo’s modern spaces are largely shaped by the strategies of the succes-
sive political powers that have ruled Egypt since the early nineteenth cen-
tury. A few years after the unsuccessful French attempt to colonize Egypt
(1798–1802), Muhammad Ali, an Albanian Ottoman oYcer, took over
Egypt. With the help of French consultants, Muhammad Ali aimed to
modernize Egypt’s economy, military, administration, and educational
system. Although Cairo became the capital of Muhammad Ali’s dynasty,
it remained marginal in his grand plans to modernize Egypt’s economy
and army (Raymond 1993). Aside from building new royal palaces in the
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peripheries of Cairo, he did little to change the structure of the city
(Habitat 1993). His French-educated grandson, Ismail (1863–1879), how-
ever, invested heavily in modernizing and Europeanizing Cairo and its
landscapes. New districts were created, parts of Medieval Cairo were ren-
ovated, two avenues were opened in the old city, and a road that con-
nected the pyramids with the city center was constructed (Habitat 1993).
The Europeanization of Cairo became urgent before the arrival of repre-
sentatives of European royal families to celebrate the opening of the Suez
Canal. Khedive Ismail wanted to turn his capital into “another Paris” and
“a showcase” to impress his guests (Rodenbeck 1998: 168). His plans,
which mainly focused on the Western part of the city, included the con-
struction of parks, open squares, roads, bridges, villas, an opera house, a
theater, a library, and residential palaces for his European guests (S. E.
Ibrahim 1987; Rodenbeck 1998). Ismail’s policies, however, left the coun-
try bankrupt. He had to give up the throne for his son TawWq, and the
British soon after colonized the country. A master plan was created for
Cairo and other Egyptian cities, and specialized authorities were created
to provide services and manage diVerent urban problems (Habitat 1993).
From 1881 to 1922, the British managed Egypt as an investment with the
aim of generating revenues to pay back the European creditors, maintain
control over the Suez Canal, and open Egypt as a market for British prod-
ucts. For these purposes, the British mainly invested in “the maintenance
of order and the expansion of infrastructure” such as roads, tramways, and
dams (Rodenbeck 1998: 179). They also constructed new modern areas for
foreigners (especially Europeans) and a small segment of Egypt’s popu-
lation, who enjoyed special beneWts under the British. Meanwhile, the old
part of Cairo was rapidly deteriorating, and the needs of its inhabitants
were ignored. In eVect, the British created a dual city: the old part, which
represented the Orient and its “backwardness,” and the new part, which
represented the West and its modernity (Mitchell 1988).

By the time of the 1952 revolution, Cairo was a rapidly urbanizing cap-
ital that suVered from unemployment, housing shortage, and a lack of
adequate services (Habitat 1993). The Egyptian president Gamal Abdel
Nasser promoted the idea that “Egypt could be modern without selling
out to the West,” and he adopted a socialist policy that aimed to provide
land, education, and housing for peasants, the working class, and the
lower segment of the middle class (Rodenbeck 1998: 225). Cairo’s new fac-
tories and workshops (constructed with the help of the Soviet Union)
attracted many immigrants from the countryside. Massive public hous-
ing projects, factories, and bridges were constructed in diVerent parts of
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the city. It was during this period (the early 1960s) that the Wrst housing
project was erected in al-Zawiya al-Hamra. This project, which is cur-
rently very crowded, attracted thousands of low-ranking oYcials and
working-class families. The state also built areas for the middle class, such
as Madinet Nasr and Madinet al-Mohandessin (or “The City of
Engineers”).

Under Nasser, Cairo became the center of the Egyptian bureaucracy,
a Xourishing capital of the Arab world, and a center that inspired Asian
and African national movements (Rodenbeck 1998; S. E. Ibrahim 1987).
However, it suVered from regional political instability during the 1950s
and 1960s. After the nationalization of the Suez Canal in 1956, the
French, British, and Israelis attacked Egypt and caused major destruction
to the country’s landscape. Due to this confrontation and continuous
conXict with Israel (especially the 1967 war), attention was directed
towards the army and the reconstruction of towns and cities in the Suez
Canal area. Meanwhile, Cairo’s infrastructure deteriorated in the 1960s.
In 1965, the sewage system broke down, and it took the government
three months to repair it. The city suVered from traYc congestion and
high density, and its old part was decaying (Habitat 1993). It was under
these conditions that Sadat took over the presidency of Egypt. Not
unlike Khedive Ismail, Sadat hoped to Westernize Cairo. But whereas
Ismail had tried to recreate Paris in Cairo (Rodenbeck 1998), Sadat’s
ideals were American cities like Los Angeles and Houston (S. E. Ibrahim
1987).

Heading West

With her vast capabilities, the United States is bound in duty, even
naturally expected, to assist all those striving for a better future alike
for themselves and for the whole world.

Anwar el-Sadat, In Search of Identity

In In Search of Identity (1978), Anwar el-Sadat strongly criticizes Nasser’s
policies, arguing that they destroyed Egypt’s economy and kept the coun-
try isolated from the rest of the world. To remedy the country’s chronic
economic and Wnancial problems, Sadat reversed Nasser’s policies by cut-
ting most of the ties with the Soviet Union and reorienting Egypt toward
the West. He turned to the United States in particular for assistance in
resolving Egypt’s conXict with Israel as well as for supporting the eco-
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nomic and technological development of the country. With the tremen-
dous popularity he won after the 1973 war, Sadat crystallized his new
visions and ideas when declaring “the open-door policy” or inWtah in 1974.
This policy aimed to “open the universe . . . open the door for fresh air and
remove all the barriers and walls that we built around us to suVocate our-
selves by our own hands” (Sadat 1981: 12). As Sadat explained to a group
of young Egyptian men, his inWtah was motivated by his belief that each
one of them would like to “get married, own a villa, drive a car, possess a
television set and a stove, and eat three meals a day” (12).

Sadat’s policy strove to modernize the country by accelerating
planned economic growth, promoting private investment, attracting for-
eign and Arab capital, and enhancing social development (Ikram 1980;
Waterbury 1983). Laws were enacted to secure the protection needed to
attract foreign investors and to facilitate the operation of private capital
(Waterbury 1983). Private domestic and foreign investments were
expected to secure the capital needed to construct modern Egypt.
Investments in tourism were especially important because they were
expected to “yield high economic returns and provide substantial foreign
exchange and well-paid employment” (Ikram 1980: 309). Sadat’s eco-
nomic openness and orientation to the outside required several spatial
transformations. As the capital, Cairo became central to Sadat’s policies.
Cairo was to be “renewed to become a city that Wts its international posi-
tion through providing it with the necessary infrastructure, modern
[haditha] communication systems, and the facilities needed for work as
well as economic and touristic activities” (Sadat 1974: 47). Many changes
were needed to facilitate the operation of capital and to meet the new
emerging demands. Sadat encouraged private developers and land spec-
ulators to build new hotels and buildings, and Egyptians were encour-
aged to work in oil-producing countries and invest their remittances in
the building of their home country. Construction boomed in and around
Cairo, hotel chains dotted the Nile Corniche, bridges and new roads
were constructed to facilitate the circulation of goods and people, and
conspicuous consumption soared. For example, the growing demand for
luxury and middle-class housing by the transnational community and
Egyptians who worked in oil-producing countries inXated the price of
land, especially in the city center, and increased the cost of construction
materials (Rageh 1984). At the same time, high-rises proliferated around
Cairo to meet the demands of private and foreign investors for work-ori-
ented spaces.

Two tendencies were expressed in the discourses and policies of urban
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planning that aimed to promote the inWtah policies and to rebuild a mod-
ern capital. The Wrst tried to integrate within Cairo areas of signiWcance
to Egypt’s glorious past, especially those that were attractive to tourists,
such as the pyramids and Islamic monuments. The second tendency, the
subject of this book, attempted to remove the “less desirable” parts, espe-
cially the old quarters, which did not represent the “modern” image of
Egypt.

The State, the “Modern” City, and the Old Quarters

The identity of the modern city is created by what it keeps out. Its
modernity is something contingent upon the exclusion of its opposite.

Timothy Mitchell, Colonising Egypt

As part of Sadat’s larger plan to restructure the local landscape and build
“modern” Cairo, around Wve thousand Egyptian families were moved
during the period 1979–1981 from Bulaq in Central Cairo to public
housing projects (masaakin sha`biyya) built by the state in two diVerent
neighborhoods: ̀ Ain Shams and al-Zawiya al-Hamra (al-Akhbar, May 19,
1979: 1).3 Bulaq, once the site of the winter residences of the rich, then a
major commercial port, and later an industrial center (Rugh 1979; Abu-
Lughod 1971), had become unWt for the modern image that Sadat was try-
ing to construct. This large area, which over the years had housed thou-
sands of Egyptian low-income families, overlooks the Nile. It is adjacent
to the Ramsis Hilton, next to the television station, around the corner
from the World Trade Center, across the river from Zamalek (an upper-
class neighborhood), and very close to many of the facilities oriented to
foreign tourists (see Figure 2). Its old houses and crowded streets were
not things that tourists4 and upper-class Egyptians should see. At the
same time, the location became very valuable because Sadat’s policies, as
he proudly announced, increased the price of the land. The old crowded
houses were to be replaced by modern buildings, luxury housing, Wve-star
hotels, oYces, multistory parking lots, movie theaters, conference halls,
and “centers of culture” (al-Ahram, December 27, 1979: 3).5 OYcials
emphasized the urgent need to remove the residents of this old quarter
because many international companies were ready to initiate economic
and tourist investment in the area. Expected proWts from these invest-
ments would contribute to national income and assist the state in
Wnancing new houses for the displaced population (9). The plan to build
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modern Cairo placed great emphasis on the visual image of urban space.
Aiming to imitate Western modernity, Sadat’s policies privileged the gaze
of tourists and upper-class Egyptians.6 The privilege of vision over the
other senses is manifested clearly in presenting Cairo as “the face” of the
Egyptian “body” that should be maintained, cleaned, and beautiWed (al-
Ahram, December 27, 1979). The removal of the old quarters, inhabited
mainly by low-income groups, with their “depressing shacks,” from the
land overlooking the Nile was seen as “central to the creation and
beautiWcation of this face” (3). Beauty was deWned in objectiWed forms
(i.e., modern buildings) that should replace the old housing of Bulaq (see
Figure 3). The removal of the old quarters was also seen as necessary to
“beautify the face of the Cairene society” by “extricating” (intishal) thou-
sands of Egyptian families from “inhuman” housing conditions that did
not “Wt the image of Cairo as the capital of Egypt” and providing them
with more suitable housing that Wt the Egyptian people and “modern” life
(al-Ahram, April 23, 1979: 8).7

PLACE FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE; PLACE FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE
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figure 2. Behind these modern buildings overlooking the Nile, including
the grand building of the Ministry of Foreign AVairs, the heavily guarded tele-
vision station (in the middle), and the Ramses Hilton Hotel (in the far back),
Bulaq still houses hundreds of thousands of Egyptian families. Photograph by
Farha Ghannam.
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These ideas were also shared by Egyptian architects and intellectuals
(see Hanna 1978; Hamdan 1993). Milad Hanna (1978), a construction
engineer and a member of a leftist party at that time, for example,
described how the few big buildings in the old quarters that overlooked
main streets functioned like “the golden peel that covers the surface,” hid-
ing “the miserable conditions” of the popular areas (65). He described the
pain and “terror that hits Egyptian intellectuals when passing with a for-
eigner through one of these streets where one sees the most amazing
things and where housing is turned into a distorted image that makes the
hearts of those who still have feelings bleed” (65). He emphasized that the
population of Bulaq should be “relocated to the periphery so that the
large space that they occupy can be replanned to become the second lung
of Cairo’s center in the next century” (67).

Similarly, relocation was seen in the state public discourse as “the
scientiWc solution” practiced in many other modern countries (al-Ahram,
December 29, 1979: 3). It was viewed as essential to solve the capital’s
housing crisis as well as to create a “new heart for Cairo” (al-Akhbar,
December 27, 1979: 3; al-Akhbar, May 19, 1979: 1).8 Pictures and numbers

figure 3. A view of Bulaq from the Ramsis Hilton Hotel. Sadat hoped to
remove the whole neighborhood, but his death in 1981 put an end to this idea.
Photograph by Farha Ghannam.
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derived from a “social scientiWc study” were used to show the “inhuman”
housing conditions that had prevented the group’s “eVective contribution
in the development of the country” (al-Ahram, July 19, 1979: 9). The
Minister of Construction and New Communities announced that 45.6
percent of the families to be relocated lived in one room, 31.5 percent
shared a single room with another family, and only 8 percent lived in sep-
arate apartments (Al-Ahram, December 29, 1979: 3). He added that 75
percent of the relocated families did not have their own separate kitchen
and that 77 percent shared a bathroom with neighbors. These Wgures were
used to emphasize the idea that there is a “time and a place for every-
thing,” an idea central to the project of modernity (Harvey 1990: 217).
This was especially manifested in the importance of privacy, which was
seen as essential to create a “healthy” family and a “modern” society.
Newspapers strongly criticized the fact that family members of both sexes
slept and bathed in the same room because these practices were believed
to be “unethical” and “antisocial” occurrences that lead to “transgression”
(al-Ahram, December 29, 1979: 3). The absence of separate bathrooms
and kitchens was also strongly attacked because it was considered physi-
cally harmful and socially unsafe (sharing these with neighbors caused
conXicts). The area itself was described as dirty, unhealthy, and built
according to an old style (for example, roofs were mainly made from
wood). For all these reasons, the area was seen as backward, isolated, and
“uncivilized” (hadariyyan mughlaqa), highly inappropriate given that it
was located in the “heart of the capital of the Middle East and Africa” (al-
Ahram, December 27, 1979: 3). The solution was the replanning of this
area.

It is important here to note that this project and the state public dis-
course were based on what Foucault (1984: 8) calls “dividing practices.”
They started by separating and stigmatizing the targeted population as an
expedient rationalization for policies that aimed to modernize, discipline,
normalize, and reintegrate them within the larger community. Not only
were the housing conditions attacked by state oYcials, but the people
themselves were stigmatized and criticized.9 Playing on the popular
ambiguity toward Bulaq and its inhabitants (as discussed in chapter 3), the
state discourse presented only negative images of the residents who were
to be moved. The social scientiWc study mentioned earlier revealed, as
stated by the Minister of Construction and New Communities, that the
area of Bulaq had been a shelter for qiradatiyya (street entertainers who
perform with a baboon or monkey), female dancers,10 peddlers, and drug
dealers (al-Ahram, December 27, 1979: 3). Thus, the removal of these



groups from the center of the city was seen as “the most dangerous plas-
tic surgery, crucial to beautify Cairo’s face,” and relocation was seen as “the
scientiWc method” that was going to move the people from “the dark to
the light” (3).

Compared to the old conditions, the new settlement, oYcial state-
ments assured, was planned according to the “most modern lifestyle” (al-
Ahram, November, 1979: 10). As in other modernist projects (Holston
1989), housing, work, transportation, and recreation were seen as central
components of rational planning. In the words of the head of the section
that designed and planned the project, the new housing promised to
secure “healthy units” and “integrated social life” (al-Sha`b, September 11,
1979: 12). The promised “modern” lifestyle was characterized by the con-
struction of “good and beautiful houses” that would consist of separate
apartments with separate kitchens and bathrooms.11 The new units would
Wt the demands of both “the Egyptian family” (assumed to be a nuclear
family that would occupy its own separate apartment) and “modern life”
(al-Ahram, November 27, 1979: 10). Modern facilities such as piped
water, electricity, and sewage were to be installed before people moved
into their new housing units. According to the plans, Wfteen- to twenty-
meter-wide streets were to connect the area with the rest of the capital
(10). OYcials promised to establish “green areas,” not available in the
most “advanced” (arqa) areas in Cairo, that would “secure a healthy envi-
ronment.” The new location was to include schools, playgrounds, mar-
kets, shops, clinics, religious buildings, and, perhaps more importantly,
a police station.

All these modern facilities were going to produce more productive
social agents who would be integrated into the nation and who would
contribute positively to the construction of the mother country. “Thanks
to President Sadat’s backing of the project, those people will now enjoy
a new and decent life” (Egyptian Gazette, December 27, 1979: 1). The
move in space promised a leap in time that would bring prosperity,
progress, and modernity to people’s lives. In short, relocation was per-
ceived as a necessary step to create “modern” subjects.12 They were to
become productive, disciplined, and healthy citizens. Through reloca-
tion, Sadat’s policies aimed at the construction of the Egyptian identity
through “negation” (Stallybrass and White 1986: 89): they aimed at
destroying an “image” that did not represent the “modern” Egyptian and
at constructing “modern” houses as a basic part of the creation of the
“modern” Egyptian identity and the constitution of new productive
subjects.
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Sadat, the Hero of Construction

[T]he only kind of agency modernism considers in the making of 
history is the intervention of the prince (the state head) and the
genius (architect, planner) with the structural constraints of existing
technology.

James Holston, The Modernist City

Sadat, the developer, presented himself as the leader who could bring
both material resources (as the Hero of Construction, or Batal al-Bina´)
and spiritual resources (as the Believing Leader, or al-Rais al-Mumin) to
transform people’s lives and create modern realities. In an interview, he
said that he had heard of `Ishash al-Turguman, the part of Bulaq that was
removed Wrst, and its problems before the 1952 revolution. One day, after
waiting for more than thirty years, Sadat called the Minister of
Construction and told him that he would not allow “the problem of
`Ishash al-Turguman” to continue and ordered him to secure apartments
for the people before removing their housing (Mayo, June 22, 1981: 3).
The minister executed the command immediately. Sadat’s visions and
plans were turned into concrete structures that promised to positively
transform people’s lives. It is worth noting that Sadat was both present
and absent throughout the project. Although state oYcials emphasized
that they were following the guidance and commands of Sadat in plan-
ning and carrying out the project, he remained absent in the media until
the people were moved to the new area. Only in the last part of the proj-
ect, when giving the green light to demolish the old houses and when pre-
senting new apartments to the relocated group,13 did Sadat appear in pub-
lic, with Egyptian newspapers referring to him as “the Hero of
Construction.”14 On more than one occasion, Sadat described his feelings
after touring the project, visiting some apartments, and talking to their
residents (Egyptian Gazette, December 30, 1979: 2). In one interview, he
said: “I was really glad to see joy on the faces of the new inhabitants. They
had left their shacks [`ishash] and moved to healthy houses in an area that
was planned in accordance with modern systems” (Mayo, June 22, 1981: 3).

Neither Sadat nor the government-controlled press referred to the fact
that the police were sent to the area to force people to move and to crush
any attempt to resist. Instead, daily newspapers described in detail Sadat’s
visit to the housing projects in al-Zawiya al-Hamra and `Ain Shams and
how he was received with love. The Egyptian Gazette described how,
while visiting a school, Sadat “cheerfully acknowledged the standing ova-
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tion accorded to him with a wave of his stick” (December 30, 1979: 2).
Other newspapers reported the conversations that he had with members
of the relocated population, all of whom expressed their deep happiness
with the project and declared their appreciation to the president who was
the only one to “make their dreams come true.” Pictures of Sadat kissing
small children, playing one of his favorite roles as the “head of the
Egyptian family,” and talking to women were included to document and
prove how delighted the people were with the move (al-Ahram,
December 30, 1979: 3). Women were especially happy and expressed that
by ululating and singing. One happy young woman said that the new
apartment “would bring her the suitable bride-groom.” She added, “We
were ashamed of our dilapidated houses . . . where we could never
receive a suitor. Long live Sadat. . . . In the new house, . . . I will get mar-
ried and I will give birth to only two children, one of them will be a sol-
dier to defend peace and the other will be an engineer to build the coun-
try” (Egyptian Gazette, December 27, 1979: 1). The move, therefore, was
expected to bring positive changes to every aspect of people’s personal
lives and to ease the accomplishment of some important national goals
such as family planning and the material development of the country.

Voices that protested the relocation were quickly silenced, and objec-
tions raised by the displaced population were considered “selWsh.”
OYcials emphasized that the beneWt of the “entire nation” should prevail
over everything else (al-Ahram, July 9, 1979: 9). The project thus was cen-
tered on “progress and nationalism,” which were “two central construc-
tions of space and time in the constitution of modernity” (Friedland and
Boden 1994: 11). Reports on people’s resistance and negative reactions to
the project were restricted to a few newspapers with limited circulation,
such as the Islamist-oriented al-Sha`b (in Arabic) and the Egyptian Gazette
(in English).15 A representative of Bulaq in the People’s Assembly wrote:
“The people in Bulaq live in a boiler [mirjal] . . . that is capable neither
of cooling down nor of exploding” (al-Sha`b, September 11, 1979: 2). The
Egyptian Gazette reported that a group Wled a suit against the governor of
Cairo to stop his attempts to relocate them and expressed their resent-
ment because he “reached an agreement with an investment company to
exploit” their old area and called on the government to help them in
reconstructing their neighborhood (Egyptian Gazette, November 4, 1979:
3). The newspaper explained that “the people expressed deep concern over
the decision of Cairo’s authorities to demolish Eshash al-Turguman
slums in order to build modern communities” (3). They complained
because the expected price of the land was going to be one thousand
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Egyptian pounds per square meter while the government was paying
them only thirty pounds per square meter as compensation.16 A widow
expressed her anger because the compensation was too small relative to
her foregone rental income, which had been suYcient to cover her daily
expenses. A man who had lived in the area since 1913 was quoted: “We
strongly oppose the demolition decision and call upon the authorities to
help us rebuild our district” (3). The interviewed residents emphasized
that those among them who had money were ready to contribute the cap-
ital needed, while the poor were willing to provide labor to improve and
reconstruct the neighborhood. These eVorts, however, did not succeed,
and their calls upon the government to include them in the reconstruc-
tion of their area were denied.

Relocation and the Disciplining of Cairo

Faust has been pretending not only to others but to himself that he
could create a new world with clean hands, he is still not ready to
accept responsibility for the human suVering and death that clear
the way.

Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air

There was another reason behind Sadat’s sudden change of heart and his
prompt orders to the Minister of Construction and New Communities
to “improve the housing conditions” of Bulaq’s inhabitants. President
Sadat referred to the area when he was talking about the “communists”
who tried to destabilize Egypt during the 1977 riots. These riots, widely
known as “the Food Riots” but labeled by Sadat as “the Uprising of
Thieves,” protested the increase in the prices of basic daily goods, espe-
cially bread. They started as peaceful demonstrations by workers and stu-
dents in Cairo and Alexandria but soon turned into widespread riots.
Rioters attacked and burned buses, stores, nightclubs, and bars. The
demonstrators also chanted publicly against Sadat’s policies and targeted
inWtah-related facilities such as Wve-star hotels and nightclubs (Abdel
Razaq 1979).17 These riots shocked Sadat. Ahmed Baha´ al-Din (1987: 127)
reported that Sadat felt betrayed and threatened and strongly resented the
demonstrators, who almost reached his house in Giza. Sadat described
the language used by the al-ghawgha (mob or rabble) as “obscene.” After
these riots, Sadat, according to Baha´ al-Din, hated Cairo and its residents,
whom he described as “arzal” (rude or insolent).
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ReXecting on these riots, Sadat described how three communists
tried to set Wre to the paper storage place of two daily newspapers, Al-
Akhbar and al-Ahram. When the security forces chased them, they dis-
appeared in ̀ Ishash al-Turguman, where it was impossible to reach them,
since narrow streets prevented the use of police cars.18 The relocated
group was seen by Sadat as having participated in “a conspiracy organized
by communists” that aimed to distort the achievements of inWtah. Hence,
this area became an obstacle to his policies. It symbolized the sort of com-
munity that the bourgeoisie feared in diVerent parts of the world. It rep-
resented the community that “the police could not penetrate, which the
government could not regulate, where the popular classes, with all their
unruly passions and political resentments, held the upper hand” (Harvey,
quoted in Scott 1998: 63). So the city center was to be replanned to allow
more eVective control and policing of Cairo, and the group was divided
into two parts, each relocated in a diVerent neighborhood.

It is within this context that the state public discourse and planning
policies must be understood. They strategically appealed to hegemonic
images of modernity and discourses of social engineering to legitimize
relocation and to restructure the local urban scene. Pictures were shown
to compare the old dilapidated houses with the new “modern” units con-
structed in al-Zawiya al-Hamra and `Ain Shams. Words such as hadith
(modern or new), `asri (contemporary or modern), madani (civilized or
reWned), hadari (civilized), and tatawwur (evolution or development)
were widely utilized in the state public discourse. The appeal to moder-
nity was also manifested in the emphasis on progress, scientiWc solutions,
statistical facts, and rational planning, the importance of international
investment and the tourist’s gaze in representing Cairo, and the separa-
tion of the home from the workplace, as well as on the importance of per-
sonal and public hygiene, child rearing, family structure, clean environ-
ment (through, for example, emphasizing health, hygiene, and green
areas), and consumer goods in creating productive agents who would
contribute to the construction of a modern national identity. This appeal
to modernity was used to oVer the people a “Faustian bargain” (see
Berman 1988) that forced the relocated group to pay a high price for
Egypt’s opportunity to be “modernized.” Using force (the police) and
seduction (by appealing to images of modernity and oVering alternative
housing), the project removed them from the center of the city and
deprived the group of the beneWts associated with modern facilities and
new changes that inWtah promised would bring prosperity for everyone.
The group lost a major part of its economic, social, and symbolic “capi-
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tal,” to use Bourdieu’s (1984) term, all of which were linked to their cen-
tral geographical location. Resettlement restructured most of the group’s
informal economy, altered their access to many cheap goods and services,
destroyed a major part of their social relationships, and reordered their
personal lives.

In many ways, Sadat seems to be a “pseudo-Faustian” developer who,
like many leaders in the third world, managed to manipulate “images and
symbols of progress . . . but [was] notoriously inept at generating real
progress to compensate for the real misery and devastation they bring”
(Berman 1988: 77). After Wfteen years of relocation, there are no hotels,
no restaurants, no high-rise buildings, and no international investments
in the area evicted. This area is currently used as a parking lot. A well-
known Egyptian engineer who was working in the public sector and who
participated in formulating housing policies during Nasser and Sadat’s
eras explained to me that “no one in his right mind would take the risk
of investing in a small area adjacent to Bulaq, with its bad reputation and
miserable conditions.” The original idea, he stated, “was to remove all
Bulaq and turn it into a promising area. We wanted to turn the area into
a neighborhood for embassies.” Since the project stopped after the
removal of only one section of Bulaq, no investors were willing to invest
any money in the area. Some argue that the pressure placed by Egyptian
intellectuals on the government against its emphasis on foreign invest-
ments terminated the project. There are also indications that Bulaq’s res-
idents became more vigorous and organized in resisting the attempts to
remove other parts of Bulaq (see al-Sha`b, July 21, 1981: 8).19

For many of the relocated population, the empty land signiWes the typ-
ical failure of the Egyptian bureaucracy to deliver what it promises.
Others feel that the government just tried to kick them out of the city cen-
ter and was never serious about investing in the area. Some think that the
land turned out not to be suitable for hotels and big buildings. Many say
the project died with Sadat, who was killed a few months after the relo-
cation of the residents of a small part of Bulaq. But did the project really
die with Sadat? It is true that the removal of the rest of Bulaq was halted
with his death.20 But the fact that Sadat’s policies were translated into
physical forms allows us to go beyond this question to examine how a
project like this (still common in diVerent parts of Egypt and the rest of
the world) has reshaped the urban space and continues to inXuence the
lives of thousands of Egyptian families. Displacement is examined in this
book not merely as part of state policies that are motivated by the public
good, as the oYcial discourse tries to present them, or that can be sub-
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sumed under “resettlement due to development projects” or “planned
change” (see, for example, Guggenheim and Cernea 1993; Hansen and
Oliver-Smith 1982). Rather, relocation is produced by certain economic
and political inequalities and is part of the state’s attempts to control the
production of urban space and objectify its hegemony in physical forms.
As the project under study reveals, resettlement is central to the rearrange-
ment of power relationships and a manifestation of many of the economic
and political changes that Egypt has experienced. Studying relocation as
part of the continuous struggle over urban space, I argue, reveals many
of the political mechanisms that restructure urban space and avoids
reducing such factors to attempts to solve some basic problems related to
housing, hygiene, or poverty alleviation. As will be shown in the next
chapters, not only the state hegemonic construction of space but also its
public discourse, which one may be tempted to dismiss as empty talk, is
powerful and continues to shape people’s aspirations, identities, and use
of space after years of relocation.

Discourses, Desires, and Hegemony
I still remember my strong shock, which I managed to hide successfully,
when I saw Anwar el-Sadat’s picture decorating the living room of the
Wrst family I visited in the housing project. The husband pointed to the
picture and said, “Do you know how much we pay for this apartment?
You will never guess! We only pay three pounds every month. Can you
believe that? It was Sadat who moved us to these units that we will own
soon.” Except for most ex-owners, who lost their material and symbolic
capitals by relocation, most people tend to appreciate Sadat’s attempts to
improve their housing conditions, and one woman compared his policy
with Nasser’s redistribution of land that beneWted farmers. This was one
of the main things that I did not anticipate before starting my Weldwork.
Informed by studies of this and other projects (Al-Safty 1983; Hassan 1985,
1991; Perlman 1982), I was sure that people would be resentful of the state
and would criticize Sadat and his policies. For instance, Nawal Hassan
(1985), who studied a relocation project from the old part of Cairo, argued
that although such resettlement projects were designed to create “mod-
ern Egyptians,” they have led the displaced communities toward a “slow
but certain economic death” and the “destruction of indigenous cultural
identity” (61).

While acknowledging the negative aspects of relocation and the social
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destruction it caused, people in al-Zawiya also emphasized the positive
aspects of this project and often highlighted the advantages of the new
units. Many argued that they had acquired better and more “modern”
housing, which they expected to formally own after Wfteen years of reset-
tlement. I was also struck by how pervasive the state discourse was in
shaping people’s views. For example, people internalized the associations
that the state-controlled media had made between, on the one hand, the
location and the size of the dwellings in “unplanned” areas (`ashwa´iyyat)
and, on the other hand, many social problems and transgressions.
Similarly, several men and women emphasized that the increasing moral
corruption ( fasad) and female transgression (inhiraf ) were a direct result
of the fact that many parents sleep in the same room as their children.
Drawing on the media, they suggested a relationship between old quar-
ters (hawari) and unplanned areas and the increasing number of armed
attacks in Egypt. A woman expressed her astonishment when she heard
that a man had started shooting at people in the subway in New York:
“We have terrorism because we have unplanned areas [`ashwa´iyyat] and
old narrow neighborhoods [hawari], which produce ignorance and back-
wardness, but why do they have crime in advanced America [amrika al-
raqiya]?”

Therefore, the state public discourse should not be dismissed as mere
rhetoric or empty talk. Rather, it is powerful and continues to shape peo-
ple’s identities and their use of space after relocation. As Foucault (1979,
1980a) emphasized, power does not only repress, exclude, and censor. In
addition, it “produces eVects at the level of desire and also at the level of
knowledge” (Foucault 1980b: 59). This is not to say that people embraced
everything they heard in the state-controlled media. In fact, they were
usually very critical of what they heard, often dismissing it in favor of
what they heard from other sources, such as the mosque. They fre-
quently questioned how the country was run, discussed the many prob-
lems they faced daily, and linked their problems with the corruption of
state oYcials. These contradictory reactions present another theoretical
and methodological issue related to how to conceptualize the relationship
between the shifting feelings and views of people in al-Zawiya al-Hamra
and the state public discourse. How is it possible for people to both
accept and oppose the dominant representations of modernity when these
are encoded in physical forms around them? In the coming pages, I aim
to account for the desires and eVects that the state discourse stimulates
without reducing the spatial practices of the “ordinary practitioners of the
city” (de Certeau 1988: 93) to a mere reXection or rejection of the state
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policies. I examine the multiple meanings of these practices and analyze
their intended and unintended consequences. While men and women
welcomed the new apartments and considered them superior to their old
units, their narratives and the ways they utilized the new apartments pro-
vide a critique of the state project of modernity. As active users, I show
in the next chapter, the project dwellers utilized various strategies and tac-
tics to transform the new apartments physically and socially.
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One day in 1994, Amal, a Wve-year-old girl, sat on my lap to tell me a story.
“Praise the Prophet. Once upon a time, there was an old woman who
used to live in an apartment that was as small as that tiny table [Amal was
pointing to a small table in their living room]. Each time the old woman
swept the Xoor, she found either one pound or Wfty piasters that she kept
hidden in a place in her window.1 The old woman was saving to buy a
larger apartment. But one day, a thief stole all the money she had saved.
She was very sad. An `afriit [demon or ghost] appeared and asked the old
woman what she would like to have. She asked for a larger apartment.
The `afriit asked her, ‘Would you like the apartment with a balcony?’ She
answered, ‘yes’. He asked her, ‘Would you like a television set, a fan and
a bottle of water?’ [Amal was describing some of the things that were in
front of us in the living room]. The old woman said yes. Then he asked
her, ‘And would you like some pictures of Samira Sa`id and Latifa?’
[These are two popular female Moroccan and Tunisian singers whose
posters were decorating the wall of the living room]. The woman again
answered yes. The `afriit brought all these things to the old woman. She
was very happy and cried out with joy. That same day, however, she
smelled the birshaam that was hidden behind the television set [this bir-

c h a p t e r 2

Relocation and the Daily Use
of “Modern” Spaces

Short of a certain threshold of likelihood, only magical solutions
remain. Magical hope is the outlook on the future characteristic
of those who have no real future before them.

Pierre Bourdieu, Algeria 1960

43



shaam is a type of drug that is often believed to be produced and circu-
lated by the United States and Israel; it is a pill that is taken orally and not
sniVed as Amal implies]. This caused her heart to collapse [ gham ala
albaha], and the old woman died.”

Amal’s narrative was contextualized by her family’s attempts to Wnd a
larger housing unit to move into from the one-bedroom apartment to
which her parents had been relocated in 1980. Amal’s parents had been
trying without success to save enough money to move to a larger hous-
ing unit. Before the story, Amal informed me that she had asked her
father, who was going to receive his pay “in the morning,” to buy them
an apartment that was as big as my apartment, which she had visited a few
days before narrating the above story. Her father, a worker in a govern-
ment-owned factory and a part-time barber, promised to buy the new
apartment “tomorrow.” She realized that “tomorrow” was too distant, so
she asked the father to repaint at least the walls of their apartment
because the current color was, as described by her eldest sister, very
“depressing.” Her mother and sisters had been trying to persuade him to
replace the current dark green color, which he thought would be more
durable and would not get dirty easily, with an oV-white color that the
mother’s sister, who lived in another neighborhood, had chosen when she
repainted her apartment.

As is the case with many other children, Amal’s images of the desired
home are constructed from global images transmitted through television
programs, school textbooks, and visits to diVerent parts of the city. Her
dreams, as well as those of her sisters, of the future apartment are
informed by the movies and soap operas they like to watch: a big apart-
ment with a balcony, a spacious kitchen, modern furniture, and organized
spatial arrangements inside and outside the housing unit. These images
contradict the material realities of Amal’s life and create desires that can-
not be satisWed even through some magical means. Like the dreams of
many other low-income people, Amal’s discourse “proceeds in a jagged
line, the leaps into daydream being followed by relapses into a present
that withers all fantasies” (Bourdieu 1979: 69). As signiWed in the end of
the story, disappointment and frustration continually disrupt the dreams
of Amal and many of her neighbors.

The story of Amal not only expresses the frustration of young children
with the shrinking amount of space allocated to them but also commu-
nicates the unsatisWed expectations of the many young men and women
who try to Wnd housing in Cairo. Amal’s oldest sister, Zahra, has been
engaged for two years. She is becoming more and more frustrated with
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her Wancé’s inability to save enough money to rent an apartment. Karim,
her Wancé, has been working as a waiter in a restaurant outside the
neighborhood and cannot save enough to secure the key money (an
advance that is paid to the owner before moving into the apartment) that
is required by owners. Like many low-income couples, Karim and Zahra
cannot aVord housing in the capital, and they are pushed to new com-
munities such as Madinat al-Saalam and the 6th of October outside
Cairo.

Amal’s family is lucky compared with other low-income families who
are pushed outside the city. They still have an apartment that is relatively
close to the capital center, they pay low monthly rent, and they expect
(according to the promises of the government) to become its legal own-
ers within two years. The limited housing options available for low-
income groups and the continuous increase in rents reinforce the role of
the dwelling in providing the family with security and social prestige.
When “all that is solid melts into air” (Berman 1988), being rooted in a
particular place gains more signiWcance and becomes central to the rep-
resentation of the self and the formation of identities.

El-Masaakin: A Dream and a Reality

The techniques of enframing, of Wxing an interior and exterior, and
of positioning the observing subject, are what create an appearance of
order, an order that works by appearance.

Timothy Mitchell, Colonising Egypt

Amal and her family live in the new housing project that was constructed
in the late 1970s and early 1980s. This project is divided into identical
blocks (or bilokat, as they are called in al-Zawiya) that consist of Wve-story
apartment buildings with separate entrances. Each building is divided
into individual apartments with separate doors.2 The smallest unit is
called qatou` (“chopped oV ”). This is usually a single bedroom with a hall-
way (turqa) and is disliked due to its small size and the absence of a sep-
arate room to receive guests.3 The most common-sized units are those
with one bedroom and a saala (a living room) and those with two bed-
rooms and a saala. The largest, which is the least common, has two bed-
rooms with a larger living space that can be divided into a saala and a
third bedroom. These apartments usually have one small bathroom with
a shower. The kitchen is either a tiny separate space, which is the domi-
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nant form, or a corner in the hallway where a gas stove and a sink are
placed.

Some of the blocks are organized in parallel rows and others are
organized in square shapes or murabba`at. A square usually consists of 12
blocks with a piece of land that is called wist al-murabba` or the middle of
the square (see Figure 4). This land was cultivated with Xowers when the
group was moved to the area. Currently most of it is used by residents for
activities such as socializing, raising animals, and gardening, as well as for
weddings and receiving condolences after funerals. While the hara or the
narrow street was a main social unit in Bulaq, the murabba` has become
the point of reference in collective activities and interaction in al-Zawiya.
These two units resemble each other (and the shari` or street in el-ahali)
in terms of the social obligations that bind people who live in the same
hara and murabba`, especially in major rites of passage. Weddings that are
conducted in the same social unit (murabba`, shari`, or hara) are usually
opened to all the people who live there, who are also expected to pay con-
dolences when someone in that unit dies. The obligations between the
residents of these social units are manifested in various ways. For exam-
ple, a family that is celebrating a wedding is expected to ask for permis-
sion from the family of a deceased person who lives in the same unit if the
celebration is taking place within forty days of the date of the death.4

However, similar to a housing development that Eickelman (1989)
described in Morocco, the project in al-Zawiya shows only limited soli-
darity compared with relationships in Bulaq, a topic closely examined in
the next chapter.PLACE FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE

Many members of the relocated group, especially women, welcome
the new apartments and see in them a big improvement compared to
their previous housing. The monthly rent is small, and the residents have
been promised ownership of their apartments Wfteen years after the relo-
cation date. Ownership is considered a big advantage from the people’s
point of view, especially given the lack of aVordable housing in Cairo.
However, soon after the resettlement, the new arrivals started to face
problems. In addition to shabby construction (sewage, for example,
always leaks, and thus several apartments are stained; in at least one case,
water was dripping over people’s heads while I was visiting with them),
the size of most of the new “modern” apartments does not Wt the chang-
ing size and structure of the family.

Most families got the same number of rooms that they had in the orig-
inal settlement. Only when there was more than one nuclear family liv-
ing in the same housing unit was each family given a separate apartment.5

46 T H E  DA I LY U S E  O F “M O D E R N ” S PA C ES



T H E  DA I LY U S E  O F “M O D E R N ” S PA C ES 47

Many refer to how the rooms that they used to occupy in the old location
were large enough to carry out all their daily activities and that the new
apartments did not add substantially to the private space that they had in
Bulaq. What the project did, however, was to try to separate spaces and
assign certain activities to speciWc locations. Thus, a space for preparing
food was labeled “kitchen,” another space for personal hygiene was called
“bathroom,” a third space, the saala was designated for socializing, and
the family was expected to sleep in one or more “bedrooms.”

The new division of the apartment, seen in the state public discourse
as the main feature of modern housing, did not solve the privacy prob-
lem, emphasized by the Minister of Housing as a motivation for the reset-
tlement. Most families received one bedroom with a small living space.
Despite the concern expressed by oYcials over males and females sleep-
ing in the same area, there were no extra rooms for children or guests.
Because many parents, just like Amal’s parents, believe that children
should not sleep with them in the same room and that it is better to con-
duct diVerent activities in designated areas, they soon had to convert the
saala to a bedroom for the children. Amal’s parents had two daughters
when they were Wrst moved to their one-bedroom apartment. Over the
last fourteen years, three more daughters have been added to the family.
A bed and a couch in the living room are now shared by Amal and her
four elder sisters, whose ages range from ten to twenty years. The parents
occupy the bedroom. Sometimes the mother is forced to take Amal to
sleep with them in the bedroom, something that she considers inappro-
priate. Other daughters are also moved to sleep on the Xoor in the par-

figure 4: In addition
to the project buildings
arranged in rows, some of
the buildings are arranged
in murabba`at (squares). A
square usually consists of
twelve blocks. The blocks
all open on the same shared
piece of land that is used for
various activities.



ents’ bedroom when visitors stay for the night. Recently, Amal’s father has
been pressuring his wife to get pregnant again in hopes that they might
have a son. Amal’s mother resists the pressure, using their small apartment
as a “weapon.” She argues that their living conditions will get worsen with
the birth of another child. Other families in the project have also grown
and have found it impossible to live in the apartments allotted to them by
the state without adding a small room (if they are fortunate enough to live
on the Wrst Xoor) or a balcony (if they live on other Xoors). Unfor-
tunately, Amal’s parents live on the Wfth Xoor, which makes it very hard
to add an extra room or a balcony without the full cooperation of their
neighbors. In addition, their apartment overlooks a main street near the
police station. This immediately exposes any alterations to the apartment
to the gaze of oYcials, who could terminate the construction and penal-
ize the family.

As a structured space, the modern apartment objectiWes the state’s
understanding of modernity. The oYcial discourse, as discussed in the
Wrst chapter, assumed that people, after having entered the “modern”
apartments, would be transformed into productive subjects who would
contribute positively to the progress of the country. In other words, the
state promoted the modern apartment as a way to create healthy families
and remove social conXicts and “immoral” behaviors. But can the mod-
ern apartment determine how it should be used? Can it regulate how peo-
ple organize their relationships and practices? How do people use the new
units? What changes do they introduce to their apartments, and what are
the sociocultural meanings of these changes?

Negotiating Modern Space and Daily Life in el-Masaakin

The modern apartment is an element in a system and, as such,
it requires its occupants to adopt a certain life-style; it presupposes
and calls for the adoption of a whole complex of practices and
representations.

Pierre Bourdieu, Algeria 1960

In his analysis of public housing in Algeria, Pierre Bourdieu (1979)
showed that the move to modern housing is not suYcient to produce
“modern” practices and dispositions but that there are objective condi-
tions that structure people’s appropriation of the modern apartment. In
this analysis, Bourdieu maintained a clear distinction between the more
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and less privileged fractions of the working class. The “adaptation”6 to
modern housing is bounded by a cultural transformation that segments
of the working class with low incomes are not capable of achieving
because they lack the economic means and the dispositions, which can-
not be “formed in the absence of those means” (85). Because the less priv-
ileged fractions are unable to acquire “the higher level of adaptation
required by the modern estate,” they “seek to create a form of adaptation
at a lower level, at the cost of a ‘shanty townization’ of the estate” (87).
Only members of the most privileged fraction of the working class, with
their economic resources, education, and aspirations, are capable of
transforming their practices and cultural dispositions to meet the
demands of modern housing. They Wnd in the modern apartment a per-
fect match to their “desires which hitherto were formulated only in
imagination and were concretely thwarted to Wnd the material conditions
for their realization” (90).

Bourdieu’s distinction between the diVerent fractions of the working
class and how they diVerently appropriate space should be taken into con-
sideration in the study of urban space. This diVerentiation, however, is
excessively deterministic in the Algerian study, since it assumes that the
objective conditions (i.e., economic resources) of the social agent totally
regulate how the modern space is used and appropriated. Even when peo-
ple linked their dissatisfaction with the housing project to the fact that
their units were diVerent from the “European” apartments, Bourdieu saw
in such statements mere attempts to escape their objective situation or to
deny their cultural and economic shortcomings.

Although various issues could be examined in Bourdieu’s interesting
study of the Algerian rehousing project, here I limit the discussion to two
points that are relevant to my study of el-masaakin in Cairo. First,
Bourdieu’s model works only if we accept a monolithic deWnition of
modernity inscribed in cultural forms that dictate how they are to be used.
In this framework, any deviation from the dictated pattern of usage reveals
the inability of the actor to “adapt” to modern life. The inability to provide
the necessary furniture and utilities for the “modern” apartment “appears
as a sort of scandalous absurdity; it objectively testiWes to the occupant’s
incapacity to take real possession of the space available, an inability to adopt
the modern life-style which such housing oVers” (Bourdieu 1979: 83).7 In
contrast, I examine modernity as a contested set of discourses and images
and argue that, as with any other cultural form, the meaning of a “modern”
apartment is not stable but is continuously negotiated by diVerent agents
with diVerent powers, capacities, and conceptions.
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The second point draws on de Certeau’s (1988) critique of Bourdieu’s
concept of “strategy,” a key concept that Bourdieu utilized to challenge the
mechanical assumptions that were rooted in structuralism and to avoid
the dichotomy between objectivism and subjectivism (Honneth et al.
1986). A strategy, Bourdieu (1990) argued, “is the product, not of obedi-
ence to a norm explicitly posited and obeyed or of regulation exerted by
an unconscious ‘model’ ” (15), but of a “practical sense of things”
(Lamaison 1986: 111) that enables “agents to cope with unforeseen and
ever changing situations” (Bourdieu 1977: 3). His usage of this concept
aimed to show that “actions can be goal-oriented without being con-
sciously directed towards them or guided by them” (Honneth et al. 1986:
41). A strategy thus is not a conscious or calculated action but the “intu-
itive product of knowing the rules of the game” (Mahar et al. 1990: 17).

Bourdieu’s use of the term strategy has been criticized by several
authors (see, for example, Jenkins 1992; de Certeau 1988) because, among
other things, it limits the options available to social actors and ignores
other forms of action. De Certeau (1988) presented a useful distinction
between strategies and tactics, which Bourdieu’s work did not address. A
strategy assumes a proper place and serves as the basis for generating rela-
tions with an “exteriority composed of targets or threats” (de Certeau
1988: 36). A tactic, in contrast, is “a calculus which cannot count on a
‘proper’ (a spatial or institutional localization) locus” (xix). It is “a clever
trick” that depends on time and waits to manipulate any emerging
opportunities in a system of domination. Tactics and strategies are dis-
tinguished by the kinds of “operations and the role of spaces” (30). Thus,
while strategies can create, arrange, and control spaces, tactics can only
use, maneuver, and invert these spaces.8

The distinction that Bourdieu made between the privileged and less
privileged segments of the working class corresponds with a distinction
that can be made within the relocated group in Cairo. Although the lat-
ter is heterogenous in terms of occupation and income, the majority of
its members are low-income earners who work in local factories, small
crafts, low-level government services, and petty trading. Some members
of this group work as skilled or semiskilled laborers in Cairo or in oil-pro-
ducing countries. This segment enjoys more income and stability in the
job market than the rest of the group. Neither the petty trader nor the
skilled worker, however, has accepted the “modern” apartment as allo-
cated to them by the state. They both have introduced various changes to
the housing unit. I analyze the practices of both of these fractions in al-
Zawiya al-Hamra as “strategies” and “tactics,” employed to articulate their
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cultural dispositions with the modern construction of space imposed on
them by the state.

Later in this chapter, I will also discuss gender, an important dimen-
sion that was not addressed by Bourdieu’s analysis of housing in Algeria,
as vital to the understanding of the appropriation of modern housing.
Women are key agents in dealing with the Egyptian bureaucracy; they fol-
lowed the paper work through government oYces, answered questions
posed by researchers and oYcials who visited them before the relocation,
and bargained for a larger unit or a better location. Women also resist the
limitations imposed on them by their economic conditions. They man-
age the budget, negotiate the family’s needs, save money to introduce
physical changes to the unit, and cooperate with neighbors to form sav-
ings associations ( gami`yyat) to secure enough money to buy many of the
consumer goods (such as color TVs) that are becoming signs of distinc-
tion. In short, women take care of their family’s apartments, alter how
they are used, and organize their spaces. Women’s views of modern life,
therefore, are vital in shaping the housing project in al-Zawiya.

Struggles over the Modern

If we think of modernism as a struggle to make ourselves at home
in a constantly changing world, we will realize that no mode of
modernism can ever be deWnitive.

Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air

The new apartments have brought many changes to people’s lives, such
as the promotion of the nuclear family, a redeWnition of relationships
within the household, increasing restrictions on interaction with neigh-
bors, more separation of work from residence and private from public
space, and the introduction of new ways to organize and use space. People
do not accept all these distinctions and changes that were embedded in
the housing project but instead try to reconstruct their individual
dwellings and negotiate the use of shared spaces with neighbors and oth-
ers. Many feel that the new units are superior to their previous housing
in Bulaq. Only some Wnancially capable families, especially ex-owners
who “could not stand living” in the housing project, have managed to buy
apartments or houses outside the project. The majority of the population,
however, have not had any alternative but to continue to live in the hous-
ing units allocated to them by the state.
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Over the past Wfteen years, residents of the project have been actively
trying to accommodate themselves to the new apartments and to trans-
form several aspects of the new units to meet their needs and visions. In
fact, people’s willingness to conform to the modern units began even
before they were moved. They expected that they were moving to supe-
rior housing units and tried to prepare themselves for the move. Those
who could aVord it bought new furniture and replaced many of the
objects that they had, while others repainted their old furniture and Wxed
the broken parts. They were preparing for a new life. As one woman
explained, even the governor and his men were surprised when they saw
the new furniture that people were packing. “They thought that we were
just a bunch of beggars, but they quickly discovered that we had nice and
good things. They even stopped paying the money that they promised to
support the needy. They said, ‘Look at what they have. They are not poor
and do not deserve the support we planned to give them.’9 They came with
many policemen supported by the Central Security force [al-Amn al-
Markazi] because they expected us to resist, but we did not. We simply
took our belongings out, placed them in the truck we rented, and moved.”

People’s active appropriation of the housing project as a collectivity is
manifested in their usage of new concepts to describe their housing units
after relocation. Words such as bilook, saala, and murabba`, which were not
used in Bulaq, are used currently in daily conversations and cultural expres-
sive forms (such as jokes and songs). The people, however, are not passive
actors who have absorbed uncritically the new organization of space. One
example can be seen in how they have collectively redeWned state attempts
to introduce a new way of designating housing units. Each new bilook was
given a number that is still used for mail and some other government-
related purposes such as paying the rent and utility charges. These numbers,
however, are rarely used in daily life. People gave new names to each
murabba`. One is called murabba` al-mi`iiz (goats square) because its resi-
dents have many goats, another is called murabba` al-itikeet (whose people
identify themselves as polite and dress nicely), and still another is called
murabba` al-is`af (the square where the Wrst aid unit is stationed). These
names are used to identify the diVerent murabba`at, and then names of the
family members are used to identify the speciWc block and apartment.

Individual units have also been appropriated in various ways that were
not intended by the state planners as indicated in the design and division
of the housing units. Since the modern apartment is not total and Wnished,
people always Wnd methods and ways to redeWne the internal and external
design and to transform how it is used. Before I discuss these changes, a
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brief discussion of the role of the housing unit in daily life may be a nec-
essary background for readers not familiar with Cairo and al-Zawiya.

The Housing Unit in Daily Life
The centrality of the housing unit to the reproduction of the family as a
physical and social unit is clearly manifested in marriage arrangements.
The apartment enables the couple to engage in sexual intercourse and to
start having children. While a couple may be married legally, the marriage
is not consummated and socially acknowledged until they have their own
space, whether their own apartment or a separate section of an apartment
shared with parents. According to Campo (1991), the word dukhla (the
word commonly used to refer to the consummation of the marriage)
means that the groom enters the bride and that the bride enters a new
house, both of which take place at the same time.

Generally, families prefer that newlyweds live in their own separate
apartments. Not only is available space limited, but sharing the residen-
tial unit with in-laws is perceived as threatening to the stability of the mar-
riage and deprives the bride of her own furnished space, which is a major
source of her pride. A newly married woman enjoys guiding her female
guests throughout the apartment to show them the furniture, the appli-
ances, and the clothes that she has accumulated. Gender distinctions are
embedded in spatial organization from the moment when the parents
arrange a marriage. The groom, who is the wage earner, is the one who
should secure the apartment and provide the furniture of the bedroom
where sexual intercourse takes place. The bride’s role as a homemaker is
highlighted by her responsibility to furnish the living room, the center of
social interaction, and to obtain most of the kitchen utensils.

Women in particular are sensitive to the importance of the housing
unit in the presentation of the self in everyday life. The apartment, its
physical features and furniture, embodies messages that manifest the fam-
ily’s Wnancial abilities. If one knows how to read spatial signs, it is possi-
ble to learn many things about the unit’s residents, such as their religious
identity and socioeconomic status. Blankets or clothes that women hang
outside the apartment’s balcony, for instance, are read by other women
as indicators of the family’s ability to invest in accumulating household
goods, and they update the neighbors on the latest changes in the fam-
ily’s private life, such as the arrival of a family member from abroad, the
birth of a child, or the marriage of a daughter. The apartment is not only
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important to a woman’s own identity but also central to how a woman
views other families. Women inspect apartments that they visit and con-
struct elaborate narratives to describe their impressions of the apartment
and its occupants. Visiting other apartments provides a powerful way for
women to gaze at others and scrutinize their activities and identities. I felt
this power when I became the subject of informants’ inquiries when they
visited my apartment. As a married woman, I was expected to invite
women to visit my apartment and to inspect my furniture. Such visits,
which I tried to coordinate and organize as much as I could, took a lot
of time and eVort. In addition to preparing an expected sumptuous meal,
I had to rearrange the apartment to match the expectations that my inter-
action with people created. During these encounters, people not only
questioned me about life in Garden City (the neighborhood where we
used to live), our foreign neighbors, the situation in Jordan, and my edu-
cation in the United States but also examined every room and every piece
of furniture in the apartment. Children played with computers, looked
through drawers, and rummaged through every box they saw, while
mothers helped in the kitchen, took baths in our bathtub, and watched
my wedding video and other videotapes that they brought with them.
After each visit, the visitors constructed elaborate narratives about their
visits and described our “big” apartment, its furniture and organized use
of space, and the food we served them. “We visited her, met her husband,
and saw her apartment” became a common phrase used when introduc-
ing me to others, indicating closeness and familiarity.10

signs of distinction

The housing unit is thus important for the representation of the self and
for showing the family’s distinction. As “active users,” people have
employed various strategies that have transformed the standardized
spaces into personalized homes and diversiWed the homogenous housing
project. These strategies localize change in durable forms so that it is easy
for the eye to observe and measure the Wnancial ability of the housing
unit’s occupants. At the relocation time, all the apartments were identi-
cal in the shape and division of space when the people moved to them.
They did not manifest the socioeconomic diVerences between the people.
For instance, several ex-tenants and ex–house owners moved to apart-
ments similar in size, number of rooms, design, and location. This simi-
larity made it crucial for Wnancially capable families to signal their social
distinction through other means. In addition to consumer goods such as
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VCRs and color TVs, families with suYcient resources introduced vari-
ous physical changes to the modern apartment to signal their distinction.
Most of these changes were marked by their high cost, aVorded only by
those with relatively high incomes, often families with male relatives
working in the Gulf. The residents of each block examine changes that
other families have introduced to their physical structure of the housing
units and select what is suitable given their budgets, planned activities,
and the messages that they would like these units to embody.

These physical changes introduced to the individual unit include
adding balconies, removing and adding walls to expand the living room
or to separate it more from the kitchen, adding windows and doors, rear-
ranging and replacing the old washbasin with a ceramic one, renewing
sewage connections and replacing the old toilet with a porcelain one or
with a Xush toilet, remodeling the kitchen and adding wood cabinets,
installing water heaters, and repainting the apartment using oil paint.11

Here, it is meaningful to note that people use the word hadad or demo-
lition to describe many of these changes. This word indicates that people
saw certain aspects of the internal design of the apartment as so unWtting
for their needs that they had to be destroyed. Before and after “we
demolished” become two distinct stages in the history of the apartment
and the life of the family in the unit. People also refer to the apartment
that has been changed as muwaddaba (arranged), and its price increases
substantially compared to other apartments of the same size but without
the same changes. Due to the complexity and diversity of these changes,
I will discuss as an example the changes introduced to the balcony,
which are the most common and visible to the public and express the
socioeconomic status of the family.

on the border between the private 
and the public

The “eye” is a product of history.

Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction

The balcony, which overlooks the public land in the middle of the square,
has been changed in various ways over the last Wfteen years. In the orig-
inal design, it was open to the outside, and a wall separated it from the
living room. Over time, capable families removed this wall and covered
the balcony with heavy wooden or metal shutters (see Figure 5). More
recently, families who could aVord it have shifted to a more expensive

T H E  DA I LY U S E  O F “M O D E R N ” S PA C ES 55



56 T H E  DA I LY U S E  O F “M O D E R N ” S PA C ES

kind of balcony covering, which consists of wide glass shutters with alu-
minum frames. With the removal of the wall that previously separated the
balcony from the living room, the two become one entity that mediates
the interaction between family members and outsiders.PLACE FIGURE 5 ABOUT HERE

The social signiWcance of these changes becomes clear if we examine
the role of the balcony in daily life. The balcony is a “stage” (GoVman
1959) that is used to communicate with others and to present the self in
public. Women often read the news of other families, such as the birth of
a child or the arrival of a family member from abroad, from the objects
and clothes displayed on the balcony’s laundry ropes. On the balcony,
young men and women subtly exchange love messages. They whistle, sig-
nal with hands, and communicate verbally to arrange meeting with one
another. The balcony is also the stage where neighbors exchange standard
insults when Wghting. From her balcony, a woman, Um Sabri, follows the
news of her daughter, Hanan, who deWed her family’s will and eloped
with a neighbor and then moved to live with her mother-in-law. Um
Sabri tries to provoke Hanan’s mother-in-law by using a tape recorder to

figure 5: Better-oV families remove the wall that separates the
balcony from the living room and install new glass shutters. These
shutters become signs of distinction that convey to others the
Wnancial means of the family.

New glass shutters

A wall that was demolished

Living room

New wall



play songs meant to challenge and degrade her. Um Sabri also displays the
new clothes and blankets that her husband sends from Saudi Arabia to
show his ability to provide for her. The new, expensive aluminum-framed
glass shutters, therefore, frame people’s interaction with outsiders and
attempts to communicate their desires and frustrations.

The alteration not only expands the living room but also allows a new
way of observing and seeing others. From the vantage point of the
couch, which is usually placed in front of the glass shutters, men and
women engage in various popular activities in al-Zawiya al-Hamra:
socializing with others, listening to music, or watching television (which
is always placed in the living room) while observing what takes place in
the middle of the murabba` and other apartments. This couch is the pre-
ferred seat that family members compete over and the one that is usually
oVered to guests. Moreover, the alteration gives more Xexibility in con-
trolling who sees whom and when. The new glass-fronted balcony in
combination with curtains allows those inside the apartment to see oth-
ers without being seen or without showing more than their eyes or face.
Such an arrangement is not available to families who cannot aVord to
change their balconies. The moment they step onto the balcony, they are
under the gaze of others. So rather than providing a platform for scruti-
nizing the community, the balcony, which remains separated from the liv-
ing room, gets used for storing some household items or keeping domes-
tic animals. This is one of the main reasons why Majda (whose family
could not aVord such alterations) used to go to her neighbors’ apartment
to communicate with her boyfriend without being seen by others in the
murabba`. As Gilsenan (1982) argued, “Seeing without being seen is
knowledge, perhaps even power” (190). Hence, the new glass shutters not
only express the Wnancial ability of the family but also reinforce the sym-
bolic power that the balcony secures for its members. At the same time,
a certain resistance to being exposed to the gaze of others is manifested
in balconies that have been covered with wooden shutters that do not
allow passersby to peek inside the unit (see Figure 6).PLACE FIGURE 6 ABOUT HERE

While the better oV use relatively expensive material, needy families
resort to clay, old wooden boxes, and other cheap materials. Some fam-
ilies, for instance, build small shacklike rooms (especially when living on
the ground Xoor) to sell some groceries to the neighbors or keep their
domestic animals. Others turn the lower part of the staircase into a small
shop to provide services such as ironing or to sell groceries and candy.
Alternatively, such items may be sold from a kiosk placed next to a block.
In these cases, the sellers have to negotiate such changes with neighbors
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and must obtain permits from local authorities. This rejection of the sep-
aration between working and living space has also manifested itself in the
many apartments that are turned into clinics, oYces, and shops. As will
be examined further in chapter 4, integrating the workplace within the
residence area enables family members, especially women, to cooperate
in taking care of the new investment.

The Daily Use of “Modern” Space

The blanket that Bourdieu’s theory throws over tactics as if to put out
their Wre by certifying their amenability to socioeconomic rationality
or as if to mourn their death by declaring them unconscious, should
teach us something about their relationship with any theory.

Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life

Contrary to such strategies, which localize change in visible forms and
physical transformations, “tactics” are based on shifting meanings and

figure 6: The original design of the balcony can be seen on the second and
fourth Xoors (the left side of the photograph). The most expensive alterations
are on the third and Wfth Xoors. Notice that to ensure visual protection, bal-
conies on the ground Xoor are covered with wooden shutters. Photograph by
Farha Ghannam.
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functions of space over time to satisfy a particular purpose. The daily use
of space does not simply follow the prescriptions embedded in the hous-
ing unit. To use is “not simply to apply, to put into practice, but to evade
the prescriptions embedded in ‘oYcial’ textuality” (Frow 1995: 48).

The shifting meanings and functions of space are clearly manifested in
how the various rooms are furnished and decorated. Except for single-
room apartments, most housing units have a similar division of space. As
previously mentioned, the unit is usually divided into a place for social-
ization and receiving guests (saala), a place for sleeping, a place for
cooking, and a place for personal hygiene. The saala is usually a small
room near the entrance to the apartment. It is the locus of most daily
activities, ranging from socializing and watching TV to preparing food
and serving it to family members and guests. It is a space that is typically
furnished by the bride, who is responsible for receiving guests as well as
serving them drinks and food. Currently, the bride’s family buy a standard
set of furniture for this room, called antireeh (from the French entrée,
which indicates an informal sitting room). The set usually consists of one
couch with two matching armchairs and a coVee table. Older married
couples still maintain their old furniture, which consists of two or three
high wooden couches that are placed along the room walls. Many fami-
lies utilize one or more of these couches for sleeping at night.

The saala, which is open for visitors, is one of the main spaces used to
display the social distinction and the religious identity of the family. It has
the television set and the VCR if the family has one. Quranic calligraphy,
religious items, calenders, clocks, posters of singers and actors, and pictures
of family members may decorate its walls. Better-oV families usually have
a glass-fronted cabinet where they display china cups and glasses that are
not used daily. They also have a small high table that is moved from one
side to the other to serve drinks (tea and soft drinks) to guests. The pieces
of furniture do not always stay in a Wxed place. They are moved from one
room to another depending on the occasion and the social function of a
particular space. Suad, a newly married young woman, for example,
moved the antireeh from the saala to one of her two bedrooms in order to
protect it from the neighbors’ children. As she explained, mothers come
to visit and bring their young children with them, who not only jump on
the furniture but also spill tea and water and sometimes accidentally uri-
nate on the couch and the carpet. She furnished the saala with a straw mat
and placed some mattresses on the sides for people to sit on. This space is
used for receiving the neighbors, while the antireeh is saved for her hus-
band’s friends and relatives who visit from outside the neighborhood.

The preferred seat depends on the activities conducted in the saala and



the nature of the socialization process. The seat that faces the apartment’s
door, which is usually closer to the window or to the balcony, is preferred
when people are chatting or listening to music. It allows the person to see
who is coming into the apartment and observe the outside world, an
activity that people enjoy very much. When people are watching televi-
sion, there is competition over the seat that faces the TV set. Families try
to keep the saala clean and organized during the daytime to be ready to
receive guests. At night, many families turn it into a sleeping place.
Visitors are not required to remove their shoes before coming into this
room, which is usually covered with a plastic mat or a carpet (during the
winter or special occasions). Women, however, tend to enter the saala
barefoot because they usually prefer to sit on the Xoor or on the couch
cross-legged or squatting. Except for a very few cases of extreme reli-
giosity and when the visitor is a total male stranger, there is no sex seg-
regation in this room. Sisters, mothers, or wives Wx the sweet strong tea
that is usually served to guests. When the visitor is a stranger, the brother,
the husband, or the son takes the tea from the female relative at the door
and serves it by himself. With male visitors who are close to the family,
young women may chat, joke, and sit in the same room. Male visitors are,
however, quite restricted in their movement within the housing unit.
They do not enter other rooms without invitation, while female visitors
can freely follow the hostess to the kitchen and bedrooms.

As opposed to the state’s original design, people do not worry about sep-
arating, ordering, and labeling spaces. The private kitchen was emphasized
in the state public discourse as necessary to avoid personal injury and
conXicts between neighbors who shared the same kitchen. In the new unit,
however, preparing food is not limited to the kitchen. Women do not sep-
arate what is seen as “work” (preparing food, for example) from pleasure
(such as socializing and watching television). In fact, the more the task is
seen as time-consuming work (as is the case with stuYng vegetables and
making ruqaq [thin bread] for the SacriWce Feast), the more it is made an
occasion for a festive gathering where women exchange stories and jokes,
listen to music, and drink tea. A woman may feel very comfortable sitting
on the bed near a window on a sunny day during winter to sort rice, to shell
peas, or to peel garlic. She may bring the gasoline burner to the living room
to Wx tea or prepare mint syrup while chatting with others and warming the
room at the same time. She may squat in the staircase to hollow out and
stuV eggplants and squash with the help of some neighbors. Thus, women’s
daily activities continually cross the boundaries that state oYcials and plan-
ners projected in the new apartments as central to modern housing.
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Through practices, discourses, and rituals, people deWne and redeWne
the meanings of space and protect it against evil spirits. The bathroom,
for example, which was emphasized in the state discourse as a sign of a
modern and healthy family, embodies contradictory processes and activ-
ities. People use it not only for personal hygiene, bathing, and washing
clothes but also as a place to perform ablution, an essential prerequisite
for praying. It is also seen as the place where jinn and `afarit can possess
( yalbis) the body and cause the person harm and pain. The person’s body
is vulnerable in the bathroom, making it easy for a jinn to control it. This
is the reason why one should not speak or mention the name of God in
the bathroom and why one repeats before entering the bathroom: “God
protect me from evil and deWlements” (´a`uzu bi-llaah min al-khubs wa al-
khaba´yis). By the same token, in a Friday sermon, a sheikh describing the
rules for dealing with space strongly recommended to mention God’s
name whenever one enters a place, especially if it is dark or deserted. This
is necessary to pacify the jinn and dislocate the devil that inhabits these
places. Transforming a place into a safe and blessed one was also done rit-
ually when women slaughtered ducks and chickens on the door step of
the new apartment and let the blood run down. Through such rituals and
prayers, various spaces are cultivated with meanings and signiWcation.

But What Shall I Do with My Chickens?

Last night, I had a dream. We went back to Bulaq. I was very happy
and said, “Now I can buy some chickens.”

(Um Hassan, a Wfty-Wve-year-old woman who was
relocated fourteen years ago, reporting on a dream
of hers in 1994)

As is clear from the previous discussion, women are the main daily users
of the housing unit. They spend much more time than men in the apart-
ments and are responsible for decorating, cleaning, and arranging their
housing units.12 As manifested in Amal’s story, cleanliness is highly
regarded and socially rewarded. The time and eVort that women invest
in cleaning and organizing their housing units is related to the social pres-
tige attached to their units and their role in maintaining them. The
attention paid to the cleanliness of the apartment increases drastically
when people expect visitors. This is especially noticeable during certain
occasions such as the two Eids (Muslim feasts), when every corner of the
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unit is carefully cleaned and new covers are used for the couches and beds.
Cleanliness is also one of the things that women celebrate when remem-
bering the past. “Yes, we used to live in one room. But it was like el-qishta
[cream].” This comparison refers mainly to the white color of cream,
which indicates in this case the apartment’s ultimate cleanliness. They
always refer to the amount of time and eVort they spent every day secur-
ing enough water from the public tap to clean the dwelling unit, bathe the
children, and take care of their household chores and then carrying the
dirty water to the public drain. This eVort and this appreciation of clean-
liness frame women’s positive reaction to the piped water, electricity, and
separate bathrooms available in the new housing units.

Women are main agents in negotiating the requirements of the mod-
ern space with their families’ economic realities and daily needs. The water
heater at Um Magdy’s apartment was paid for by her son who works in the
Gulf. The heater increased the electricity cost and necessitated more bar-
gaining with the unmarried sons who live with her about how to pay the
bill. Um Magdy tries to monitor the monthly expenditure closely and
seeks to control when and for how long the heater is used. When the
charges increase, Um Magdy refuses to pay the whole bill and insists that
her working sons contribute. Rather than allowing the expenses of the new
apartment to grow, women also employ several tactics to reduce them.
Thus, they use the gasoline burner to heat water for laundry and to cook
foods that take time and that require women to stand for lengthy periods.
This is the case when they fry Wsh and potatoes or when they prepare ruqaq
(thin bread that is used in cooking for the SacriWce Feast). These practices
are not seen as being in contradiction with modernity. On the contrary,
they are viewed as “smart” practices that express the skill of the woman and
her ability to save some money for the family and to physically relax, by sit-
ting on the Xoor, while cooking. Women are also active in physically trans-
forming the structures of their apartments. A woman usually saves the
money, Wnds a contractor, and helps in the performance of the work. She
also takes care of the “privatized” land under the control of her family,
waters the plants, and looks after the domestic animals.

Women, however, greatly miss many of the spaces in their old neigh-
borhood, such as the rooftop, the narrow lanes (too narrow for cars), the
open area around the public tap, the corniche of the Nile, and the local
shrines, which were important sites of socialization and where women
used to “eat together,” a signal of closeness and strong relationships.
Spaces that were used to raise domestic animals not only represented sites
for economic investments but were also the locus of interaction between
women. Raising poultry and sheep at home not only provided meat,
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eggs, and milk for the family but also secured a surplus to exchange with
the neighbors and to take as gifts to sick people and new mothers. While
taking care of their domestic animals in the morning and evening, women
used to meet on the rooftop to discuss daily aVairs, the latest news of the
neighborhood, and national and international news.

Many women complain about the time needed and the restrictions on
mobility that are imposed by raising domestic animals (for example,
women need to provide food and water to the poultry on regular basis).
But they still choose to continue raising poultry and refer to this process
as “tasliyah” (entertainment). “It is nice to raise chickens and ducks on the
roof and sit under the sun while watching the poultry,” Um Khalid com-
ments. “You can feed them the leftovers so that you secure meat and eggs
for the family.” In addition to its economic and social roles, raising chick-
ens and ducks is rooted in an ideology that assumes that baladi (or locally
produced) food products are tastier and better for the health and the
body. Women insist on serving such products to new mothers and to sick
people to strengthen them. Some even believe that non-baladi (farm-
grown) chicken is not pure (taher) because it is fed fodder (`alaf ).
Freshness, a highly regarded quality of food products, is also secured
when domestic animals are kept at home.

The freshness, goodness, and purity of baladi products are all behind
the eVorts, time, and creativity of women in Wnding spaces to raise poul-
try. Such spaces range from the area under the bed, rooftops, and bal-
conies to a small shack attached to the apartment (when living on the
ground Xoor) or a balcony that is added speciWcally for this purpose
(when the family lives on other Xoors), and the garden in the middle of
the murabba`. The use of these spaces is not only informed by women’s
experience in Bulaq but also reinforced by the prevalence of this practice
among people in el-ahali in al-Zawiya.

It is important to note that members of the same family understand
and react diVerently to the modern apartment. Young women tend to
prefer more privacy in their future homes and like the idea of being sep-
arated from others so that their activities will not be scrutinized. They
endorse having separate entrances to kitchens and bathrooms and disap-
prove of their current apartments, where the saala is in front of the
kitchen and the bathroom so that the latter is usually accessible only by
going into the former. Such an arrangement means that strange men who
need to use the bathroom have to enter the kitchen, while women have
to pass in front of the saala on their way to the kitchen and the bathroom.
This is why several families use a curtain or add a wall or a door to the
kitchen to separate it from the saala. Another example can be found in the



attitude of younger men and women to raising poultry at home. The
younger generation, which is more educated than the parents, seems
more willing to accept the dominant class’s deWnition (as mainly circu-
lated in the media) of modern furniture and spatial arrangements of the
housing unit. Many young women, for instance, emphasize that they will
not raise chickens inside their future apartments but will keep them only
if they have extra space outside the housing unit. Using arguments about
beauty, order, health, and hygiene, they try to prevent their mothers from
keeping animals inside the apartment.

As a result, mothers have to negotiate their desires with the preferences
of husbands and children. Um Hassan, who described her dream in the
beginning of this section, brought many chickens and ducks when she
moved to her new apartment. They were big and healthy. In Bulaq, she
had had plenty of space on the rooftop to let the chickens and ducks eat
and move more freely. After relocation, she would throw the chickens from
the balcony of her apartment on the fourth Xoor, and they would land in
front of the apartment and spend the whole day outside in the open space
around the block. The chickens would return only in the evening to sleep
on the small balcony, adjacent to the kitchen. When she bought new
chicks, they did not grow because they were locked inside a cage kept in
the apartment. Um Hassan shifted to pigeons, but soon her husband and
children started complaining about the dirt the pigeons left over the
place. Little by little, Um Hassan slaughtered all the chickens and pigeons
that she had brought with her, and her family members refused to allow
her to keep any more poultry on the balcony after they repainted the apart-
ment and remodeled the kitchen. The mother still dreams of going back
to Bulaq. The Wrst thing that she would do upon her return would be to
buy some chickens to keep on the rooftop. She and other neighbors could
not convince the widow who lives on the top Xoor to open a hole13 that
would give them access to the roof. Given this, Um Hassan was planning
to add another balcony to the back of the apartment adjacent to the
kitchen. The new balcony, she hoped, would be used for her chickens.

Meanwhile, she managed to successfully negotiate with her children a
place in the kitchen to keep the sheep for the SacriWce Feast (Eid al-Adha).
To save some money, determine how fatty the animal should be, and
secure its “purity,” the mother decided to buy a small sheep two months
before the Eid. She would feed and take care of it until it would be slaugh-
tered during the feast. When the decision was taken to buy the sheep, the
children started complaining about the smell, the noise, the dirt, and the
work needed to care for it. The mother promised that she would take the
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sheep down to the public space that was shared by the people of her bilook
during daytime, but she emphasized that at night the sheep should be
kept in the apartment (the kitchen or the balcony) or it could be stolen
(see Figure 7). She promised that if she kept the sheep in the apartment
during the night, she would bear the sole responsibility for taking it up
and down and for cleaning after it.PLACE FIGURE 7 ABOUT HERE

Dreams and Realities
The way Um Hassan and other women use their apartments and outer
shared spaces is part of a larger set of spatial practices. One important
thing to notice about these practices is their multiple meanings and con-
sequences. The visible changes that I examined here (such as those intro-
duced to the balcony) aim primarily to communicate social meanings and

figure 7: Domestic ani-
mals are kept on rooftops, in
shacks in front of buildings,
and in cages on balconies.
During the two months
before the SacriWce Feast
(Eid al-Adha), some families
keep sheep in the kitchen
during the night and in the
shared space in the murabba`
during the day. Photograph
by Farha Ghannam.
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display the status of the family to neighbors and visitors. In the next chap-
ters, I will examine other meanings and analyze how they transform the
project and the neighborhood at large. These practices and processes are
not easily classiWed as oppositional or aYrmative to the state plans. This
means that they should be examined within their speciWc contexts to
explore who is implementing them, what meanings are attached to them,
and how they change the individual housing unit as well as the overall
project. Privacy, for example, was emphasized in the state public discourse
when justifying the relocation project. Separating gender groups and
attaching activities to designated areas were seen as central components
of modern housing that were needed to avoid moral transgression and
produce a healthy family. Several families expressed their amazement
when recalling the past, at how they used to live in one room in Bulaq,
although, as they emphasize, that one room was big enough to carry out
most of their daily activities. Since relocation, they have been adding small
rooms to apartments on the ground Xoors and big balconies (to be used
as kitchens or sleeping areas) to apartments on other Xoors. In addition
to the separation of activities, adding large balconies to the housing units
is disrupting the appearance of homogeneity that the project aimed to
create (a point that will be discussed further in chapter 6). Other changes
and uses of space transform the distinctions between private/public and
work/residence areas (for more on this, see chapter 4), which were high-
lighted in the state discourse and design of the project as signs of moder-
nity. Therefore, even though these changes may be informed by oYcial
views of spatial use and organization, they still challenge and transform
the individual units and the project at large. Their transformative power
will be addressed further in the next chapters.

As reXected in Amal’s story, desires and aspirations are abundant, but
the means to fulWll them are few. The Xow of information (mainly
through the media) creates desires and dispositions that are hard, if not
impossible, to translate into concrete realities. The pain expressed in
Amal’s story is shared by many young men and women who dream of
fancy cars, spacious villas, and various consumer goods. How do these
dreams and changes shape the group’s identity? How is the past con-
structed in light of these changes? How did relocation reorder relation-
ships within the group, and how are its members being situated in al-
Zawiya? In the next chapter, I show that although many of the relocated
group view the new housing as an improvement and a valuable gain,
especially for ex-tenants, there is a general feeling that relocation nega-
tively shaped their location in Cairo’s physical and social space.



A favorite topic for Abu Hosni, a driver in his mid-Wfties, is the changes
that have been transforming both his village of origin, Cairo, and Egypt
at large. Women in the village are becoming “lazy,” he complains. “They
do not even bake bread at home any more.” Television, he continues “is
absorbing everybody’s time. People do not visit each other, and farmers
go late to their Welds because they spend most of the night watching soap
operas and movies.” Women and their practices are always central to Abu
Hosni’s accounts. “Look at women here in Cairo. They imitate el-mooda
[fashion] without consideration to our social norms and traditions. They
simply see some actress on television with a hairstyle or a particular dress,
and the next day they blindly follow her.” One of his narratives focuses on
his friend Mohammad, an Egyptian man who worked in the United
States for a long time and ran a successful big horse farm. Over the years,
Mohammad interacted with many American women, and he could have
married any one of them in a “blink of an eye, as you know,” Abu Hosni
pointed out, addressing me. Instead, Mohammad chose to marry a
woman from his own country. As a faithful son, he rejected the “global

c h a p t e r 3

Old Places, New Identities

Should the modern city wish to resume the old colloquy with the
sacred Nile, and, in the interests of hygiene and beauty, push the
industries of Bulaq oV to the outskirts, this quarter might undergo
profound transformations but its soul would never be entirely
changed.

(Fernand Leprette, Egypt: Land of the Nile)

67



West” and went back to his own village, to ask his father to arrange for
his marriage. Mohammad’s father selected his brother’s daughter. The
bride, according to the description, had been living in the village all her
life. She did not interact with foreigners and did not speak any English.
In short, unlike cosmopolitan Mohammad, she was what anthropologists
would traditionally consider to be the “authentic isolated local.” The expe-
rienced husband took his new wife to the States and taught her English
and all the basics of etiquette. Over time she became like el-khawaagiat
(Western foreigners). She had two daughters and a son. To teach them
about their religion, Mohammad used to drive for hours to take his chil-
dren and wife to pray every Friday in a mosque in another city. One week-
end, the father discovered that his son, by now a teenager, was having a
relationship with a young American woman who followed them to the
city where they prayed. The American woman argued that the son should
spend el-weekend with her (Abu Hosni said “weekend” in English). The
father could not believe that all his eVorts were being wasted; he felt that
he was going to lose his children. When he turned to his spouse and dis-
cussed his concerns with her, she accused him of backwardness (takhal-
luf ). At this point, the husband realized that it was time to go back to
Egypt. He sold his farm and asked the buyer to grant him one month
before moving out. He bought tickets for his children and wife, left them
money to last for one month, and asked them to join him in Egypt if they
chose to.

Mohammad found an apartment for the family in the popular (or
sha`bi) quarter of al-`Abassiyya in Cairo.1 The apartment was big (a sign
of wealth) but very dirty and without electricity or water. Abu Hosni, pre-
senting himself as the savior of the family, persuaded the man to repair the
apartment and install utilities before the arrival of the family. Mohammad
told Abu Hosni that he was Wnancially capable of providing a fancier place
with all the modern facilities for his family but that he wanted to get back
at his wife, who had forgotten her ´asl (origins). In a month, Abu Hosni
went with Mohammad to the airport to pick up the wife and the children.
It was very clear that they came against their will and resented being in
Egypt. Mohammad continued his punishment of the wife by going
every morning to a nearby restaurant to buy some ful (a traditional
Egyptian dish made of broad beans) that became the family’s daily break-
fast. With time, the father took his son and daughters to show them
diVerent parts of Egypt, and he bought a car for one of his daughters
when she started college. The three children got used to living in Egypt,
and they all speak good Arabic now.
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Such narratives that describe the interaction between “the local” and
“the global” and that tend to depict women as vulnerable to changes
brought about by the outside world are common in al-Zawiya al-Hamra.
They are repeated in daily conversations, national newspapers, and
weekly speeches in local mosques and on religious audiotapes circulated
in the area. While these narratives celebrate men’s economic success and
their hard work to maintain religious and cultural traditions, they try to
“localize” women and restrict their movement. Women are viewed as neg-
atively inXuenced by traveling abroad, acquiring consumer goods, and
consuming global images and discourses. Restrictions on women’s move-
ment are depicted as important to maintain the family solidarity and reli-
gious identity. Such multilayered narratives, I argue, should not be
detached from their immediate context and simply conceptualized as a
rejection of the West, the global, or the outside. Rather, they should be
examined within the larger frame of the continuous struggle to deWne
“local” identities and reinforce gender distinctions. The growing global-
ization of cultural signs, this chapter shows, challenges notions that
structure people’s interaction (even between a husband and a wife) and
identiWcations. Mohammad could not control and discipline his family
(especially his wife) while he was outside the local context that enables
certain structuring principles (such as the notion of ´asl) to work
eVectively.

In the above narrative, Mohammad’s struggle to maintain the
Egyptian and Muslim identity of his family required several returns to
various sites representing “the local.” It is important here to remember
that as a theoretical concept, “the local” should not be confused, as
Massey (1994) and Lash and Urry (1994) correctly argued, with the con-
crete, the empirical, the autonomous, or the spatially bounded entity (see
also Urry 1995; Hannerz 1996; Tsing 1993). As indicated in Abu Hosni’s
narrative, the local shifted from Mohammad’s village in Egypt to a
mosque in the United States to a popular neighborhood in Cairo.
Although geographical space is used as a point of reference for several
local identities in Cairo, these diVerent contexts share a set of social rela-
tionships and identities that include those who are like us (local people)
and exclude people who are not like us (outsiders). Thus, when people
identify the relocated group as “those from Bulaq,” they are trying to
exclude them from another collective identity that includes people who
have been living in al-Zawiya al-Hamra and identify primarily with it.
This chapter Wrst maps the identities that are attached to, and formed by,
the relocated group to show how national policies and global processes
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are shaping communal feelings. Relocation and the disruption that it
caused are important because they shape how men and women remem-
ber the past, how they are situated in the neighborhood, and how they
view the city. In addition to relocation, the discussion pays particular
attention to the various global discourses and images that are reshaping
life and identities in al-Zawiya.

Dislocating the Local
To understand the local identities formed in the new area, it is important
to remember, as discussed in the Wrst chapter, that the project started by
separating and stigmatizing the targeted population to justify the state
policies that aimed to “modernize” and re-integrate them within the
nation. Central to this process was the presentation of negative impres-
sions of Bulaq and its population. The state’s negative constructions of the
group drew on Bulaq’s ambiguous representation in the popular dis-
course and the media. Bulaq is usually represented as the real, authentic
popular (baladi) neighborhood, whose people are seen as generous,
brave ( gid`an), and kindhearted. It is also known for its role in resisting
French and British colonization. In a competing representation, however,
Bulaq is a “tough” neighborhood and a center for drug traYcking and
other illegal activities (Early 1993: 32). Rather than drawing on the posi-
tive aspects of life in Bulaq, the state discourse homogenized the group,
emphasizing the negative aspects of the area and its residents.

The people were represented as criminal, unhealthy, and isolated oth-
ers who did not contribute to the construction of the mother country.
These representations were part of the “symbolic violence” that the state
used to justify the relocation project. In addition to physical force (man-
ifested in sending the Central Security force or al-Amn al-Markazi to
move the people), “symbolic violence,” which is “a gentle, invisible vio-
lence unrecognized as such” (Bourdieu 1990: 127), was central to the relo-
cation process from the beginning. Presenting negative images of the
group for itself and for others was important to secure the participation
of the people and the legitimacy of the government’s actions.

Such images have been internalized by the old residents of al-Zawiya
al-Hamra and have structured their views of the relocated population.
After resettlement, these publicized images fostered a general feeling of
antagonism toward the newcomers. In addition to repeating the same
words that were circulated in the media, such as qiradatia (street enter-
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tainers who perform with a baboon or monkey) and drug dealers (al-
Ahram, December 27, 1979: 3), residents of al-Zawiya have added other
stereotypes to describe this group, such as labat (troublemakers), and sha-
laq (insolent), as well as thieves and alcohol abusers. Women in particu-
lar have been singled out (as discussed in chapter 1, they were also singled
out by the Minister of Housing, who described them as dancers/prosti-
tutes or Ghwazi): they are described by ahali residents as rude and vulgar
and are linked in daily conversation with bad manners. Thefts in the mar-
ket, for example, are blamed on women from the relocated group. Abu
Hosni also described how a woman from this group came into the
mosque wearing a low-cut sleeveless dress that revealed her bosom. She
was scolded by the mosque attendees, who explained that she should not
enter the mosque dressed like that. Abu Hosni ridiculed her justiWcation
that she left the house in a rush because she was worried about her miss-
ing child. As in the state public discourse, old residents in al-Zawiya al-
Hamra refer to “the moral transgression” (inhiraaf ) of the children of this
group because they used to live in single rooms and small `ishash close to
each other. “Children must have seen their parents engaged in sex, and
they grow up thinking that it is legitimate to engage in sex with anybody,”
as one man explained. “These children must have imitated their parents
with other people in the crowded and narrow areas where they used to
reside.”

Although some old residents of al-Zawiya think that members of the
relocated group were “cleaned” (nidifu) or were developed and evolved
(´ittawwiru) after relocation, they still believe that they are thugs (balta-
gia) and troublemakers (labat). Some even try to disassociate the relo-
cated population from Bulaq and the positive qualities that are linked
with its authentic identity as a baladi area and emphasize instead that most
of them were newcomers to Bulaq. The old housing conditions are also
used against the group in conXicts with others. It is said, in a negative
way, that the group ́ itmaddinu (became civilized). One woman, who lives
in el-ahali but across the street from el-masaakin, described how her
father-in-law feels very angry because “these people who used to wait in
line to use the toilet in Bulaq became civilized after relocation. They are
currently owners of apartments with separate bathrooms that they do not
know how to use, which causes sewage to Xow and leak into the houses
of their neighbors in el-ahali.”

As I mentioned in the introduction, the importance and prevalence of
these negative views became clear to me as soon as I started my Weldwork.
Informants who lived in private housing (el-ahali) repeatedly warned me
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against coming to know any member of the relocated group. One of my
informants in el-ahali cautioned me against going to the housing project
alone and oVered to send her son, a policeman, with me if I insisted on
going. Even the few who know members of the resettled group from
working together, going to the same school, or attending the same
mosque and know that these constructions are not correct still insist that
the general idea is valid and that the “good” people they know are merely
exceptions. These views are reproduced by young children, men and
women, as well as by inhabitants of el-ahali and the old housing project.
They are repeated in front of members of the group itself, especially in
conXicts and rejections of marriage proposals.

Members of the relocated group contest these negative images and
have diVerent strategies to deal with them. For instance, they argue that
in this group, as in any other, only a small number can be labeled as drug
dealers and troublemakers. There are also those who separate themselves
from the “bad” people by emphasizing that all the thugs, troublemakers,
and thieves were moved to `Ain Shams. Others emphasize that members
of the relocated group are skillful, strong, and brave ( gid`an) but that they
are misunderstood by others. Other diVerences and hostilities are invoked
to explain the reproduction of the stereotypes. “They do not like us
because we [from Bulaq] are Sa`idies [immigrants from Upper Egypt] and
they [el-ahali residents] are Fallahin [immigrants from Lower Egypt],” a
young woman who was born in Bulaq asserted.2 She added that Sa`idies
were “brave and do not accept being insulted. They prefer to take their
rights with their own hands. They are real men who are ready to die, if
necessary, to defend their honor and to protect their women.” On the
other hand, the Fallahin were “opportunists, unattractive, boorish
[rikhimin], submissive, cowards, guileful [kahiinin], and deceitful
[makkaaren].” These Fallahin, according to the woman, could not under-
stand the courage of the Sa`idies but saw it as rudeness and viewed the
Sa`idies’ rejection of oppression and humiliation as troublemaking.

It is important to note that reactions to the negative images of the
group are gendered, in that while women tend to resent and try to refute
these images, men’s reactions are more ambivalent. Young women in par-
ticular express frustration with these stereotypes that color their interac-
tion with others, interfere in their friendships, and reduce their chances
of marrying outside their group. Bulaqi men, however, as a young man
explained, are “weak” in al-Zawiya and think that emphasizing their rep-
utation as tough and willing to Wght back ensures that they will not be
challenged and threatened by others. This reputation became signiWcant
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after the conXicts that erupted following relocation with the older resi-
dents of el-ahali, which led in one occasion to the death of a young Bulaqi
man. Currently, young men pride themselves on the fact that they stand
as a collectivity when a conXict erupts and involves others from outside
the group, whether from el-ahali or el-masaakin. Commenting on a Wght
that broke out in a coVee shop called Nejoum Bulaq (the Stars of Bulaq),
a young man was very proud to tell me that all of them rushed to the aid
of their fellow Bulaqi against the other man, who was from another group
that resides in el-masaakin.

The negative constructions of the relocated group are supported and
perpetuated by the physical segregation of their housing project from the
rest of the community. Their public housing is clearly deWned and
separated from the old housing project and private houses. It is referred
to by others as masaakin el-Turguman (the Wrst neighborhoods to be
removed).3 As was mentioned in chapter 2, public housing is character-
ized by a uniWed architectural design (the shape and size of the buildings,
the number of stories, and the colors of walls and windows). The unity
in design and shape sharply deWnes and diVerentiates public housing from
private houses; this makes it easier to maintain boundaries that physically
and socially separate the relocated from other groups. Thus, neither the
state’s public discourse nor the shape and location of the housing project
enhance dialogical relationships between the relocated group and other
groups in al-Zawiya al-Hamra. After fourteen to Wfteen years of resettle-
ment, the relocated group continues to be stigmatized, and their inter-
action with the rest of the neighborhood is restricted.

Remembering Bulaq

Even newly established collectivities quickly compose histories for
themselves that enhance their member’s sense of shared identity,
while solidarity is fortiWed by a people’s knowledge that their
communal relations enjoy an historical provenance.

James Brow, “Notes on Community, Hegemony,
and the Uses of the Past”

Because of their stigmatization in the state’s public discourse and the hos-
tility that they encountered from the residents of al-Zawiya, the relocated
population reimagined a common history and identiWcation with the
same geographical area. When people used to live in Bulaq, they identi-
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Wed more with their villages of origin and/or with their particular hara (a
social unit that consists of the residents of a narrow lane).4 After reloca-
tion, Bulaq became an anchor for the group’s sense of belonging and took
precedence over other identiWcations. The disruption of their “rooted-
ness” in a particular geographical and social space and the inequalities pro-
duced in this process created the grounds for a new collective identity that
links them to the old place. It is important to emphasize that I am fully
aware of recent critiques of using words such as rootedness to describe
people’s attachments to particular places (see, for example, Malkki 1997).
While I am sympathetic to this critique, especially the danger of natural-
izing relationships between people and space, it is also important to be
careful not to glorify and legitimize displacement by equating it only with
positive values linked to Xuidity and hybridity. I would like to continue
to use the word rootedness because it best captures the sense of rupture
caused by relocation. It indicates a gradual and long process of settlement
in the same space and conveys the strong value that people attach to the
security and sense of community produced over a long time of settlement
in the same area. As will soon become clear, this process has been very
important in structuring people’s practices and identities.

The attachment to the old place is not single or one-dimensional, and
Bulaq is remembered and related to diVerently by gender and age groups.
For men, its central location secured easy access to other parts of Cairo.
They emphasize more changes in their relationship with the city and how
relocation has altered their accessibility to work (many still go to work in
Bulaq or places very close to it) and to other facilities such as entertain-
ment centers and transportation stations. For women, the old location
provided them with access to the corniche of the Nile, shrines, local mar-
kets, and cheap goods. Food, its superior quality and lower prices, in par-
ticular plays an important role in how women remember Bulaq. “The
days of Bulaq are the days of el-hana [well-being and happiness],” one
woman explains. “Those were the days of honey and sugar. We ate so
much there.” In fact, food continued to attract women to Bulaq for years
after relocation. Because the meat and Wsh sold there are perceived as
fresher and tastier, for example, some women still go to Bulaq to buy
meat for special occasions such as weddings. The smell of food is also used
by women to signify important transformations in the relationships
within the group. In Bulaq, one woman repeatedly emphasized, the food
smelled much better. “When our neighbors used to cook something, you
could smell from afar how delicious their food was. They used to either
send us some or ask me to share the food with them. Here we do not
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smell anything.”5 For women, life in Bulaq also meant more work, espe-
cially in bringing water up and down from the housing unit. People’s
memories of the negative aspects of life in Bulaq are closely related to the
housing conditions. One woman summarized this condition by saying:
“We were poor [ ghalaaba] who used to live in ruins [kharaaba], and
above all that we had to listen to the talk of jealous critics [al-`awaazil].”

In addition to gender diVerences, there are variations between parents
and their children in how they relate to the past and the current location.
The older generation, who remember many of the diYculties they had in
Bulaq, tend to have less interaction with other groups outside the
mosque, while the younger generation have more opportunities to inter-
act with other members of the community, especially in schools and
workplaces. Although members of the former generation do emphasize
their association with Bulaq, they tend to articulate their identities in
terms of the new location. They try to focus on the positive aspects of the
relocation and the similarity between Bulaq and al-Zawiya al-Hamra. The
younger generation, who moved when they were a few years old but have
been experiencing more the hostility and stereotypes of other groups,
tend to emphasize more their strong attachment to Bulaq and highlight
the diVerences rather than similarities between the old and the new loca-
tions. Sammer, a car tinsmith in his mid-twenties, moved to al-Zawiya
when he was twelve years old. His work takes him into diVerent parts of
the city, and he is always happy when he meets a co-worker from Bulaq.
They eat together and support each other against other workers and supe-
riors. He states: “I am partial to [mitahayyiz] everything related to Bulaq.
I always say that I am from Bulaq [min Bulaq] but live [ba`ish] in al-
Zawiya.”

Despite these diVerences, Bulaq is of great signiWcance for most of the
group in reimagining their communal feelings. Through recalling the past
and emphasizing its positive attributes, the displaced people attach their
belonging to the old place. For most of the population, especially the
needy, Bulaq meant a sense of security and a support system that was
formed through lifelong relationships. Being rooted in the same area pro-
vided them with social capital that they drew on for moral and material
support.6 While people criticize the old housing conditions and generally
see in the current apartments a big improvement, they highlight the pos-
itive aspects related to social life in Bulaq, especially the strong relation-
ships between neighbors. When talking about Bulaq, many refer to how
their units were organized so that they opened out into shared spaces,
which created more interaction between the people. In al-Zawiya there is
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more separation, and people do not need to cooperate. As will be dis-
cussed further in the next chapter, in el-masaakin neighbors can avoid each
other for a long time. A thirty-Wve-year-old woman described her feelings
about the new settlement and her old place: “In Bulaq, people used to
cooperate, and their hearts were together. They used to ask about their
neighbors and care for each other. Here it is like a prison, every person is
limited to his own cell [Zay al-sign kul wahed multazem bi `anbaruh]. We
were very sad to move” (Um Ahmad, a housewife and the daughter of an
ex-owner, relocated when she was twenty-one years old).

The feelings of belonging to Bulaq are objectiWed in the name that con-
nects them with the past: Ahali Bulaq (people of Bulaq) appears as sig-
nifying a collective reference to the group in signs that support the pres-
ident, the National Democratic Party, and local representatives in the
Neighborhood Council. At the same time, stores and coVee shops are
named after Bulaq, and people express their strong attachment to it in
songs and daily conversations. Other groups call them Bituu` Bulaq
(those who are from Bulaq) and call the housing project after one of the
most stigmatized parts of Bulaq (masaakin al-Turguman). The relocated
group’s current connections with Bulaq are thus partially self-constructed
and partially labeled by others.

Although relocation reordered relationships within the group and
destroyed a major part of their social capital, the old neighborhoods still
structure some of people’s current interactions. The group still refer to the
people who used to live in Bulaq as “min `andina” (from our place). This
not only creates a common ground for identiWcation but also indicates
certain expectations and mutual obligations. Obligations are even
stronger between people who used to live in the same hara. Work (espe-
cially in machine and car repair), marriage, shopping, and socialization
still connect the relocated people with Bulaq. At the same time, Bulaq is
the point of reference for their identiWcation with those who moved to
`Ain Shams, which is one hour by the city bus from al-Zawiya.

Symbolic Capital and Baladi Identity
Through relocation, the group lost, among other things, a major part of
its “symbolic capital.” This is manifested in two important aspects related
to the identiWcation with the old location. First, Bulaq is located on the
other side of the Nile, opposite to an upper-class neighborhood,
Zamalek. This neighborhood, inhabited by foreigners and upper-class

76 O LD  P LA C ES ,  N EW I D E N T I T I ES



Egyptians, secured jobs for women as servants and for men as domestic
workers.7 The location empowered Bulaqis through their association with
Zamalek. Young men and women, as emphasized by the people them-
selves and documented in a famous old movie (A Bride from Bulaq), could
even claim that they were from Zamalek because only “a bridge separates”
the two neighborhoods. Although the Nile and a huge socioeconomic
gap separate Bulaq from al-Zamalek, people focus more on the bridge
that connects the two areas. Some also describe how they lost the pleas-
ure of looking at the beautiful buildings of Zamalek. Um Mohammad
recalled on several occasions her happiness when she Wrst visited Zamalek.
She compared this happiness with the feelings she would expect to have
if she suddenly were to meet her deceased mother. “When I saw the high
buildings and beautiful streets, I felt as if I met my mother who died
immediately after I was born.” The pleasure of looking at the beautiful
Zamalek was, according to one young man, even greater “since residents
of Zamalek were humiliated [min zulluhum] each time they saw Bulaq
with its shabby and old houses.”

Second, Bulaq is deWned as a baladi area, and people perceive their
relocation to al-Zawiya al-Hamra as moving down the social ladder.
Baladi is a complex concept, and its meaning has shifted over time.
According to El-Messiri (1978), before the twentieth century, ibn el-
balad (literally meaning “the son of the country”) was used to diVerentiate
the indigenous Egyptian population from the foreign ruling class (Turco-
Circassian) and other non-Egyptian groups (such as Sudanese and
Syrians).8 During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, awlad el-
balad (plural of ibn el-balad) included Cairo’s `ulama, merchants, and
masses. This concept acquired negative connotations under the British
colonization in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and
became used to refer mainly to lower classes. During this time, the
Egyptian elite (previously considered part of awlad el-balad) identiWed
more with the dominant Western lifestyle and distanced themselves from
awlad el-balad. With the end of the British colonization and the 1952 rev-
olution, baladi generally became used to indicate authenticity and tradi-
tionalism in opposition to afrangi or Westernized upper class (see
Armbrust 1996; Early 1993; Campo 1991; El-Hamamsy 1975). Currently,
baladi is an ambiguous concept. On the one hand, ibn el-balad is seen as
“authentic,” generous, and brave. On the other hand, upper and upper
middle classes associate baladi people with “ignorance, illiteracy and
dirtiness” (El-Messiri 1978: 54). These views informed the negative con-
structions circulated in the media to legitimize the relocation project.
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Despite the multifaceted associations of the term baladi, Bulaqis in al-
Zawiya currently identify Bulaq as a baladi area (or hita) primarily in ref-
erence to a quarter that has been formed gradually over a long period of
time. The rootedness of a group of people in the same place over many
years creates familiarity between the residents and provides them with
open social relationships and a sense of trust and security. The phrase
“They eat in the street around the same tabliyya [round table] as one fam-
ily,” is often used to describe the close bonds between the inhabitants of
Bulaq and other baladi areas. In Bulaq, “people used to live close together
separated only by narrow lanes,” several informants repeated, so “that
even if one coughed, the neighbors could hear him.” This physical prox-
imity9 and the need for moral and material support from others secured
direct knowledge of neighbors, which fostered mutual support and guar-
anteed social control. This knowledge and social control was especially
important for the movement of women and children within the neigh-
borhood. As will be discussed in chapter 4, because parents used to know
each other well, they allowed their daughters and young children to move
relatively freely outside the house.

People’s feelings of loss over their baladi identity are related to the
strong relationship between identity and the place of residence. Generally,
baladi as a cultural identity is associated with the residents of certain old
neighborhoods such as Bulaq and old Cairo. “It is as if the quarter had a
reality of its own that bestows on them certain values and patterns of
behavior” (El-Messiri 1978: 77). Many examples can be found in how the
media have represented those who leave their authentic popular quarters
as abandoning their people, traditions, and identity. In Arabisc, a soap
opera (starring Salah el-Sa`dani and Hala Sidqi) broadcast during
Ramadan in 1994, for instance, the people of an old quarter are celebrated
as representing “authentic” Egyptians. When a young ambitious woman
decides to leave the old quarter to pursue her career, she is criticized and
attacked by her neighbors and relatives for “trying to wear a dress that is
not hers.” By moving from that neighborhood, she becomes exposed to
bad men and women who try to seduce and exploit her, and she brings
misery to herself, her family, and the neighbors. A move back into the
authentic neighborhood (just like the move back to Egypt made by
Mohammad to save his family in Abu Hosni’s narrative) is the cure for
the problems that are created by leaving it. Similarly, in Kalam Rigalla
(“Men’s Talk”), actor Hamdi Ahmed (incidentally, a native of Bulaq
elected as its representative in the parliament at the time the group was
relocated), who plays the role of a civil servant, Wnds himself facing sev-

78 O LD  P LA C ES ,  N EW I D E N T I T I ES



eral serious problems: He is pressured to take a bribe, his son becomes a
thief, and his greedy wife helps the son in selling the stolen products. The
wife in particular has stopped listening to him, tries to imitate upper-class
women, and pressures him to acquire more money. He Wnds that the only
solution to his problems is to go back with his son to his “authentic”
neighborhood, go back to his old work, and eat the food that he used to
eat before. He successfully manages to attract the rest of the family,
including his wife, to join him, and all their problems are solved.

Social Capital and Local Identities
In contrast to Bulaq, al-Zawiya al-Hamra is a relatively new neighbor-
hood. As stated in the introduction, it was mainly agricultural Welds until
the 1960s, when the area started to expand rapidly with the construction
of the Wrst public housing project. This project housed a big number of
families from diVerent parts of Cairo who could not aVord to live in more
central locations. Immigrants (mostly Muslims) from diVerent parts of
the countryside also moved into private dwellings in al-Zawiya. More dis-
placed families from various parts of Cairo, including Bulaq, were relo-
cated to a second housing project during the early 1980s. The hetero-
geneity of al-Zawiya’s population is often used by its residents to indicate
that al-Zawiya is not “an authentic popular quarter” or mish hayy sha`bi
´asiil. Compared to the old usage of baladi, sha`bi is a broader recent con-
cept that has been used since the 1940s but that was only publicized by
the 1952 revolution (El-Messiri 1978: 46). It was Wrst used by the media
and then penetrated the daily language. Sha`bi is derived from the word
sha`b, which means “people” or “folk.” While the word hayy sha`bi is used
to refer to Bulaq, but always with the word asiil (authentic or real), bal-
adi is never used to refer to al-Zawiya al-Hamra.

Here we do not see the dichotomy between baladi and afrangi or raaqi
areas as presented in the analysis of baladi identity (see, for example, Early
1993; Campo 1991). The baladi (and sha`bi ´asiil or authentic) and raaqi
(upper class) are mediated by neighborhoods such as al-Zawiya. Al-
Zawiya is seen as located between baladi and raaqi areas, which places it,
as described by a male informant from Bulaq, in a tedious or annoying
(baaykh) position. In short, people see al-Zawiya as missing both the
authenticity and close relationships of baladi areas and the “modernity”
and privacy of advanced (raaqi) neighborhoods. Al-Zawiya is thus geo-
graphically and socially marginal compared to Bulaq.
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A key word for understanding the diVerences between what are seen as
“authentic” baladi neighborhoods such as Bulaq and “less authentic”
newer neighborhoods such as al-Zawiya is lama. Lama is from the root
lamm, which means “to gather or collect.” Variations of the same root can
also mean “to mix with people below one’s status” (lamlim), “the crowd
or mob” (lamma), and “the riVraV or rabble” (limaama). In al-Zawiya al-
Hamra, the word lama refers to the rapid gathering of people with diverse
backgrounds in the same area. People from diVerent quarters, towns, vil-
lages, and religions are coming to live in the same neighborhood, hang out
at the same coVee shops, visit the same market, and ride the same bus.
These spaces are deWned as lamin, compared to more “homogenous”
places such as the village and the baladi quarter. The homogeneity of these
places is not based on similar economic activities, a common place of ori-
gin, or the absence of diVerences among their inhabitants. Rather, it
results from the familiarity or intimacy (ulfa) created through the gradual
rootedness in a speciWc place over a long period of time. Cairo is lama
compared to the village, al-Zawiya is lama compared to Bulaq, and el-
masaakin are lama compared to el-ahali. The familiarity between residents
of a particular locality secures social capital that facilitates mutual under-
standing and the formation of many social relationships. This is a famil-
iarity that is based on gaining knowledge of others—their current condi-
tion and previous situation. It is a familiarity that enables people to
“place” each other (Stewart 1996: 201). Knowing others and being able to
place them is central to vital economic and social processes such as form-
ing savings associations ( gami`yyat) and arranging marriages. Marriage,
for instance, is preferred between families who “know each other.” This
means that the family of the bride is familiar with the economic conditions
as well as the character, manners, and reputation of the groom and his fam-
ily. This familiarity became critical for Abu Subhi when Hassan, a man
from another neighborhood, proposed to his daughter. When Abu Subhi
asked about the groom, Hassan’s boss emphasized that he was “like one
of his sons.” This reassured Abu Subhi and his family, who accepted the
proposal and had a big engagement party. The family, however, had to
break the engagement after they discovered that the groom was selWsh,
greedy, irresponsible, and a gambler. Gami`yyat, which are rotating savings
associations, are impossible between people who do not know each other.
The leader of an association selects only people that he or she knows and
trusts from his or her neighborhood and other areas. Mirvat thus formed
a savings association that included neighbors from el-masaakin, her cousins
in Bulaq, and ex-neighbors who currently live in Dar il-Salam in southern
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Cairo.10 She knows all these participants very well and knows that they will
pay their shares on regular basis.

The negative connotation of the word lama does not mean that peo-
ple do not like company. To the contrary, people prefer streets, buildings,
and neighborhoods that are wanas (abundant with life and activities) over
quiet areas. This is clearly manifested in their attitude toward upper-class
areas, which are seen as empty, quiet, and scary.11 Furthermore, spaces
that are not inhabited or used by people (such as vacant apartments,
streets at night, and uninhabited mountains)12 are seen as unsafe. These
spaces are usually occupied by jinn and demons ( ginn and ̀ afarit), which
make them potentially dangerous spaces. Such spaces can be transformed
ritually by saying “Peace be upon you” (´s-salaamu `aleekum), repeating the
name of God, and reading the Quran.13

Lama, however, indicates the mixture of a heterogeneous population
that brings good (el-hilw) and bad (el-wihish) together. The relocation of
thousands of families simultaneously from diVerent parts of Cairo
(including Bulaq) to the same housing project makes it diYcult to main-
tain social control, acquire enough knowledge of the people around, and
recreate the social support and trust that existed in Bulaq. The history of
Bulaq clariWes this point. Immigrants from the countryside continued to
come to Bulaq over the years. Usually, however, they came in relatively
small numbers and were already linked to relatives or people from their
villages. Not only did this facilitate their immediate integration into the
existing social network, but the presence of the relatives and village con-
nections in Bulaq made it obligatory for the newcomers to abide by the
rules of the community.

The same comparison applies to el-ahali and el-masaakin. While the
former have continued gradually to attract residents from various parts of
the countryside since the 1960s, el-masaakin were formed in a short time
and have combined people from diVerent parts of Cairo and Egypt. This
diVerence is manifested in the labels used to refer to these two forms of
housing. Masaakin sha`biyya is the full expression that formally refers to
the housing project and can be roughly translated as “housing for the folk
or the people.” The word sha`biyya, with its positive connotations that
refer to authenticity and rootedness, was dropped from the name, and
people use only the word masaakin (shelters or dwellings) to refer to the
project—a word that simply refers to the physical structures of the hous-
ing units. In comparison, the term used to refer to private housing is
biyuut ahali, which can be translated as “houses of the people.” The Wrst
word, biyuut (houses) is usually dropped, and ahali (people) is used to
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refer to private housing. The words that were dropped indicate the infe-
riority of el-masaakin compared to el-ahali. The former are usually
identiWed as lama because of the mixture of their residents. El-ahali in
comparison are characterized by a sense of homogeneity that is the out-
come of their gradual formation and the integration of their residents
over a long period of time. The distinction between el-ahali and el-
masaakin demonstrates how people diVer from the state in their con-
struction of the relationship between space and cultural identities. While
the state public discourse tends to assume that modern space is capable
of transforming people’s practices and identities, residents of el-masaakin
and their neighbors give more power to social actors, who are seen as the
source of the positive or negative identities of various spaces. Thus, el-
masaakin are looked down upon not because the physical structures are
not appealing to the people but because the mixture of their residents
makes them socially inferior to el-ahali. This inferiority is reXected in how
inhabitants of el-masaakin are perceived. The sixteen-year-old Jihan
expressed to me more than once her anger at her friend Samia, who lives
in el-ahali, because she refuses to pass through their residential area (el-
masaakin) and instead chooses longer routes to reach school.14 She also
resents the reactions of her teachers and friends at school who continu-
ously express their amazement when they Wnd out that Jihan lives in el-
masaakin. They cannot believe that a person who is so nicely dressed and
well-mannered is tarbiyyat (brought up in) masaakin.15

Raaqi versus Sha`bi Areas
The identities of Bulaq and al-Zawiya al-Hamra are usually constructed
in comparisons and contrasts through time and space. Through time al-
Zawiya is compared to Bulaq, and through space it is compared to other
baladi as well as raaqi or upper-class areas such as Zamalek, Heliopolis,
and Ma`adi. Relationships between neighbors and commitment to the
collectivity are central to the distinction between sha`bi and raaqi (reWned
or upper-class) areas. Sha`bi people see themselves as willing to sacriWce
for the beneWt of their neighbors and help the needy—a characteristic
similar to what Weber (1978) called “common feeling,” which “leads to a
mutual orientation” of the actions of social actors to each other (42). They
are ̀ isharin or sociable and fond of company. They would interfere to cor-
rect a misbehavior, stop a Wght, protect a woman, or help in an accident.
In contrast, il-wasalin (those who arrived) or awlad al-zawat (sons of the
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aristocracy) do not know the occupant of an adjacent apartment and are
not willing to help even those in need.

Life in the street is central to the distinction between raaqi and sha`bi
areas. In the latter, the street is central to many activities, including wed-
dings, death observances, playing, socializing, and selling various foods
and goods. Similarly, the shared space between murabba`at in el-masaakin
is the site of extensive social interaction that ranges from women selling
vegetables and fruits while taking care of their domestic animals to men
conducting various economic activities in small workshops that spill out
from the Wrst Xoor of many residential units. In raaqi areas, “There are no
people in the street, and nothing is sold there.” Women in particular
expressed fear because they do not feel safe walking in empty streets.
While upper-class neighborhoods are silent (huss huss), people in al-
Zawiya prefer zeeta. The word zeeta literally means noise, but this usage
signiWes the noise that accompanies joyful atmosphere created by inten-
sive interaction. “To have fun,” laugh, dance, sing and sit for hours crack-
ing jokes are central to the daily life of al-sha`byyin.

It is interesting to note that the diVerences between upper-class and
sha`bi areas, the United States and Egypt, al-Zawiya al-Hamra and Bulaq,
and Cairo and the village are constructed in similar ways. While relation-
ships between people in sha`bi areas are intense, direct, and personal, rela-
tionships between upper-class people are seen as impersonal and super-
Wcial. There is a striking resemblance between how people imagine (largely
based on information presented on TV and videotapes) raaqi areas and
how they construct the United States, where each person W haalhu (minds
his own business) and does not help or care for any one else. Like
American life, raaqi areas are desired and resented at the same time. The
spacious villas and clean streets are liked, but the empty streets are feared,
and the separation between neighbors is not appreciated. Young men more
than women and older men have the chance to tour the city with friends
and visit raaqi areas. These visits create expectations and dreams that are
not easily fulWlled. Ali, a worker in a shoe factory, walks with his young
male friends talking about their dreams and feeling happy while touring
the city. It is only when they reach one of the rich neighborhoods such as
Zamalek or Misr al-Jididah that they all “feel depressed” (binhis b´ikta´ab).
“We cannot believe how diVerent life is in these areas compared to al-
Zawiya.” Gaining access to life in upper-class areas remains a frustrated
dream. “We always imagine that one day while we are walking, an old
woman will adopt us and bathe us. For some reason, we always think that
she would Wrst bathe us as if we were mangy [ garbanin].”
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´Asl, Space, and the “Authentic”

To be modern . . . is to experience personal and social life as a
maelstrom, to Wnd oneself in perpetual disintegration and renewal,
trouble and anguish, ambiguity and contradiction: to be part of a
universe in which all that is solid melts into air.

Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air

Since Sadat started his open-door policy, Cairo has witnessed the intro-
duction of new forms of communication, more emphasis on international
tourism, an increasing importance of consumer goods, and a growing
Xow of ideas related to civil society, democracy, and political participation.
These transformations have been shaping the lives and identities of peo-
ple in al-Zawyia. The Xow of information through various channels, espe-
cially television, and the experiences of rubbing shoulders with tourists
and foreigners, working in oil-producing countries, and acquiring con-
sumer goods are contributing to more awareness of the socioeconomic
activities that diVerentiate social groups in Cairo. Describing the diVer-
ence between al-Zawiya al-Hamra and upper-class areas, a male shop
owner who works in al-Zawiya (but lives in another middle-class neigh-
borhood) explained: “Here in al-Zawiya, you will not Wnd Pizza Hut and
Kentucky Fried Chicken. Such places can never proWt in areas like this.
People are poor, and the money they would pay for one meal in one of
these restaurants would feed the whole family for a week, if not more.”
In addition to the presence of certain global restaurant chains, satellite
dishes are spreading on the roofs of various buildings, another way to
identify upper-class neighborhoods. Young men also identify upper-class
neighborhoods by the consumption of whisky and heroin, comparing it
to the cheap beer and hashish that low-income earners in al-Zawiya al-
Hamra can occasionally aVord. New symbols, desires, dreams, and expec-
tations are continuously produced by the growing globalization of Cairo.
All these changes challenge various mechanisms used to regulate rela-
tionships and structure identities. One example can be found in the
notion of ´asl and how its role has changed in positioning people and
structuring relationships.

In Abu Hosni’s narrative, when Mohammad returned to Cairo, he
tried to punish his wife because she “forgot her ´asl,” became like a for-
eigner, and accused her husband of backwardness when he tried to pro-
tect their children. Similar to its usage in Morocco (Rosen 1979), the
usage of ´asl (origin) here refers to the process of upbringing (tarbiyya),
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which is closely shaped by the social relationships assumed to exist in a
particular setting. Whereas some other groups, such as Awlad Ali, tend
to associate ´asl with blood (Abu-Lughod 1986), ´asl in al-Zawiya is
assumed to be shaped primarily by economic conditions, residency, and
social relationships, and it in turn structures the individual’s manners, feel-
ings, and actions. Kul wahid bi yi`mal bi´asluhu indicates that each person
acts according to his or her origin or breeding. Thus, ´asl shapes and is
externalized in the actions of people. Knowing the person’s ´asl provides
useful information about the manners and relationships that connect the
self with a particular place.

One’s place of birth (a village, a town, or a neighborhood) plays a
prominent role in shaping one’s ´asl. Those who are born in the village
diVer from those who are born and raised in Cairo. A forty-Wve-year-old
woman who was born in the countryside and has been living in al-Zawiya
al-Hamra for more than twenty years, but who still thinks of herself as a
“stranger,” explains that she prefers to befriend women who were born
and raised in rural Egypt. She trusts them more than those who were
born and raised in Cairo. Fallahin, according to her, do not play games;
they respect traditions, are loyal to their friends, and can be relied on.
“People in my village,” she emphasizes, “are honest. We do not know
ilawwa` [how to play games]. Women of Cairo act deviously and change
colors all the time. You can never trust them.”

´Asl by itself is not always suYcient to organize practices. The social
context is necessary to enable the individual to manifest his or her ´asl.
Again, this can be seen in how people perceive the diVerence between the
village and the city. In the village, the ´asl can be clearly detected and can
indicate how a person is going to act. Kinship and direct knowledge of
each other in the village make it diYcult for individuals to escape social
control. “In the village,” as one woman explained, “no matter where you
go, you will Wnd someone who knows either you or a member of your
family. If you do something that violates the norms, someone is prone to
report what you did to your relatives and neighbors.” In comparison, the
anonymity of the city, especially in areas such as al-Zawiya al-Hamra,
secures freedom for its inhabitants that makes it harder to control their
actions and pressure them to conform to certain collective norms.

At the same time, ´asl is not Wxed. As in the case of Mohammad’s wife,
and many other cases, people “forget their ´asl” and behave in ways that
others do not think is appropriate considering their origin. It is because
one can forget his or her ´asl that the move from one locality to another
(village to city, Bulaq to al-Zawiya, or Egypt to the United States) is seen
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as threatening to the identity of the individual. Some changes in people’s
behavior are seen as positive, especially when they are needed to respond
to a new social environment. For instance, women who come from the
village describe the many transformations in their dialect and interaction
with others that were necessary for them to be able to live in the city.
Similarly, learning English and living in the United States were not
threatening for Mohammad’s family. It was only when Mohammad
noticed that his wife had “forgotten her ´asl,” that he felt the need to go
back to Cairo. The return was to an authentic sha`bi area and entailed feed-
ing her ful (Egyptian traditional food largely associated with the poor)
every morning. This was important to “force” her to remember and act
according to her ´asl.

A person without origin or ma-luush ́ asl is not to be trusted. To be able
to decode the information that is related to a particular ´asl, one should
know well where the person is coming from. In Bulaq, the Xow of infor-
mation and direct interaction between neighbors ensured enough knowl-
edge that enabled people to depend on the notion of ́ asl in enacting mar-
riages and building support systems. But relocation, as discussed above,
divided neighbors, separated kin, and brought many strangers to live in
el-masaakin. It became hard to accumulate the information necessary to
judge a good husband, to trust a neighbor with one’s savings, or to allow
children to mix with others.

Relocation, one manifestation of global processes that have shaped the
state’s plans to restructure the urban space, is not the only force that is
informing people’s identities. While women are usually presented in the
popular discourse, as indicated in Abu Hosni’s narrative, as more vul-
nerable and susceptible than men to changes brought by global Xows,
there is more realization that every person and place in Cairo is exposed
to various discourses and processes. Television, for instance, shapes peo-
ple’s practices and lives. Parents try (often unsuccessfully) to control the
programs that their children watch. Wives struggle against husbands who
try to play pornographic movies. Several women have succeeded in con-
vincing their husbands that God will not accept their prayers or help their
children in passing their exams if they play such movies at home.

All these various changes challenge notions such as ´asl and limit their
role in providing the ground for social interaction and mutual trust. They
create uncertainties about how people are expected to interact with oth-
ers. When her daughter’s wedding approached, Um Hilmi cried for
hours to convince her husband and daughter that the consummation of
the marriage should be baladi. The reason was that her daughter’s mother-
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in-law had traveled outside Egypt and “had seen the world [shaWt el-
Dunya].” She was qadra (strong or capable, including the ability to make
up stories). Um Hilmi was worried that one day the mother-in-law
might claim that the daughter was not a virgin. Um Hilmi insisted that
her son-in-law use his Wnger to deXower his bride, after which she
Wnished the job herself by soaking a white cloth with blood before show-
ing it to everyone. What was striking about Um Hilmi’s account of her
daughter’s wedding was not her insistence on a dukhla baladi. This form
of deXoration is common when there is reason for people to doubt the
virginity of the bride, as is the case if the groom has visited the bride’s fam-
ily often or if the father of the bride is dead or works in the Gulf. To
remove any doubts, the woman’s virginity is displayed in front of a mid-
wife and some female witnesses. What was striking about Um Hilmi’s
description was her strong feeling toward her daughter’s mother-in-law
and how she linked that with traveling outside Egypt. Like many men in
al-Zawiya al-Hamra, Um Hilmi felt that the woman who travels abroad
is strong and a potential threat.

It is not incidental that women are usually depicted as more vulnera-
ble than men to such changes. While the narratives of many men and
older women celebrate the positive eVects of the growing globalization
of the city on men, women are often viewed as negatively inXuenced by
traveling abroad, acquiring consumer goods, and appropriating global
images and discourses. In the next chapter, I will examine how these nar-
ratives and other restrictions imposed on women’s access to public spaces
are part of men’s attempts to reproduce their power and to reinforce gen-
der distinctions. These attempts are motivated by a desire to control, not
only women’s bodies, but also their minds and the information that they
may acquire outside the domain of the family and the neighborhood. The
discussion will pay particular attention to how uncertainties brought
about by relocation and other global forces are shaping people’s views of
various public spaces such as the coVee shop and the vegetable market.
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Karima is a sixteen-year-old woman. She is the youngest daughter of eight
children. Karima, an older single sister, and two of her unmarried broth-
ers live with their mother. Since the father is dead, Karima’s movements
are monitored by her mother, the two brothers, and, to a lesser degree,
by her unmarried sister. Sami, the youngest brother, feels that it is his duty
and right to closely monitor Karima’s movements. In fact, because he is
the youngest son, he cannot exercise any real power over his mother or
older siblings. Hence, Karima seems to be the only member in the fam-
ily that is subject to his attempts to exercise some power. They fre-
quently Wght over many issues, ranging from his attempts to forbid her
from looking at passersby from their balcony to arguments about Wxing
his food and doing his laundry. Controlling Karima’s movements at this
stage of Sami’s life is central to the construction of his masculinity and his
role as “the man of the house.” Sami’s attempts to control his younger sis-
ter intensify when he is temporarily unemployed or when there is a ten-
sion between the two.

This tension was manifested in a conXict during an Eid (one of the
main Muslim feasts). During one SacriWce Feast, Karima and Sami
were not on speaking terms. Despite their mother’s and my eVorts to

c h a p t e r 4

Gender and the Struggle
over Public Spaces

The distinction between the social and the political makes no sense in
the modern world . . . because the struggle to make something public
is a struggle for justice.

Seyla Benhabib, “Models of Public Space”
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reconcile them, they both insisted on not talking to each other. During
the two major Eids, young women are given more money and are
allowed more freedom to go out with other female friends and relatives,
eating at restaurants and visiting national attractions such as the pyra-
mids, the zoo, and various public parks. When one of her friends pro-
posed a visit to an amusement park in another neighborhood, Karima
accepted immediately. Since the mother and the sister were outside at the
time, Karima did not inform any family member of her plan. When Sami
noticed her absence around 11 p.m., the mother tried to cover up for her,
but soon he realized that his mother did not know where Karima was.
He was very upset and, as his mother described, kept on going up and
down the stairs anxiously waiting for Karima. When she came back
around midnight, the mother warned her that Sami was very angry and
that she should hide under the bed until her mother was Wnished with
her bath. Karima did not take her mother’s warning seriously and sat
down in the living room to watch television. When Sami came back, he
immediately attacked her and started hitting her in the face. Then he
dragged her by the hair from one side of the apartment to the other and
hit her head against the wall several times. The mother, who heard
Karima’s screams, came out half naked from the bathroom and, with the
help of their next-door neighbors, managed to calm him down. They all
said that Karima was mistaken and that Sami had the right to discipline
her. However, they scolded Sami for his brutality and questioned his
method of punishment because he could have caused her permanent
physical injury. When Karima told me the story in private, she empha-
sized that her brother was right and that she was not supposed to stay
out that late, even with a close friend, without telling her mother. Even
though she refused to talk to him for months, she repeatedly expressed
appreciation for her brother’s concern and aVection.1

This is an extreme example of the attempts of males to control their
female relatives’ access to public spaces. On the one hand, it shows the
failure of Karima in negotiating her access to public space; on the other
hand, it exempliWes how physical force (and more often the threat of its
use) is employed to secure the compliance of women to their families’
rules. This case also conveys that struggles over space are not limited to
those between the people and the state, the subject of discussion in the
previous two chapters. Gender, age, and religious groups also contin-
uously struggle with each other and with the state over space and how
it should be used and organized. As my following discussion of the
workplace illustrates, such struggles are central to the attempts of men
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(and old women) to reinforce gender inequalities. The attempts to con-
trol women’s access to the workplace, I argue, are not limited to the
desire to control the female body and female sexuality. There is also a
strong desire to control women’s minds, the knowledge they have
access to, and the kind of solidarities they may form. Then I focus on
the social meanings attached to the coVee shop and the vegetable mar-
ket to analyze how these meanings are negotiated, how they are linked
to the increasing tendency for people from diVerent groups to mix in
the same area, and how they are related to the state’s eVorts to maintain
current power structures.

The Private and the Public as Objects of Study

For the Arab, there is no such thing as an intrusion in public. Public
means public.

Edward Hall, The Hidden Dimension

Life in the Middle East has been often viewed in terms of a clear
dichotomy between the private world of the woman and the public world
of the man, such that men, seen as dominant and powerful, monopolize
the public domain, while women, viewed as subordinate and powerless,
are secluded and conWned to the private sphere. Women’s segregation has
often been seen as central to men’s sense of honor, and seclusion has been
analyzed as a mechanism to control women’s sexuality, which is perceived
by the society as powerful and potentially destructive (Mernissi 1987;
MacLeod 1991; Hessini 1994).

The distinction between the private and the public has been viewed
as a separation between “two diVerent worlds” (Abu-Lughod 1986;
Mernissi 1987). Mernissi (1987), for instance, argued that “space bound-
aries divide Muslim society into subuniverses: the universe of men (the
umma, the world of religion and power) and the universe of women, the
domestic world of sexuality and the family” (138). To cross the bound-
aries that separate the public from the private, women need to protect
themselves and prevent any potential social disorder or ( Wtna) by wear-
ing the veil. Women thus can “enter men’s public space only by remain-
ing shielded in their private space,” and the veil is seen as a “symbol of
interiority” (Hessini 1994: 47) that renders the woman “invisible” in the
street (Mernissi 1987: 143). Such studies, though they have much to oVer
to the study of the politics of sexuality, usually limit their discussion to
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women’s access to paid work and limit the complex relationship between
space, knowledge, and power to the control of women’s sexuality. In
addition, in these studies the meanings of public and private rest on gen-
der-biased notions, and the public in particular has been conceptualized
from a male point of view (Gilsenan 1982; Gerholm 1977; Ossman
1994). Focusing usually on the marketplace and the mosque, the public
realm has been viewed as consisting of the “main places where men inter-
act, where they see other men and where they themselves are seen”
(Gerholm 1977: 165). Women’s practices continue to be seen as part of
the private domain even when they are conducted outside the housing
dwelling—in the alley or the hara, for example (Nadim 1985; Abu-
Lughod 1987). Therefore, while men sitting on the side of the street are
considered as part of the public, women who fetch water from the vil-
lage well are perceived as part of the private (Gilsenan 1982). In short,
women are constantly viewed as privatizing the public. At the same time,
men are often viewed as a uniWed category, with little attention to how
young men’s access to various public spaces may be restricted by their
parents and/or the government.

The dichotomy between the private and the public has been criticized
by several scholars (Nelson 1974; Altorki 1986; Hegland 1991; Fraser 1992;
Benhabib 1992). Feminists in particular have shown that the distinction
between the private and the public “has been part of a discourse of dom-
ination that legitimizes women’s oppression and exploitation in the pri-
vate realm” (Benhabib 1992: 93). More theoretical studies have shown
how the notion of “public” has changed over time (Sennett 1977;
Calhoun 1992). Currently, as Fraser (1992) showed, public is used to mean
“state-related,” “accessible to everyone,” “of concern to everyone,” and
“pertaining to a common good or shared interest” (128). Private usually
refers to private property or to “intimate domestic or personal life,
including sexual life” (Fraser 1992: 128). There is a need, therefore, to con-
tinuously question who is deWning what is “private” and what is “public”
and how the distinctions between them shift over time and are being
negotiated by gender and age groups.

My aim here is not to deny the gendered nature of the separation
between the “public” and the “private.” Rather, I argue that by assuming
a rigid dichotomy and Wxity in the separation between “the world of men”
(always equated with the public) and “the world of women” (always
equated with the private), the analysis fails to account for the continuous
struggle to deWne the boundaries between the private and the public and
how their deWnitions are central to the reproduction of power relation-
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ships and the reinforcement of gender inequalities. In this chapter, I want
to show that we should go beyond emphasizing the gendered character
of public space to examine which, when, why, and by whom certain pub-
lic spaces are closed or opened to age and gender groups. This examina-
tion is a necessary step to understand how the meanings of various
spaces are constructed. While women are encouraged to frequent some
spaces, such as the mosque, other spaces—for example, the workplace
and the vegetable market—are constructed in negative terms. Even
though women are subjected to more restrictions, young men also have
to struggle with their families and with the state to secure access to pub-
lic spaces such as the street and the coVeehouse. Before proceeding to dis-
cuss the gendered character of public space, I will examine the notion of
“privacy” and how the housing project introduced new ways to separate
the private from the public.

Privacy and Modern Housing

Men have, through modernity, established a Wrmer claim on urban
space but the city is ultimately possessed zonally, Xeetingly and some-
times randomly and not by a particular gender, group or tribe.

Chris Jenks, “Watching Your Step”

According to Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, privacy2 is deWned
as “the quality or state of being apart from company or observation,”
“freedom from unauthorized intrusion,” “a place of seclusion,” and
“secrecy.” Like some other societies, people in al-Zawiya do not have a
speciWc word that designates the English meaning of “privacy.”
Similarly, Arabic-English dictionaries such as al-Mawrid tend to present
a limited sense of the meaning of privacy, which is translated as `uzla
(seclusion and solitude) or sirriya (secretiveness), while the Oxford
English-Arabic dictionary adds to the meaning the words wihda (lone-
liness) and khalwa (retreat).3 Not one single word indicates a desired,
positive temporary separation of the self from others. No one in al-
Zawiya would ask, “Do you want to be alone?” No one would say, “You
invaded my privacy” or “I need some privacy.” Stories often describe
how Egyptians did not understand the need of their foreign visitors to
be alone, especially when they were sick (see, e.g., Rugh 1984). In fact,
people feel sorry for those who live on their own. I was pitied because
I was childless and did not have company when my husband was at
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work. Women therefore not only encouraged me to visit them to avoid
being alone but emphasized the importance of having a baby to enter-
tain me ( yisallani). Similarly, when Nadia’s husband traveled to work
in Saudi Arabia, she moved to stay with her parents for more than two
years. She feared living on her own and felt that it was safer and more
enjoyable for her and her child to be with her family. Being with oth-
ers is very central to people’s daily life, and being on one’s own is seen
as dangerous and scary.

The absence of an equivalent Arabic word for the English concept of
privacy does not mean the absence of concern about family life, domes-
tic aVairs, and bodily functions in al-Zawiya. This concern was mani-
fested in the state public discourse and continues to be central to how
people conduct their daily life. As discussed in the Wrst chapter, the state
discourse placed great emphasis on the need to separate nuclear families
and conduct intimate actions related to the body, such as bathing, in des-
ignated areas away from others. Children should not see their siblings
bathing or their parents engaged in sex. At the same time, each nuclear
family was to occupy its own separate unit.4 The contracts given to fam-
ilies when they were relocated make a clear distinction between the
spaces that are controlled by the individual family and other spaces that
are to be collectively used. The enclosed space of the apartment belongs
to the family, while spaces outside the units such as the staircase and the
rooftop are to be jointly managed. The contracts call upon people to
form an owners’ union (itihad mulak) to regulate the use of these spaces.
The project created a dichotomy between the domain of the family and
the rest of the community. For instance, rather than seeing the rooftop
as an extension of the whole building and viewing it as open to all the
residents, the current view is that the rooftop belongs to the families
who live on the top Xoor. They have the right to use and regulate who
has access to it. As reported for the Algerian housing project discussed
in chapter 2, “The outside now corresponds exactly to the opposition
between the family nucleus and the neighborhood, between the apart-
ment and the rest of the building” (Bourdieu 1979: 89). With the
absence of the previously shared spaces such as the roof and the bath-
room, many (especially the better oV) can aVord staying apart from their
neighbors for days. This absence features prominently in narratives
about the past and the current lack of cooperation between neighbors
and decrease in exchanges of goods (especially of food) and services. The
new apartments, and their doors, make it possible to have little interac-
tion with others and to avoid neighbors.
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open doors, closed homes

I was only seven years old when we were relocated. I remember a
Christian friend of my mother who described how happy they were
with the new housing units that they moved to in al-Zawiya al-
Hamra. We all were so excited about moving. My friends and I
used to talk for hours, imagining how life was going to be in the
new apartments. We used to picture the new bathrooms and count
the number of showers that we would take in the morning and
evening. We were very happy while we were helping my mother pack
our belongings. It was only when I saw them removing the door of
our room that I felt deep sadness, pushing me to weep very hard.
Without realizing it, I found myself holding the door tight
screaming, “I do not want to leave, I do not want to leave,” but
of course my parents and siblings would not allow me to stay. We
all were crying when we moved.

A twenty-two-year-old woman describing her feelings
when her family was relocated

The “door,” as noted in chapter 1, had a special signiWcance in Sadat’s
inWtah, or “open-door policy.” This policy, as stated by Sadat (1981) him-
self, aimed to “open the universe . . . open the door for fresh air and
remove all the barriers and walls that we built around us to suVocate our-
selves by our own hands” (12). While Sadat’s policies aimed to open the
door to the outside, at the local level doors were utilized to enclose and
separate nuclear families from each other. The modern family was per-
ceived as a nuclear family that occupied its own separate apartment and
had a door that enclosed its activities and deWned its separate boundaries.
Doors have a special signiWcance in how people depict attachment to the
old location and current interaction in the new project. As the above nar-
rative reveals, the door mediates the relationship between the social
actor, the housing unit, and the larger community. The door is recalled
when people remember the past and point to how space connected them
in Bulaq while it separates them in al-Zawiya. Many used to live in rooms
that opened on a common hallway ( fasaha), and the building (bayt) had
one door that enclosed them as a unit. The statement “We did not use to
close our doors” is made to signify a complex set of relationships, mani-
festing security, closeness, trust, and honesty, that is said to have charac-
terized the old location. In comparison, el-masaakin are formed of resi-
dents who come from diVerent parts of Cairo and various Bulaqi alleys.
The security that was guaranteed through long-formed relationships was
disrupted, and the basis for leaving doors opened was shaken. Simul-

94 G E N D E R A N D  ST RU G G LE  O V E R P U B LI C  S PA C ES



taneously, the new housing units provided families with the possibility of
closing their door to reduce contacts with their neighbors and the rest of
the community. The door has thus made it possible to separate the self
from others and has allowed the control of interaction between social
actors. As Bourdieu (1979) described for the Algerian rehousing project,
“The outside world begins at the front door” (89).

Since relocation, the door has become more important in mediating
the interaction between the family and others. It has become the entrance
to the family’s life, its exit to the outside world, and the gate that is used
to communicate with others, establish or restrict relationships with
neighbors, and express solidarity with the rest of the community. In short,
it is the “gate” that regulates the inclusion and exclusion of others from
the family’s life. This is not to say that the gate is rigid. In fact, because
the rules that regulate this gate are Xexible and change according to the
context, the door becomes the locus of tension with others. Closing the
door can be translated as separating your world from others when there
is tension between neighbors, especially in el-masaakin. The door sym-
bolizes and reinforces the distinction between “us” and “them” when
there is tension between neighbors.

The special importance of the door is revealed on a daily basis because
it functions like a thermometer that indicates the Xuctuation of the rela-
tionship between neighbors. The families of Um Mahmmod and Um
`Emmad are two of the few families that continued to live next to each
other after the relocation. Their memories of their life in Bulaq have cre-
ated a sense of closeness between the two families and openness between
their apartments that is not common in other blocks. The two women
think of themselves as sisters, a fact that is manifested in how the children
of each family call the other woman khalti (mother’s sister). Although
physically the two apartments are separated and have their own wooden
doors, there is a continuous Xow of news, objects, and people between
the two units. The doors are usually open (especially in the summer) from
morning until late at night. This changes, however, when there is tension
between the two families. The number of visits decreases rapidly, and
some members who are directly involved in a conXict may stop talking to
each other. In this context, the door gains more signiWcance. How one
opens and closes the door signals feelings of anger, disrespect, and frus-
tration. When a young woman of the two families slaps the door hard
while one of the neighbors is passing, she is making a clear statement
about her anger. If she closes the outer door of the apartment while her
neighbor’s door is open without looking and asking for permission from
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anyone near the door, a conXict erupts between the neighbors because
this action is seen as disrespectful. Only when neighbors are not on talk-
ing terms do they close the door without asking for a permission. Um
`Emmad laments the days of Bulaq when she and Um Mahmmod would
settle their problems without delay and would check on each other if one
of them did not see the other for a few hours. In el-masaakin, however,
she says, one could “die while the door is closed and without anybody
knowing.” This is a common expression that is used to express the
extreme condition of isolation that people feel in the new apartments
compared with the old ones. It signiWes the rigid distinction that has been
created between the domain of the family and the rest of the community.

The door and the ability to enclose the family’s life introduce a new
deWnition of privacy. Families’ reactions to this new possibility vary
depending on their members’ education, economic status, and religious
views. There is especially a marked diVerence between the better oV and
the needy. The needy (such as Um `Emmad and her family) see in the
door and the growing separation from their neighbors not a positive
change that protects the family but a barrier that reduces interaction and
cooperation within the community. The relatively better-oV families
(such as Um Mahmmod’s) see in the door a welcome development and
tend to introduce physical changes to their units that secure more visual
protection. This can best be exempliWed by the wall that has been intro-
duced to create a space that mediates the interaction between those who
are standing at the door and those who are inside the living room.

seeing and privacy

As mentioned in chapter 2, the living room is the main space where fam-
ily members interact with each other and with visitors. They eat, drink tea,
and watch television in this room. Like the maglis in Lebanon (Gilsenan
1982) and the mafraj in Yemen (Gerholm 1977), the saala is on the bor-
der of the private and public. During daytime, it is public and open to vis-
itors (both men and women), while at night it is privatized and used as
a bedroom for family members. Both men and women tend to secure
their privacy in this space by dressing modestly. In addition, when the
doors of opposite apartments face each other, families who can aVord it
have added a new half-wall that separates the living room from the
kitchen and creates a space called turqa (corridor or hallway). Without this
wall, the saala is exposed to the eyes of the neighbors when the door is
open (see Figure 8). The new turqa makes it possible for the person who
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answers the door to have full control over the interaction with the visi-
tor. Here it is important to notice that there is a strong relationship
between seeing and the sense of privacy. The new arrangement allows Um
Walid to secure the protection of certain actions. She needs visual pro-
tection, for instance, to avoid certain undesirable social obligations,
especially sharing food, with neighbors. Um Walid not only closes the
apartment door before serving the food but also hides the meat under the
rounded table (tabliya) until the time for its distribution (usually toward
the end of the meal) to her family members. If neighbors see the meat,
they should be invited to have some. It is the act of seeing (and not
smelling, for instance) that makes it obligatory to share the food. Privacy
in this sense “appears as an escape from the demands and burdens of social
interaction” (Moore 1984: 14).PLACE FIGURE 8 ABOUT HERE

Central to the regulation of the relationship between the self and oth-
ers is the control of what, when, and how the self is to be seen by others.
Here it is important to point out that regulating acts of seeing does not
mean a total shielding from the eyes of others, as argued in relation to
“the Islamic city” (see Abu-Lughod 1987). Rather, it is the attempt to con-
trol who sees whom and under which conditions. Thus, while young
women are encouraged, and in many cases required, to wear the scarf to
have access to the workplace and other public spaces, they are allowed to
dress in fancy clothes, wear full makeup, Wx their hair, and dance in front

figure 8: Families who
can aVord it add a new
half-wall that separates
the living room from the
kitchen and creates a
space called turqa (corri-
dor). This wall blocks
one’s view of the living
room from the apartment
doorway or from other
rooms in the apartment
and provides visual pro-
tection for family mem-
bers, especially when they
sit on the Xoor to eat.

Old balcony

Living room Bedroom

BedroomKitchen

New Hallway

Bath-
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of male and female guests in weddings and birthday parties that often take
place in the street. This is a celebration of their beauty, sexuality, and skills
as dancers. As long as it takes place under the gaze of the family and the
rest of the community (men and women), dancing is not stigmatized or
prevented.

At the same time, sharing a bed with a sister, a mother, or a female vis-
itor is accepted. Daughters may prefer to sleep in the same bed with their
mothers in winter to keep warm or simply because they feel lonely when
sleeping in separate beds. But, the apartment, which may be the most pri-
vate space, becomes more “public” for women at night. Female members
wear pants under their long dresses ( galaliib) because the rooms where
they sleep are accessible to their male relatives, and mothers describe how
the presence of children prevents them from wearing revealing night-
gowns or using makeup. The body becomes the most intimate space that
should be protected from the gaze of others. Similarly, sexual relation-
ships change to a large extent after the birth of the Wrst baby. Since chil-
dren are not required to ask for permission before entering their parents’
room (when the parents have their own separate room), intimate rela-
tionships between couples are exclusively limited to nighttime and only
after the children are completely asleep. Many women reported that they
have not seen their husbands’ naked bodies for Wfteen to twenty years. The
body in this context becomes the most intimate space that should be pro-
tected and regulated. This protection is central to the meaning of privacy
in al-Zawiya.

Rather than a separation between two domains, this notion of privacy
rests on regulating encounters between the family and outsiders as well
as among its members. This regulation is crucial to the negotiation of
changes that people introduce to their units and that threaten to violate
the privacy of others. This can be elaborated through revisiting the
changes that people introduced to the main balcony, brieXy examined in
chapter 2. Over the last Wfteen years, this balcony, which overlooks the
public land in the middle of the square (murabba`), has been changed in
various ways that enable family members to see what happens in the cen-
ter of the murabba`. Because these balconies open on the middle of the
murabba`, they are not seen as violating the privacy of other families. No
negotiations are required between neighbors to implement such changes.
The situation is diVerent when one family opens a new window that may
expose the bedroom or the kitchen of another family. In this case, nego-
tiations are needed, and families who are threatened by the gaze of the
neighbors can prevent such changes. “Our neighbors allowed us to open
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a new window in the bedroom because they know that my sons are well-
mannered and that they will not look at their apartment,” Um Hassan
explains. This window, which overlooks the bedrooms in the opposite
block, remains closed most of the time and is opened only in the night
when it is hot to cool the bedroom or when Um Hassan lowers her bas-
ket to buy some groceries from the kiosk that is attached to their block.
A certain resistance to being exposed to the gaze of others is manifested
in balconies (usually on the ground Xoor) that have been covered with
wooden shutters that do not allow passersby to peek inside the unit.

Privacy is a relational concept that is context bounded rather than a
rigid dichotomy between two separate domains. Privacy here indicates all
the actions that should be protected from the gaze of others (whether
family members, neighbors, or oYcials). This makes it important to
examine the role of social actors in negotiating and redeWning the mean-
ing of privacy. For example, domestic violence is considered “public” in
that people are expected to step in to stop a Wght between family mem-
bers. Neighbors who fail to do so are blamed. Tension may escalate and
relationships may be temporarily severed because one family did not
interfere to mediate a conXict in the next-door apartment. This was
painfully expressed in a story told by a female informant. One man used
to beat his wife, but as soon as she started screaming, the neighbors
rushed to help her. To avoid this interference, the man shifted to remov-
ing all his clothes before beating his wife. In this way, the man “priva-
tized” an action that is considered public and managed to prevent others
from helping the wife. Using his naked body, which should not be seen
by others, the man managed to discourage others from helping his wife.

Engendering Public Space

Rather than a Wxed boundary dividing the city into two parts, public
and private, outside and inside, there are degrees of accessibility and
exclusion determined variously by the relations between the persons
involved, and by the time and the circumstance.

Timothy Mitchell, Colonising Egypt

Public spaces are gendered in that they “both reXect and aVect the ways
in which gender is constructed and understood” (Massey 1994: 179).
While men have more freedom touring the city and enjoy less restricted
access to various public spaces, women’s movement is structured by sev-
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eral factors such as age and dress code and is restricted to certain times
(for example, day or night and times of the absence of menstrual and birth
blood). Men and women are expected to perform diVerently in the
street. As men walk, they scan the area around them, ready to mediate in
Wghts or to help in any emergency. Their masculinity and reputation are
contingent upon their ability to interfere to protect a woman, correct a
misbehavior, or help in rescuing people in an accident. While teasing and
making comments that target young women from outside their imme-
diate surroundings are perceived as a source of enjoyment and entertain-
ment, young men should refrain from targeting women from their
murabba`at or streets. In contrast, a young woman who is walking alone
should show modesty by taking a serious posture that is manifested in
walking fast and avoiding looking at men or responding to their com-
ments. As one man emphasized, a young woman who answers back risks
being insulted further, attracts more attention to herself, and may cause
a conXict between her male relatives and the man who harasses her.

While men can and often do go out almost at any time (day and night),
women do not usually go out late at night without being accompanied
by a male relative or a female friend. They usually prefer to walk arm in
arm. They are more relaxed when walking in a group, laughing and chat-
ting loudly. When they are walking with a male relative, he assumes full
responsibility for their safety. Sometimes conXicts may erupt if the male
relative feels that other young men are being oVensive in their comments
or the way they look at the female relative. In contrast to the young, older
women have more freedom and can walk alone without the threat of
harassment. The power older women acquire over time is manifested in
more mobility and more conWdence while in streets, stores, and market-
places. So they can talk in loud voices, can address strange men directly,
and can answer back verbally and physically if they feel they are being
treated disrespectfully.

Men, as manifested in the story of Karima, try to regulate the move-
ment of their sisters, wives, and mothers. The realities of daily life, how-
ever, make men’s attempts to restrict women’s access to public space an
ideal more than a practical possibility.5 More often, women take charge
of their families, due to the absence of the husband (because of his death,
old age, or employment in Cairo in more than one job or in one of the
oil-producing countries). Women thus not only take care of their family
aVairs in the “domestic sphere” but also are the main agents in negotiat-
ing the daily needs of their families, bargaining in the market, and forg-
ing social support networks. Above all, they have the time and skills
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needed to negotiate and follow up on matters related to the Egyptian
bureaucracy.6 Employing a set of strategies that range from pleading,
entreating, and invoking blessings to oVering money, cigarettes, and food
to oYcials, women often manage more successfully than men in negoti-
ating their families’ needs. For instance, people in al-Zawiya usually
install a wire from the road electricity to light up the street during wed-
ding celebrations. Um Mukhtar, a widow in her late forties, was not lucky
during her daughter’s engagement party because some oYcials saw the
connection and imposed a Wne of three hundred pounds. She was not
lucky again because the oYcials talked to her younger brother (a teacher
in his mid-twenties), who “did not know how to handle them,” as she
explains. “I could have given them thirty pounds and oVered them soft
drinks and some food to overlook the wire. My brother just took the
ticket. He was too proud to argue with them. I talked to some oYcials
who told me that it was too late to do anything about it. Well, I will try
again with some other oYcials to at least reduce the Wne.”

While women who go often to the market, the mosque, and govern-
ment oYces to attend to the aVairs of their families are not restricted,
their movement is closely controlled when it is motivated by socialization
or is leisure oriented. Women, especially the young, like going out
( fusha). Fusha implies going out to the open space to enjoy fresh air and
the company of others. The most preferred visits are to the seaside dur-
ing the summer and to local attraction centers such as parks and the local
zoo during the winter.7 The further the trip is, the more restrictions are
put on the woman to be with other women or male relatives. Permissions
for visits inside the neighborhood are usually easy to obtain, and young
women often simply inform the mother that they are visiting a friend or
a neighbor. Traveling to other parts of the city, however, demands more
negotiation and preparation. The verbal permit to travel inside the city
and outside it can be granted by various family members—the father, the
mother, an older sister, or a brother, depending on the context. A clear yes
is needed when the trip is outside the city; on such occasions, the father
is usually involved in the decision, with mediation from the mother or
older siblings. When the mother agrees to allow a daughter to go on such
a trip, it is diYcult, if not impossible, for the father or the brothers to
reverse the decision.

It is important to remember that women’s access to public space
shifts and changes over time. Many factors—age, marital status, eco-
nomic need, the number of children, and the background of the “social
guardian” (education, age, job, gender, and regional culture)—shape
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women’s access to public space. Although women enjoy relative freedom
under the supervision of their mothers while they are single (including the
possibility of working outside the home), their movement becomes
more restricted after marriage. In his attempts to assert his power as the
“man of the house,” the husband tries to restrict the movement of his wife
to a large degree, especially during the Wrst few months after marriage.
Most husbands argue (often without success) that their wives should wait
for them at home until they come back from work. A man may not allow
his wife to visit her parents, even when they live nearby, without notify-
ing him Wrst. These restrictions stimulate desires for consumer goods,
especially TV and tape recorders, to keep the woman entertained while
the husband is absent. At the same time, some of these modern appli-
ances, such as the phone, highly desired by young women, are being
manipulated in men’s attempts to restrict women’s movements. Mona
quickly learned to resent the phone that enabled her groom to call every
hour from his shop (which is two hours by bus away from home) to make
sure that she was at home. The husband’s restrictions are usually relaxed
when the wife becomes pregnant and has their Wrst child. However, the
presence of children often restricts women’s movements. The birth of a
child ties the mother down for a while and reduces her long-distance
mobility, such as visits to other neighborhoods or to her home village.
Still, over time, women become more mobile and free to move inside and
outside the city.

The “right” of a husband to regulate his wife’s movements is usually
accepted by men and women in al-Zawiya and is strongly supported by
religious discourses circulated in the mosque and through audiotapes.
Rather than directly debating this right, which would lead to physical vio-
lence and social condemnation, women tend to cooperate with each other
and employ various tactics and strategies to escape the control of the fam-
ily on their movement. Um Mohammad, who lives in el-ahali, has a short-
tempered husband who tries to control her movements and determine
which neighbors she can visit. He decided that one neighbor, Um Fathi,
“was not a good woman” because she always Wghts with her neighbors
and swears by using the usually male-designated phrase `alyya italaq
(“May my wife [or husband in Um Fathi’s case] be divorced”). Abu
Mohammad especially forbade his wife from visiting Um Fathi after she
had a big Wght with one of their neighbors. He feared that such visits
might cause a conXict between his wife and their neighbors. Um
Mohammad, however, likes to visit with Um Fathi. She tries to do that
during the daytime when Abu Mohammad is at work. When she needs
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to visit Um Fathi during the night while her husband is at home, Um
Mohammad coordinates with another neighbor, Um Walid. They may
pretend that they are going to a local store or visiting a sick friend. Then
they choose a route that will not make Abu Mohammad suspicious of
their destination and discreetly look back to make sure that he is not
watching. This process is facilitated by the several multiple crowded lanes
in el-ahali that allow Um Mohammad to disappear in one of them with-
out being easily observed. Such strategies provide women with Xexibility
to satisfy their own preferences while avoiding conXicts with husbands
and showing compliance with social norms.

Symbolic Violence and Struggles over Public Spaces

But inside and outside are not situated side by side, each one
constituting a separate domain; indeed, on the contrary, they
are reXected in each other, and it is only by this opposition and
this complementary nature that they reveal their true meaning.

Pierre Bourdieu, “The Sentiment of Honour in
Kabyle Society”

In addition to physical violence inXicted occasionally both on young men
and women, symbolic violence is central to controlling their access to
public space. Like other forms of domination, men’s domination pre-
supposes “a doxic order shared by the dominated and the dominant”
(Krais 1993: 169). This order is internalized by social agents, structuring
their practices and perceptions of the world around them. It is this order
that men (and older women) try to maintain through their attempts to
restrict women’s access to some public spaces. Rather than seeing this sys-
tem as imposed on them by others, women accept this as part of the
taken-for-granted domain. Notions such as love, solidarity, care, and
modesty are interwoven with power inequalities between family members
in such a way that, when her brother beats her, Karima feels that it is
because he cares for her. This is exempliWed also in women’s insistence
that if a man really loves his wife, he will not allow her to work outside
the house. In short, “patriarchy seated in love may be much harder to
unseat than patriarchy in which loving and nurturance are not so explic-
itly mandated and supported” (Joseph 1994: 58). Limiting women’s
access to public space is often justiWed in al-Zawiya al-Hamra by the need
to protect them from the evils of the outside world. But it should be
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remembered that notions such as protection, fear, and love are part of the
symbolic violence that is utilized to control the production and circula-
tion of cultural meanings and social representations. This symbolic vio-
lence facilities the naturalization, internalization, and reproduction of
gender inequalities. It is within this framework that one should examine
the social attitude toward women’s work outside the home.

the workplace and women’s access to public life

Um Rida has a twenty-two-year-old daughter, Halla, who works in a
sewing factory. She leaves early in the morning and comes back late in the
evening. The mother knows that her daughter needs the job to be able to
buy the rest of her gihaaz (trousseau). Although Halla is not engaged yet,
she has been working on and oV for the past four years, investing her
money in buying clothes and household appliances and saving money to
buy her part of the furniture (usually a set for the living room) for her
future home. Even though Um Rida trusts her daughter very much and
rarely questions her movements, she often expresses her resentment at
Halla’s job. The mother emphasizes that, since she started working,
Halla has learned qillit il-´adab (bad manners or impoliteness). “Not only
does she refuse to help in the household chores,” the mother complains,
“but she also answers back when I talk to her. She even stopped praying.”
The mother describes how proud she was of her daughter who (like the
mother) decided to wear the khimar8 and used to perform her religious
duties on regular basis. Halla tries to explain to her mother, often with-
out success, that since she started to work, she comes home very tired and
without any energy to help with the housework.9 At the same time, there
is no place for her and her female co-workers to pray in the factory. Her
neighbors and mother have encouraged her to approach the manager to
ask him to designate a separate place for prayer where they cannot be seen
by male workers.

Halla accepts the social deWnition of women’s work outside the home
and emphasizes that she will not continue working after marriage. For
one thing, the pay is very low and the hours are very long. She is forced
to work overtime and does not receive any beneWts such as health insur-
ance, paid holidays, or compensation when she is sick. More important,
she knows that her future husband will not want her to work. Many men
prefer to work in two jobs to secure the expenses of their families rather
than allowing their wives to work outside the house. There is a wide-
spread view that links a woman’s work after marriage with the inability
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of the husband to provide for her. Men from Halla’s hometown in upper
Egypt are especially known for their unwillingness to allow their wives to
work. As her mother emphasizes, “They prefer to die out of hunger rather
than allowing the wife to work.” Even if the husband agrees and the wife
works, her relatives will interfere and take her away from her husband,
saying, “If he cannot feed you, we can.” Halla also knows that even if her
future husband allowed her to work, he would not help with the house-
work, which would mean that she would end up with two jobs, inside
and outside the house. Married women usually do not work outside the
home unless there is a great need, as is the case when the husband is very
ill or very old and cannot work or when the husband marries another
woman.

But in addition to these social conventions, there is a strong associa-
tion between “bad manners,” as stated in Um Rida’s narrative, and
women’s work outside the domestic sphere. “Bad manners” are mani-
fested in being able to answer back and challenge the mother’s author-
ity or being assertive and addressing other men directly. In the work-
place, Halla meets other young women from diVerent parts of Cairo,
and the site seems to foster solidarity among them, bringing them
together to exchange stories about their lives. Young women often feel
and see the suVering of other female fellow workers, and their discus-
sions bring part of the family’s power into question. They “eat together,”
a notion that usually designates strong solidarity between people, and
their relationships extend beyond the workplace to include the home and
occasional trips to areas around Cairo. They may also meet their future
husbands through one of their female co-workers. The relationship
between female workers was nicely described by a factory worker in
Cairo: “Friendship here [in the factory] is stronger than outside. We talk
about nearly everything that occupies our minds. . . . If we see a fellow
worker poorly dressed whose husband is taking her salary, we show her
the unfairness of it and encourage her to ask for her rights” (Ibrahim
1985: 299).

Thus, working not only provides women with some income that
makes it possible for them to feel a sense of limited independence but also
allows them to be part of a collectivity of women and to know more
about the condition of others. Similar to other “subaltern counter-
publics,” workplaces become “parallel discursive arenas where members
of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to
formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and
needs” (Fraser 1992: 123). Halla tells stories about other friends at work
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who suVer physical and verbal abuse by family members. Unlike her reac-
tions when she is the subject of such inXictions, Halla’s reactions to the
experiences of her fellow workers are strongly critical of the social system.
Halla especially voices her criticisms when one of her colleagues is about
to be forced to marry against her will. With this in mind, it becomes clear
that limiting women’s access to the workplace not only is motivated by
notions of shame and honor and the desire to control women’s sexuality
but also aims to limit their access to knowledge and experiences that
potentially challenge current power inequalities. In short, the struggle
over access to the public sphere is part of the struggle over what Bourdieu
calls the “doxic” (1977), or the taken-for-granted domain that is central to
any domination system. This, and not only the fear of women’s sexuality,
is a major source of the anxiety of parents in al-Zawiya al-Hamra who
allow their daughters to work and of those husbands who do not let their
wives work or who hesitate to allow them to visit their families, often
until after the birth of their Wrst child.

women’s work and the use of public space

The attempt to restrict women’s access to information explains why
many women work in various activities that do not take them away from
the neighborhood. The fact that these activities contribute to the income
of the family does not challenge the masculinity of the husband or bother
the neighbors or the relatives of the wife. Women sew and embroider gar-
ments, make bead necklaces, and sell clothes. They utilize the empty land
next to each murabba` to sell cooked foods, sugarcane, roasted corn, and
fresh vegetables and fruits. Women also use this space to promote some
of their seasonal home-based industries. Some women, for instance, set
up ovens on the side of the lanes between the murabba`at to bake the
ruqaq (thin bread) that is widely used during the SacriWce Feast and get
a speciWc amount of money per kilo of Xour that they mix and bake.
Through this utilization of space, women simultaneously publicize their
activities, interact with others, and supervise their children who play
nearby (see Figure 9).PLACE FIGURE 9 ABOUT HERE

The public space around the murabba`at is also used to integrate the
workplace with the residence area. This not only secures extra income for
the family but also enables its members, especially women, to take care of
the new investment. Having a small shop next to the housing unit, for
instance, enables Um Su`ad to take over while her husband is outside the
neighborhood. These additions are also used as an economic safety
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buVer for the family when the working male relative is unemployed due
to illness or being laid oV. Sahar and her husband resorted to this option
when he was diagnosed with diabetes, which prevented him legally from
resuming his previous work as a bus driver. They managed to get the
approval of the neighbors and a permit from the local authorities to start
the new project. Next to the entrance of their neighbors’ block that faces
the bus station, they placed a batriina that consists of a glass-fronted cab-
inet and some shelves to store and exhibit his merchandise. In addition
to candy, chewing gum, chocolate bars, and biscuits, Ali sells various cold
juices that are prepared by his wife in their apartment during the summer
and spicy boiled chickpeas in the winter. Recently, Ali got a job as a driver
for an upper-class family in another neighborhood, and Sahar took over
the batriina. Ali’s new job is not guaranteed—he and his wife are not sure
whether he will continue working for that family. Sahar’s role is thus vital
for the future security of the family. She is currently not only adding to
the family’s income but maintaining the right of her family to the space
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figure 9: Women manage family investments around the housing
units. Some families have placed small grocery stands next to housing
blocks to sell soft drinks, candy, and ice cream. Through this use of
space, women simultaneously publicize their activities, interact with
others, take care of some domestic animals, and supervise their children
who play nearby. Photograph by Farha Ghannam.



and the batriina. If Ali loses his new job, he can reclaim the batriina and
resume his work there. These additions therefore enable women, espe-
cially married women whose work outside the home is negatively viewed,
to participate more actively in the economic activities of the family and
provide them with the chance to socialize with others and expand their
social networks.

At the same time, these activities encourage the presence of people
between the diVerent murabba`at. Immediately after relocation, these
spaces were “empty,” dark, and potentially dangerous. Such empty spaces
are often equated with evil spirits, who may attack and harm the vulner-
able passersby. This makes it unsafe for women and young children to be
outside, especially at night. The continuous presence of human beings in
these spaces ensures the paciWcation and dislocation of evil spirits. It also
secures help when one is in trouble. People are always ready to help in
stopping a Wght or protecting a child. At the same time, being seen by
others provides social control that allows more freedom of movement for
women and legitimizes their interaction with men. The same is clearly
manifested during Ramadan, when women are allowed more freedom to
stay outside late at night. The presence of many people and the increase
in street lighting facilitate women’s access to public space during this
month. Paradoxically, the presence of others also restrains women’s
movements because they become more visible to others, especially when
they try to “sneak” outside without the knowledge of their families. The
power to restrict women’s access to external spaces is thus scattered
across the community, a fact that makes women feel that they are under
the gaze of their families all the time. The presence of others who may tell
their families (or at least start gossiping) makes it hard for women to feel
outside the control of the family. The threat of the gaze of others frames
women’s ambiguous feelings toward the relatively wide and often well-
lit passages between the diVerent murabba`at that replaced the old narrow
lanes in Bulaq, where they could walk between homes with some degree
of invisibility.

The view of the murabba`at and the spaces between them is inXuenced
by the shuZing of neighbors and mixing of people from diVerent parts
of Cairo. The new setting is structuring both the interaction of family
members with others and the way they view public space. This shift is
exempliWed by the growing restrictions on the access of women and chil-
dren to various spaces. In Bulaq, male children were allowed to stay out-
side until late hours. “My parents did not use to worry about me,” a man
in his mid-twenties explains. “I was only seven years old when they
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allowed me to stay outside until midnight. My parents knew that if I got
in trouble, there were many people who knew them and who would help
me. Here, in al-Zawiya it is harder for parents to allow their children to
be outside because they do not know the people around them.” Similarly,
in Bulaq, several men and women emphasized that mothers did not hes-
itate to allow their daughters to play with other children because they
knew them and their parents. Currently, they are selective in interacting
even with the neighbors.10 One woman said, referring to her current
neighbors, “Are these neighbors that I should allow my daughters to
interact with? No, they are not good people. Their children steal from
others and their mother is rude and vulgar (lisanha tawil). It is better to
keep away from them.”

These reactions are part of a larger system that deWnes the social
meanings attached to various public spaces. While children are encour-
aged to go to school, mothers often feel frustrated because they cannot
totally control the upbringing (tarbiyya) of their children when they mix
with others in “the street.” A “good mother” tries to keep her male and
female children “under her wings,” as one woman explains. Mothers try
to keep their children away from the street, which is associated with “dirty
language” and “bad manners.” I often witnessed struggles between moth-
ers and young children over the latter’s desire to play outside. Mothers
bribe, beat, scold, and even lock up their children to play at home rather
than in the street, where they might interact with others who would teach
them bad habits.11 These restrictions are directly linked to the knowledge
that social actors are expected to acquire in diVerent public spaces and
how this knowledge is central to the social meanings attached to various
spaces and who has access to them. In the previous chapter, I examined
the word lama, which sums up people’s reactions to the increasing mix-
ing and gathering of a heterogenous population in the same housing
project. This heterogeneity informs the social construction of space.
Public spaces such as the coVee shop and the vegetable market are con-
sidered lamin. The presence of a mixed group of people in the same space
makes it a site where social norms can be challenged or questioned. In
addition, these spaces are subject to state intrusion and control, which
also shape their role in the life of young men, parents, and women.

young men in the coffee shop

Although there are coVeehouses in other parts of Cairo where women are
allowed, in al-Zawiya coVee shops are open only to men.12 They gather
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there to drink sweet tea13 and to play chess, cards, and dominos inside the
shop during the winter and in front of it during the summer. For many
young men, the coVee shop (qahwa) is one of the few spaces where they
can socialize with their male friends away from their families.

The coVeehouse in al-Zawiya al-Hamra is perceived ambivalently by
both men and women. First, coVee shops, especially those attended by
young men, are targeted by the police. There are informants (mukhbirin)
who report to the police any activities in the various coVee shops. As one
man explained, “The government fears that we gather in one place and
that we may discuss politics.” Second, police will target visitors to a par-
ticular coVeehouse if they suspect that a thief, a drug user, or a fugitive
attends it. When the police raid a coVeehouse, they usually detain all the
attendees. Young men in particular are dragged outside, slapped in front
of people in the street, and beaten in the police station (qism), which was
upgraded from a small police post (nuqta) after the 1981 clashes between
Muslims and Copts.

Almost every young man that I met had a story to tell about himself
or a close friend or relative who was taken to the police station for ques-
tioning because he happened to be in a qahwa during a raid. Young men
and their parents dread “visits” to the police station not only because they
believe that they can be framed for crimes they did not commit but also
because torture has led to the death of a few suspects in the police station.
In one case, the police claimed that a man charged with theft committed
suicide by throwing himself from the window of the police station. The
family of the victim and their neighbors did not accept these claims and
publicly protested the incident, claiming that he was thrown from the
window by the investigating policemen. To avoid being taken to the
police station, young men keep a watch, and as soon as they feel or hear
the police coming, they run in diVerent directions. Such experiences and
fears frame the negative views of the coVeehouse.

Although police intervention may restrict the utilization of the coVee
shop as a site for the production and circulation of discourses critical of the
state, the experiences of young men in this space and in the police station
shape their views of the government and its policies. For example, the reac-
tions of young men to the news circulated in the state-controlled media
about “terrorism” and attacks by Islamic groups diVer from those of their
fathers and female relatives. Young men draw on cases of their friends who
were allegedly framed for crimes they did not commit to argue that the
same is done to others who are accused of conducting terrorist attacks.

The possibility of detention is in itself the source of anxiety of many
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parents. Still, mothers and fathers fear another danger that challenges
their attempts to raise their children according to their ideals: the presence
of strangers who cannot be trusted. Like the workplace and the street, the
coVee shop brings together the good (el-hilw) and the bad (el-wihish),
which means that young men may interact with others who teach them
to gamble, smoke, use drugs, or drink alcohol. CoVeehouses frequented
by young men are stigmatized by parents, and older men avoid patron-
izing them. They are also losing their prior function as places for poten-
tial employers to Wnd and contract workers. The coVeehouse, especially
attended by young men, is increasingly viewed as a space where only
unemployed and worthless men gather.14 Young men therefore struggle
not only with the government but also with their families to secure access
to the coVee shop and other public spaces.

the social construction 
of the vegetable market

Opinions—about people and about politics—take shape in 
the network of communications in the suq; even the most severe
government censorship cannot stand up against the whispered
asides which pass from person to person in the suq.

Robert Fernea, “Suqs of the Middle East”

There are at least two entities that people call market (suq) in al-Zawiya
al-Hamra. One of these markets is located between the old masaakin and
el-ahali, while the other is in the ahali area but close to the new masaakin.
The actual market is hard to deWne physically. One of these structures was
built by the government in 1985. It consists of several wooden booths
encompassed by a concrete wall. One part of the market has a roof, while
the other part is not covered. Although the roofed market has been a main
feature of Middle Eastern cities, traders here do not like the roofed space
allocated to them by the government. There is a continuous struggle
between the merchants and government oYcials over where the former
can sell their products. The oYcials try to force the merchants to stay
within the bounded market. Merchants, however, refuse to stay within
the boundaries of this structure and take their goods to the nearby
streets. Only a few traders with heavy loads or hard-to-move goods stay
inside the formal “market”, but they stay in the uncovered part. The rest
take their fruits, vegetables, cheese, and other products into the nearby
intersection. Sellers feel that the street is more spacious, allows them to
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exhibit their goods to a larger number of people, and is more convenient
for customers who can obtain their daily needs while passing by. The
intersection and part of the main street become very crowded, and mer-
chants compete over the space that they want to control to display their
goods. The word suq is used to refer to both the oYcial structure and the
intersection where the goods are displayed.

The vegetable market is full of movement. Women from nearby vil-
lages bring big baskets of seasonal products, some breast-feeding their
babies while older children play around; merchants move their goods to
allow a car, whose driver is honking madly, to pass; a man tries to force
his horse, that is pulling a lettuce cart, to proceed through the crowd;
trucks try to unload; small children sell lemons, parsley, and other goods;
and a man carries a tray with tea glasses to be sold to the traders. Products
are piled on carts, and their sellers loudly describe the taste of the fruit,
announce the prices of vegetables, and call upon people to inspect their
merchandise and compare prices. Fresh and frozen Wsh are being sold on
the corner of the street, while on the other side there is a shop with an
immense woman selling internal organs, legs, and heads of water buValo.
A woman sits next to a cage with several chickens, waiting for customers
who select one or two, which are then weighed, slaughtered, and dipped
in the boiling water to make it easy to pluck the feathers. Another
woman squats with a big basket of rice, and a group of women stand
around waiting for her to weigh the amount they requested. One woman
screams at one of her female customers who tries to pick a piece of cheese
from the metal container. Flies continue to Xy in and out of the container,
but the merchant is only bothered by the fact that her other customers
may feel disgusted if they see the female client putting her Wngers into the
container. Around the area that is deWned as the market, there are shops
that sell spices, fabrics, clothes, shoes, and miscellaneous household
equipment.

Most of the studies of the market (conducted mainly by male anthro-
pologists) focus on the bazaar or the central market, which is dominated
by men (Gilsenan 1982; Geertz 1979; Gerholm, 1977). Studies of the suq
also tend to focus more on the merchants than on how the people, espe-
cially women, interact and view it. Little attention has been devoted to
the study of local vegetable markets that women visit to buy their daily
vegetables and fruits.15 Unlike the central markets and bazaars that have
attracted the attention of researchers, the suq in al-Zawiya al-Hamra is
dominated by women. They are the majority of the sellers and buyers.
Although there are other closer options that could save them time and
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eVort, such as peddlers and women who sell vegetables and fruits on the
corner of the street, women normally prefer the more distant local mar-
kets to secure lower prices and fresher products.

In the market a woman compares prices, checks the quality and fresh-
ness of the vegetables, and then decides what to buy for the day. She
checks with the merchant to make sure that the advertised price is the
same as the price that he is charging. She bargains to see if the price can
be reduced and reads the reaction of the merchant to ascertain when she
should leave or when she should increase the oVered price. Although she
may know some sellers by name, she does not try to maintain a commit-
ment or a strong relationship to a speciWc merchant, for if she did, she
would not be able to maintain the broad bargaining space that allows her
to compare and select what is suitable for her budget and needs. She picks
up every single vegetable and examines it closely to make sure that it is
fresh and not damaged. Then she hands the plastic bags, which she brings
with her to avoid paying extra for them, to the man or the woman who
is selling the vegetables. She keeps a close eye on the merchant to make
sure that the weights used are correct and that he does not add any bad
products. She carefully calculates the total cost and counts the change.
Meanwhile, she keeps her eyes open for lettuce leaves or other vegetables
that can be fed to her chickens and ducks. Some merchants do not mind
if she collects some of the green leaves that they have thrown away. If she
does not Wnd anything to take back to her poultry, she may buy them
some old cheap vegetables.

A central feature of the woman’s interaction with the male or female
merchant is suspicion and distrust. Merchants, whether those who reside
in al-Zawiya or those who come from villages around Cairo, are not to
be trusted because they may try to cheat on the weight, the price, the
quality of the food, and the change they give back. Because women expect
to engage in such arguments and disagreements, special verbal skills are
taught as part of women’s socialization, which includes visits to the mar-
ket from early childhood. Young girls accompany their mothers to the
market during school vacations and are sent alone to buy some simple
things as they grow older (around ten and over). Before reaching this
stage, they are taught “the language of the market” and how to be
assertive so that they can bargain and answer back if the merchant tries to
cheat them. Women’s assertiveness in this context, unlike their assertive-
ness in relation to the workplace, is highly regarded and celebrated.

The relationship between clients and sellers is not the only potential
source of conXict in the market. Women view the relationships between
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buyers as a more serious threat. They view the market as an unsafe place
where one should be very careful because, like the coVee shop, it is lamim.
The fear of the market is not related to a threat of vengeance or the threat
of the use of weapons, as is the case in some other, male-dominated mar-
kets (see Gilsenan 1982). Rather, the presence of a mixture of strangers,
as the word lamim indicates, who do not know each other and who are
not subjected to the same social obligations makes visits to the market
potentially dangerous. Women always tell stories about incidents when
the money, jewelry,16 or purchased goods of unsuspecting women were
stolen by other shoppers. The relocated group is usually singled out as the
source of troubles in the market. “They pretend to get into a Wght near
the market,” one man from el-ahali explains. “When you get closer to
observe and your attention is directed to the people Wghting, one of them
steals your stuV without your noticing it.” Just like the coVee shop and the
street, the vegetable market brings together people from diVerent areas
in the neighborhood. This makes it an ambiguous space that is visited
every day to get the best and cheapest products but that is feared and
resented for the threats it poses to its visitors.

Like the coVee shop that shapes how young men view the state, the
vegetable market is the main site that shapes women’s opinions of gov-
ernment policies. Even though their visits to the market are usually
short and goal oriented, women still hear complaints about prices and
new regulations related to the market and observe the struggle between
the merchants and government oYcials. Women’s eVorts to secure their
daily food with limited budgets makes them experts on the changing
prices of vegetables. They monitor increases in the price of tomatoes, the
availability of onions, and the freshness of Wsh and link them with the
policies and projects of the government. For instance, women were very
concerned when the governor decided to relocate Rod al-Farag market
(the major vegetable market in Cairo). They thought that the relocation
of the market outside the city would cause large increases in the prices of
vegetables and fruits. When I visited al-Zawiya in December of 1994,
women considered the increase in vegetable prices and the shortage in
some supplies to be a natural outcome of the relocation of that market.

Public Spaces and Collective Identities
Young men have more mobility and freedom to tour the city and visit var-
ious public spaces. Still, they have to struggle with their families and gov-
ernment oYcials to secure access not only to the coVee shop but also to
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other spaces. Young men are the Wrst to suVer when a crime is commit-
ted in the neighborhood or an armed attack is carried out in Cairo or else-
where in Egypt. They are rounded up in mosques, markets, streets, and
city buses. In addition, the street, the coVee shop, and the workplace have
a common feature: they bring diVerent groups together and therefore
potentially threaten the ability of the family to control the kind of knowl-
edge acquired. The fact that people in the neighborhood come from
diVerent places produces anxiety over the habits, actions, and language to
which young men and women are exposed. The negative constructions
of the coVee shop and the vegetable market are largely related to the
mixed population assumed to be present in these sites. In this, both the
coVee shop and the market serve as continuous reminders of the state
policies that brought many people from diVerent parts of Egypt to live
in the same area. Relocating a large number of families to the same area
over a relatively short time brought the good (el-kwayyis) and the bad (el-
wihish) together. It is the anxiety over what children would learn in the
street, what young women would learn in the workplace, and what
young men would learn in the coVeehouse that structures the attempts
of parents, spouses, and siblings to restrict the movement of daughters,
wives, and brothers. As will be discussed in the next chapter, this anxiety
also informs the reactions of men to various modern appliances such as
the TV set. Many men argue that TV is making women “lazy,” teaching
them new ideas, and stimulating their desires for new products and con-
sumer goods.

In contrast to the market and the coVeehouse, the mosque is viewed
in positive terms by people in al-Zawiya. In Abu Hosni’s narrative in
chapter 3, Mohammad’s attempts to maintain the identity of his children
in America led him to the mosque. Not only in the United States but also
in al-Zawiya al-Hamra, the mosque is a powerful space for creating a col-
lective Muslim identity. Unlike the coVee shop and the vegetable market,
the mosque is depicted as a safe space that brings members from diVerent
groups together on equal terms under controlled conditions. The decline
in social control, which ensured the compliance of individuals to collec-
tive norms in Bulaq, and the increasing Xows of information and con-
sumer goods to the neighborhood have paved the way for religion as a
powerful basis for structuring and shaping people’s interaction in al-
Zawiya. In addition to relocation, in the next chapter I examine other
major transformations that have been sweeping Cairo and Egypt at large
and that reinforce the role of religion in creating a sense of certainty in a
world where all that is solid melts into air.



My Weldwork in Cairo required me to be a frequent rider of the city
buses that connect diVerent quarters with the center of the capital. The
bus was very crowded late one night when I returned from al-Zawiya al-
Hamra to al-Tahrir Square. But this time, unlike other times, there was a
strong male voice reciting the Quran. A young bearded man, dressed in
a white T-shirt and white pants, proceeded to talk about religion and what
it meant to be a “good Muslim.” And in this instance, unlike encounters
in the mosque, a dialogue ensued between the bearded man and the other
passengers. One man in his Wfties protested by stating that the bus was
not the right place for preaching and referred the bearded man back to the
mosque. The man’s protest against the sacralization of this public space
was countered by others who supported the bearded man because, as one
woman said, he was just asking people to obey God and follow his com-
mands. With a strong and conWdent voice the bearded man commented,
“The people who go to the mosque know all the things that I am telling
you now. It is the people who do not go to the mosque that we need to
address. It is the duty of those who know to tell those who do not.” Faced
with all of the support that the bearded man had garnered, the man who

c h a p t e r 5

Religion in a Global Era

Islam as the object of anthropological understanding should be
approached as a discursive tradition that connects variously with
the formation of moral selves, the manipulation of populations (or
resistance to it), and the production of appropriate knowledges.

Talal Asad, The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam
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protested stated that he was just worried that the police might arrest the
bearded man. The repressive power of the state and its attitude toward
Islam were thus brought into the minds of the passengers. The message
was clear: just because the man was asking people to follow Islam, he
could be arrested by the police.

The dialogue between the bearded man and some young men on the
bus covered the questions of how to deWne Muslims and their duties, the
legitimacy of the use of violence against “nonbelievers,” and pressures of
the West on Muslims, especially women, to abandon their religious
practices (such as the Islamic dress). The bearded man ended his talk by
introducing himself as Mohammed Ibn Abdullah (the Prophet’s name)
and by announcing that he was working for the faculty of engineering in
a well-known Egyptian university. He attacked the state’s description of
al-Sunniyin (deWned in the popular discourse as strict followers of the
Prophet’s traditions) as siyya` (people who are good for nothing). Al-
Sunniyin, the man emphasized “are the best and purest people in your
country. No, we are not siyya`. We are educated people. We know, and it
is our duty to let other people know.” He got oV the bus before the last
station and disappeared into the crowd in the street, and the bus driver
treated us to a loud song by Um Kulthum, the popular Egyptian female
singer.

Not only the city bus but mosques, schools, shops, universities, and
streets are used by Islamic activists to interact with people in diVerent
parts of Cairo. As stated by the bearded man in the bus, these activists are
aware of the importance of various spaces and the potential audience pres-
ent in each space. Mosques are visited by most of the population at least
once a week and by many on a daily basis. The majority of daily visitors
to the mosque are housewives, youngsters, and retired men. In contrast,
virtually all working men and women take the bus to work every day. The
man in the bus preaches to those who cannot visit the mosque on a reg-
ular basis and to those who do not have access to the discourses of al-
Sunniyin as circulated in the mosque. Such eVorts by Islamic groups that
aim to establish an Islamic community (umma) are important in consol-
idating the basis of a collective religious identity in al-Zawiya al-Hamra.

The growing importance of religious identity, I argue, is a striking
example of how global trajectories, especially a hegemonic discourse of
modernity and the Xow of images facilitated by new systems of commu-
nication, shape the identities of the relocated group. I focus on the
mosque and the relationships between Muslims and Copts to show how
religion is facilitating the creation of a sense of community that is based
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on “a subjective feeling of the parties, whether factual or traditional, that
they belong together” (Weber 1978: 40). Religious identity, the discussion
shows, has been consolidated by the uprootedness of the group and the
daily struggle of its members to appropriate what they perceive as posi-
tive aspects of modernity and relinquish what they view as negative.

Ruptures and Dislocations

Hegemony is not the disappearance or destruction of diVerence.
It is the construction of a collective will through diVerence. It is
the articulation of diVerences which do not disappear.

Stuart Hall, “Old and New Identities, 
Old and New Ethnicities”

The discussion so far showed how relocation rearranged local identities
and added to the old identiWcations: people are now identiWed with a vil-
lage (the place of origin), as locals of Bulaq (where they resided for gen-
erations), as occupiers of the stigmatized masaakin, and as inhabitants of
al-Zawiya (known for its poor reputation in Cairo). We also saw the
signiWcance of Bulaq for how the relocated population imagine their com-
munal feelings, especially in regulating relationships inside the group. The
stigma and stereotypes linked to this identity, however, do not facilitate
the group’s interaction with the residents of el-ahali and other parts of el-
masaakin.

Despite the diVerences that separate the relocated group from others,
most members of this group share with the old residents a religion.1

Religion has become a powerful discourse in articulating and socially
grounding the various identities: displaced families, ahali and masaakin
inhabitants, people of Bulaq and al-Zawiya, rural immigrants, Fallahin
(peasants who come from various villages in Lower Egypt) and Sa`ides
(immigrants from diVerent areas in Upper Egypt), who are largely
pushed from their villages to Cairo in their search for work and a better
life, as well as residents who have moved from other areas of Cairo, can
all Wnd commonality in religion. With the absence of the old guarantees
secured by rootedness in the same area and the increasing mixing of
strangers from various parts of Cairo in the same housing project, religion
promises2 to provide a strong basis for trust and social control. At the
same time, religion has become central to what Jean ComaroV (1985)
called “the social relocation of the displaced” (176). Emphasizing the reli-
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gious identity of the relocated group legitimizes its presence in al-Zawiya
and furthers the interaction of its members with others. In short, religion
facilitates the creation of a sense of belonging and promises to create a
uniWed community out of a fragmented urban fabric.

nationalism and religious identity

There are several factors that make religious identity strongly compete
with other identities, especially with nationalism, in articulating the
presence of the group in al-Zawiya al-Hamra. First, although people
strongly identify themselves as Egyptians, the state’s deWnition of “mod-
ern Egyptians” is exclusive. DiVerent groups are not seen as contributing
positively to the construction of the country. Rather, and as shown in the
previous chapters, the oYcial discourse has presented the relocated group
as isolated and plagued with many social ills and as people who needed
to be “civilized” and reintegrated within the nation to be able to con-
tribute to the development of Egypt.3 To summarize the preceding dis-
cussion, the project destroyed old neighborhood relationships and stig-
matized and physically segregated the relocated population. Second,
Egyptian nationalism is closely linked to religion. As argued by several
authors, the Egyptian government has been using religion since the
early 1970s “to consolidate power and mobilize society” (Ansari 1984: 398;
see also Gilsenan 1982; Dessouki 1982; Ibrahim 1982; Ahmed 1992; Abdel
Fattah 1997). Sadat in particular presented himself as al-Ra´is al-Mu´min,
or “the Believing President,” and strategically used religion to support his
rule. He also used religious groups to weaken the Nasserists, Marxists,
and radical students (Waterbury 1983). The government continues to
appeal to religion in its attempts to counter the growing number of
Islamic movements (Hanna 1993). More emphasis, for example, has
been placed on religious education in schools and the media. Religious
institutions aYliated with the government (such as al-Azhar and the
Ministry of Endowment) have been intensifying their activities to show
that the government is “the guardian of the true Islam” (Hanna 1993: 26;
see also Starett 1998). These policies have been strengthening the role of
religion in mobilizing both Muslims and Copts and in empowering reli-
gious leadership for both sides (Abdel Fattah 1997). Third, the growing
identiWcation and pressure of various religious groups in Egypt in general,
and in Cairo in particular, are reinforcing religious identity. As the
encounter in the bus and other encounters in the mosque show, Islamic
activists are communicating with people in diVerent parts of Cairo and are
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working to reshape people’s practices and to empower the religious basis
of collective identities. Finally, in addition to their stigmatization, phys-
ical segregation, and the negative construction of masaakin, the group
was relocated to al-Zawiya during a time when tension between Muslims
and Christians was escalating rapidly. This tension culminated in the
bloody clashes between Muslims and Christians in June of 1981. These
clashes created strong opposition between Muslims and Christians and
strengthened the religious basis of collective identities. I will brieXy
examine these clashes to show how religion was used to mobilize
Muslims and Christians to control 180 square meters of land (Egyptian
Gazette, June 21, 1981: 1) and how the clashes shaped the identity of the
relocated population. Before proceeding any further, it is important to
point out that my description of these clashes is largely based on data
from Muslim informants. As stated in the introduction, the fact that I am
a Muslim limited my interaction with Christian families.

religion and the struggle over public space

According to Muslim accounts, the dispute was over a piece of land that
was owned by the government and was designated to build a mosque for
the workers of the Animal Feed Factory.4 Part of this land was utilized by
a Christian man, ̀ Aziz, to store construction-related material that he sold
in his nearby shop. After years of using the land, `Aziz tried to register it
in his name.5 Muslim informants emphasize that he bribed a local oYcial
who issued him a fake deed (some say that `Aziz was only given a prom-
ise but never received any documents to support his claims) conWrming
his ownership.

When Muslims opposed `Aziz’s attempts to take over the land, he tried
to mobilize Christians by announcing that he would donate it to build a
church, something that was supported by many Christians inside and out-
side al-Zawiya. It is worth mentioning here that the construction of a
church or even the renewal of an existing one requires a permit from the
Ministry of the Interior (Hanna 1993). Restrictions on the building of
churches are based on Ottoman laws that go back to 1856 (Hanna 1993).
Until recently, a presidential decree6 was needed not only to build a new
church but also to Wx and maintain existing churches (Hanna 1997). These
restrictions have been the source of conXict between Muslims and
Christians in diVerent parts of Egypt since the early 1970s. They have been
utilized by Islamic extremists to destroy and burn churches constructed
without permits (Waterbury 1983; Hanna 1997). According to one writer,
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they were one of the main factors behind “the growing militancy of the
church” (Ansari 1984: 398). Building churches was therefore a charged
issue and the center of tension between Muslims and Christians in vari-
ous parts of Egypt.

When Muslim activists saw a sign declaring the land as a site of a
church, they countered the next night by posting a sign with the name of
the mosque they intended to build.7 This started a “war of signs,” as
described by one Muslim man. Christian activists would post a sign in the
night stating the name of the church they planned to build, and the next
night Muslim activists would replace it with another sign stating the
name of the mosque to be constructed there. On one of these nights,
Christians used paint to write the name of the church on the same sign
that was used by Muslims the night before. Some Islamic activists took
the sign to the police station and explained the situation to an oYcer
there. They removed the paint used to write the name of the church so
that the oYcer could see the name of the mosque. The oYcer decided that
“the situation should remain as it is” ( yutrak al-hal `ala ma hua `alih),
meaning that the status of the land should not be altered. Muslims inter-
preted this decision as legitimizing the idea of building a mosque on the
disputed land. Al-Sunniyin mobilized men and women who cleaned the
land, built a fence around it, erected tents, and placed blankets on the
ground for prayer. Christians felt that the police had sided with Muslims
and denied them the right to build a church.

Tension escalated between the two sides when leaXets were distributed
in other areas of Cairo calling on both Muslims and Christians to support
their co-religionists in al-Zawiya al-Hamra. According to written sources,
the National Democratic Party (NDP) played a strong role in intensify-
ing the conXict (Hanna 1993; Ansari 1984). A leaXet was signed by the
NDP secretary general, two representatives in the People’s Assembly, and
local committee members. This leaXet stated that the security forces had
inspected in cooperation with oYcials from the NDP the claims of the
Christian family and had found these claims groundless (Ansari 1984).
The situation exploded when `Aziz, outraged by the scene of Muslims
praying on the disputed land, opened Wre on them. The incident
reconWrmed the fear of many Muslims who believed that Christians
invested their money in buying weapons that they stored in their churches
to be used in the future against them. These fears were nurtured by
Sadat’s pronouncements that Copts were Wghting along the Phalangists
in Lebanon and that they were trying to change the Islamic character of
Egypt (Ansari 1984).8 In addition, Muslims felt that Copts were becom-
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ing stronger economically because of their ownership of houses and man-
agement of successful businesses. All these factors enabled Islamic activists
in the area to mobilize Muslims against Christians. Muslims, however,
did not participate as a collectivity in the attacks on Copts. Many tried to
help their Christian neighbors by protecting their property. This was done
by either keeping it at Muslim homes or labeling it with Allahu Akbar.
Some also assisted Christian men, who decided to return to their villages
until the situation calmed down, to reach the central train station.

The Central Security Forces (al-Amn al-Markizi) interfered, using tear
gas and implementing a curfew lasting for two months in order to main-
tain peace in the area. Clashes between the two sides led to the death of 17
people, the injury of 112, and the detention of 266 (Ansari 1984: 411).9 In
addition, 171 shops and public places were destroyed (411). But above all,
these clashes created a deep split between Muslims and Christians. The
name of the grand mosque constructed on the disputed piece of land man-
ifests this split. The name al-Nazir (as pronounced by people) given to the
mosque is derived from the verb anthara, which means to warn. This name
not only signiWes the victory of Muslims, but, as explained by one inform-
ant, continues to warn Copts against any attempt to challenge Muslims.
It is a sign that, as described by one Muslim woman, provokes grief (hasra)
in the hearts of Christians. For Muslims, al-Nazir is now a highly regarded
mosque that attracts worshipers from diVerent parts of al-Zawiya. It has
a section for after-school classes and medical clinics with labs catering to
many low-income families in the area. People pride themselves on the fact
that most of the construction was conducted by private local eVorts.
Muslim men, women, and children helped in the collection of the money,
the cleaning of the land, and the construction of al-Nazir. Stories are also
told about divine help in the control of the land. One man recalled seeing
a “very beautiful woman, who was not from this world, helping with her
delicate hands in cleaning the location of the mosque.” While reinforcing
the distinction between Muslims and Christians, al-Nazir stands as a
reminder of the solidarity and collective identity of Muslims who partici-
pated in the control of the land and the construction of the mosque.

The 1981 clashes have been seen by several writers as the beginning of
Sadat’s end. Sadat perceived these clashes as an attempt by Christian and
Muslim leaders to “embarrass him” before his visit to the United States
and to “ruin his external policies” (Ibrahim 1992: 38). He especially
resented the reactions of Copts who protested in the international media
before and during his visit to the United States (Abdel Fattah 1995). In the
few months (especially early September) after the clashes (which took
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place in June of 1981), Sadat ordered the arrest of thousands of journal-
ists, academics, political activists, and religious leaders (both Muslim and
Christian). Tension escalated until Muslim extremists assassinated Sadat
in October of 1981, four months after the sectarian conXict in al-Zawiya.
The literature tends to link the relocated group directly or indirectly with
these clashes (see Ansari 1984; Campo 1991). “The immediate cause of the
sectarian conXict lay in the government’s decision to use the little space
left in Zawiya al-Hamra to relocate the inhabitants of slums in other parts
of the city” (Ansari 1986: 225; see also Campo 1991: 136). These studies do
not present any empirical data to support such general statements, and
one should be careful in making such connections, generally based on
unsubstantiated assumptions. The oral histories that I collected indicate
that the relocated group was not involved in these clashes. Neither its
members nor the old residents of al-Zawiya connect the relocated group
with the clashes. The piece of land under conXict was relatively far from
the housing project, and I did not encounter any members of the relo-
cated group who said that they participated in any way in these clashes.
In fact, it was Sadat who linked the group with the clashes (see the inter-
view with Sadat in Mayo, June 22, 1981: 3).10 Some informants expressed
their anger because Sadat had falsely accused the group when he
announced to the media in the United States that the clashes were initi-
ated by “some riVraV (shwayyet awbaash) who were moved from shacks
(`ishash) and resettled in el-masaakin in al-Zawiya al-Hamra.”11

Rather than arguing that relocation caused the sectarian conXict, I sug-
gest that relocation took place amidst growing tension between Muslims
and Christians, not only in al-Zawiya but in other parts of Egypt, and that
the 1981 clashes shaped the group’s identity and how it has been situated
in al-Zawiya. These clashes left a deep split in the neighborhood between
Muslims and Christians. Since their arrival, Bulaqis have felt the tension
of the polarized religious identities in the area. According to Early (1993),
who conducted Weld research in Bulaq during the 1970s, relationships
between Muslims and Christians were “excellent.” She stated that
Muslims and Copts in Bulaq “exchange social calls during each other’s
feasts, and visit and fulWll vows at each other’s shrines” (Early 1993: 118).
There are strong indications from the people that refer to how their rela-
tions with Copts were altered after relocation. A Wfty-year-old woman,
Um Hani, used to have close Christian friends in Bulaq. When she
started going to the mosque in al-Zawiya, Um Hani heard about “the
horrible things that Jews and Christians did to the Prophet.” This left her
with strong feelings that now prevent her from visiting with her Christian
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friends. She is also encouraged by her friends in the mosque not to buy
her groceries and monthly subsidized products from Christian mer-
chants.12 I attended at least one lesson with Um Hani in a local mosque
where the sheikh urged people to buy only from Muslim merchants.
Another young man explained that Christians used to be nice (kuwayyisin)
and kind (`atufyin) in Bulaq. After moving to al-Zawiya, he started feel-
ing that they were mean and grew to dislike them. The move to al-Zawiya
amidst the growing tension and polarization between Muslims and
Christians shaped the views of Um Hani and her neighbors of their reli-
gious identity in general and their feelings toward Copts in particular.

Both Muslims and Christians are active in inscribing messages on the
inside and outside walls of their houses that identify the religions of the res-
idents. Muslims display their identity through inscribing Allahu Akbar on
outer walls and decorating their shops and houses with images of
mosques, pictures of Mecca and Medina, and Quranic verses. Similarly,
Christians decorate their houses and stores with crosses and pictures of
Jesus, Pope Shenoudaha (the Coptic Patriarch), and the Virgin Mary.
Stickers in Arabic and English such as “Jesus is leading me” and “God loves
you” are used to decorate cars and privately owned buses. Space, private
and public, becomes a vehicle for showing and reinforcing religious iden-
tities. The body is also a space where religious identities are visibly
inscribed. Muslims naturalize religious diVerences by emphasizing that
Christians can be distinguished by their features and gestures but most
importantly by the cross that is tattooed on the inner wrist of the right
hand.13 I also came across a few old women who had tattooed the cross on
their chins. Muslim women distinguish themselves by wearing the hijab (a
scarf that covers the hair), which can be also worn by old Christian
women. Recently more Muslim women are shifting to the kihmar (a gar-
ment that covers the hair, the shoulders, the breasts, and the back), which
is seen as the “real Islamic dress that Christian women would never wear.”

Unlike the tension between Muslim groups (those who live in el-
masaakin versus those who live in el-ahali or those from Bulaq versus
older residents in al-Zawiya), friction between Muslims and Christians is
supported by the belief of the former that the latter are economically
superior. They own houses, run Xourishing businesses, and operate many
shops and stores in the area. While marriages between Muslims who live
in el-ahali and el-masaakin are being facilitated by the mosque, marriages
between Copts and Muslims are very rare. In the few cases where such
marriages took place, the Christian partner had to convert to Islam. The
opposition between Muslims and Copts is also marked by purity rituals.
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Some Muslims, for example, will not eat food prepared by Christians,
believing that it is not “pure” (tahir) because Christians do not invoke the
name of God before preparing it. Others simply mention the name of
God before eating food prepared by Christian neighbors.

Compared with stereotypes circulated about other groups, the oppo-
sition between Muslims and Christians is manifested not only in daily
interaction but also in the popular imagination. This can be illustrated by
people’s construction of the `afriit (demon) that can yalbis (wear or pos-
sess) a person. The identity of the `afriit varies, but two kinds are clearly
distinguished. One is a good `afriit who is identiWed as a Muslim because
he or she reads the Quran and asks for simple things like a glass of lemon-
ade or some water. This is a harmless `afriit who can be easily disposed of
by sending him or her to pray in Mecca. The other `afriit is evil and can
cause harm and sickness. He or she is hard to get rid of even through beat-
ing the possessed body. This `afriit is often identiWed as a Christian
priest, as manifested in his or her name and the fact that he or she cannot
recite the Quran.14 Compared with the simple things that the Muslim
good `afriit asks for, the Christian one demands costly things such as
expensive foods and new music tapes.

The growing hegemony of religious identity is manifested in the
increasing questioning and redeWning of “traditions.” Rather than being
“Egyptian,” traditions are being redeWned in terms of their relationship
to Islam. Shamm in-nisiim is, for instance, a celebration of the spring that
both Muslims and Christians usually observe but that is increasingly
becoming deWned as “Christian.” Muslims debate whether they should
honor this occasion. In one session, women discussed the roots of the
celebration, and one of them emphasized that she had heard on televi-
sion that this celebration was “Egyptian” and not “Christian” because the
Pharaohs used to celebrate it. Another woman, who was identiWed as
knowledgeable in religion and who attended the mosque on a regular
basis, countered by stating that the sheikh in the local mosque said that
Shamm in-nisiim was Christian and that the fact that it was observed by
the Pharaohs did not make it a “Muslim” celebration. She silenced the
Wrst woman by asking her: “Do you believe what you hear on television
or what the sheikh says in the mosque?” Some Muslims even reinterpret
the meaning of Shamm in-nisiim (take a breath of breeze): after the death
of the Prophet Mohammed, they argue, Christians were very happy and
expressed their relief (shamu nafashum, which literally means “they
caught their breath”) in this celebration. More Muslim families have
stopped celebrating shamm in-nisiim, and some even do not leave the
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house or eat traditional foods associated with the feast like Wsiik (salt-
cured Wsh) that day. More traditions related to weddings and celebra-
tions of the seventh day after the birth of a child (subu`) are being
redeWned from an Islamic view. Community in this sense “signiWes not
just a distinctive political ideology but a particular set of values and
norms in everyday life” (Gilroy 1987: 234).

The Mosque: A Space for Unity?
The growing importance of religious identity is clearly manifested and
reinforced in the increasing centrality of the mosque as a space that brings
members of diVerent groups together, facilitates their interaction, and
promises to establish a uniWed collectivity out of a heterogeneous neigh-
borhood.15 The mosque is open to all Muslims, and diVerences between
people are at least temporarily dissolved through their gathering as
equals in the same space. Compared with the market and the coVee shop,
where people’s interactions are characterized by distrust (as discussed in
the previous chapter), the mosque is the most acceptable and safest
social space where various groups can meet and interact.

The mosque is the “House of God” (Baiyt Allah) that both men and
women are encouraged to visit. People are required to obey speciWc rules
and perform certain rituals to have access to it. While women are not
required to be puriWed and usually wear old dirty clothes before going to
the vegetable market, they bathe, dress in clean nice clothes, and perform
ablution before going to the mosque. The mosque is actively utilized to
frame the interaction between members of diVerent groups as well as to
empower emerging meanings, identities, and relationships. Those who
are labeled as troublemakers, rude, selWsh, sneaky, or untrustworthy can
be present in the same space and collectively identify themselves as
Muslims. Mosques proliferate inside el-masaakin and el-ahali as well as on
the borders between them. These can be grand mosques with minarets
and diVerent sections that provide services to the community or small
mosques that are hardly diVerentiated from the surrounding residential
units. Mosques are, at least in principle, accessible to all Muslims and
potentially bring them together as equals. In fact, the word gaami`, used
to refer to the mosque, is from the root gama`, which means “to bring
together.” The unity of prayers and the importance of communal feelings
are manifested in the unifying discourse and the similar movements that
are performed simultaneously. The Imam leads the prayer and coordinates
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the movement of all the attendees through his pronounced signals that
indicate when one should bend forward on the knees, stand up straight,
and so on.16 Emphasis is placed upon standing in straight lines, very close
to each other, so that no space is left through which the devil could enter
among the devout and divide their collectivity.17

The feelings associated with being part of a collectivity were cited by
many, especially by women, as one of the main reasons for going to the
mosque. As was the case with many of her neighbors, relocation shattered
most of the support system that connected the Wfty-Wve-year-old Um
Ahmed with friends and neighbors who were relocated to ̀ Ain Shams or
to diVerent parts of the new housing project in al-Zawiya al-Hamra. Um
Ahmed explained that she goes to mosques because the presence of
other people strengthens her will and provides her with more energy than
when praying alone. Although she used to perform her religious duties
on a regular basis in Bulaq, Um Ahmed’s religiosity gained a diVerent
meaning in al-Zawiya.18 In addition to adopting the khimar (a head gar-
ment that covers the hair and the shoulders), which is seen as the “real
Islamic dress,” Um Ahmed began attending local mosques on a daily
basis. From the many mosques constructed around her housing block,
she selects six mosques to perform four out of the Wve daily prayers,
attend weekly lessons, and participate in Quaran recitation sessions (see
Figure 10). For Friday prayer, she usually selects a large mosque that is
located within the boundaries of el-masaakin but is also attended by wor-
shipers from el-ahali. Um Ahmed explains that the big mosque brings
many people together and that she likes being part of a large collectivity.
She also visits two small mosques that are identiWed with al-Sunniyin. She
attends these two mosques, which are located in el-ahali, to listen to
weekly lessons and participate in Quran recitation sessions. For the after-
noon prayer (il-`asr), she attends a mosque that is on the margin of el-ahali
across the street from el-masaakin. Daily, she visits this mosque, which is
operated by a charitable organization ( gam’iyya khayriyya), to learn read-
ing, writing, and mathematics.19 Another mosque located next to the veg-
etable market in el-ahali is a convenient site for the midday prayer when
Um Ahmed is shopping for the family’s daily food. For the evening
prayer, she chooses a smaller mosque on the edge of the housing project
attended by a mixture of women from el-ahali and el-masaakin areas. She
prefers this mosque, as she explains, because she meets “wise” women
who like to talk to her. Over the last Wve years, Um Ahmed has formed
strong relationships with other women from diVerent parts of the neigh-
borhood, especially from el ahali, who attend the same mosque. If one of
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them does not come to the evening prayer, she goes with other women
to ask about their absent friend. She describes these relationships as suhba
W-illah (companionship in God’s love) that are not motivated by personal
interest. This provides such friendships with a special basis for trust.PLACE FIGURE 10 ABOUT HERE

Relationships between Um Ahmed and her friends are not restricted
to visits and conWding in each other when they have family problems.
There are also Wnancial transactions that bind them together. One friend,
Um Sayyid, is a widow who lives with her only son and his family in el-
ahali. She keeps her savings with Um Ahmed because she fears that her
son may discover the money and waste it. When she needs cash, Um
Sayyid takes some from her savings and claims to her son that she bor-
rowed this money from Um Ahmed. The two friends agreed that Um
Ahmed can use any amount she needs from the money. In case Um
Sayyid needs a large sum of her savings, she gives a notice to Um Ahmed
beforehand to make sure that she has the requested amount.

Through her movement, Um Ahmed crosses the boundaries between
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Um Ahmed’s house.
The grande mosque she attends for Friday prayer.
Um Ahmed usually performs noon prayer in this mosque, which is located
near the vegetable market where she shops.
This is a small intimate mosque that Um Ahmed frequents to perform the
evening prayer.
Um Ahmed attends this grande mosque, which is managed by a charitable
organization, for literacy classes.
She attends weekly lessons in this mosque, which is run by a charitable
organization.
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sessions.

figure 10. Through her daily trips to local mosques,
Um Ahmed crosses the boundaries between el-masaakin
and el-ahali and forges strong friendships with other
women from diVerent parts of the area. 
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el-ahali and el-masaakin and weaves the two areas together. Praying in the
mosque is increasingly presented as the source of special rewards that await
Um Ahmed and other prayers in heaven. The rewards associated with each
step taken to the mosque are behind the long trips that are made to dis-
tant mosques. Thus, the mosque not only brings people together from the
same neighborhood but also encourages people to move from one part of
the city to the other. Young men and women, for example, tour the city in
their search for the “truth.”20 Especially on Fridays, young men and
women utilize the city bus to tour the capital in this search, in which “the
truth” is usually linked with certain popular preachers. The notion of
“truth” is complex and is related to various discursive strategies that pub-
licly criticize the government without fear of its repression and that suc-
ceed in moving people emotionally and opening their hearts for more
commitment to Islam. Through their movement in the city, young men
and women hear about and may directly experience state oppression,
encounter members of other social groups, and weave the city together as
a lived entity. Visits to mosques in other parts of Cairo allow young men
and women to feel part of a larger collectivity that extends beyond the
boundaries of al-Zawiya. They also make their religious identity more vis-
ible in diVerent parts of the city. Stories are told about how the police fol-
low women who wear the niqab (a garment that covers the hair and face)
and arrest their male relatives. Men also tell stories about how they
became targets of police brutality because of their beards.

At the same time, older people are attracted to the mosque not only
because they have more free time but also because they have lost many of
the old spaces designated for socialization. With the removal of the
rooftops, the corniche of the Nile, and local shrines, many have found a
shelter in the mosque where they meet and interact with each other. The
role of the mosque is being reinforced through opening it more to
women, and a growing number of sheikhs are devoting short parts of the
Friday khutba (rukn al-mara´ al-Muslima) to answer questions related to
women. Opening the mosque for women is perceived by Islamic activists
in al-Zawiya al-Hamra as essential to counter other spaces that are open
to women such as universities, the workplace, movie theaters, and night-
clubs. As a female Islamic activist argued: “Is the university closed to
women? Is the workplace closed to women? Is the movie theater or the
nightclub closed to women? No, they are all open to them, and so
should be the mosque.” Women should go to the mosque to learn some-
thing that is useful for their families, one activist explained. In contrast,
informal meetings of women outside the mosque are depicted by sheikhs,
men, and often women themselves as “sinful” (haram) because they pro-



mote gossiping and backbiting (namiima). Um Ahmed said: “It is a waste
of time to get together with the neighbors when I need to do my house-
work. Gossiping and chatting with neighbors makes us forget to glorify
God and forces me to participate in saying bad things about people who
are not with us. This just helps in accumulating sins [sayyi´at] that will be
severely punished by God, and this is why I avoid them. So when I have
some free time, I prefer to spend it in the mosque.”

By being part of the collectivity in the mosque, women forge friendships
and create support systems that they can draw on during their daily life.
More marriages, especially between residents in el-ahali and el-masaakin, are
being arranged through these networks. Sheikhs (male and female) are also
becoming more involved in solving conXicts between family members. One
male sheikh was called upon to help in resolving a conXict between a
mother and her daughter. Safa´ is a nineteen-year-old woman. Her mother,
who is in her late forties, started working as a washerwoman in a hotel in
downtown Cairo after her husband’s death Wve years ago. Safa’s mother
remarried a fellow worker, and Safa´ and her siblings became very angry
when they discovered that their mother was pregnant. Safa´ felt ashamed of
the fact that her mother was pregnant at that age, which publicly announced
her active sexuality, and said that she would not talk to her until she got an
abortion. Although some neighbors and relatives tried to reconcile the two,
Safa´ refused to talk to her mother. It was only when a friend of her mother
took the daughter to talk to a sheikh in a local mosque that she accepted her
mother’s pregnancy. The sheikh convinced her that abortion is haram and
that her mother did not do anything wrong by becoming pregnant. When
the baby was born, Safa´ took over the role of the mother, and she is now
very attached to her two-year-old sister.

Discourses circulated in the mosque are addressing many daily con-
cerns. Transportation, bureaucracy, corruption, unemployment, and
social and gender inequalities are discussed by male and female preach-
ers. In weekly lessons for women, for instance, female activists discuss
many issues, including the shaping of the eyebrows, menstruation, sex-
ual relationships, circumcision, pregnancy, abortion, domestic abuse, and
relationships between spouses and neighbors.21 During these lessons,
women can directly ask questions about diVerent aspects of their daily
lives. They are also given directions about how to deal with changes in
their lives. For example, a female preacher explained to us how we
should deal with menopause. She scolded those women who celebrated
the ending of their sexual productivity by slaughtering a sheep to express
their happiness, even though they were also celebrating because, with the
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onset of menopause, they could perform all their religious duties, espe-
cially praying and fasting, without the interruptions caused by menstru-
ation. This preacher emphasized that menstruation is from God and that
women should therefore not celebrate its absence. The mosque thus is
also a site for the construction of the meaning of bodies and the consti-
tution of subjectivities. It plays a central role in people’s daily life and the
construction of individual and collective identities. It facilitates the inter-
action of diVerent groups and promises to create a uniWed religious
identity based on equality and solidarity.

While discourses circulated in the mosque may succeed in convincing
women to comply with the Islamic norms in the short run, they are allow-
ing women to question the interpretations of shari`a (Islamic laws and texts)
by some sheikhs and the implications of these interpretations for various
aspects of women’s daily life. Nuha, for instance, is a twenty-three-year-old
woman who has a high school diploma and works in a factory outside the
neighborhood. Although she expressed enthusiasm for the application of
shari`a in every aspect, she became more hesitant when she heard what that
entails. She declared her amazement at one of the lessons that she attended.
The female preacher told them about a woman’s obligations and how she
should obey her husband all the time. According to the preacher, “A wife
should be patient, even when she is beaten by her husband. She should not
answer back but should be submissive and obedient. Above all, she should
never leave home without his consent.” Even when living with the husband
becomes totally impossible, she should not leave the house without his per-
mission. When one of the attendees protested because that seemed like ask-
ing too much of the woman, the preacher said that the road to heaven was
very diYcult. Nuha emphasized that she would not accept such treatment
from her future husband but expects respect and love.

Globalization and Religious Communal Feelings

A reinvention, to be authentic and creative, must make possible
an expansion of the social and cultural universe. It must never
be completed nor return endlessly to earlier material in a closed,
ritualistic incantation.

Michael Gilsenan, Recognizing Islam

It is important to remember that complex local and national factors are
juxtaposed with global forces to shape religious identity. State oppression,
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daily frustrations in dealing with the state bureaucracy, the fragmentation
of the urban fabric, and the ability of Islamic groups to utilize various dis-
cursive strategies that mobilize people are as important as the economic
frustration, the unfulWlled expectations and desires, and the need to have
a voice in the global scene in understanding why religious identity is
becoming hegemonic in al-Zawiya al-Hamra. Religious identity, I believe,
should be analytically situated between the contradictory eVects of the
growing globalization of Cairo and its rapid urbanization.

The city bus is, for instance, a strategic site for the circulation of al-
Sunniyin’s discourses partially because it symbolizes the daily misery of
low-income urban Egyptians and reveals the incompetence and/or
indiVerence of the state.22 It is mainly used by the poor, while people who
can aVord to spend more money use the smaller bus or the metro. Trips
on the city bus are usually referred to as akhir bahdala (the utmost abuse
or insult). These trips are very uncomfortable because the buses are old
and very crowded. In addition to their physical condition, the buses have
no Wxed schedules and their routes are unpredictable. Given such condi-
tions, it is no surprise that bus rides are associated with Wghts, insults,
pickpocketing, and physical injury. In some cases, deaths have occurred
while people were trying to jump to or from a bus that did not stop at all
or simply paused for a few seconds. In short, the bus is a space that shows
the government’s inability to address a basic but seemingly solvable
problem that causes daily misery for a major part of Cairo’s low-income
population. Thus, the hardships of daily life and state incompetence con-
textualize the discourse of the bearded man. For example, the bearded
man utilized these hardships to remind us of hell, which as he empha-
sized, is thousands of times as hot as the crowded bus during Cairo’s sum-
mer. This was used to frame his elaborate narration of the changing col-
ors of the burning Wre and to convey to us part of the horror of being
grilled in jahannam (hell), the fate that is awaiting those who do not
believe.

multiple struggles

It is important not to confuse my discussion of religious identity with
“fundamentalism,” “extremism,” or “militant Islam,” which has been the
center of attention of many studies (Dessouki 1982; Ibrahim 1982; Kepel
1993). “Fundamentalism” especially has been the focus of studies that aim
to examine the relationship between globalization and religion (see, for
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example, Turner 1994; Beyer 1994; Waters 1995; Watts 1996; Castells
1997). Such studies limit their discussion to the ideology of the leaders of
some radical Islamic groups and tend to present these movements as
“responses” or “reactions” to globalization. The role of ordinary people
as active agents in negotiating religious and global discourses in their daily
life and the formation of their local identities is largely neglected.

Central to the growing globalization of Cairo is the proliferation of
discourses and images of modernity circulated mainly in the state-con-
trolled media. Religious identity, I stress in this section, is closely linked
to people’s daily struggle to appropriate what they perceive as positive
aspects of modernity and avoid what is considered negative. This entails
a struggle on at least two fronts. First, people struggle against the state’s
attempts to copy Western modernity. Second, people also struggle against
attempts by religious extremists who try to reject various aspects of
modern objects and discourses and seek to live according to the time of
the Prophet.

modernity is like a knife

There are diVerent Arabic words such as hadith, `asri, and madani that
refer to the notion of modernity. The common word that people in al-
Zawiya use to refer to modernity is tamaddun, which was also repeated
in the state discourse. Tamaddun indicates a process of becoming mod-
ern, civilized, or sophisticated. This word is from the same root as mad-
ina (city), and al-tamaddun is often related to the possibilities that are
allowed by life in the city. Access to schools and health facilities and the
use of new technologies, furniture, and buildings are aspects of tamad-
ddun and urban life that are positively perceived, desired, sought, and
embraced. Similar to the Western notion of modernity (see Giddens
1990; Berman 1988), tamaddun indicates progress or the movement from
one situation to another. This movement is often perceived as positive.
The move from Bulaq to al-Zawiya is seen by many people as part of
tamaddun and tatawwur (development). The new apartments are seen as
more modern than the previous housing units. A young woman explains
that in Bulaq it was hard to have modern appliances such as refrigerators
and washing machines. This was due to the absence of electricity and
piped water and the fact that landowners did not allow tenants to acquire
heavy appliances that threatened the shaky buildings. Some areas are also
seen as more modern than others. Al-Zawiya is seen as more modern than
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`ashwai´23 or unplanned areas, but it is viewed as less modern than upper-
class neighborhoods. Living in separate villas is seen as more modern than
living in apartment complexes. In general, tamaddun refers to changes in
various aspects of life such as taste for food, clothes, and colors. But above
all, technological changes are collectively seen as signs of modernity. “Al-
tamaddun is a blessing (ni`ma) from God,” a man in his mid-forties says
while referring to the phone, TV, and VCR.

While women tend to emphasize technological changes as central com-
ponents of modernity, men (especially older men) tend to focus more on
the negative aspects of modernity that threaten moral values and social
relationships. The words of Abu Hosni summarize the general attitude in
al-Zawiya: “El-tamaddun is like a knife with two edges; if not handled
carefully, it can kill.” Rather than the conventional opposition between
tradition and modern, this metaphor presents a distinction between pos-
itive and negative aspects of modernity. There is a strong belief in the pos-
sibility of combining Western technological advancements with Muslim
religious values and traditions.24 Abu Hosni emphasizes the need to
appropriate modern technologies and facilities such as TVs and cars. But
for him, the other edge is of special importance because it is threatening
to the community. This includes the weakening of solidarity between
neighbors as well as the growing interest in accumulating money and
acquiring consumer goods. Alienation and individualism are all seen as
negative consequences of the project of modernity. Central to this threat,
according to Abu Hosni and other men, are women’s attempts to “blindly
imitate” (taqlid `ama) Western dress codes, makeup, and hairstyles. The
practices of young men, such as wearing golden chains and listening to
disco music, are also seen as negative aspects of modernity.25 Similarly, in
previous chapters we saw how people welcomed the housing units but
had to struggle with the social and cultural consequences of this process.
Just like the knife, relocation cut across the social networks that structured
relationships in Bulaq, divided the group into two parts, and rearranged
relationships between neighbors. As the woman in chapter 3 described,
“In Bulaq, people used to cooperate and their hearts were together. They
used to ask and care for each other. Here it is like a prison. Every person
is limited to his or her own cell.” The relocation of thousands of Egyptian
families from diVerent parts of Cairo to the same housing project created
uncertainties about others and how to place them.
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beyond westernization

We refuse to see authenticity [asala] through a backward look
that gloriWes [tuqadis] the past and rejects renewal [tajdid].
Not every thing in the past is glorious for it has some elements 
of backwardness [takhaluf]. On the other hand, we refuse
to distort our national character in the name of material
or behavioral imitation of other societies.

Anwar el-Sadat, The October Paper

Abu Hosni and his neighbors are especially critical of the modernity of
upper-class Egyptians and their imitation of the Western lifestyle. It is
important to remember that Sadat’s deWnition of modernity was closely
linked to the West. He was fascinated by Western technology, production,
administration, and lifestyle (Ibrahim 1992: 116). He wanted Egypt to
“catch up with” the West and if possible “to become part of it” (116). As
argued in Chapter 1, Sadat tried to rebuild Cairo according to Western
plans, using Los Angeles and Houston as models. This imitation of
Western modernity and the close links with the United States, which con-
tinued after Sadat’s death, are criticized by many and have been used by
Islamic activists to mobilize the people against the Egyptian government.
Nuha, the twenty-three-year-old woman factory worker mentioned ear-
lier, explained the conXict between the government and religious groups:

The problem is that the government has strong relationships with the United
States which hates Islam and Muslims and is trying to spread its ideas and prac-
tices, especially wearing short clothes, the domination of science, and the destruc-
tion of religion. My cousin, who is a Sunni, explained to me that Americans have
many methods to achieve their purposes, especially through schools. They try to
prove that science is better than religion by using the comparative method. They
bring, for example, a candle and a lightbulb and ask which is better. The Wrst rep-
resents religion and the second represents science. Of course, one will choose the
second. They also compare two pictures, one of a man wearing a gallabiyya [a long
loose gown that the Prophet used to wear] with a beard and a rotten look
[mi`aYn)] while the second picture is of a handsome man who is shaved and looks
very clean and tidy. Of course, anyone will choose the second. The whole idea is
for science to replace religion and dominate the universe. Islam is compatible with
science because one can Wnd all answers in it if examined closely. Science should
serve religion.

Abu Hosni and his neighbors are critical of a vision of modernity that
completely accepts the Western model. They look at the West, especially
the United States, in expressing their critique. Young men marvel at the
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technological advancement that they see in movies (such as Terminator
and True Lies). They also point to the order of cities, the beauty of build-
ings, and the eYciency of the system in protecting the rights of individ-
uals (for example, laws that prohibit intrusion on citizens without a search
warrant, a sharp contrast to what they experience in their daily life,
where young men can be arrested in streets and coVee shops). Americans
are also credited for being honest and direct in their interaction. But peo-
ple in al-Zawiya criticize the American society for “lack of solidarity and
communal feelings.” Each person in the United States, I was often told,
“minds his or her own business and does not help or care for any one
else.” People often asked me with astonishment whether it is true that
people in the United States do not know their next-door neighbors. They
also asked about the willingness of Americans to help those in need. Is it
true that Americans do not help when there is an accident? And that they
do not bother when there is a Wre next door? To avoid this individualism
and lack of solidarity, Abu Hosni argues that unlike Americans, Egyptians
should “hold onto” (nitmasek) their religion and should “not depart from
it as foreigners do.” Men and women use the same logic when critiquing
the state’s strong identiWcation with Western modernity in general and the
relocation project in particular.

Interestingly enough, both Sadat in his attempts to modernize Cairo
and create a modern nation and the people in their attempts to live with
this modernity resorted to Islam to legitimize their projects. When his
open-door policy and relationships with the Israelis faced resistance,
Sadat resorted to Islam to legitimize his eVorts.26 He emphasized that
his rule was based on the “twin pillars of Imine (faith) and ´Ilm (sci-
ence)” (Ahmed 1992: 217), and he presented himself as the modernizer,
the Hero of Construction, and as the Believing Leader. He was often
shown on TV praying, attending Friday khutba, and using his rosary to
emphasize his religiosity. However, while Sadat’s appeal to religion was
a strategic choice to implement his policies, many people in al-Zawiya
see religion as crucial to counter the disruption and negative changes
that accompany the appropriation of modern technologies and dis-
courses. Religion promises to provide the moral and spiritual resources
that will enable people in al-Zawiya to reconcile their desire “to be
rooted in a stable and coherent personal and social past” and the
“growth that destroys both the physical and social landscapes” of their
past (Berman 1988: 35).

The attraction of Nuha and her neighbors to a religious identity is part
of making themselves subjects as well as objects of modernity. This
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emphasis on religion makes modernity in al-Zawiya diVerent from the
modernity that is depicted in Western social sciences, especially its empha-
sis on secularization (Habermas 1983; Harvey 1990; Turner 1990). This,
however, does not make it an “inauthentic” or a “distorted” version of
Western modernity (Sharabi 1988: 22). Modernity can no longer be
viewed as a totality or a master narrative that entails similar changes in
diVerent societies, as modernization theory has argued.27 Nor can it be
seen as a whole that is either taken or rejected. As active social agents, peo-
ple are able to selectively appropriate certain aspects of what they see as
modern. Modernity stimulates desires. It motivates dreams. It causes joy.
It causes disruption. It causes pain and suVering. It is struggled over and
is reworked and selectively appropriated from speciWc locations in the
social space.

modern desires

In addition to their struggle against the state’s attempts to copy Western
modernity, people struggle against eVorts of extremist groups who try to
impose restrictions on how they appropriate certain aspects of modern
life. Nuha expresses her religiosity in adopting the khimar, which is con-
sidered by many Islamic activists as the “real Islamic dress.” She hears
things on the radio, in the mosque, and from her friends and then lets her
“heart and mind judge what to follow.” At the same time, she opposes
many of the restrictions that extremists try to impose on people, such as
forbidding men to wear pants and prohibiting eating with a spoon
because, as some argue, the Prophet did not do these things. She believes
that had these things existed when the Prophet was alive, he would have
used them. So it is not a sin (haram) to eat with a spoon, but if one
chooses to eat with the hands, one will get extra rewards. Just like Nuha,
many people continuously struggle to deWne the practices and traditions
that are Islamic without threatening their religious beliefs or imposing
unnecessary restrictions on their daily life.

The rejection of many of the ideas that are circulated by some extrem-
ists is clearly manifested by the struggle over some consumer goods such
as televisions and VCRs, which are rapidly becoming signs of distinction.
Many families try to solve Ramadan riddles (these are usually presented
throughout the fasting month by popular Egyptian performers) and col-
lect the covers of tea bags and chocolate bars to mail to the manufacturer
in the hope that they may win a VCR, a washing machine, a gas stove, or
better yet, a “dish,” a familiar English word in daily life that refers to the
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desired satellite dishes, which are spreading rapidly in upper-class neigh-
borhoods. Among all the consumer goods that people use, the television
set is the one that Islamic groups most struggle against. This struggle can
be interpreted as a “rejection of modernity.” But such analysis fails to see
how other aspects of modernity are being selectively incorporated in the
struggle of these groups. They use the fax machine, the tape recorder, the
computer, and many other modern goods to achieve their aims. Tapes, for
example, are used to circulate religious discourses to a wide range of audi-
ences in Cairo. Especially to illiterate men and women, tapes provide a
powerful means of communication that brings popular preachers (i.e.,
those who are believed to tell the truth) from the mosque into the home,
the workplace, the taxi, and the street. These can be replayed until the
meanings become clearer to the listener. Young men and women can
gather to listen and discuss these tapes and pass them on to other friends
and relatives.

To understand the struggle over the television set, one should look at
how this medium is being used in people’s daily lives. Except for very few
households with extreme religious beliefs, no housing unit is without a
television set. Each family, regardless of its income, owns a television set
(whether black and white or color, small or big) that is cherished by fam-
ily members and visitors. The television set is a powerful medium that
conveys to viewers many experiences and stimulates new desires and
expectations. On the one hand, it connects people of al-Zawiya with other
Muslims whom they have never met and who are not assumed to be
duplicates of the self but are identiWed as Others closely connected with
the self. It brings them the news of Muslims who Wght in Bosnia,
Afghanistan, and Chechnya. Young men who were frustrated with the
state’s restriction on their participation in Wghting with the Bosnian
Muslims circulated stories about God’s help and support of the Bosnians.
People talked about invisible soldiers (angels) and about unidentiWed
white planes that bombed the Serbs. The television set brings global con-
cerns into the homes of Abu Hosni and Noha and communicates
Egyptian news and struggles to the rest of the globe. On the other hand,
television is blamed by Islamic groups for corrupting the people, silenc-
ing them, and distracting their attention from God as well as from what
happens in their country and the rest of the world. Some religious peo-
ple subvert the word tiliWsyon (“television” in colloquial Arabic) and pro-
nounce it as muWsidyon (from the root fasada, which means “to corrupt”).
“The government does not want us to talk politics,” Ali, a twenty-year-old
worker in a shoe factory, emphasized. “Sadat warned that he will send
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anyone who talks politics to the sun. People are hungry, and when you
are hungry you can only think of tomorrow’s pound. You come back after
working all day, sit and watch television for hours without talking to any-
body. Television attracts our attention and does not allow people to talk.
It is total silence. That is what the government wants. One is always wor-
ried because if he does not go to work tomorrow, he will not be paid. It
is not like other advanced countries where people work just part of the
day and then have time to think about politics. They can think and dis-
cuss the actions of the president, but we al-ghalaba [the poor] do not have
the time to do that.” But above all, television brings messages and dis-
courses of the state into the homes of most of the people. Sadat and the
current Egyptian government have been using TV to “delegitimize the
Islamists while promoting a less governmentally-threatening version of
Islam” (Diase 1996: 76). In short, TV supports the current power struc-
ture. With this in mind, and given the state’s total control of what is
broadcasted, trying to ban the television set is the only option to Islamic
activists.

Despite Ali’s feelings and views regarding television and its role in sup-
porting the control of the state, he and the rest of his family spend many
hours every day watching it. His mother tries to restrict her watching of
TV to some soap operas and religious programs. Ali and his sisters pre-
fer to watch music and dancing programs. This creates tension between
them and their mother, who repeatedly emphasizes that it is haram to
watch such performances. She expresses her embarrassment and guilt
when she Wnds herself watching and sometimes singing or enjoying the
music. The tension between what religious groups are calling for and how
people feel about TV was clearly manifested when Samah, a woman in her
mid-thirties, visited one of her friends in another neighborhood. Samah
is very proud of her relationships with some women whose religiosity is
manifested in wearing the niqab (a garment that covers the hair and the
face) and their regular visits to mosques in diVerent parts of Cairo. She
tries hard to keep up with their recommendations regarding which
sheikh she should listen to and which mosque to attend. But Samah came
back bored and depressed from a two-day visit to one of these friends.
“They do not have a television set,” Samah kept repeating to us. “They
think that it is haram. I tried to tell them that Quran and religious pro-
grams are played also on TV, but they did not listen. Thank God, I am
back. I could not have taken it one more day.” TV continues to be the
main source of entertainment for Samah, especially while she is doing her
housework, which takes most of her day.
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Old Struggles, New Contexts
In many ways, these are not novel struggles. Egyptian intellectuals and
writers have been debating these issues since the nineteenth century.
Writers such as Qasim Amin asked: “How could Egypt duplicate Western
achievements, without surrendering its Eastern identity?” (Rodenbeck
1998: 209). Similarly, in the late nineteenth century, Sheikh Muhammad
Abdu raised the question: “Couldn’t Muslims embrace useful Western
ideas and still keep their identity?” (209). The main diVerence is that peo-
ple in al-Zawiya are negotiating notions of modernity in their daily life.
They have to deal with concrete realities and choices that confront their
children, spouses, and neighbors. Religion here becomes a powerful force
that helps people appropriate what is viewed as positive aspects of mod-
ern life while avoiding the alienation and disruption linked with this
appropriation.

Religious identity in al-Zawiya encompasses members like Um
Ahmed, whose religiosity is manifested in her “true Islamic” dress, strict
performance of religious duties, and regular visits to the mosque. It also
includes her son, who fasts during Ramadan but celebrates the end of the
fasting month by drinking beer with his friends; her neighbor who prays
in the mosque only on Friday; and another neighbor who prays only
when she has exams and needs God’s help to pass. Although religion
brings people together and the mosque facilitates the formation of friend-
ships and marriages, the stereotypes about Um Ahmed and her neighbors
are still widely circulated and held to be true. Those who marry from the
group or have strong friendships always refer to their spouses and friends
as the exceptions to the rule. “It is true that my in-laws are very nice and
kind. But the rest of the residents are really rude and vulgar.” At the same
time, although religion is a powerful force that shapes many aspects of
people’s daily practices and identities, it is not the only force that struc-
tures life in the area. The Xow of information, money, and commodities
into the area stimulates desires, fosters dreams, and introduces new
expectations. How are these forces shaping the neighborhood and its
spaces? What other strategies are used by Um Ahmed and her neighbors
to situate themselves in al-Zawiya? How do they participate in the pro-
duction of the neighborhood? This is the topic of the next chapter.
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Dream 1
Hisham, a thirty-year-old worker in a leather factory, was growing more
and more frustrated with his inability to Wnd an aVordable apartment in
Cairo, a social requirement for the consummation of his marriage.
Although he had been working hard and had tried to save as much as pos-
sible since he had gotten engaged Wve years ago, Hisham had not been able
to save enough to pay the key money1 demanded by the owners. Two years
ago, Hisham and his family tried to put an end to his long waiting by
adding a new unit to his parents’ two-bedroom apartment, which had been
allocated to them Wfteen years ago by the government. The new unit con-
sists of one bedroom, a small living space, a kitchen, and a bathroom with
a separate entrance that opens onto a main street. Hisham’s plan was easy
to implement because his parents’ apartment was on the ground Xoor. Still,
he needed to discuss it with the other residents who were living on the
same side of the building. Four families out of the Wve welcomed the idea.
Only the widow who resided on the top Xoor did not want to add any
extra rooms because she lived alone and did not have the required money.
Cooperation of the neighbors was necessary for two main reasons. First,
there was a need to pool resources to invest in the rather expensive foun-
dation (´asaas) of the new addition. The neighbors agreed that the resi-
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Roads to Prosperity

The city becomes the dominant theme in political legends, but it is no
longer a Weld of programmed and regulated operations.

Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life

141



dents from the Wrst to the fourth Xoor would make equal contributions to
the cost of the foundation. The widow or one of her heirs was expected to
pay a similar amount before making any future additions that would make
use of the same foundation. Hisham and his neighbors found a local con-
tractor, and they collectively agreed on the money needed for the founda-
tion. After that, it was left to each family to negotiate with the contractor
the shape of the expansion they desired, the amount of money needed, and
how to pay it. The two options were to pay the whole amount or to pay
an advance for the construction materials and divide the rest of the money
on installments with interest. Second, and perhaps more importantly, the
support of the neighbors was crucial to avoid the most serious threat—the
removal of the additions by government oYcials. Not only do neighbors
cooperate to collect money to pay oV government employees to overlook
such changes, but building the additions as a collectivity makes it harder
for oYcials to demolish them. Unlike the “tricky and stubborn procedures
that elude discipline” (de Certeau 1988: 96), the visibility and Wxity of the
changes that Hisham and his neighbors introduced to their units made
them subject to the state’s gaze.

Dream 2
I have never met Magdy. Although, since 1993, I have come to know his
family very well, I have not had the chance to meet him face to face. A
young man in his late twenties, Magdy has been working in Kuwait since
1992 and only visited Cairo twice over the past six years. Still, I feel that
I know him. He is often the subject of discussions between his family
members and their neighbors. His mother always talks about him with
aVection and describes his achievements with pride. His sisters and
brothers always recall his jokes, retell his stories, and remember his ten-
derness and sensitivity. Magdy’s Wancée and her family also describe his
good manners and hard work to secure his future home. I also feel that
I know Magdy through reading some of the letters and hearing some of
the tapes that he sends to his family. Occasionally his mother has asked
me to write to him on her behalf. When the family has gathered, often
with some of Magdy’s close friends, to record audiotapes for him, I
have also greeted him and mentioned a few things about myself and his
family.

But more important, I know Magdy because, in spite of his long
absence, he still plays a signiWcant role in al-Zawiya al-Hamra, where his
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family lives. Through tapes, phone calls, letters, occasional visits, and
Wnancial support, Magdy maintains connections that allow him to par-
ticipate actively in decisions related to his family and to the formation of
his neighborhood. Since my research started in 1993, I have followed and
captured some of Magdy’s dreams, preferences, and aspirations through
the eVorts of his family and Wancée to remodel his apartment, which he
bought in Hisham’s building in 1994.

One Building, Two Dreams
The cases of Magdy and Hisham direct our attention to several important
issues that have been addressed directly and indirectly throughout this
book. First, they communicate to us some of the new boundaries,
diVerentiations, and social inequalities that are being produced, rein-
forced, and challenged by transnational connections. They show how
global processes are producing new inequalities within the same city, the
same neighborhood, and even the same family. In addition, they convey
how access to and appropriation of global discourses and images are
structured along national, class, and gender lines. Class in particular has
been signiWcant in regulating travel destinations, work plans, and access
to information and resources. Magdy’s case also directs our attention to
other emerging hierarchies and power relationships that regulate inter-
actions between cities other than New York, London, and Paris.

But above all, these two cases direct our attention to issues related to
agency and the production of urban locality. They illustrate the active and
creative role of city dwellers in the production and making of Cairo and
its landscapes. Even though they diVer in terms of the source of funding,
size, shape, and organization of space, the apartments of Magdy and
Hisham have a similar role in the construction of al-Zawiya. They both
display in physical forms their active role in the making of the neighbor-
hood. These forms, in addition to religion, facilitate the integration of the
group and their housing project in al-Zawiya. As discussed in the previ-
ous chapter, religion is a powerful force in the formation of a collective
identity. Religion morally situates the group in al-Zawiya and facilitates
their interaction with other residents. In addition to religion, the many
changes that people introduce to their housing units and the construction
of new ones are strategies that allow the housing project to be physically
integrated with the rest of the neighborhood. That is, the apartments of
Magdy and Hisham are “techniques for the spatial production of local-
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ity.” (Appadurai 1996: 180). Rather than stable, changeless, and spatially
bounded, locality “is an inherently fragile social achievement” (Appadurai
1996: 179). As a structure of feeling, a material reality, and an attachment
to a particular community, locality has to be continuously recreated and
reinforced.2 This process, as well as the task of studying it, is especially
challenging with the increasing movement of peoples, goods, and dis-
courses between diVerent parts of the globe. How can we conceptualize
the attachment of feelings to speciWc spaces while accounting for move-
ment, Xuidity, and travel (Malkki 1997; Gupta and Ferguson 1997)?
How can we study the role of Magdy in his neighborhood without
immobilizing him or depriving him of agency? One strategy, which I am
proposing here, is to trace the logic of global trajectories through precise
enactments. This strategy allows us to grasp how locality is produced
through the interplay between dwelling and traveling, presence and
absence, roots and routes, sites and feelings. Rather than seeing Magdy
as “neither here nor there,” the well-known phrase used to convey the
uprootedness and mobility of migrants, this strategy allows us to see him
as both here and there. It also enables us to follow individual and collec-
tive trajectories (which may take us to Kuwait, New York, or Sarajevo)
and to analyze how global Xows are articulated, transformed, and resis-
ted in diVerent contexts and by various social groups.

I will Wrst share with you how I got to “know” Magdy through the Xows
that keep him connected with his family and neighborhood. I analyze
Magdy’s apartment, which he bought in the housing project, and the tapes
circulated between him and his family as powerful techniques that keep him
part of the life of his siblings and friends, provide him with moral support,
and reinforce his attachment to al-Zawiya. Magdy’s apartment, in particu-
lar, becomes a visible sign that objectiWes and reinforces his active role in the
making of his neighborhood in Cairo. In the last part of the chapter, I will
place the active roles of Hisham and Magdy within a larger historical and
spatial context and examine their wider social and cultural signiWcance for
the rest of the housing project and the neighborhood at large.

Egypt’s Road to Prosperity
When Sadat started his open-door policy in 1974, he also relaxed the con-
straints previously imposed by President Nasser on migration from
Egypt to other countries (LaTowsky 1984). However, while Sadat saw the
road to development and modernization as going through the West, Arab
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countries such as Libya, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia became the sources of
Wnancial prosperity for many skilled and unskilled Egyptian workers.
Since the mid-1970s, these countries have continued to inform the imag-
ination of young men and to promise to fulWll their dreams of accumu-
lating the funds needed for marriage, housing, and investment. Over the
years, millions of Egyptians have worked abroad and sent money back
home. In 1994–1995, the number of Egyptian labor migrants was esti-
mated at 2.7 million and remittances from these workers at $3.3 billion
(Economist Intelligence Unit 1996: 25, 52). The money sent by these
migrants attracted the attention of policy makers and researchers.
Although researchers in Egypt and other parts of the Middle East have
been exploring the impact of labor migration on economic activities, gen-
der inequalities, consumption patterns, and household structure since the
mid-1970s, their focus has been mainly on the countryside (Brink 1991;
Weir 1987; LaTowsky 1984; Myntti 1984; Taylor 1984; Khafagy 1983). Yet
we know very little about how migrants from the city such as Magdy par-
ticipate in the daily activities of their families and how they participate in
the production of urban localities.

Magdy’s Road to Prosperity
In the late 1980s, Jordan and Iraq were the Wrst countries that attracted
Magdy, who after nine years of education quit school to work in a print-
ing company in Cairo. In his early twenties, Magdy traveled with one of
his friends to Iraq and Jordan, hoping to Wnd good jobs and reasonable
income. During this trip, Magdy failed to secure the money that he
desired. According to his sister, Nisma, Magdy and his friend suVered
considerably because they did not manage to Wnd suitable jobs. They had
to work as street peddlers to secure enough money to be able to return
with some gifts for their families. Magdy’s next destination was Kuwait.
Through an employment agency in Cairo, he managed to Wnd a job as a
security guard in Kuwait in 1992. He was hired for one year, but while
there, he took an additional part-time job with a printing company to
supplement his income. Before the end of the year, he had secured
another contract that enabled him to stay in Kuwait as a full-time worker
in the printing company. He has been working there for the past six years.

It is worth noting here that national boundaries are important in reg-
ulating Magdy’s movement and participation in the social, economic, and
political domains in Kuwait. Citizenship rights, social security beneWts,
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and residency are still largely determined on basis of nationality. Labor
migrants (from India, Pakistan, the Philippines, and various parts of the
Middle East) are usually excluded from many aspects of life in oil-pro-
ducing countries. They are often clearly segregated from the native
inhabitants (see Nagy 1998), and they cannot attain citizenship no mat-
ter how long they work and live in these countries. Given these exclu-
sionary practices, it is not strange that Magdy maintains strong connec-
tions with his neighborhood in Cairo and sends a major part of his
income back to his family.

Magdy’s letters and tapes do not include many details about the con-
dition of his work. It is clear, though, that he works very hard, participates
in gam`iyyat (savings associations), and sends a major part of his income
back to his family. Over the past Wve years, Magdy has Wnanced major
reconstructions of his family’s apartment. They have remodeled the
kitchen and bathroom, expanded the living room, installed expensive
glass shutters on their balcony, repainted the apartment with costly oil
paint, and installed a water heater. When he sends money, Magdy also
includes speciWc instructions on how it should be spent. Once he asked
his mother to buy a new gas stove, a new carpet, and a wardrobe.
Another time, he asked her to buy a table and some extra chairs. In addi-
tion to monthly allowances to his mother, Magdy also covers extra
expenses during Ramadan and pays for the goat that they slaughter dur-
ing the SacriWce Feast. He also sends money to his unmarried sisters and
younger brother to buy new clothes for the main Muslim feasts and other
social occasions.

Magdy’s short and few visits to al-Zawiya are joyful occasions. As soon
as they know that he is coming, his mother and sisters spend days clean-
ing and arranging the apartment. They scrub the kitchen Xoor, carefully
wash the bathroom, dust the furniture, and clean the walls and Xoor of
the bedrooms and living room. Just before his arrival, they cover the sofas
with brand-new covers, hang beautiful clean curtains, place a carpet in the
living room, and spread clean sheets over the beds. They also cook his
favorite foods. His sisters describe the excitement of waiting for his arrival
from the airport and the joy, tears, and laughter that surround his enter-
ing their apartment. Once he is home, his married siblings, his friends,
and the neighbors rush to greet him. Visitors and festivity continue until
he leaves once again for Kuwait.

Like many other migrants, Magdy comes back to Cairo loaded with
gifts for his family and close neighbors. He brings soap, shampoo, hair
oil, whitening creams, clothes (such as underwear, training suits, pajamas,
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and gallabiyyat), fancy blankets, and electric appliances (such as tape
recorders and food processors). These gifts are highly regarded and are
displayed to visitors and relatives to communicate to them Magdy’s suc-
cess and commitment to his family. Some utilize their gifts in ways that
Magdy did not intend. The Atari game that he brought as a gift for his
young nephew, for instance, became part of his older brother’s business.
Magdy’s brother attached the game to a small TV set and placed it in the
small shop run by his wife. This game has become an attraction for many
children who come to play for a nominal fee.

With this Xow of money and goods from Kuwait to Cairo and meager
wages at home, it is not surprising that many young men and their fami-
lies view work in an oil-producing country as the only way to save enough
money to secure an apartment and get married. Migrants’ descriptions of
their lives and work in oil-producing countries also support these views.
Mothers and wives try to encourage their male relatives to stay in Saudi
Arabia and Kuwait until they secure the money needed. For them, oil-pro-
ducing countries are linked primarily with money and goods. Only the
migrants themselves are fully aware of the diYculties associated with
working abroad. They usually work for long hours and under diYcult con-
ditions. Ahmed, a construction worker who has been working in Saudi
Arabia for four years, explains that, as an Egyptian worker, he is often at
the mercy of Saudi contractors who take advantage of him and of other
workers. Some contractors underpay (or refuse entirely to pay) their
Egyptian workers. Ahmed emphasizes that the Egyptian embassy there
does not do much to help Egyptian workers. At the same time, there are
no unions to protect workers’ rights, and many do not think that they
would Wnd justice in the Saudi legal system. According to Ahmed, he and
other workers try to keep their employers happy by avoiding any prob-
lems. So they usually prefer to keep silent or to Wnd Saudi mediators to
help in collecting at least part of the pay. Although “new legal regimes” are
being created to mediate the interaction between transnational corpora-
tions and diVerent nation-states (Sassen 1996: 213), migrants like Ahmed
do not Wnd legal protection either in the representatives of their govern-
ments or in the Saudi legal system.

Keeping Him Connected
In contrast to women’s travel abroad, which is often depicted in negative
terms (as discussed in chapter 3), men’s travel is desired and encouraged.
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It is seen as the source of Wnancial and social prosperity. Many young men
dream and, with the Wnancial and moral support of their families, try hard
to travel (often unsuccessfully) to an oil-producing country. The migra-
tion of a young man, however, is surrounded by uncertainty and raises
many questions: Will he succeed in Wnding or maintaining a good job?
Will he remember his family and commitment at home? Will he come
back prosperous and safe? These fears and questions are justiWed since,
unlike Magdy, several young men fail to make the expected income or do
not send their families substantial amounts of money. In fact, one of
Magdy’s older brothers,3 who worked in Iraq and Libya, exempliWes how
young men may not only fail to save money but also acquire “bad” habits
such as drinking and frequenting nightclubs. Thus, many parents try to
ensure that their children do well in their work and save as much money
as possible. In this regard, ensuring continuous communication with
young men and encouraging them to buy housing units or remodel exist-
ing apartments are important techniques that secure the Xow of currency
and reinforce the attachment of labor migrants to their families and neigh-
borhoods in Cairo.

tapes: the art of hearing

Besides the Xow of money and goods from Magdy, there is a continuous
Xow of ideas, news, and information that enables him to participate
eVectively in making decisions related to the daily life of his family and
friends. Letters, phone calls, photos, and tapes are signiWcant in bridging
the physical distance that separates Magdy from his mother, siblings, and
Wancée. One of his sisters, Nisma, who is very close to Magdy, is the main
letter reader and writer. She is more educated than her other siblings and
has better handwriting. While his other siblings can read his letters, they
either do not know how to write or think that their handwriting is illeg-
ible. Sometimes, when Nisma was not available or when she refused to
write to ask for more money, Magdy’s mother asked me to write letters
on her behalf. Writing to relatives abroad was not a task I had anticipated
before starting my Weld research. It was nonetheless a task I welcomed,
as it opened my eyes to several methodological and conceptual points and
provided me with an unexpected chance to learn about the dynamics of
interaction between migrants and their relatives. Writing letters also
allowed me to follow the lives of some women and to grasp how changes
in their lives shaped the interaction with male migrants.

Nadia, for example, has been married for Wve years. After the wed-
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ding, her husband, Karim, left her pregnant with their Wrst child and
traveled to Saudi Arabia to resume his work as a blacksmith. Although
she has her own apartment in another neighborhood, Nadia returned to
live with her parents in al-Zawiya al-Hamra. The idea of living alone
appeals neither to her nor to her family. Nadia went to school for six
years, and she knows how to read. Nevertheless, she cannot write. So she
often asks other women, such as Nisma and me, to write to her husband.
She usually asked me to read the most recent letter sent by her husband,
and then we cooperated in writing the response. She would ask me to
respond to all the issues he raised in his letters. Yes, she talked to his
brother about hiring a worker to Wx their balcony, but no, she could not
buy a new stove because she was Wfty pounds short of the requested
price. Nadia usually insisted that I follow the format of her husband’s let-
ters. She would ask me to copy almost literally his greetings to her and
then instruct me to send him greetings from all the people that he men-
tioned in his letter, following the same order that he used. After she gave
birth to their Wrst child, she would ask me to write news about the baby
and sometimes instructed me to write as if the child himself were asking
for money, clothes, and toys. She would also respond to her husband’s
requests for pictures of their son, whom he did not see until the child
was three years old.

In addition to letters, phone calls and audiotapes facilitate the Xow of
information between migrants and their families. A phone call is a very
fast way of communicating that allows direct discussion of pressing
issues. Although the number of phones is limited in al-Zawiya al-Hamra,
a migrant can always talk to his family by calling a neighbor who has a
phone. Phone calls, however, are very expensive and are used infre-
quently. Audiotapes are another important alternative for eVective com-
munication. A tape represents an intermediate form of communication
between the fast but expensive phone call and the cheap but slow letter.
A tape, though, is more exposed to the control of the government.
Unlike fax and e-mail, both of which are available for upper-class
Egyptians and can escape the censorship of the government, tapes have
to go through the state apparatus. When Magdy’s sister takes a tape to the
post oYce, she also needs her identity card. Her name and address have
to be clearly printed on the envelope, and the employee in the post oYce
keeps track of her identity card number. Nisma explains that tapes are
monitored and approved before they are sent out: “They listen to parts
of the tape. They want to make sure that the tape does not contain reli-
gious material or attacks against the government. I am sure that they only
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listen to part of it, and when they hear only greetings from us to Magdy,
they stop listening.” To avoid state censorship and the long mailing time,
Magdy and his family try to keep track of travelers to carry tapes and other
gifts to and from Kuwait.

Even though a tape sent via mail is more costly, is monitored by the
state, and requires coordination between family members, it is usually
preferred to letters for various reasons. First, a tape enables illiterate par-
ents and relatives to communicate with their beloved ones without a
mediator (i.e., writer/reader of the letter). Most parents in al-Zawiya al-
Hamra are illiterate, and even some siblings who went to school for six
years (and sometimes even for nine) cannot write. Thus, with the help of
a tape, Magdy’s illiterate mother can communicate with him directly. The
sincerity and warmth of her prayers are almost impossible to express in
writing. Her expressions of aVection often turn into cold words when
inscribed in a letter written by a daughter or a neighbor. But when she
records for Magdy, her soft deep voice reXects her strong emotion, and
her words express her longing for him. She also can communicate to him
her pride in his achievements, retell her expectations, and repeat her
advice. As a letter writer, Nisma is always selective. She sometimes dis-
misses her mother’s requests for money or refuses to write about some
problems in the family. No one, however, can stop his mother from say-
ing what she wants when recording for Magdy. They may comment on
what she tapes, but still she has the chance to express her ideas without
the mediation of a third party. At the same time, a tape from Magdy
allows her to hear his voice repeatedly, especially when she misses him. I
often saw her happy face and big smile while she replayed one of Magdy’s
tapes, heard his tender words addressed directly to her, or listened to one
of his jokes or funny stories.

In addition, a tape provides Xexibility to discuss in detail various
issues and to include the voices of several relatives and friends. A tape
allows Magdy to address all of his family members and to discuss
diVerent topics such as the health of his mother, the future career of his
younger brother, and the weight of his younger sister. Tapes also enable
Magdy to transmit the latest songs from Kuwait to Cairo and allow his
brothers and sisters to provide him with the latest Egyptian songs and
jokes. Some sing for him to express how much they miss him, while oth-
ers, less conWdent of the beauty of their voices, record a song from the
radio. A tape also brings together all his siblings and Magdy’s close
friends. Taping often becomes a session for telling stories and jokes. Such
tapes give Magdy a feeling for his neighborhood, remind him of the days
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when they used to be together, and provide him with assurances of his
family’s well-being.

At the same time, a tape is expected to provide more “spontaneous”
communication than a letter, enabling the migrant to analyze the tone and
quality of the voice on the tape and to conclude things that his relatives
do not verbally mention. Nadia, for instance, asked me to write to her
husband in detail about issues such as the relatives who visited her after
she delivered her baby, the length of their visits, and how much money
they gave as gifts to the baby. Despite this, her husband asked her to send
him a tape that would inform him about all of this in even greater detail.
Nadia’s husband wanted not only to read her words, mediated by writ-
ers such as Nisma or me, but also to monitor the voice of his wife to
Wgure out how she really felt about the visits of his family. Similarly,
Magdy realizes when his mother is sick or in distress, even though she
tries to cover that up while recording for him. When he feels that her
“voice is diVerent,” as he stated in one of his letters, he writes or calls to
ask for explanations and assurances from his siblings regarding his
mother’s health.

But above all, a tape can be and is often used as a “document” that is
circulated between family members and close friends and that can be
replayed several times for literate and illiterate members. While they can-
not save a phone call and a letter is accessible only to those who can read,
Magdy’s family and future in-laws save the tapes that clearly express
Magdy’s preferences and reactions. These tapes are consulted when dis-
agreements emerge regarding any proposed changes to his apartment.

These tapes, therefore, keep the migrant informed of what happens in
his neighborhood and ensure his emotional and material connectedness
with his family. They often aim to remind the young man of his obliga-
tions, encourage him to save more, and persuade him to invest his
money in durable items. Investment in material objects, and particularly
in an apartment, becomes a powerful tool that ensures the continuous
Xow of cash and information from the migrant and that includes him in
the production of locality.

building modern dreams

As stated in earlier chapters, the apartment, the organization of its space,
and the quality of its furniture are all central to the representation of the
self in daily life in al-Zawiya al-Hamra. The housing unit is a material
manifestation of the man’s ability to earn money and the woman’s skill in
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cleaning and beautifying their home. It is a visible and privileged site for
expressing the identity and status of the family. This is clearly manifested
in the various changes that people have introduced to the housing units.
Many of these changes, as discussed in chapter 2, are signs of distinction
and manifestations of the material and symbolic capital of the inhabitants.
The role of the apartment gains considerable signiWcance for young
unmarried migrants, who are encouraged by their families to invest a
major part of their income in restructuring, furnishing, and decorating
their housing units. The apartment shows that the migrant “did some-
thing.” It not only signiWes his success and distinction but also symbol-
izes and reinforces his belonging and attachment to his neighborhood.

magdy’s apartment

Young men like Magdy are desirable future husbands. Like many other
young women, Magdy’s sisters dream of marrying men who work in oil-
producing countries. They explain that, in a relatively short time, a man
who works in Kuwait or Saudi Arabia will have enough money to secure
the apartment and its furniture, both of which are essential social require-
ments for marriage. So when Magdy proposed to Laila, a twenty-three-
year-old woman who lives in el-ahali but works as a secretary in a middle-
class neighborhood, she and her parents accepted immediately. Besides
his good looks and pleasant manners, they knew that he had been work-
ing in Kuwait for years and that he could fulWll Laila’s dreams. Although
Magdy did not have the chance to know his Wancée well, he trusted the
judgment of his mother, sisters, and neighbors. In their opinion, Laila is
beautiful and comes from a good family. After meeting her a couple of
times, he decided to ask for her hand in marriage. He bought her the cus-
tomary golden jewelry (shabka) and had a big engagement party. Like
many other engagement and wedding celebrations, their party was video-
taped, and his family and Wancée replayed it for me several times.

Once Magdy was engaged, Wnding an apartment became even more
important. Magdy, however, did not manage to Wnd a suitable unit before
going back to Kuwait. So he left the money in a bank account under his sis-
ter’s name. He chose Nisma not only because she had a more Xexible sched-
ule than her working brothers but also because, as he knew, she would not
spend any of his money without his instructions and permission. His older
brothers had gone through repeated Wnancial crises that had forced them
to borrow part of the money that Magdy sent to his mother. Nisma kept
her eyes open for vacant apartments. Within a few months, she heard that
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one neighbor in Hisham’s building was going to move to a larger unit in
another neighborhood. She thought that the neighbor’s two-bedroom
apartment was a good catch because it was very close to the apartments of
both Magdy’s family and Laila’s family. After discussing the issue with the
rest of the family and Magdy’s Wancée and obtaining Magdy’s approval,
Nisma inquired about the price and bargained with the owner. At Wrst, the
owner asked for Wfteen thousand pounds (at that time, an Egyptian pound
equaled thirty-three American cents), but she managed to reduce it to four-
teen thousand pounds. One of her brothers Wnalized the agreement with
the owner, and Nisma paid ten thousand pounds up front. A few months
later, Magdy sent the remaining amount.

Even before the search began, it was clear to everyone that Magdy’s
apartment would reXect his income and status. His younger brothers
were forced to consider renting or buying units in satellite cities outside
Cairo, an option that they did not like but that still might be the only one
available given their incomes. From the beginning, his family took it for
granted that Magdy could aVord to buy an apartment near them in al-
Zawiya al-Hamra. While his younger brothers were searching for one-
bedroom apartments, it was assumed that Magdy could aVord at least a
two-bedroom unit. Compared with the apartments of his married sib-
lings, the unit that Magdy bought is much larger. The original structure
of Magdy’s apartment consisted of two bedrooms, a living space, a bath-
room, and a relatively spacious separate kitchen. This apartment was iden-
tical to his family’s apartment, where, until recently, ten to twelve indi-
viduals lived (see Figure 11). Meanwhile, his older brother Fahmi, a
driver in his mid-thirties, lives with his wife and an eight-year-old son in
a one-bedroom apartment. Although Fahmi and his wife were lucky to
Wnd this unit ten years ago, given that it is close to both of their families,
the apartment is considered very small for them. In addition to the bed-
room, there is a small hallway, but there is no separate living space that
can be used to receive guests. A couch, placed in the hallway next to the
entrance, is used to seat visitors (see Figure 12). This area is so small that
if two or three people visit simultaneously, the place becomes uncom-
fortably crowded. Fahmi’s wife is especially unhappy with the fact that her
“kitchen,” which consists of a sink and a gas stove occupying the corner
of the hallway, is exposed to visitors who are seated on the couch in the
opposite side of the hallway. Since I met her in 1993, she has been dream-
ing of saving enough money to install a metal balcony, part of which she
can use as a kitchen.PLACE FIGURE 11 ABOUT HEREPLACE FIGURE 12 ABOUT HERE

The changes that Magdy is introducing to his apartment increase the
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diVerences even more between him and his siblings. These changes are
encouraged by his family and future in-laws, who often draw on modern
images and ideas to motivate Magdy to invest in expanding the apart-
ment, organizing its space, and buying fancy furniture.4 A few months
after buying his unit, Hisham and two other families in the building
decided to expand their apartments by building new structures attached
to the units allocated to them by the state. Although Magdy’s new two-
bedroom apartment is considered spacious and few young men of his age
can aVord to acquire such a unit, his family and Wancée thought that
expanding his apartment would be a good investment that could save him
money in the future. Building with the neighbors was not only important
because they would collectively share the high cost of the foundation of
the new additions. It was also crucial to avoid the state’s attempts to
remove the new unlicensed structures. Neighbors cooperate to collect
money to pay oV government employees to overlook such changes. At
the same time, conducting the additions as a group makes it harder for
government oYcials to demolish the new expansions.

Bedroom

Kitchen

Bath-
room

Living room

Balcony

Bedroom

figure 11: The apartment that Magdy bought was
originally identical to his family’s apartment, where,
until recently, ten individuals lived.
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Magdy’s family and his future in-laws collectively produced a tape that
in detail explained to him the plan and the money needed. Magdy
approved of the proposal and sent the required money to his family. His
siblings, his Wancée, her father, and some of Magdy’s close friends super-
vised the implementation of the expansion. Currently, Magdy’s apartment
has two bedrooms, one living room, a dining room, a spacious kitchen,
two bathrooms, and a large balcony (see Figure 13). Communication with
Magdy has continued through tapes, letters, and phone calls to discuss
minute developments related to the shape and structure of the additions
and the furniture. Magdy, Laila, and their families discussed the choice of
door for the kitchen (a beaded curtain or a swinging door) and the bath-
room (metal, wood, or glass), the color of the ceramic tiles, and electri-
cal and water installations, taking into consideration expected purchases
of appliances such as a water heater and an automatic washing machine.PLACE FIGURE 13 ABOUT HERE

It is interesting to note that Magdy’s migration has brought his fam-
ily closer to his friends and future in-laws. His apartment in particular has
become a link that brings his family closer to his Wancée and her parents.
In his absence, his mother and siblings are expected to visit Laila during
major religious holidays and to oVer her gifts on special occasions. Still,
the apartment created another need to communicate with her on regular
basis. Currently, the unit represents a blending of Magdy’s ideas, the
expectations of his family and friends, and the opinions of his Wancée and

Sofa China
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Bed
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Cabinet
TV

Cooking
area

Bath-
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figure 12: The apartment of Magdy’s brother. A couch,
placed in the hallway next to the entrance, is used to seat
visitors. This area is so small that if two or three people visit
simultaneously, the place becomes uncomfortably crowded.
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her family. They all contributed in one way or another to the renovation
of the apartment. Laila shopped with two of Magdy’s sisters for the
ceramic tiles to be installed in the kitchen and bathrooms. One of his close
friends helped in transporting the tiles from the market to the apartment.
Laila’s father contacted the workers and supervised the installation of the
tiles. One of Magdy’s brothers found the technicians who installed the
electrical and water connections needed to install the automatic washing
machine that Magdy is expected to buy. During all of this, there is clear
supervision of the money and how it is spent. Each time Laila goes to buy
something, she takes one of Magdy’s sisters with her to witness the trans-
action and the amount of money she spends. One of his sisters keeps a
written account of the various expenses to report to Magdy on a regular

figure 13: Magdy’s
apartment after the lat-
est additions. Current-

ly, the unit has two
bedrooms, one living

room, a dining room, a
spacious kitchen, two

bathrooms, and a large
balcony.
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basis. In short, the apartment becomes a project that unites all of them in
their attempts to help Magdy in materializing his dreams.

Magdy’s travel allows his Wancée more freedom in shaping their future
home. Although women are active in organizing, cleaning, and decorat-
ing their apartments, they usually assume this role after marriage. The
bride is rarely involved in preparing her future home until the Wnal
stage, when she and her sisters (or female friends) arrange the furniture
that she buys (normally for the living room and the kitchen) and organ-
ize her belongings in the bedroom. In contrast to this general tendency,
the role of Laila and her family has been central to the changes introduced
to Magdy’s apartment. Laila decided on various issues related to the unit,
such as the color of the ceramic tiles, the kind of bathtub, and the paint
of the unit. She is also taking initiatives in the organization of the unit.
She helped in supervising the work and in removing, with the help of
Magdy’s sister, the debris left behind by the workers. She also went with
her father to their village of origin, two hours by bus from Cairo, to see
a carpenter whom he knew and recommended. She showed the carpen-
ter her favorite design of kitchen cabinets and asked him to duplicate it.
She and her father visited the carpenter several times to check on his
progress and to make sure that he was the right person to hire to make
the bedroom furniture. After these visits, she went to her future mother-
in-law to inform her about the kitchen, the wood they are using, and the
color they will select to paint the cabinets.

Unlike most brides, Laila is also participating in decisions related to
her future bedroom. While a bride participates in the selection of the fur-
niture of the living room and kitchen, the furniture of the bedroom,
which is closely linked with sexuality, is the responsibility of the groom
and his family. In Magdy and Laila’s case, she is the one who is deciding
on these issues. To be able to select the most fashionable and beautiful fur-
niture, Laila watched TV, looked through magazines, and visited various
newly married women to see their bedrooms. After deciding on a style,
she sent a picture of the furniture she liked to Magdy to solicit his opin-
ion. She said that Magdy liked the design of the room and suggested a
white color. Laila, however, prefers black and wine-red colors. According
to her, the white is very common and dated, while the black and the wine-
red are newer and more fashionable. After discussing her preferences with
Magdy over the phone, he told her to choose the color that she prefers.

In addition to the structure of the housing unit, people expect Magdy
to display his wealth in the furnishings of the apartment. Compared with
his siblings and other men of his generation, he will be buying furniture
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that is very expensive. He will have to furnish not only the bedroom but
also the dining room. One of the purchases that Laila is currently plan-
ning, a dining room set, is a clear expression of Magdy’s distinction. Even
though, as she explains, the dining room will rarely be used, Laila is cur-
rently trying to select a dining set that would seat six to eight persons.
When she Wnds a set that she likes, she will send a picture of it to Magdy
to see if it is to his liking. She plans to have a small table in the kitchen
where she and Magdy will eat and to buy another wooden low round
table (tabliyya), which is usually used for serving food in al-Zawiya, to use
when their families and neighbors visit. Meanwhile, they need the dining
room as a visible sign of Magdy’s success to be displayed to their visitors.

At the same time, the desired home of Magdy and Laila is constructed
by images transmitted via television programs and visits to other neigh-
borhoods. The manner and style in which Magdy has chosen to remodel
and furnish his housing unit also reXect his experience outside his neigh-
borhood. Items such as the water Wlter, the kitchen fan, and the vacuum
cleaner, which he purchased in Kuwait, are not common in al-Zawiya al-
Hamra. He also decided to invest money in building both a full bathroom
and a separate guest restroom (with a toilet and a sink). Among the many
apartments that I visited in the neighborhood, Magdy’s unit is the only
one that has two bathrooms and the only one that has a bathtub.

Making Urban Spaces
Unlike Magdy’s spacious apartment, Hisham’s unit consists of only a
small bedroom, a tiny living space, and a small kitchen and bathroom.
Despite diVerences in the size, shape, organization of space, and the
expected furniture, both apartments are part of a large set of strategies
that are transforming the housing project and the neighborhood. Along
with religious identity, discussed in the previous chapter, these housing
additions are techniques that facilitate the inclusion of the relocated
group in the neighborhood and inscribe their presence on Cairo’s “face.”
Unlike the state’s discourse, which presented them as unproductive,
pathological, isolated fragments of the nation, these changes present
Hisham and his neighbors as active agents who creatively participate in
the making of their neighborhood and Cairo at large. These additions
join the many changes introduced to individual housing units and shared
spaces, discussed in previous chapters, that are shaping el-masaakin and
al-Zawiya. Although these additions aim to satisfy some direct needs for
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housing (in Hisham’s case) and express distinction and social status (in
Magdy’s case), their cumulative eVects go beyond these aims to shape the
project and the neighborhood. For one thing, they demand cooperation
and consolidation of relationships between neighbors. Simultaneously,
they are producing new physical realities that convey to the group and to
others the active role of Magdy and his neighbors in the making of the
neighborhood and Cairo at large.

building houses, building relationships

Just as Magdy’s unit brings his family, in-laws, and friends together, the
changes he is introducing demand coordination and cooperation between
neighbors. As previously said, neighbors cooperate to secure the money
for the foundation and to collect money to pay oV oYcials. They also
gather information about new policies and laws and prepare to defend the
additions if threatened by the local police. While the government’s inter-
ference in changes introduced to the interior of the housing unit has
relaxed and almost disappeared over the years, external changes, especially
large additions such as those introduced by Hisham and his neighbors,
continue to be the targets of the state gaze and its disciplinary regulation.
There is the strong possibility that additions will be demolished or that
the owners will be Wned and/or imprisoned. So people try to monitor
government actions and regulations to determine which changes are tol-
erated. Other housing projects in various areas provide models for
changes as well as indicators about how the state is going to react to these
changes. People in al-Zawiya have a good sense of which changes are tol-
erated and know that the state can and did demolish some constructions,
particularly roof additions and those introduced by individual families.
Adding rooms to the top Xoor, which is seen as threatening to the struc-
ture of the building, is expected to be severely punished, and people refer
to cases when such additions were removed. Neighbors are unwilling to
support or allow such changes, which may threaten the safety of the
whole building.

People know that the critical time is during the construction process
itself, which should be completed as quickly as possible because at that
time it is easy for government oYcials to demolish the additions. In some
cases, the workers may simply disappear when they notice the presence
of government oYcials and act as if no construction is being conducted.
Sometimes the additions are quickly painted with a color that is similar
to the rest of the units to give the impression that they are part of the orig-
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inal block. Most often, however, money is collected from neighbors to
pay the oYcials who see the construction and threaten to report it to
higher authorities. In the case of easily noticeable additions, such as those
conducted by Hisham and his neighbors, the same oYcials who pocket
the money are expected to report the expansions after they are completed.
The police station will then call upon the residents and issue a formal
report (muhdar), which will be transferred to the court. The next step,
which nobody I know has reached yet, is to see the judge who will deter-
mine the future of such additions. Neighbors prepare themselves for this
moment and discuss the best ways to deal with the Egyptian bureaucracy.

Hisham and his neighbors are also careful not to antagonize any
oYcials and police oYcers who tour the area. I heard of only one incident
when additions were destroyed. The reason, as explained by one of my
female informants, was that the young male “owner” reacted strongly
when a police oYcer commented on the “illegal” status of his additions.
They exchanged verbal insults, which made the oYcer very angry. He left
the scene to come back shortly with a bulldozer, and the partially con-
structed addition was demolished on the spot. When pleading, bribery,
and mediation do not work, women and children become the main
agents in protecting the additions and changes introduced to the units. I
was told about an incident when government oYcials tried to demolish
a newly constructed balcony. The mother and her children stood in the
balcony and challenged the workers to tear it down. The neighboring
women also gathered and shouted at the workers, who had to leave with-
out being able to touch the balcony.

Men and women also follow developments in legislation (such as the
military decree issued by the prime minister in 1996 that aimed to prohibit
any construction on public land) and changes in the governance of the
city (such as the appointment of a new governor of Cairo) that may aVect
their constructions. A new governor, for example, “tries to act tough,” one
seller says. For some months after his initial appointment, people are extra
careful in building on and using public space. Sahar, for instance, stopped
using video games in her small shop for a while after the assignment of
Cairo’s new governor. She said that all merchants were afraid of the vis-
ible increase in the number of policemen touring the area, who might
penalize the traders and conWscate their belongings. These additions,
therefore, demand and produce a continuous Xow of information
between neighbors and between al-Zawiya and other neighborhoods.
They also foster cooperation and strengthen a sense of solidarity (at least
temporarily) between residents of the housing project.5

160 ROA D S  T O  P RO S P E R I TY



remaking ‘el-masaakin’

One of the diYcult visual problems of project salvage will be to
make these places look lively and urban enough; they have so much
grimness and visual repetition to overcome.

Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities

In addition to their role in bringing neighbors and family members
together, the cumulative impact of these changes goes beyond the indi-
vidual units and the shared spaces and extends to reshape al-Zawiya and
Cairo at large. To take one example that shows the larger eVect of such
changes, we need only to look at how they have been rupturing the visual
homogeneity of el-masaakin. As previously mentioned, the buildings were
identical in shape, color, number of Xoors, external design, and internal
arrangement of space. The uniformity of blocks and standardization of
individual units, which have long been associated by planners and policy
makers with order and beauty, clearly deWne el-masaakin and separate
them physically from el-ahali. The monotony and repetition of the same
blocks and murabba`at not only was aesthetically dull but also caused
many “to lose their way” when they Wrst moved to the area. As in proj-
ects in other parts of the world, “what seems like rationality and legibil-
ity” to policy makers and planners “seems like mystifying disorder for the
ordinary residents who must navigate the city” (Scott 1998: 127). One
young woman described how shocked she was when she came out from
the bedroom to Wnd their living room Wlled with strange men who
thought they were in the apartment of one of their relatives. While
oYcials and planners often consider the new changes to be disorderly and
chaotic, at the community level, they are important “visual interruptions”
(Jacobs 1961: 380) that introduce vitality and diversity to the housing proj-
ect. Hisham’s new apartment, the metal and cement balconies of other
neighbors, carts and glass-fronted cabinets, shacks on rooftops or in front
of blocks, housing units turned into clinics, stores, and workshops, and
gardens in public spaces are all transforming the homogenous project,
crossing the boundaries between private and public and between resi-
dency and work, as discussed in chapters 2 and 4. The visual eVects of
these alterations go beyond the individual unit and the satisfaction of
important daily needs.

Like many other modernist plans, the housing project was designed as
a bounded entity separated physically from the rest of the neighborhood
(for a similar case from Brazil, see Holston 1989). As we have seen in the
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previous chapters, however, people’s activities are not bounded by the
walls of the housing unit, the conWnes of the murabba`, the borders of the
project, or the boundaries of the neighborhood. While neither the phys-
ical separation of el-masaakin nor the state discourse (discussed in previ-
ous chapters) has facilitated the relocated residents’ interaction with
other groups in al-Zawiya, the new modiWcations are slowly integrating
the project with the rest of the neighborhood. As in el-ahali, many of the
new constructions are built from mud brick and tend to physically and
visually integrate (though very slowly) el-masaakin within al-Zawiya.
Although these attempts are obstructed by the restrictions imposed on
vertical changes, which keep the number of Xoors unchanged, the diver-
sity and vitality introduced to individual units and shared spaces are
slowly disrupting the material markers that separate and physically seg-
regate the project from the rest of the neighborhood.

the making of al-zawiya

Such changes also play a central role in expressing how Hisham and his
neighbors belong to al-Zawiya and in legitimizing their presence in
Cairo. This is clearly manifested in the way people construct the history
of the neighborhood. The presence of multiple groups who came from
diVerent parts of Egypt and Cairo and at diVerent times, and who live in
diVerent parts of the area, makes it hard to talk about a single history of
al-Zawiya. Various histories are told: a man tells the history of his migra-
tion from his village to Cairo, a woman narrates her movement from Bab
al-Sha`riya to al-Zawiya when she was a teenager, and her neighbor tells
how she moved from the center of Cairo to the old public housing proj-
ect and then to el-ahali after she got married. Despite these diVerences,
both the old and the new residents emphasize the way their presence
altered the area and was central to the construction of the neighborhood.

Al-Zawiya al-Hamra literally means “the Red Corner.” In the old days,
many explain, there was a small red mosque, usually referred to as
Zawiya.6 Even though the mosque does not exist any more, al-Zawiya al-
Hamra still bears that name. Others link the red color with the red brick
houses that dominated the neighborhood until recently. Generally, peo-
ple use al-Zawiya only to refer to the area and rarely use al-Hamra. This
usage of the word al-Zawiya (the corner or the small mosque) is not acci-
dental. Rather it signiWes a general feeling among people, especially the
youth, that their neighborhood is marginal in the city or, as one young
man said, “is not on the map.” They feel that the state neglects their neigh-
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borhood and point to the deteriorating infrastructure (such as roads and
sewage system) as proof. At the same time, the word al-Zawiya, with its
religious connotations, indicates the importance of religion in people’s
life, a topic that was examined in the previous chapter.

Although neither the old nor the new inhabitants can claim to have
given al-Zawiya its name, they compete to claim a more central role in its
formation. They all refer to a “moment of colonization” that is common
to the production of localities in various contexts (Appadurai 1996: 183).
Residents of el-ahali who came in the 1940s, residents who moved to the
old housing in the 1960s, and those who moved to the new housing proj-
ect during the late 1970s and early 1980s all have similar narratives.
“When we came to al-Zawiya, it was agricultural Welds and the water of
a nearby tir`a [irrigation or discharge canal] covered most of what you
currently see as streets, houses, and shops. People used to fear leaving
their homes after dark because wild animals and criminals threatened their
safety.” Such statements are very common among the relocated and the
old residents in describing their contribution to the development of the
neighborhood. In addition to wild and dangerous animals, usually
signiWed by the wolf (diib), people emphasize the fear that was cultivated
by robbers (qutta`a turuq) and fugitives (matarid) who used to hide in the
thick plantation that covered the area and who used to steal the belong-
ings of the residents. Not only did the residents inhabit a risky area, but
they also cleaned and constructed it. Houses, shops, and mosques are all
signs of their positive contribution to the making of al-Zawiya.

To underline the sacriWces and the role they played, the relocated peo-
ple describe how house owners in Bulaq tried to discourage their tenants
from moving by emphasizing the importance of the central location of
Bulaq and describing the isolation and the horrible conditions in al-
Zawiya. “They used to tell us that there were huge mosquitoes and dan-
gerous animals in al-Zawiya,” one woman explains. “They told us that we
would not be able to go outside to buy even our daily foods. When we
moved, we brought lots of food with us. We brought rice, macaroni,
sugar, tea, and many other foods because we believed that we would not
be able to leave our apartments after dark.” These sacriWces are drawn
upon to emphasize the role of the relocated population in constructing
al-Zawiya. Commenting on the relationships between el-ahali and el-
masaakin residents, a Wfty-Wve-year-old woman said: “It is like Ahli and
Zamalek [the two teams who usually compete over the annual soccer
championship in Egypt]. They are both Egyptians but do not want to be
defeated by the other team. When we Wrst arrived, the people in el-ahali
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did not want us and tried to show that they were in control of the area.
The ‘good’ old inhabitants know that when we came we brought life and
prosperity to the area. Their businesses and work improved after we came.
We helped in developing the area from being agriculture Welds [ ghitan]
to what you see now.” Another young man explains that “the people of
Bulaq are known for their important roles in improving diVerent areas.
No matter where we go, the area we inhabit becomes very popular and
attracts others. Take Madinat al-Salaam [a Xourishing new community in
northeastern Cairo], for example. It started to blossom only when part of
us moved there.” Such accounts celebrate the products of the labor and
practices of the people. Both the old inhabitants and the relocated group
selectively draw on a past that not only legitimizes their presence in the
area but makes it crucial for al-Zawiya’s existence as part of the urban
scene. These views frame people’s spatial expansions and constructions,
which became important contributions to the development of the area
and its integration into Cairo. They symbolize to the group and others
their active role in the making of the neighborhood.

New Logics and Global Dreams
The practices of Hisham and his neighbors are producing their own social
and economic logic. When I went back to Cairo in March of 1996 after
an absence of fourteen months, I was struck by the boom in large-scale
construction such as that erected by Hisham in el-masaakin. This recent
boom comes at the end of the Wfteen-year period that, according to the
contracts given to the people when they were relocated, marks the shift
of ownership from the state to the dwellers. I was also amazed by how
quickly these expansions led to new criteria for evaluating housing units.
The changes introduced to an apartment are largely determined by its
location. One can easily introduce rooms and shacks to units on the
ground Xoor, but additions to other Xoors demand cooperation between
residents in the Xoors below and possibly those who are above. Similarly,
the distance between the diVerent murabba`at is now being included as
part of the value of the unit. When two or more buildings are very close
to each other, the vacant area may be limited, and expansions on either
side may not allow enough visual privacy for the residents. Such limita-
tions reduce the price of the unit.

The situation changed even more in 1997 and 1998. Construction
increased, some people were taken to court by the government, and the
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market for buying and selling apartments Xourished. Transactions in
expanded apartments are providing new possibilities. One of my close
informants, Salah, rented an apartment for one year to consummate his
marriage and was hoping to Wnd another apartment before the end of the
year. His attempts failed because he lost his job as a driver in a private
company and because his family’s expenses increased after the birth of
their Wrst son. Salah and his parents decided to add two rooms next to
their two-bedroom apartment. Together with his wife and son, he moved
to one of the bedrooms; his parents continue to occupy one bedroom,
and his two younger single brothers sleep in the third room. They all
share the same bathroom and kitchen. Salah had been planning to turn
the fourth room into a grocery store. His plans, however, changed when
he realized that the value of their apartment had increased greatly. Like
other apartments that overlook the main street and are on the ground
Xoor, the apartment can be easily transformed into a shop.7 While a two-
bedroom apartment in other parts of the block costs around thirty thou-
sand pounds, Salah and his family expect to get up to ninety thousand
pounds for their unit. Salah is now planning to buy three one-bedroom
apartments, one for his parents, another for his brothers, and a third for
his own family.

The aesthetics of these changes are also becoming more elaborate, and
diVerent models are emerging. People visit and evaluate these new addi-
tions to select what suits their families and aspirations. This can be
clearly seen in people’s reactions to Magdy’s apartment. Through his
apartment, Magdy is not only participating in the material production of
his neighborhood but also presenting new forms and ideas to the people
around him. For many people, his unit has become a signiWer of the mod-
ern, the new, the beautiful, and the desired. His sisters, for example, like
the spacious kitchen of Magdy’s apartment. They say that a woman
spends most of her time in the kitchen and that having a big kitchen is
very pleasant. Magdy’s apartment also has become a model that attracts
the attention of his neighbors and inspires them as they plan and organ-
ize their units. One neighbor, Um Hussam, came to see the unit because
her only son is getting married and she would like him to live with her.
Um Hussam was very impressed with Magdy’s apartment and especially
liked the idea of having two separate bathrooms in the same apartment.
She thought that such an arrangement would allow her future daughter-
in-law some privacy and make her more comfortable in sharing a home
with her husband’s family, especially in the early days of marriage. Thus,
through his ongoing involvement and attachment to his neighborhood,
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Magdy is introducing new forms to the surrounding urban space. His
ideas and housing unit join the global Xow of images and discourses
(mainly through the media) in stimulating new desires and in presenting
new physical realities that are evaluated and admired by his family and
neighbors.

Through their spatial practices, Hisham, Magdy, and their neighbors
situate themselves emotionally and materially in al-Zawiya. Although
relocation excluded them from its center, they reinforce their belonging
to Cairo through the products of their labor, which is placing al-Zawiya
“on the map.” What counts for them is not only the history of the center,
which is accessible to visitors and upper-class Egyptians. They are mak-
ing a history of Cairo from their particular location in the social space. But
how are these changes viewed by government oYcials? Like many other
states (for more on this, see Scott 1998), the Egyptian government still
views its capital as a single entity that should be controlled through polic-
ing, rational planning, and central management. But is the city an entity,
a whole that can be managed, controlled, and disciplined centrally? Is this
a productive way to view the city and the practices of its dwellers? In the
coming conclusion, I examine the implications of the practices of Hisham
and his neighbors for the conceptualization of the city, agency, global-
ization, and religious identity.
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“Conquering the Beast” was the title of a recent article about Cairo in the
Egyptian newspaper Al-Ahram Weekly (December 2–8, 1999: 6), an
interview with the governor of Cairo, Abdel-Rehim Shehata. In the
interview, Shehata states, “Cairo is the city of problems,” although he is
also quick to declare that “our strategy is an all-out attack on those prob-
lems.” The governor describes the comprehensive plan formulated by the
governorate to deal with Cairo’s infrastructure, cleanliness, traYc, water
and air pollution, and cultural and human development, and he empha-
sizes that “the most dangerous obstacle we are up against is people’s
behavior. No matter how much we do, without deep-rooted changes in
society’s attitude, all our eVorts will be short-changed, and we will have
little to show for them” (7). He adds, “People do not like to listen to the
government. . . . I don’t know why. Old habits, I guess. They seem to
doubt that the government is here to serve their needs” (6). According to
the governor, this is why traYc congestion, crowded streets, dirty neigh-
borhoods, and polluted air still exist. “The problem” he continues, “is that
many of Cairo’s inhabitants lack a feeling of belonging. Many do not

c o n c l u s i o n

Homes, Mosques, and the Making
of a Global Cairo

Whoever built a mosque, Allah would build for him a similar place
in paradise.

Prophet Muhammad, Sahih Bukhari

Beneath the discourses that ideologize the city, the ruses and
combinations of powers that have no readable identity proliferate.

Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life
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come originally from the city; they are either recently arrived migrants or
in transit. This is a big problem. You have to try and develop people’s
sense of belonging” (6). He emphasizes that if his strategy is fully imple-
mented and “if people can change their behavior, then we will be one of
the most beautiful capitals in the world” (7).

One often encounters remarks like the governor’s about Cairo residents
in the Egyptian public discourse. They convey a general feeling about peo-
ple’s practices and roles in the making of Cairo. These are usually invoked
to rationalize the persistence of Cairo’s problems but are rarely viewed as
the source of the city’s energy, liveliness, or vitality. This interview also illus-
trates that government oYcials still think of city management as a top-
down endeavor. The government, its planners, and oYcials do the plan-
ning, and the people should follow their regulations. There is little room
in the governor’s view for dialogue between the government and the peo-
ple or for people’s participation. This interview recalls the fantasy of many
planners and policy makers who have dreamed since the last century of
controlling the city, its processes, and growth. From Haussmann, Le
Corbusier, and Robert Moses to the current governor of Cairo, the vision
of the city continues to be largely linked to rational planning, technolog-
ical progress, and a “sweeping, rational engineering of all aspects of social
life” (Scott 1998: 88). Despite strong criticisms by sociologists (Jacobs 1961;
de Certeau 1988), anthropologists (Holston 1989), and political scientists
(Scott 1998), the dream is still alive and well: if only we could implement
our well-designed comprehensive strategies, and if only people would fol-
low what we tell them, then all the city’s problems would be solved and
everyone would live happily ever after. Policy makers and planners still
view laws formulated and enforced by government oYcials as the main
ingredient for a vital and beautiful city. As Cairo’s governor declared
conWdently, “There is no street in Cairo, even in the desert areas, which is
not an open book to us. . . . Our only life buoy is law and order” (Al-
Ahram Weekly, December 2–8, 1999: 7). How does this view relate to the
practices of the ordinary dwellers of the city? Is it possible for government
planners and policy makers to control how the city is made and practiced?

Living with the Beast
Since Sadat started his policies in the mid-1970s, Cairo has experienced
many transformations. President Hosni Mubarak, who has been ruling
since Sadat’s assassination in 1981, continues to pursue a rigorous eco-
nomic reform program.1 As described in Rodenbeck’s recent study, life in
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Cairo improved in many ways under Mubarak. Unlike his predecessors,
Mubarak is “a stolid manager, not a visionary. . . . He shunned grandiose
projects and focused instead on Wxing Cairo’s shoddy infrastructure”
(Rodenbeck 1998: 243). Cairo’s metro, which started operating in 1989,
regularly and eYciently connects various parts of the Egyptian capital.
New satellite cities are being created, a new ring road and several bridges
are being constructed, and housing projects in and around Cairo are pro-
liferating rapidly. Various projects are implemented to beautify, discipline,
and globalize the city. Families, markets, factories, and vendors are relo-
cated to new communities outside Cairo. Since the mid-1990s, the
Ministry of Foreign AVairs has been trying (with little success) to relocate
more residents of Bulaq to beautify the area around its grand new build-
ing overlooking the Nile. The new governor of Cairo revived the idea of
investing the vacant (since 1981) plot in Bulaq. He suggested utilizing the
land for multistory parking and public gardens. Most recently, Mubarak
has been emphasizing the value of information technology and the need
for “a comprehensive technological renaissance” (al-Ahram Weekly,
October 7–13, 1999: 2). In his 1999 presidential speech, he promised that
“a national campaign will be launched to wipe out technological illiter-
acy, expand the use of computers in schools, universities, institutions,
government agencies and NGOs and upgrade technical skills of Egyptian
labour” (2). A media satellite, the Wrst in the Arab world, was put into
orbit in 1998, Internet cafes and new communication centers are grow-
ing very quickly in upper-class areas, and mobile phones are clear visible
signs of distinction, acquired by the rich and desired by many others.

Al-Zawiya has been experiencing some of these rapid transformations.
While until the early 1990s, people had to wait ten to twenty years for a new
phone line, currently the waiting time is much shorter (only one to two
years if one has the needed fees). Telephones are proliferating in homes,
coVee shops, bookstores, and grocery shops. If a family does not have a
phone at home, there are also public phone booths, which emerged in al-
Zawiya only in 1998, that can be used with a calling card. Many young men
and women strongly desire mobile phones, but none of my informants
could aVord one. Recently, natural gas pipes started supplying the homes
of Magdy’s family and their neighbors with cheap means for cooking and
heating water. A new bridge is being constructed to facilitate the traYc
movement from the neighborhood to the rest of Cairo. Despite these
changes, al-Zawiya, like many other areas in Cairo, still suVers from serious
problems. Sewage leaks are daily occurrences, and garbage collection is still
a serious problem. There is often a shortage of water, especially in the sum-
mer. The water pressure is often insuYcient to provide families on the



fourth and Wfth Xoors with uninterrupted supplies. The color and smell of
the water dispensed sometimes indicate that it is not Wt for human con-
sumption. The buses that connect the area with other parts of the city cen-
ter are old, shoddy, and very crowded, and al-Zawiya’s roads are dotted with
holes and garbage. Housing is an especially pressing problem for young
men and women. Just like Hisham, many wait between Wve and ten years
to be able to Wnd an apartment to start their lives as married couples. Even
the new communities around Cairo, which are relatively close to the capi-
tal, are beyond the reach of most young men in al-Zawiya.

Confronted by these hardships, people continue to build homes and
mosques. In addition to the recent boom in the construction of apart-
ment extensions similar to those described in the previous chapter, men
and women in al-Zawiya are active in constructing and expanding
mosques in diVerent parts of the area. Pointing to one mosque in el-ahali,
Um Hosni explained to me with pride that the mosque was constructed
by the eVorts and money of the residents. The youth, in particular, have
been collecting donations from the people to Wnish the mosque, which
started as one room with a reed mat for men only. The room was turned
into a mosque with minarets, and a section is currently designated for
women.2 Another mosque on the border between el-masaakin and el-ahali
that Um Ahmed frequents for her evening prayers expanded and had a
wall added that replaced the curtain used before to separate the two gen-
ders. Until recently, its identity as a mosque was recognized only through
the inscription of God’s name above its entrance. The simple room,
inserted between the housing blocks, has been turned into an elaborate
structure, and its identity has been physically marked by a tall minaret.
This mosque is part of the many expansions that are taking place in adja-
cent blocks.3 Despite many diVerences between them, both these
mosques (or Houses of God) and the additions of Magdy and his neigh-
bors (houses of the people) display in visible forms the active role of the
local population in the making of their neighborhood and Cairo at large.

Quiet Sounds, Visible Signs, and Moral Economies

The state is an ambiguous reality.

Pierre Bourdieu, Acts of Resistance

The previous chapters showed how, as active users, men and women in
al-Zawiya have employed diVerent strategies and tactics to transform the

170 C O N C LU S I O N



housing project and the neighborhood at large. Hisham and his neigh-
bors are creatively Wnding new ways to articulate their daily practices and
cultural dispositions with the state constructions of space. These practices
are part of an “art of manipulating and enjoying” private and public spaces
“by reintroducing into them the plural mobility of goals and desires” (de
Certeau 1988: xxii). As shown in this book, living in an apartment, cook-
ing in a kitchen, or walking in a street is diVerent from planning roads and
constructing buildings. Just as the individual apartment did not respect
the Xuidity of daily practices, the changing size of the family, or the inter-
action between neighbors, the project at large did not address the need
for diversiWcation, Xexible social interactions, or mixing of activities.
Through their practices (which range from shifting uses of various spaces
to formalized strategies that localize change in visible forms), men and
women have been reintroducing vitality, plurality, and diversity to the
spaces allocated to them by the state.

It is tempting to label many of the practices described in this book as
“resistance.” In many ways, these practices challenge the socioeconomic
and political inequalities that place Hisham and his neighbors in a par-
ticular social space. They are part of their continuous struggle to secure
a space for themselves in Cairo and to inscribe their presence on the “face”
of a city, which, through state policies, pushed them out from its center.
They integrate the group within the neighborhood and display its active
role in the neighborhood’s formation. They defy the fantasies of rational
planning that divide housing units into enclosed entities and assign
functions to speciWc spaces.

The thick contextualization of these practices, however, makes it hard
to “Wt them into a Wxed box called resistance,” to use the words of Sherry
Ortner (1995: 175).4 This concept becomes slippery,5 denoting many
diVerent, and at times contradictory, modes of action under its rubric
(Maddox 1997; Bayat 1997a, 1997b). The concept of resistance also poses
the thorny question of intentionality. Is resistance necessarily a con-
scious act, as some argue (Fegan 1986)? If so, how are we to account for
the intentions of social agents? Are these intentions “inscribed in the acts
themselves” (Scott: 1986: 29)? If not necessarily a conscious act, is resist-
ance any “experience that constructs and reconstructs the identity of sub-
jects” (Gupta and Ferguson 1997: 19)? In its traditional sense, the label
resistance does not account for the multiple meanings and consequences
of the practices described in this book; neither does it do justice to the
wide range of daily tactics and strategies that I have been analyzing. Who
is Hisham resisting when he builds his apartment? Is Magdy resisting
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when he invests most of his life savings in building his modern dreams
and desires? Who is Um Hassan resisting by keeping a sheep or some
chickens in her kitchen?

More important, the label resistance does not capture the ambiguous
and shifting relationships between these practices and the state plans and
discourses. The spatial practices of Hisham and his neighbors are neither
foreign to the state’s organization of the city nor in conformity with it. On
the one hand, the new expansions are attached to the old structures and
are believed to strengthen the buildings that were erected by state plan-
ners. They are “planned” in that they are attached to the buildings erected
by the state. They also require planning and coordination between neigh-
bors. In addition, they are manifestations of people’s aspiration to
improve their housing conditions and their desire for modern housing.
They are often justiWed by notions of beauty, modernity, and privacy that
have been common in the state public discourse since Sadat started his
open-door policy. On the other hand, these additions are not subject to
“rational planning.” They are “unplanned” in that no oYcial permits are
obtained beforehand and no architects or planners are consulted. People
dismissed my question as irrelevant when I asked about having an archi-
tect who might help in designing the new additions. “What for?” was the
answer. “The contractor and the builder (usta) know what should be
done.” It is this continuity and rupture between the plans of the state and
the practices of the people that I have been trying to emphasize in this
book.

At the same time, these enactments emerge from a speciWc sense of
meaning, justice, and order. People recognize that these acts are “illegal,”
and some excuse the government’s attempts to restrict construction on
state-owned land and the use of public spaces for unintended and unau-
thorized actions such as selling vegetables and goods on the sidewalk.
One man, who himself has built two rooms next to his apartment,
explained that the government should regulate the construction and
usage of urban space. If the government did not eVectively control who
is building and where, the man argues, people would take over every inch
of the city, and there would be no places for people even to walk. But such
views, which are shared by others, are often followed by the argument
“What else can we do? Shall we live in the street? Does the government
want people to starve?” In many ways, these practices are “seen as natu-
ral and moral responses to the urgency of survival and desire for digniWed
life” (Bayat 1997b: 61).

While Magdy and his neighbors view the changes introduced to their
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housing project as positive contributions to the development and pros-
perity of the neighborhood and Cairo at large (as described in the previ-
ous chapter), government oYcials (including the governor) view these
changes as major problems that prevent the development and beauti-
Wcation of Cairo. Additions such as those introduced by Hisham are
labeled as part of unplanned areas or `ashwai´at. These areas are largely
depicted in the state public discourse as the source of disorder, ugly defor-
mities, cancer cells, and factories for the production of terrorism6 (Hanna
1996; al-Alam al-Yaum, March–April 1993; al-Ahram, August 1993). In
many ways, this is similar to how oYcials used negative constructions to
justify moving the people of Bulaq twenty years ago. The implications of
this strategy were discussed at length in chapter 3, where I illustrated how
the language used in the state public discourse has been internalized by
the old residents, who use it to stigmatize and segregate the relocated
group.

People also have a good sense of the “spaces of tolerance” (Foucault
1979: 82) allowed in the system of power. They, for example, know
which additions are considered “nice” (usually those changes that leave
positive impressions on others, especially government oYcials) and
which additions are seen as ugly and therefore are most likely to be penal-
ized. As a woman explained, she was very scared when she saw govern-
ment employees checking changes introduced to apartments around
hers and expressing their intention to destroy some of these alterations.
She was worried because her family had just added a room to expand their
one-bedroom apartment (on the ground Xoor). The large amount of
money and eVort they had invested in this room made her “heart jump
to her throat” out of fear that the oYcials would order the removal of
their room or Wne them. She relaxed quickly, as she explained, when she
remembered that only people who implement shacklike additions
(`ishash) are penalized (through Wne or removal of the additions), while
others, like her family, who invest a lot of money in making clean, well-
painted, and “nice-looking” changes, do not have these changes removed.
In most of these cases, additions are saved by paying some money to gov-
ernment employees.

These tactics and strategies are also linked to people’s views of the state
and its roles. Men and women know the state through its public dis-
courses (mainly circulated in the media) and through their direct inter-
action with its oYcials, institutions, and agents. As shown in chapter 1,
the state has a remarkable ability to present a uniWed image of itself.
Government oYcials used the same set of negative constructions to
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describe the group and expressed similar views about progress, the pub-
lic good, and modern housing to justify relocation. People also often view
the government as a uniWed entity, especially when they discuss the gov-
ernment’s role in providing and limiting their access to services and
resources: “The government (el-hukuma) does not care for us because we
are poor,” or “The government targets us just because we are young men
and walk in the city center,” or “The government sends its parrots (reli-
gious men hired by the government) to preach to us.” But they individ-
ualize its actors when they interact with its oYcials on a daily basis. They
try to Wnd diVerent tactics (such as praising, begging, and pleading) and
strategies (such as bribing and using mediators) to secure access to
resources or avoid punishment.7

Similarly, government oYcials in Cairo are diVerentiated actors with
their own interests and visions of order and the modern city. They diVer
in their priorities and expectations. In fact, there is a system (referred to
in the literature as “informal”) that allows government oYcials to use
their positions and connections to increase their income and boost their
symbolic power beyond the boundaries of their schools, oYces, and
police stations. Teachers in public schools, who are grossly underpaid, for
example, “force” students to take private lessons—if they do not, they will
not pass their exams. It is the money that teachers acquire from lessons,
and not their government salary, that supports them and their families.
A state bureaucrat may prefer to take some money rather than to charge
a family for the unauthorized use of government electric connections.
Many oYcials who interact with people seem to place less emphasis than
planners and policy makers on ideas about order and beauty and choose
to accept money to overlook various changes. A policeman is often more
willing to supplement his little salary with some extra cash than to report
or destroy new constructions. An oYcer may be more willing to get some
fancy foods such as shrimp and fruits than to conWscate products or
equipment that is used on the side of the street without a license from the
authorities.

While this system allows some people to broaden their bargaining
space and to negotiate many issues (from violation of land codes to traYc
tickets), it also indicates to others, such as Hisham and his neighbors, that
the government’s apparatus is unjust and is not geared toward protecting
their rights. Rather, it all depends on connections and money. People
strongly believe that the rich, who have more money and better connec-
tions, enjoy more protection and secure access to various urban resources.
In this context, the ability to manipulate state oYcials is highly regarded.
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“Fooling” government oYcials, for instance, is viewed positively. It is part
of a larger moral economy that legitimizes and highly regards the ability
to trick the powerful, outsmart them, and get what one views as his or her
right. It is a mixture of improvisation and utilization of available cultural
elements to subvert and turn a challenging situation to one’s advantage.
Samih explained how the family is planning to protect the additions of his
younger brother, Magdy: “When one goes to see the judge, it is impor-
tant to cry in front of him and to explain that the additions are necessary
for the survival of the family.8 One should not say that ‘I just felt like
expanding (awassi`) my apartment.’ Weeping in front of the judge is cru-
cial to make sure that he will not order the removal of the construction.”
This appeal, just like the suggestion made by Abu Hosni in the intro-
duction, softens the heart of the judge and makes him rule in favor of
Samih’s brother. By playing on the judge’s emotions and drawing on the
support of others who also have made similar additions, people feel
assured about the future of new constructions. They hope that even if
they are not totally pardoned, the judge will only Wne them, as has hap-
pened in other housing projects. They will then split the Wne, and, as they
calculate, it is much cheaper to pay the Wne than to Wnd an aVordable
apartment in Cairo. Some, especially those who have consulted lawyers,
count on the ineYciency of the Egyptian bureaucracy and believe that
their cases will “sleep” in the court and simply be forgotten.

In his study of squatter settlements in Iran, Asef Bayat (1997a, 1997b)
coined the phrase “the quiet encroachment of the ordinary” to refer to “a
silent, patient, protracted and pervasive advancement of ordinary people
on the propertied and powerful in order to survive hardships and better
their lives” (Bayat 1997b: 57). Bayat’s important phrase “quiet encroach-
ment” captures several features of the practices that I have been describ-
ing. For one thing, Hisham and his neighbors are “calmly and quietly”
moving forward to improve their lives (56). They are motivated by “the
force of necessity—the necessity to survive and live a digniWed life” (58).
Similar to the actions of urban squatters in Tehran, these changes are also
“signiWcant in themselves without intending necessarily to undermine
political authority” (58). The aim of people in al-Zawiya, for example, is
not to mobilize to change the laws that regulate the use of space but
rather to create realities that deactivate current laws. My analysis, how-
ever, departs from Bayat’s in at least two important ways. First, although
the additions I examined in al-Zawiya are implemented quietly and
quickly so that they will not be seen or heard by government oYcials, as
soon as they are Wnished, they become important visible signs that have
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the power to transform the project and Cairo at large. The word quiet
downplays the ability of Magdy’s new apartment, his brother’s shop, and
the balconies of many of his neighbors to disrupt the state’s attempts to
homogenize their housing project and Cairo’s image. Second, Bayat
emphasized that these acts become “political”9 only when they are threat-
ened by the state. It is then that people mobilize collectively to protect
and defend their gains. However, I have aimed to shift attention to the
broader political implications of these acts and to the ways that their
intended and unintended consequences challenge the government’s
attempts to control Cairo and its spaces. As discussed in chapter 1, the
state discourse emphasized the importance of the face of Cairo, which was
to be “surgically beautiWed,” in presenting a modern image of the
Egyptian nation. This discourse placed great emphasis on objectifying
modernity in visible forms that could be gazed at by tourists and upper-
class Egyptians. By objectifying their socioeconomic needs and status into
visible forms, the residents of al-Zawiya also transform this modern
image and remake it from their particular location in the social space.
These changes therefore become visible signs that convey to others
(including government oYcials) the active role of Hisham and other res-
idents of al-Zawiya in shaping the city.

What interested me in this book was not to classify these practices as
resistance and/or conWrmative. In fact, I Wnd this dichotomy to be unpro-
ductive in that it reduces the complexity of people’s practices into rigid
categories and ignores the multiple meanings and consequences of these
practices. It also puts the researchers in the position of a judge who is eval-
uating and attaching positive (i.e., resistance) or negative (i.e, conWrma-
tive) meanings to these practices. One of the most interesting things
about the practices I have been describing in this book is their eVects and
ability to transform plans, projects, spaces, and images. It is this power,
I believe, that is signiWcant in understanding the role of the ordinary prac-
titioners in the making and remaking of the city. Focusing on this power
allows us to go beyond viewing the city as a ready-made whole that is
beyond the practices of Hisham and his neighbors. It is not suYcient to
recognize these practices as adaptive or survival strategies and examine
them in the city. Rather, they should be placed at the center of any theo-
rization of the city and urban life. Vendors running with merchandise
when they see the police, merchants struggling to use the street corner
rather than limiting their activities to the bounded formal markets,
young men visiting local coVee shops, women taking daily trips to the
vegetable market, Muslim activists preaching in the city bus and reciting
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the Quran in the tramway, and the numerous mosques that are prolifer-
ating around and within the project are all shaping not only the housing
project and al-Zawiya but also Cairo at large. In short, although history
tends to privilege grand plans of the state and its designers, cities are not
made only by the powerful, the planners, and policy makers. They are also
made and remade through the practices of the city dwellers.

Therefore, it is not enough to examine state policies and how they are
translated into housing projects, schools, markets, streets, and green areas.
The study of urban space must also include a close analysis of the global
forces and discourses that inform national policies and plans. Above all,
it has to conceptualize the central role of the spatial practices of the urban
dwellers who continually remake the city through their daily activities and
movement. These practices are central to an adequate view of urban space
as always being in the process of formation and to the conceptualization
of change not as an interruption in a steady Xow of continuity but as a
central feature of daily life and the production of urban spaces. The role
of the ordinary practitioners of the city is especially important for a pro-
ductive understanding of how local, national, and global forces are artic-
ulated in the formation of urban spaces and cultural identities.

Competing Discourses

The modern metropolis has always evoked feelings of alienation
and disorientation, but it has equally been associated with new
possibilities for encounter and solidarity.

Kevin Robins, “Prisoners of the City”

Ali, the shoe factory worker mentioned in chapter 5, has many dreams and
desires that are largely informed by the movies he watches, the stories he
hears from friends (who work or have relatives in other Arab countries),
and the strolls he takes with his peers in upper-class areas. One of his
dreams is to buy a villa in Switzerland for skiing during the winter,
another villa in India where he would hire singers and dancers to perform
for him as he has seen on videotapes, and a palace in Saudi Arabia to facil-
itate his performing the pilgrimage (hajj) every year. To travel in comfort
to all these places, Ali dreams of buying a yacht that will enable him to get
around far removed from the hassles of public transportation that he
experiences daily. Meanwhile, Ali’s mother went to Saudi Arabia to per-
form the omra (an abbreviated form of the hajj that may be performed at
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any time of the year). Although she had wanted to perform hajj for years,
she had not been able to secure the money needed for the journey. Like
some other “lucky” low-income people in Cairo, she decided to go to do
the omra, which is considerably cheaper than the hajj. She planned to wait
in Saudi Arabia for Wve months until the season of the pilgrimage. Her
trip was arranged by an Egyptian travel agent who has several houses in
Saudi Arabia. He charged her much less than she would have paid dur-
ing the hajj season. However, to avoid deportation for “illegal hajj,” she
had to hide for most of the Wve months in a room, which she shared with
several other Egyptian women, in one of the agent’s houses in Mecca.

I grounded my discussion of globalization in concrete examples and
precise enactments to illustrate how global images, goods, and discourses
are appropriated in the formation of spaces and identities. The framework
that I presented in this book connects sites, practices, and feelings and
shows how these connections are central to the continuous production of
urban locality. Tracing the logic of Xows through precise enactments
allows us to follow individual and collective trajectories (which may take
us to India, Saudi Arabia, or Switzerland) and to analyze how global
Xows are articulated, transformed, and resisted in diVerent contexts and
by various social groups. It therefore allows us to avoid limiting global-
ization to a geographically based concept that focuses only (or even pri-
marily) on Xows between the West and the Rest. Ali’s dreams take him
not only to Switzerland but also to India and Saudi Arabia. His mother’s
desires and religious devotion take her to Saudi Arabia. As I tried to
demonstrate throughout this book, class and gender structure people’s
access to jobs and travel destinations as well as their appropriation of var-
ious global discourses and images. Magdy’s aspirations take him to
Kuwait, and his brother travels to Libya to acquire the money and goods
he desires. While upper-class Egyptians travel with ease to and from the
United States and Europe (for education, vacation, and treatment), cities
such as Paris, London, and New York are largely oV limits to young men
like Magdy. The West as a travel destination is so far removed from their
reality that it is not even a dream. While there are “lucky” men like Magdy,
who have managed to travel to the Gulf or Libya and to acquire the
money needed to secure spacious and well-furnished homes, this market
is getting tighter every day. Many young men, including Magdy’s other
three brothers, cannot Wnd the jobs and the income they aspire for at
home or abroad. Sadat’s promise that young men would be able to own
villas, drive cars, and acquire more consumer goods has not materialized
for most Egyptians. Young men and women experience the frustration of
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dreaming of fancy cars, beautiful homes, and mobile phones. While I
agree with Appadurai (1996) that there is pleasure where there is con-
sumption, my ethnography also shows that there is pain and frustration.
I have repeatedly emphasized the powerful desires stimulated by modern
discourses and provided various examples of the dreams (of children and
young men and women) informed by global images circulated in the
media. The unfulWlled dreams of Ali and Amal (the young girl whose
story was included in chapter 2) are representatives of a more general frus-
trating gap between what is desired and what is possible. Globalization
excites the imagination, stimulates new desires, and introduces new
expectations. But it also introduces the frustration of the failure to satisfy
these desires and aspirations. These dreams and frustrations simultane-
ously privilege and challenge the appeal to religion as the basis for a uni-
fying identity and for the moral power needed to appropriate positive
aspects of modernity while relinquishing what is viewed as negative.

As I argued earlier, while the state public discourse has stigmatized the
relocated group and the project has physically separated them from the
rest of the neighborhood, religion in general and the mosque in particu-
lar have facilitated their interaction with other residents. Religion is also
important in people’s selective appropriation of modern discourses and
images. In light of the tendency in sociological literature and popular
media to equate Islam with fundamentalism, it is worth repeating here
that the religious identity I have been discussing is situated between two
extremes: the government, which since the early 1970s has been showing
a strong orientation to Western modernity, and Muslim extremists, who
try to reject various modern objects and discourses. Just as the practices
of Hisham and his neighbors transform and redeWne notions of moder-
nity embedded in the housing units allocated to them by the state, peo-
ple’s attraction to religion is part of their critique of the state’s strong
identiWcation with Western modernity. At the same time, the religious
identity of Nuha and her neighbors is constructed through their struggle
against the extreme position of some Muslim activists who try to restrict
people’s appropriation of various aspects of modernity in their eVorts to
replicate the practices of the Prophet in the modern time. As discussed in
chapter 5, religious identity is not deWned in isolation from modern dis-
courses and objects. The growing number of modern educational and
health services that are being oVered in mosques,10 the active use of the
city bus by Islamic groups to communicate with people and “let them
know,” and the increasing display of religious signs in homes, shops, and
vehicles are indicators of both increasing modernization and increasing
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Islamization of Cairo and its people. Modernity cannot be seen as a mas-
ter narrative that entails similar changes, in particular the shrinking of reli-
giosity, in diVerent societies, as modernization theorists have argued. Nor
can it be seen as a totality that is either taken or rejected. Modern dis-
courses and projects stimulate desires. They motivate dreams, bring joy,
cause disruption, pain, and suVering. Rather than simply assuming that
there are multiple modernities, I have aimed to draw attention to how
certain aspects of modernity are appropriated in the daily life of actors like
Nuha and Abu Hosni. This possibility of selectively appropriating mod-
ern discourses and images and using them to control and/or empower
certain social groups is what really is unique and perhaps exciting about
the current globalization of cultural signs and products.

Ali’s dreams and his mother’s trip highlight part of the structured glob-
alization of Cairo. The huge gap between Ali’s dreams and his family’s
realities is manifested in his mother’s Wrst and only trip outside Egypt.
Unlike upper-class Egyptians, who can tour the world in jumbo jets, Ali’s
mother had to take a bus and a ferry boat to reach Saudi Arabia. While the
trip by plane hardly takes two hours, Um Ali spent two whole days on the
way in each direction. Her desire to perform the hajj forced her to stay
away from her family and to live in hiding for almost Wve months. Just as
trips to the mosque are linked with extra rewards that could contribute to
the path toward paradise, the hardships confronted in performing the hajj
are also invested with religious meanings and values. Ali’s mother and oth-
ers who take similar trips emphasize the rewards that they acquire by tak-
ing the long and arduous journey. While Islam structures Um Ali’s daily
life and interactions and helps her make some sense out of various hard-
ships and inequalities, for her son and other young men, religion plays a
more ambiguous role. Ali’s desires and aspirations take him in diVerent
directions. He follows the struggles of Muslims in diVerent parts of the
world (from Bosnia to Chechnya) and talks about them as part of the
same community. He also uses religion in his critique of government poli-
cies and actions and in his discussions of gender inequalities (especially
when asserting the rights of men). Religion, however, is far from struc-
turing his dreams and desires. Unlike his mother, who performs prayer on
a regular basis, Ali rarely prays or goes to the mosque. He often refuses
invitations to go to the mosque in favor of watching movies starring
Arnold Schwarzenegger, attending local coVee shops, and smoking
hashish with his friends. What will be the future role of religion for a
young man like Ali, with his grand dreams and frustrated expectations?

Throughout this book, I have highlighted the uncertainty of the long-
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term role of religion, which has to compete with many other discourses
and images, in shaping practices and identities. It is true that Islam is facil-
itating the creation of a sense of belonging between Muslims in the area.
But the appeal to religion is also increasing the opposition between
Muslims and Christians. It is true that Islam is used to criticize govern-
ment policies and plans, but it is also true that religion is used to justify
and legitimize various social (including gender) inequalities. While reli-
gion plays a powerful role in the life of Ali and his neighbors, it has to
compete with other global forces and national policies that shape people’s
daily practices, expectations, and desires. Walls of buildings in al-Zawiya
display symbols and signs related to people’s identities and daily struggles.
Inscriptions on walls encourage people to embrace some Islamic practices
(e.g., calling upon women to veil themselves); verses from the Quran
frame advertisements for schools and bookstores as well as slogans that
support the president and the National Democratic Party; announce-
ments invite women to join clinics in local mosques to lose weight; huge
signs with images of bottles of Coca-Cola and Pepsi stimulate people to
drink cold soft drinks; and advertisements call upon men to visit the “gym
of Hercules”11 to build their bodies. Announcements for local elections
are posted with signs of the pyramids, fans, candles, phones, and guns,
which are included to remind illiterate voters of the names of the candi-
dates. All these symbols manifest competing desires and shape people’s
experiences and senses of belonging.

Religion, however, is an option that derives its power from its prom-
ise to address and resolve current daily problems associated with moder-
nity and urban life. In one speech I attended in a mosque in al-Zawiya,
the sheikh recited the following tradition (hadith): “There are four things
that are the source of a man’s happiness. These are a virtuous wife [mar´a
saaliha], a righteous neighbor [ gaar baarr], a spacious house [daar
fasiha], and a comfortable vehicle [markib hani]. And there are four
things that are the source of a man’s misery. These are a bad wife [mar´a
taliha], an undutiful neighbor [ gaar ̀ aqq], a narrow house [daar dayyiqa],
and a bad vehicle [markib sayyi´a].” The sheikh provided a detailed inter-
pretation of this tradition, linking it directly to pressing issues in the daily
life of al-Zawiya’s inhabitants: housing, transportation, and relation-
ships between spouses and neighbors. For example, he interpreted the
markib sayyi´a as the current transportation system in Cairo and described
riding the city bus or the otobis as the utmost insult (akhir bahdala). His
interpretation also touched upon the many changes that continuously
transform people’s lives. A bad woman, he explained, is the wife who does
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not encourage her husband to worship God, while the virtuous woman
is the one who does not ask her husband to turn oV the television when
the Quran is being broadcast.

The linkage between happiness and space did not need elaboration. I
was cramped with hundreds of other women and children in the section
designated for us in the mosque. Many of these women are struggling to
secure better housing options for their families. I was sitting next to Um
Amal (the mother of the child whose story I included in chapter 2) and
three of her young daughters who had insisted on joining us for Friday
prayer. Compared to Hisham and Salah, Amal’s family is unlucky. They
live on the Wfth Xoor and need the cooperation of all the neighbors who
live in their block. Their one-bedroom unit is also close to the police sta-
tion, which makes any expansion directly exposed to the gaze of the state.
These two factors prevent them from expanding their apartment. After
that sermon, Um Amal started trying to convince her husband to sell their
current unit, hoping to secure enough money to buy a larger one even
in the remote neighborhood of Hilwan, an option that is not preferred
by her but seems to be the only one left. As far as I know, they are still
searching.

182 C O N C LU S I O N



Introduction: Researching “Modern” Cairo
1. The name of the neighborhood is pronounced “iz-Zawiya el-Hamra.” It is

written in diVerent ways in the literature. To avoid confusion, I use the classical
transliteration throughout this book. People usually drop “el-Hamra” and refer
to the area as iz-Zawiya.

2. See Singerman (1995) for a detailed analysis of informal networks in Cairo’s
old quarters and the political signiWcance of these networks.

3. The literature also often refers to al-Zawiya only in the context of these
clashes (Ansari 1984; Kepel 1993; Hanna 1997 ).

4. See, for example, Cairo’s map in Seton-Williams and Stocks (1988).
5. Baladi, which is discussed further in chapter 3, is a complex concept that

signiWes a sense of authenticity and originality. It is derived from the word balad,
which refers to diVerent units such as a village, a city, or a country. Baladi in this
context refers to the areas and residents of old popular quarters in Cairo.

6. These neighborhoods have also attracted the attention of writers such as
Naguib Mahfouz, whose wonderful novels document various aspects of life in old
Cairo.

7. At that time, an Egyptian pound was equivalent to around thirty-four
American cents.

8. The published data from the 1996 census do not disaggregate the popula-
tion by religion.

9. Relationships became familylike with some informants. So when members
of my family visited from Jordan, it was necessary to exchange visits with close
informants.

10. Huda and Ahmed have enacted the marriage contract, which means that
legally they are married. Socially, however, they are not married (i.e., they are not
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supposed to have sexual relations) until Ahmed secures an apartment and they
have a wedding party.

11. For a critique of these studies, see Lapidus (1979), Abu-Lughod (1987), and
Eickelman (1989).

12. Because Zidane was Algerian and Muslim, people assumed that he was also
Arab. No one in the neighborhood mentioned his Berber origin.

13. Until recently, social theories tended to treat space as “the dead, the Wxed,
the undialectical, the immobile,” while time was seen “richness, fecundity, life,
dialectic” (Foucault 1980b: 70). This approach has been criticized by several
authors who emphasize that space is not a mere container for social activities:
“space is socially constructed” and “the social is spatially constructed” (Massey
1994: 70).

14. In this work, Foucault shows how prisoners who are distributed in space
so that they can be observed without being able to see their observers internalize
the feeling that they are under the gaze of power and become reproducers of their
own subjugation.

Chapter 1. Relocation and the Creation of a Global City
1. For more on Cairo’s history, see Stewart (1968), Abu-Lughod (1971),

Mitchell (1988), Raymond (1993), Rodenbeck (1998), and Myntti (1999).
2. As will become clear from this brief background, history privileges the role of

political leaders in the making of cities. There is very little information on the role
of ordinary dwellers in the building of Cairo—or other cities, for that matter.

3. Although it was not mentioned in national newspapers, people also stated
that part of the group was relocated to Madinet el-Saalam, in northeastern
Cairo.

4. Relocation to construct facilities for tourists is also common in other parts
of Egypt. In one village near Luxor, clashes erupted between the police and the
villagers over the demolition of houses built on “land claimed by the state as
archaeological sites” (Economist, January 31, 1998: 8). The villagers were to be
removed “to make way for tourists. Villagers note with bitter irony that while
their houses are being torn down, other buildings are going up—including,
recently, a police station” (8). The confrontation led to the death of four people,
and twenty-nine were injured.

5. It is worth noting that “investment companies, banks, and tourism” were the
main areas of the economy that Xourished during inWtah (Waterbury 1983: 145).

6. For a discussion of modernity and how it privileges the visual, see Massey
(1994), Lefebvre (1991), and Scott (1998).

7. The image of Egypt and how the country is viewed by others is of great
importance for most Egyptians. See Diase (1996) for a discussion of the “anger”
of the educated about “media programs that were allegedly giving audiences a
very negative picture of Egypt” (95).
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8. See Wright (1983) for a rich description of similar projects in the United
States during the 1930s.

9. Negative constructions of the urban poor have been produced historically
and used to justify diVerent policies implemented by various governments. See
Mitchell (1988) for an analysis of such constructions under the British coloniza-
tion of Egypt. See also Wright (1983) for an interesting discussion of the poor in
the United States and how they have been blamed for problems in big cities since
the last century. See Mele (2000) for a discussion of the various stereotypes and
negative representations of New York’s poor used to legitimize the planning and
restructuring of parts of the city’s spaces.

10. The term used by the minister was ghawazi, which refers to female dancers
but indicates that they are also willing to perform sexual services.

11. The language is similar to that used around the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury in the United States that emphasized “sanitation, ventilation, privacy, and
order” in the construction of public housing (Wright 1983: 232; see also Mele
2000).

12. Projects with similar objectives are well known in other countries such as
Brazil, where oYcials assumed that “human ‘recuperation’ would follow physical
rehabilitation” (Perlman 1982: 229).

13. National newspapers emphasized that the relocated population consisted
mainly of working-class Egyptians. Each person who was interviewed was ques-
tioned by the president and the journalists about his work and about job oppor-
tunities that were available in al-Zawiya al-Hamra.

14. A title that Sadat acquired among others, such as the Hero of Victory, the
Hero of Crossing (in reference to the crossing of the Suez Canal in the 1973 war),
the Hero of Peace, and the Hero of Democracy.

15. It is worth noting that after a few months, both newspapers stopped pub-
lishing anything against the project. They both stressed its positive impact on
people’s life and reported on Sadat’s visits to the area. In mid-1981, however, al-
Sha`b started attacking the project and used it to argue against the government’s
attempts to remove other parts of Bulaq.

16. Although part of the relocated population used to occupy the state land
(hikr), the ownership rights were blurred over many years of residency in the area,
and house “owners” got compensation regardless of their ownership status. A law
was issued to strip ownership from the people and give the Governorate of Cairo
the right to decide on the compensation oVered to people.

17. The chants of the demonstrators are documented in Abdel Razaq (1979: 81–
82). I translate some of them here:

1. He [Sadat] wears the latest fashions while ten of us live in one room.
2. Thieves of the inWtah, the people are hungry, not comfortable.
3. It is not enough that we wear sackcloth, they also want to take away our bread.

18. The emphasis on wide streets as signs of modernity in the new location
cannot be missed here.

19. Recently, the new governor of Cairo revived the idea of investing in the
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vacant area. He suggested that a park and multistory underground parking facil-
ity be constructed (see al-Gomhuria, November 18, 1997).

20. In 1997, a conXict erupted between the Ministry of Foreign AVairs and the
residents of Bulaq who lived near the ministry, which relocated its building to
Maspiro in 1992. The ministry was trying to “beautify” the area by removing some
of the houses that surrounded its building. It was oVering compensations and/or
housing options in other parts of the city, but residents of Maspiro refused these
oVers and decided to go court to cancel an administrative decision that conWscated
their land for “the public good” (al-Hayat, August 7, 1979: 1).

Chapter 2. Relocation and the Daily Use 
of “Modern” Spaces

1. An Egyptian pound is worth around thirty-four American cents. There are
one hundred piasters in one pound.

2. The number of apartments in the block varies depending on the number of
bedrooms in the individual unit. For example, blocks with one-bedroom apart-
ments have twenty units (four on each Xoor), while blocks with two-bedroom
apartments have ten units (two on each Xoor).

3. There are many who believe that Sadat did not know about these small and
disliked units. He thought, as people emphasize, that all the units were two or
three rooms.

4. If the deceased is a relative, a friend, or a neighbor, it is customary to wait
for at least forty days before the wedding (often with little or no festivity) takes
place.

5. Some families tried to get larger housing units by bringing relatives from the
countryside and presenting them as residents of the housing unit. People also
claim that some of those who had connections with the Egyptian bureaucracy
managed to get a larger apartment when the family size was considered large.

6. Throughout this book, I avoid using the word adaptation, a common word
in studies of relocation. This is motivated by my desire to avoid the passivity, con-
formity, and unidimensional connotations of this word. Adaptation is deWned in
Merriam-Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary as “the act or process of adapting: the
state of being adapted” and as “adjustment to environmental conditions: as
a: adjustment of a sense organ to the intensity or quality of stimulation
b: modiWcation of an organism or its parts that makes it more Wt for existence
under the conditions of its environment.” Rather than simply viewing these spa-
tial practices as adaptation, I aim to show their complexity and how they trans-
form and shape individual housing units and the project at large.

7. A monolithic deWnition of modernity also tends to be assumed in studies of
urban housing in Egypt (see, for example, Steinberg 1991; as-Safty 1987; Hassan
1985).

8. In this regard, I disagree with some writers who have seen in this distinc-
tion a dichotomy that corresponds to a rigid diVerentiation between a powerful
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dominant group and powerless dominated masses (see, for instance, Frow 1995;
Turino 1990). Instead, I read de Certeau as saying that the same social agent is an
“active user” who is simultaneously a strategist and a tactician. This “active user”
Wnds various ways to achieve his or her shifting goals and to challenge objective
realities. This agent is more active than Bourdieu’s “actor,” who is constrained by
the limited strategies that are structured by the habitus.

9. OYcials promised, as reported in daily newspapers, that families who
arranged their apartments “quickly and nicely” would be given E£ 10. Sadat also
donated some furniture to two needy families who were not able to furnish their
apartments.

10. Women also felt sorry for me because I was living away from my family, a
role they all volunteered to Wll. They also thought that my apartment, which was
owned by the American University in Cairo, was not a good deal. Since the apart-
ment was furnished, we tenants did not have any claims on the apartment in the
long run; the owner legally had the right to evict us whenever he or she wanted.
The fact that the place was furnished also limited my choices in displaying my
social distinction.

11. In some cases, residents on the ground Xoor created new entrances for their
apartments, turned the area in front of them into a small garden, and formed a
unit that was totally separate from the rest of the block.

12. My discussion here should not be understood as denying any interest from
male family members in the housing unit. In fact, men also inspect their housing
units, and a husband may start a Wght with his wife if he feels that she is not tak-
ing good care of their apartment. He is socially supported in this case, and the
woman’s duty in taking care of the housing unit is reinforced through direct inter-
ference from her family and in-laws.

13. Only a few openings were made by the original designers to allow people
access to the roof. To drill a hole in the blocks with no access to the roof, people
have to negotiate with the residents of the Wfth Xoor, and if the latter refuse, as is
the case with Um Hassan, no one can use the roof. In other cases, people have
agreed on drilling the hole and have cooperated to raise poultry on the rooftop.

Chapter 3. Old Places, New Identities
1. Sha`bi, as will be discussed later in this chapter, is derived from the word

sha`b, which means “people” or “folk.” It indicates authenticity and rootedness and
is linked with many positive qualities, such as cooperation between neighbors,
respect for traditions, and willingness to help those in need.

2. It should be noticed that while most of the neighbors of this young woman
are from Upper Egypt, the group in Bulaq includes many families who immi-
grated from Lower Egypt and who consider themselves Fallahin as well as oth-
ers who consider themselves urbanites.

3. Eshash al-Turguman is viewed by its people as part of Bulaq, and they deWne
themselves as Bulaqis. Other Egyptians tend to separate it from Bulaq and
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emphasize its character as a slum area that had to be removed. They also tend to
think that only residents of Eshash al-Turguman were relocated. It is important
to note that this is not a correct assumption: others were relocated from other
parts of Bulaq.

4. People still refer to their own hara when they want to distinguish themselves
from others or when they try to show their closeness to those who used to live
in the same hara.

5. As a woman from New York who was visiting her son in Texas explained to
me in Austin’s airport, “It is the smell of bread and other foods that give a place
a ‘homey feeling.’” Even though all her children are grown up and live outside
New York, she still Wnds herself compelled to cook and bake pastry on a regular
basis. She often gives what she bakes to her neighbors. What is important for her
is the smell that cooking gives to the house.

6. My usage of the term capital draws on the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1984,
1990), who diVerentiated between economic (or material), social (connections
within the group and relationships with others), cultural (information and edu-
cation), and symbolic (accumulated distinction and prestige) capital.

7. Women also used to shop in government cooperatives in other upper-class
neighborhoods around their area such as Garden City (Early 1993).

8. Al-balad refers to diVerent localities that range from the whole country to
a city, a town, or a village.

9. What is considered by government oYcials and some writers as “lack of pri-
vacy” (Rugh 1979: 20) is seen by the people as closeness that facilitates coopera-
tion and creates solidarity. See chapter 4 for more on the theme of privacy.

10. For more on gam`iyyat, see Hoodfar (1997) and Singerman (1995).
11. This is also one of the main reasons for people’s unwillingness to live in the

new communities and cities that are constructed around Cairo.
12. I Wnd people’s attitudes toward mountains very interesting. Mountains are

feared and associated with danger. People could not believe it when they saw pic-
tures of Lebanon and Jordan that show houses constructed on the top of moun-
tains. I believe that this attitude is largely related to the fact that their experience
of mountains is limited to the Egyptian media, which tend to present them as
shelters for wild animals, thieves, and fugitives.

13. In a few cases, when the family could not get rid of an `afriit that inhibited
their apartments, they sold these apartments with a big loss to move into another
unit. Such an ̀ afriit emerges usually in the bathroom and can be paciWed through
thinking of God (but without verbally pronouncing his name) and reciting a spe-
cial prayer to protect the self against being possessed by it.

14. Many parents do not allow their daughters to enter el-masaakin without
being chaperoned by a family member.

15. One way in which women contest these ideas is through songs that
describe how capable and experienced they are. Even the phrase tarbiyyat
masaakin is subversively used in daily conversations to indicate how skillful and
strong they are.
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Chapter 4. Gender and the Struggle over Public Spaces
1. After beating a female relative (usually a sister or a wife), especially if that

happens for what is considered a “trivial” reason, the male relative apologizes to
her, oVers her tea or a cold drink, and often gives her some money to compen-
sate for the pain he caused her.

2. The notion of privacy has not been suYciently addressed in the literature on
the Middle East. Aside from the dichotomy between outside (public) and inside
(private) and its relation to Islam, little attention has been devoted to the mean-
ing of privacy and how family members, and not only women, construct and
negotiate notions of privacy.

3. The word khas means among other things “private” or “personal,” while
`aam means “general” or “public.” These two words, however, do not have the
same connotations implied in the Greek distinction between the polis or the pub-
lic domain and the private domain of the family. Among certain social groups, the
Arabic word khususia is increasingly acquiring a meaning that is similar to the
English word privacy. But this meaning is still far from being universal and is
absent in al-Zawiya al-Hamra.

4. As mentioned in chapter 2, the distribution of the housing units proceeded
on the basis of the number of rooms that the family used to occupy in Bulaq. It
was only when more than one nuclear family shared the same unit that each was
given a separate apartment. Some families managed to acquire more than one unit
by bringing a relative from the countryside. Abu ̀ Abdo, for example, brought his
mother-in-law from Upper Egypt when he heard about the plan to relocate them.
He then appealed to the local authorities and managed to get an extra one-room
apartment because his family was large and his mother-in-law was staying with
them.

5. Various studies suggest that segregation is class based. While rich families
can aVord, as Tucker (1993) argued, to keep women at home, economic needs
frustrate the attempts of the poor to keep women secluded.

6. This has been reported in projects in other countries. See, for example,
Shami (1996) for a discussion of an upgrading project in Jordan.

7. In some cases, young women secretly go out with a boyfriend or a Wancé to
some of these local attractions, especially the zoo and el-Qanatir.

8. Khimar is a garment that is considered the “true Islamic dress.” It covers the
upper part of the body, including the hair, the neck, the shoulders, the breasts, and
the back.

9. Similarly, Halla’s male siblings immediately blame her work when she
refuses to serve them food late at night or to iron their clothes.

10. The same tendency was reported in other public housing projects in the
United States and England (see Jacobs 1961).

11. It is important to note that these hopes remain more an ideal than a real-
ity. Not many mothers have the time and power to keep track of their children’s
movements, especially those who have only male children.

12. Due to this fact, my data on the coVeehouse are based mainly on accounts
of young men and their parents.
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13. These coVee shops (qahawi) are better called tea shops because few drink
coVee while most drink tea.

14. Few married men can aVord to go to the coVee shop because they work
most of the day, often in two jobs.

15. A notable recent exception is Deborah Kapchan’s wonderful study (1996)
of women and the market in Morocco.

16. This is one of the main reasons why women avoid wearing golden neck-
laces, which are easy to snatch, and choose bracelets instead.

Chapter 5. Religion in a Global Era
1. Muslims represent about 88 percent of al-Zawiya’s inhabitants, as was men-

tioned in the introduction.
2. I use the word promise to highlight the fact that although religion is very

important in forming a collective identity, it has to compete, as will become clear
later, with other forces that shape people’s daily life and struggles.

3. This is not only true of this particular group. The state discourse continues
to use similar negative constructions when oYcials and planners discuss `ashawi´at
(unplanned or random areas). These areas are depicted as cancer cells, devilish
expansions, and “factories for breeding terrorism” that should be surgically
removed (see al-Ahram, August 1993; al-Hayat, April 17, 1993; al-Gumhuriyya,
April 22, 1993; Hanna 1993).

4. This was conWrmed by the Minister of the Interior, who explained that the
land was owned by the Governorate of Cairo and was designated to be used to
build the Animal Feed Factory and a mosque for its workers. The Christian man
bought it from another Muslim person in the area and acquired legal documents
that proved his ownership of the land (Al-Akhbar, June 21, 1981: 3).

5. Christian informants emphasize that the land was legally owned by `Aziz.
Similarly, Milad Hanna (1997) wrote that the Christian man acquired documents
from the court that proved his legal ownership. According to him, the Animal
Feed Factory, with the support of the ruling party, managed to get an adminis-
trative order from the Governorate of Cairo to use the land to build a mosque.

6. In January 1998, president Hosni Mubarak issued a decree that granted gov-
ernors the authority to make decisions related to the repair and maintenance of
churches. The power to license the building of new churches, however, is still
retained by the president (see al-Ahram Weekly, January 29-February 4, 1998).

7. According to the transcripts of the public prosecutor, Jama`at al-Jihad was
the active group in al-Zawiya during these clashes (Ansari 1984). People, however,
refer to these activists as al-Sunniyin.

8. One Christian informant emphasized that the police were supportive of
Muslims and that Sadat was to be blamed for these clashes. He told me that his
family and relatives always say, “May God send Sadat to hell” (Allah yighimu).

9. The Minister of the Interior stated that 10 people were killed (4 Muslims,
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5 Christians, and 1 unidentiWed), 54 injured, and 113 arrested (al-Akhbar, June 21,
1981: 3).

10. As usual, he blamed the communists for escalating the conXict, which
started as “a simple Wght” between two female neighbors, one of whom happened
to be a Muslim and the other a Christian.

11. One woman suggested that Sadat had to “say something” to explain the
clashes when he was confronted by journalists and politicians in the United States.
She emphasized that after coming back to Egypt, he retracted his statements.

12. Boycotting Christian merchants has been publicized by Islamic groups as
necessary to prevent Copts from gathering money that they supposedly invest in
buying weapons (Ansari 1984).

13. Personally, I never managed to see physical diVerences between Muslims
and Christians. The cross on the inner wrist and clothes, however, are strong vis-
ible indications of religious identity.

14. People are very sensitive to names, which are often used as clear indicators
of the religious identity of the person.

15. While my discussion here is limited to the mosque, studies suggest that the
church plays a similar role in the Christian community (Abdel Fattah 1997).

16. This is to prevent confusion among those who do not know the rules of
the performance and who could make mistakes by standing when they should be
sitting or vice versa.

17. In the women’s section, which I had access to, the Friday prayer was coor-
dinated by a woman who made sure that we were standing correctly and secured
room to squeeze in newcomers.

18. It is important to notice that my discussion of the mosque and religious
identity is not a negation of their importance in the old location (see Early 1993
for a discussion of what she calls “popular Islam” and “religious conservatism” or
“new orthodoxy” in Bulaq). I argue, though, that they gained more signiWcance
in articulating the presence of the people in al-Zawiya al-Hamra.

19. The mosque also attracts many people who seek some basic modern serv-
ices. Through charitable organizations, the mosque provides socially required
services such as aVordable education, health care, vocational training, day care
services, and Wnancial support to the poor.

20. Young women who choose to pray in mosques outside their neighbor-
hoods are also provided with a morally unquestionable chance for a social outing.
Detailed narratives are constructed after each trip, describing such things as the
long time they waited for the city bus, the impressive khutba, and the large crowd
gathered to pray inside and outside the mosque.

21. The most needy (such as widows) are oVered small amounts of money to
encourage them to attend these lessons together with their children.

22. Other factors (such as passengers’ temporary captivity in the bus, the rel-
ative diversity of passengers, and the protection that the mobility of the bus oVers
to the activist) also make the bus a strategic site for al-Sunniyin.

23. It is ironic that al-Zawiya is viewed as `ashwai´ by many Egyptians and is
often depicted as such in the state public discourse.
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24. Unlike Western modernity, this modernity includes a desire to maintain
some form of continuity with the past. See Armbrust’s (1996) study of Egyptian
mass culture for a sophisticated analysis of this aspect of “Egyptian modernity.”

25. A clear example of this is the widely publicized case of the “devil’s wor-
shipers.” The “transgression” of the accused was directly linked in the public dis-
course and daily conversation with money, traveling abroad, dressing in black,
and listening to foreign music.

26. For example, Sadat managed to get a religious decree ( fatwa) to support
his peace treaty and used part of the American aid in 1978 to strengthen the Koran
Program Services (Diase 1996).

27. See Eickelman and Piscatori (1996) for a critique of modernization theory
and its assumptions regarding religion.

Chapter 6. Roads to Prosperity
1. The key money is an advance that is paid to the owner before moving into

the apartment.
2. Appadurai (1996) made a distinction between locality and neighborhood.

The latter is “the actually existing social forms in which locality, as a dimension
or value, is variably realized” (179).

3. Magdy has three sisters and four brothers. Only one of the four brothers
managed to travel to Libya and Iraq. The other three have been dreaming of and
planning on traveling (without success) to a neighboring Arab country.

4. Paradoxically, to realize his dreams and meet the expectations of others,
Magdy has been forced to work abroad for much longer than anticipated.
Though his future in-laws expected him to return permanently by the end of the
Wrst year after the engagement, Magdy will not be back until the end of the fourth
year. He also borrows money from his co-workers and participates in savings asso-
ciations to secure large sums of money to send back home. When his Wancée
expresses her frustration with his long absence, he reminds her that he needs to
furnish the apartment and save some money to start a business in Cairo because
he does not want to travel after getting married.

5. I say “temporarily” because there are indications that the government tries
to break down such collective cooperation by prosecuting individual families sep-
arately. So this collectivity may not last for long.

6. A zawiya is usually a place for SuW Brotherhood meetings. This association,
however, was not made in people’s interpretation of the name.

7. Many similar apartments in the old and the new housing projects have been
turned into shops, workshops, and clinics.
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Conclusion. Homes, Mosques, and the Making 
of a Global Cairo

1. For more on Mubarak’s policies, see Springborg (1989) and Rodenbeck
(1998).

2. Whenever I went to local mosques for Friday prayer, a young woman car-
rying a box asked us to donate some money to build or expand mosques. We were
usually prepared with bills of twenty-Wve or Wfty piasters to deposit in the box.

3. Just like these expansions on the side of the main street, many mosques
extend to the sidewalk on Friday. Plastic mats are placed in front of various
mosques to accommodate the growing number of worshipers.

4. A major part of the problem in conceptualizing resistance is that, as Sherry
Ortner (1999) argued, most discussions of resistance tend to be “culturally ‘thin,’
insuYciently grounded in local views of the meaning of morality, justice, sub-
jecthood, and agency” (146).

5. A good example of this tendency is reXected in two articles (Ortner 1995;
Abu-Lughod 1990) that are often cited in anthropological discussions of resist-
ance. Although both Sherry Ortner and Lila Abu-Lughod presented insightful cri-
tiques of studies of resistance, neither of them tried to crystallize a speciWc mean-
ing of “resistance,” which comes out everywhere and nowhere simultaneously.

6. Similarly, mosques that are outside the grip of the state are viewed as sites
where extremists brainwash the youth and recruit their followers (Abdel Fattah
1995). These mosques and Hisham’s additions are seen as threatening to the coun-
try and national unity. The Egyptian state has been struggling for the past twenty
years to extend its control over private mosques. A 1996 law, for example, does
not allow preaching in mosques (private and public) without a permit from the
Ministry of Endowment (al-Wasat, April, 10, 2000: 7).

7. Although it is rarely reported in the media, one often hears rumors about
conXicts between ministers and oYcials over plans to upgrade and beautify
Cairo. The Egyptian capital is run by oYcials (such as the governor) appointed
by the president, while elected representatives merely play a consultative role
(Denis 1997). The presence of all ministries in Cairo, however, often creates
conXicts and contradictions over providing services and managing diVerent
aspects of life in the city.

8. Because this boom in construction is recent, no one that I know has been
to see the judge yet. However, people discuss and prepare themselves for this pos-
sibility. They base their expectations and strategies on the experience of people in
housing projects in other parts of Cairo.

9. The notion of the “political” remains vague in Bayat’s analysis (see also Bayat
2000). There is little discussion of what makes an act political aside from its being
linked to collective action. At the same time, the additions of Magdy and his
neighbors demand more cooperation, coordination, and sharing of information
than indicated by Bayat (2000: 548).
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10. Some mosques also host classes for sewing and needlework and adult edu-
cation and oVer spaces for funerals and weddings.

11. Hercules, the American TV serial, became very popular in al-Zawiya during
1996–1997. The name Hercules started appearing on many items, especially
those geared toward children and young men, such as caps, school bags, and pack-
ets of chips. It is also used to name gyms and sports facilities.
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