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The history and sociology of Cairo are 
those of Egypt, and to some extent those of 
the entire Arab region. Its size, splendour, 
power and functions have been a reflection 
of this fact for the past eleven centuries. It 
is oflittle surprise, therefore, that the Egyp
tians themselves have used the name for 
their country and their capital city, Misr, 
interchangeably, and the Arabs have 
admiringly named this complex entity "the 
Mother of the World" (Misr um al-dunia). 

This popular tradition of identifying Cairo 
and Egypt with one another does not mere
ly stem from viewing this important centre 
as the representative of the whole physical 
entity, but reflects a state of mind and spir
it as well. To the Egyptians and their fellow 
Arabs, Cairo has at once been a seat of 
political power, of artistic creativity and 
cultural pace-setting, of religious shrines 
and religious learning, of scholarship and 
higher education, of industry as well as 
entertainment. For Egyptians and fellow 
Arabs, Cairo, therefore, represents by it
self what so many cities may severally rep
resent to their respective nations. In terms 
of regional influence, Cairo is in many re
spects, the equivalent of Paris, the Vati
can, Oxford, Hollywood and Detroit com
bined. 

As a giant national, regional and interna
tional centre with so many functions and 
accomplishments, Cairo has also been grip
ped by giant problems. As much as it has 
been enriched and stimulated by the inputs 
from the concentric zones around it, the 
city has also carried their burdens. No one 
has analysed the unfolding of this dialectic 
better than Janet Abu-Lughod in her re
markable study, Cairo: 1001 Years o/the 
City Victorious. 1 She skillfully recounts the 
story of Cairo, woven into its broader can
vas with respect to Egypt, the region and 
the world. In the following few pages I 
shall attempt to discuss a number of socio
political forces which have been at work in 
the shaping of this unique city in more 
recent times. 
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I. 

Present day Cairo has evolved historically 
through a series of grand political designs. 
The four physical formations which consti
tuted pre-modern Cairo were all en
visioned and initially carried out by great 
military-political commanders or empire
builders. 

Al-Fustat was built by Amr ibn al-Aas in 
641 (21 A.H.) ; to the north-east of it the 
Abbasid dynasty built Al-Askar in 751 (133 
A.H ); Ahmed ibn Tulun added a third 
settlement adjacent to Al-Askar called Al
Qatai in 870 (256 A.H ); and the Fatimid 
J awhar al-Sikkli built Al-Qalina to north
east of these three settlements in 969 (358 
A.H.). Each of these four settlements be
gan as a military camp for commanders and 
troops, with a mosque and often a palace at 
the centre. The dates of these establish
ments are in keeping with the lOO-year 
Khaldunian cycle of the rise and fall of 
Muslim dynasties. These four settlements 
were finally joined and fenced by yet 
another great military-political comman
der, Saladdin, before he set out on his cam
paigns against the Crusaders in 1187. Since 
that time, pre-modern Cairo assumed its 
physical unity and functional integrity as a 
single city. Much of the developments, 
physical and socio-cultural, which were to 
take place in the following three centuries 
under the Mamluks occured within the 
confines of this single entity of about five 
square km. And so long as Cairo remained 
a seat of Egyptian power, it thrived and 
prospered. As Cairo lost its political
military eminence with the Ottoman con
quest of Egypt (1517), the city entered into 
a decline affecting all spheres of life. 

It was not until the beginning of the 
nineteenth century that Egypt, and hence 
Cairo, began a struggle to gain autonomy 
from the Ottoman Empire. In this quest 
Cairo was the seat of that century's most 
ambitious empire-builders. The first, 
Napoleon, briefly made Cairo his head
quarters (1798), and attempted to unravel 
its intricate physique and deep cultural sec
crets. To him Cairo was a challenge and a 

gateway to the rest of the Orient. For 
Cairo, and hence Egypt, Napoleon was an 
equally important challenge, for he repre
sented another world almost forgotten 
since the last showdown with the Crusaders 
six centuries earlier. A great deal of water 
had flowed under Europe's bridges since 
then, but in Egypt waters had been stand
ing still. Napoleon stirred, probably too 
violently, these stagnant waters. The 
slumbering city rose up and revolted 
against the French, and finally forced them 
out, ending the longest three years in 
Egypt's modern history. The traditional 
city may have been too weak to resist 
Napoleon's initial onslaught, but it proved 
strong enough to foil his dreams. 

Meanwhile Cairo and Egypt were never to 
return to their earlier state of slumber as 
backwaters of the Ottoman Empire. For 
soon was to appear another rising star, 
Mohammed Ali. Shrewder and more resi
lient, he attempted to modernise Egypt by 
circumventing its traditional structures. He 
created modern institutions parallel to the 
traditional ones, and allowed a pipeline to 
connect both. With these arrangements to 
provide a strong material and man-power 
base, in a matter of two decades Egypt 
emerged as a giant regional power. Not 
only did it secure a de facto independence, 
but it also posed a deadly threat to the 
Ottoman Empire itself This story is prob
ably too well known to recount here. But 
in the process of his quest for modernising 
and empire-building, Mohammed Ali laid 
the seeds for the dual development for 
Egypt and Cairo. As he built parallel in
stitutions to circumvent traditional ones, 
he also began the process of extending a 
modern Cairo alongside the traditional 
city, to the north-west. Although most of 
Mohammed Ali's dreams could not be 
realised under the constraints imposed by 
the European powers, the directions he 
laid for the future expansions of Cairo have 
proven to be lasting. 

Since Mohammed Ali's rule (1805-1849), 
there have been four big modernisation 
attempts under Khedive Ismail (1863-
1879), during Egypt's Liberal Age (1922-



1952), under Nasser (1952-1970) and under 
Sadat (1970-1981). Each of these significant 
attempts left a lasting impact on the coun
try and the capital city. Between Ismail's 
demise and the Liberal Age (1881-1952) 
when Egypt was under complete British 
occupation, development did not cease, 
but it was a development mostly initiated 
by an alien power, designed to serve its 
interests and carried out mostly by for
eigners. 

Ismail's vision of modernisation was to 
turn Egypt into a European country and to 
make Cairo a European city. Turning his 
back on the traditional Islamic city, he 
moved the seat of power from the Citadel 
to Abdeen Palace. He seized the opportu
nity of the opening of the Suez Canal to 
build new districts in the European style, 
complete with parks, wide streets with 
lighting, an opera house and additional 
palaces to accommodate his European 
guests. Many of these developments were 
introduced west of thee Islamic city in the 
area ranging from Azbakiya to the east-
ern banks of the Nile between Bulaq and 
Kasr al-Aini and across on the Gezira Is
land. Ismail's vision became Egypt's night
mare. His extravaganza saddled the coun
try with heavy external debts. It led to a 
growing European intervention in Egyp
tian affairs and to his deposing, followed 
by a popular rebellion led by Egyptian 
officers against his successor Khedive Taw
fiq in 1880-1881, and ultimately, to the Brit
ish occupation of the country in 1881. 

Ismail had opened the doors of Egyptian 
society and economy to thousands of for
eigners. With the British occupation, hun
dreds of thousands flocked into Egypt 
seeking fame and fortune. Most of them 
settled in Cairo and Alexandria. They set
tled in the new quarters created by Ismail or 
constructed their own quarters. They 
started and operated western type of in
stitutions, and commanded a dispro
portionate share of Egypt's wealth, thanks 
to the "capitulations", the legal shelter 
provided by Mixed Courts, and the protec
tion by foreign powers. The filling-up of 
Garden-City and Zamalik took place in the 
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Building in Suleiman Pasha Square, part of Khedive Ismail's pIal! f01 Cairo. 
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late nineteenth and early twentieth centu
ries. Heliopolis and Maadi were envisioned 
and started during this period. The old city 
was ignored and, while its population was 
steadily growing, its area didn't expand 
and its infrastructure was totally neglected. 
As a result, population density soared and 
its living conditions severely worsened. 
Ambitious ones and achievers were to 
move into the newer quarters where pri
vileged foreigners lived. The old city, while 
still containing nearly half of Cairo's 
population in the second decade of this 
century, was steadily being marginalised, 
socially and economically. The decline of 
its guilds and crafts, and of its ulama and 
merchants had begun with Mohammed Ali 
a century earlier. But with the British 
occupation the pace of decline was acceler
ated. While foreigners were the immediate 
beneficiaries of this process, a new native 
formation consisting of technocrats and 
bureaucrats was also taking place. The 
genesis of this new middle class (NMC) 
goes back to Mohammed Ali's time when 
hundreds of students had been sent to 
Europe for training and higher education. 
But the birth and maturation of this NMC 
took nearly a century while it tried to assert 
itself several times in modern Egyptian 
history. 

The new middle class had banged on the 
doors of power since Urabi's Revolt in 
1879. It was turned away by a combined 
alliance of the royal aristocracy and foreign 
powers. The NMC tried again in 1919 and 
this time it managed to mobilise the entire 
populace in a two-month uprising, reminis
cent of the Cairo revolts against N apo
leon's armies. This time the NMC partly 
succeeded. The gateway to power was half
opened, enough for the upper half of the 
NMC to enter. Between 1920 and 1950, 
Cairo lived a quasi-liberal age. A parlia
ment with two houses was created to fulfill 
its quest for political power; a banking in
dustry was established to fulfill its quest for 
economic power as well as a modern uni
versity, in response to the educational 
needs of its children. Likewise, cinemas and 
theatres flourished, and a literary move
ment thrived. Between the wars, the upper 
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echelon of the NMC was in its heyday. It 
was quickly turning into a bourgeoisie. Its 
successful banking ventures encouraged in
dustrial ventures. The Bank Misr group 
created large-scale industries ranging from 
textiles to motion pictures. In the process it 
was creating a new working-class. The lat
ter, like the NMC, was long due since its 
seeds were sown by Mohammed Ali, but it 
had been stunted time and again by local 
despotism and foreign domination alike. 

Cairo was the centre of all these socio
economic developments. Members of the 
upper echelon of the NMC moved in large 
numbers to the newer and better quarters 
of Cairo, now as partners of and not in
truders on their foreign residents. After 
two decades of intense political and econo
mic nationalism (1920-1940), the NMC be
gan to develop with the resident foreigners. 
The latter, long sensing the winds of change, 
were only too happy to meet their Egyptian 
counterparts more than midway. The Anglo
Egyptian Treaty of 1936 symbolised this new 
partnership. 

This arrangement excluded the lower eche
lons of the NMC, the growing modern 
working-class and the traditional Cairenes 
in the old city. Their growing restlessness 
began to display itself in the late 1930s and 
throughout the 1940s. New parties and 
mass political-religious movements 
appealed to them, notably the Moslem 
Brotherhood and Young Egypt Socialist 
Party (Misr al-Fatah). Their misgivings vis
a-vis the Egyptian upper classes were no 
less than those against the British and the 
royal family. World War II added to their 
sense of relative deprivation and aliena
tion. The burning of the modern business 
district of Cairo (founded by Ismail, then 
developed by the British, and later, during 
Egypt's Liberal Age) in January, 1952, was 
a dramatic display of their anger. 

The 1952 revolution was to take place six 
months later. Led by Nasser, this revolu
tion ushered in yet another major mod
ernisation attempt in Egypt's modern his
tory. It was an attempt undertaken by the 
"outs" of the previous three decades, the 
lower strata of the NMC. They soon allied 

themselves to the new working-class and 
the peasantry in the country-side. Much of 
the structural changes effected by the July 
revolution were naturally for the benefit of 
this new alliance. One of the earliest acts of 
the revolution was to tear down the Kasr 
aI-Nil Barracks, a symbol of both Royal 
and British Cairo. The whole upper class 
(the bourgeoisie and landlords) was re
moved from political power and its econo
mic power was dramatically reduced. 
Urban rent controls were soon to follow (in 
1958 and 1960) hitting the owners of real 
estate and benefitting the tenants, that is, 
the lower middle-class and workers. This 
measure, while having an immediate equit
able redistributive effect, was in the long 
run to have an adverse effect on the urban 
housing stock. 

Massive public housing projects were car
ried out in poor districts of Cairo (e.g. 
Zainhom, Ain al-Sira, Imbaba, Helwan 
and Shubra al-Khima). New areas were 
zoned and subdivided for the housing of 
technocrats who were the backbone of the 
development drive begun with the revolu
tion. It is not accidental that Nasr City was 
not only designed to house the technocrats 
but also as the preferred site for the state's 
planning organs, the Ministry and National 
Institute of Planning, and Central Agency 
for Public Mobilisation and Statistics. 
Likewise, the Mohandissin City was de
signed to accommodate the housing needs 
of engineers, the vital group in the indus
trialisation effort. 

Cairo grew both in population and area 
during the Nasser years (1952-1970). Large
scale industries were started in the south
ern suburb of Helwan and the northern 
area of Shubra al-Khima. New bridges 
were constructed across the river. Cultural 
and educational institutions mushroomed 
throughout the city. Although plans and 
urban forms created in those years may 
have left a great deal to be desired from an 
aesthetic point of view, the social forces 
which backed the revolution and grew in 
size and power throughout its programmes 
considered these developments as being far 
superior to what had existed before. 



Nasser's revolutionary drive also turned 
Cairo into a political capital of the Arab 
world. His pan-Arabism induced 
thousands of Arab students, artists, jour
nalists and activists to choose Cairo as their 
favourite destination. The city's interna
tional flavour was further enhanced by 
Nasser's role in the Non-Aligned Move
ment and his support of national liberation 
in Africa and Asia. 

Nasser's dreams may have overloaded both 
Cairo's and Egypt's capacity. These 
dreams came to a tragic halt in 1967. His 
military defeat at the hands of Israel boded 
ill for Cairo as well. For several years fol
lowing 1967, with most of the country's 
resources earmarked for the war efforts, 
Cairo's infrastructure could be properly 
maintained, much less expanded to keep 
up with continuing population growth. Nor 
did his earlier measures of rent control en
courage the private sector to step in and 
help ease the growing housing shortage. 

Thus when Sadat came to power in 1970, 
he inherited a heavy burden, but by 1974 
he had developed a vision and a plan to 
cope with the burden. His Open-Door 
Policy constituted another major attempt 
not only to deal with problems but also to 
effect a take-off in all respects. His vision 
was similar to that of Khedive Ismail. 
Sadat wanted to develop Egypt along west
ern lines with western economic aid, west
ern technology and western experts. If 
Paris and Rome were the favourite models 
for Ismail, Los Angeles and Houston were 
the favourite models for Sadat. He let 
loose private developers and land specula
tors. When land values skyrocketed, he 
proudly declared that his policies "had 
made Egyptian land very valuable". New 
luxury high-rise buildings mushroomed all 
over the city, replacing private villas or 
rising in areas which had undergone a mas
sive slum clearance such as Bulaq. Many 
first-class hotels were also started, and new 
highways and overpasses constructed, in
cluding the impressive Six of October 
Bridge across the Nile over Gezira Island. 

This rapid urban development in Cairo was 
aided by the inflow of billions of dollars 
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from Egyptians working in oil-rich Arab 
countries. A new wave of foreign influx, 
this time mostly Americans, added further 
stimulation and intensified the demand for 
luxury housing. 

The backing of Sadat's vision came from an 
alliance of social forces which were bound 
to benefit from it. The new alliance was 
made up of the old bourgeoisie and land
lords (who were not liquidated by Nasser), 
the nouveaux riches (who made their for
turnes in Arab countries or from illegal 
activities at home), and upper-level civil 
servants of Nasser's time (who had already 
reached top positions while they were still 
in their forties or fifties). Politically and 
economically it was a very powerful 
alliance, but numerically it was small. Left 
out of this bonanza were the vast lower
middle classes, civil servants and the urban 
working class. As-they saw their share of 
power and wealth steadily diminishing 
while the share of others increasing, they 
naturally got frustrated. An early sign of 
their dissatisfaction was the riots in Cairo 
and other cities in January 1977. Reminis
cent of the Black Saturday in 1952, rioters 
in Cairo burnt and sacked many of the 
material symbols of Sadat's city: night
clubs, expensive cars and police stations. 
Just like twenty-five years earlier, the army 
was called to put down the uprising. 

Some hundred people had been killed in 
Cairo and several times as many wounded. 
Significantly, most of those killed and 
wounded were from Bab al-Shiriya, Bulaq, 
Shubra and Imbaba, the most densely 
populated districts of Cairo. 

This early warning did not alter Sadat's 
vision. After a brief pause, his policies con
tinued as usual. In the following four years 
dissent and anger were channelled through 
militant religious groups, Moslems and 
Copts alike. Religious confrontations, and 
inter-religious strife grew rampant. The 
most serious of these took place in Zawia 
ai-Hamra, one of the poorest and most 
crowded districts of Cairo, during the Sum
mer of 1981. A few months later, the con
vergence of several events culminated in a 
massive crack-down on the opposition and 
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all religious dissidents. On October 6, 
1981, President Sadat, along with his daz
zling visions, was assassinated by members 
of one of these extremist religious groups. 

Cairo's development in Egypt's modern 
age must be seen against this socio-political 
sketch. The demographic forces of the en
tire country, at work since mid-nineteenth 
century, have been impinging on Cairo in a 
thousand and one ways. Now we turn to 
these less dramatic but equally important 
and more lasting forces. 

II. 

Egypt's population has grown ten-fold dur
ing the last century and a half. Cairo has 
grown thirty-fold during the same period. 
The story of this dramatic growth of a 
country and capital is not unique in the 
Third World. The difference is one of 
scale. 

Egypt initiated its "demographic transi
tion" in the early decades of the nineteenth 
century. Death rates began their slow but 
steady decline; birth rates have remained 
at their previous high levels. The inevitable 
result, with no migration out of Egypt, has 
been a steady population increase. Egypt 
doubled its population in the course of the 
nineteenth century and by 1900 it had 
reached 10 m. Since then the doubling time 
has become shorter and shorter. The 
second doubling, from 10 to 20 m. took 
fifty years between 1900 to 1950. The third 
doubling, took merely 28 years to 1978. 
The growth trends are continuing with only 
a slight and erratic decline in rates of natu
ral increase. For the last thirty years that 
rate ranged between 2.8 and 242 per cent 
annually. 

Egypt's urban areas grew steadily in the 
course of the last century and a half. Slug
gish in the beginning, this growth has 
accelerated during this century. Not only 
have urban areas matched the country-side 
in natural increase, but they also have be
gun to absorb some of the rural population 
as a result of migration. Urban popUlation 
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Table I Egypt: Urban and Rural Population 1907-1976 (in thousands) 

Years Total Urban (%) 

1907 11,183 2,125 (19) 
1917 12,670 2,641 (21) 
1927 14,083 3,716 (26) 
1937 15,811 4,382 (28) 
1947 18,806 6,202 (33) 
1960 25,771 9,651 (37) 
1966 29,724 12,037 (40) 
1976 36,556 16,092 (44) 

Sources: Computed from official census figures. 

Table II The Demographic Evolution of Cairo and Egypt 

Year 

1800 
1900 
1920 
1930 
1940 
1950 
1960 
1970' 
1980' 

Cairo 

Population 

200,000 
600,000 
875,000 

1,150,000 
1,525,000 
2,350,000 
3,747,000 
5,700,000 
8,778,000 

Average Annual 
Growth Rate % 

14 
16 
3.0 
2.1 
48 
41 
41 
30 

Egypt 

Population 

3,000,000 
10,000,000 
13,000,000 
15,000,000 
19,000,000 
21,000,000 
26,000,000 
33,000,000 
42,000,000 

Rural (%) 

9,058 (81) 
10,030 (79) 
10,367 (74) 
11,429 (72) 
12,604 (67) 
16,120 (63) 
17,687 (60) 
20,554 (56) 

Average Annual 
Growth Rate % 

1.5 
13 
11 
12 
18 
24 
25 
25 

Sources: Figures for the 1900-1950 periods are based on adjusted census figures taken regularly every 
ten years from 1897 to 1947, pro-rated to even decades. Those for 1960 are actual census figures. 
* Estimates issued by the Governor of Cairo for Greater Cairo which includes Cairo proper, the 
adjacent urban areas of Giza and Qalyubiya (Shubra al-Khima) governorates (Al-Misawar, July 13, 
1984, pp. 22-25). 

Table III Net Migration to Cairo 1907-1980 

Period No. of Migrants Average Annual 
for entire period Rate of Migration to Cairo (%) 

1907-1917 158,000 2.0 
1917-1927 297,000 28 
1927-1937 359,000 26 
1937-1947 606,000 28 
1947-1960 953,000 2.2 
1960-1970 702,000 21 
1970-1980 1,100,000' 19 

Sources: Figures for 1907-1960 are from M.S Abdul-Hakim, "Emigration to Cairo" A Report 
Submitted to the Geater Cairo Planning Commission, 1968. The figures for 1960-1970 are from 
Gamal Askar, "The Population Explosion in Cairo", Al-Ahram al-1ktisadi (Dec. 1, 1972) and cited in 
John Waterbury, Burdens of the Past, Options for the Future, Bloomington Indiana University 
Press, 1978, p. 127. 
• Figures for 1970-1980 are our own estimates for the Greater Cairo area 

grew from 19 per cent of Egypt's total in 
1907 to 33 per cent in 1947 and to 44 per 
cent in 1976 (Table I). At present it is 
estimated that half of Egypt's population -
reside in urban areas. 

Rural-urban migration has been one of 
Egypt's many silent revolutions in this cen
tury, although its impact on the daily life of 
Egyptian cities is not so silent. The crowd
ing, oriental confusion, and the noise of 
people and vehicles are rampant. The 
reasons for the century-long trend of rural
urban migration are quite known: pressure 
on limited cultivable land, neglect of the 
country-side, lack of employment opportu
nities, and the attraction of cities where 
power and wealth and services are concen
trated. These and other factors have been 
examined time and again. 

Cairo, like Egypt, has witnessed a steady 
natural population increase, and like other 
Egyptian cities, it has absorbed some of the 
natural increments from rural areas. But 
because of its initial size, and concomitant 
socio-economic and political factors, the 
scale was vastly larger. The city grew from 
an estimated 200,000 in 1800 to 600,000 in 
1900, to 2.4 m. in 1950, to 5.7 m. in 1970 and 
to 8.8 m. in 1980. This is a fifteen-fold 
increase in this century alone, compared to 
a two-fold increase in rural population, and 
a four-fold increase in urban popUlation. 
As Table III shows, Cairo was adding to its 
population as many from migration as from 
natural increase. The dominance of Cairo 
over Egypt's demographic and urban land
scape needs no elaboration. Currently, the 
city accounts for about 25 per cent of the 
country's total population and about 50 per 
cent of the country's urban population. 

Cairo's built area expanded steadily 
beyond its original Islamic core, the so
called traditional or mediaeval city. Until 
the early decades of the nineteenth century 
this core was no more than five sq. km. By 
the end of the century it tripled to 15 sq. 
km. Semi-vacant quarters adjacent to the 
Islamic core such as Azbakiya and Bulaq, 
filled up. The new quarters to the north, 
north-east and west (Shubra, Abbasiya, 
Ismailiya, Munira, Kasr al-Aini, Tawfiqiya 



and Helmiya) were to witness an 
embryonic growth by the second half of the 
nineteenth century. The names of most of 
these new quarters bear those of Egypt's 
successive rulers from the mid-century on. 
The areas west of the Islamic city to the 
Nile had already filled up, and bridges 
were constructed to connect Cairo proper 
to Giza on the other side. By the turn of 
the century both Garden City and Zamalik 
were to become the choice residential spots 
for the upper classes, foreign and native. 
By the end of the second decade of this 
century, Cairo proper had expanded 
around the Islamic core in three directions 
(west, north and south) to an area of 
approximately 30 sq. km. This rapid expan
sion, covering an area nearly six times the 
original mediaeval city, was aided by the 
introduction oftramways, beginning in 
1896. 

The first half of the twentieth century wit
nessed the physical consolidation of quar
ters built a few decades earlier as well as 
the development of two new suburbs, 
Heliopolis and Maadi, to the east and 
south of the nineteenth-century Cairo. 
These were designed in an European 
fashion at least in terms of physical lay-out. 
They were to be residential areas for the 
sprouting foreign and native bourgeoisie 
who could not be accommodated in Gar
den City and Zamalik. The gallant attempt 
of Baron Empain, builder of Heliopolis, to 
give one of them an Islamic-Arab character 
may have succeeded as far as the outer 
appearances are concerned. The socio
economic contents and functions of 
Heliopolis, like that of Maadi, belonged to 
a different age, hardly Arab or Islamic. 
This was the age when Egypt's economy 
and the upper stratum of its society were 
being incorporated in the world capitalist 
system. 

All in all it may be said that between 1850 
and 1950, the bulk of the present metropo
lis had developed. Pre-nineteenth-century 
Cairo, which had developed during the 
previous twelve centuries, comprised no 
more than 10 per cent of this urban area. It 
was to shrink further in relative size during 
the three decades following the Egyptian 
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Table IV Greater Cairo Components of Growth 1960·1976 

Urban Unit 1960 1966 Ann. Ave. 1976 Ann. Ave 
Growth Growth 

Population Population 1960-1966 Population 1966-1976 
(000) (000) (%) (000) (%) 

Cairo Proper 3,353 4,220 39 5,084 19 
Giza City 419 571 53 1,233 8.0 
Shubra al-Khima 101 173 9.4 394 86 

Total 3,873 4,964 48 6,711 3.5 

Source Computed from official census data 

Table V Greater Cairo Changing Relative Weight of Components 1960·1976 

Urban Unit Percentage of Greater Cairo's Population 

Cairo Proper 
Giza City 
Shubra al-Khima 

Total 

1960 

86.57 
1082 
261 

10000 

Source: Computed from Table N, above 

Revolution of July 1952. 

The three decades following 1950 witness
ed the tripling of Cairo's population and 
more than doubling of its built area from 
less than 100 to 220 sq. km. Pre-1950 newer 
districts to the north and north-east filled 
up physically and piled up demographical
ly. Major new districts have been created 
since 1950, notably Nasr City to the east of 
the old Islamic core in the triangle between 
Abbasiya and Heliopolis, Mokattam City 
to the south-east, and New Maadi to the 
east of old Maadi. The strip stretching south 
along the Nile from Misr al-Qadima and 
Helwan has steadily been built-up on pre
viously agricultural land. Helwan itself has 
quickly transformed from a leisurely suburb 
to an industrial district housing most of 
Egypt's heavy industry. 

Across the Nile from Cairo proper, the city 
of Giza extended westward all the way to 

1966 1976 

8501 7576 
11 50 1837 
349 587 

10000 10000 

the Pyramids (about fifteen kilometres) 
and northward all the way to Imbaba, in
corporating several villages and transform
ing them physically and socio-economically 
in the process. Sociologically this was an 
extension of Cairo which added 100 sq. 
km. to the existing 220 Along the site of 
Cairo University, the National Zoo, the 
Orman Garden, and with many villas along 
the western bank of the Nile, Giza has 
become the major recipient of Cairo's 
population spill-over. New districts were 
planned and developed such as the 
Mohandissin City, Professors' City and 
Journalists' City. Designed as single dwell
ing areas in the 1950s, these districts turned 
into high-rise areas in the 1970s. 

To the north of Cairo proper, the stretch 
between Shu bra and the rural Qalyubiya 
quickly filled up with both residential and 
industrial functions. Known as Shubra al
Khima this area, too, has become socio-
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Table VI Cairo Proper: Differential Growth of its major sections, 1971-1976 

Year Cairo Eastern (%) Western (%) Northern (% ) Southern (%) 

1882 400,000 213,000 (54) 130,000 (32) 34,000 (9) 23,000 (6) 
1897 590,000 320,000 (54) 160,000 (27) 76,000 (13) 34,000 (6) 
1907 680,000 348,000 (50) 184,000 (27) 112,000 (16) 36,000 (6) 
1917 800,000 376,000 (47) 216,000 (27) 170,000 (21) 40,000 (5) 
1937 1,312,000 457,000 (35) 350,000 (33) 450,000 (34) 55,000 (5) 
1947 2,091,000 670,000 (32) 512,000 (24) 800,000 (38) 109,000 (6) 
1960 3,353,000 770,000 (23) 775,000 (23) 1,600,000 (48) 208,000 (6) 
1966 4,220,000 8,440,000 (20) 928,000 (22) 2,110,000 (50) 338,000 (8) 
1976 5,084,000 966,000 (19) 1,027,000 (20) 2,645,000 (52) 458,000 (9) 

Sources Computed from official census figures, following J. Abu-Lughod's classification of districts and extending it to cover 1966 and 1967. See Janet 
Abu-Lughod, Cairo: 1001 Years of the City Victorious, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971), pp. 172-180. 

economically an integral part of Cairo. It 
has added some 30 sq. km. to the city as 
well. 

Thus all in all, the socio-physical entity 
called Greater Cairo is now roughly 350 sq. 
km. and houses more than 10 m. of Egypt's 
population. In the early 1980s, Cairo prop
er accounted for roughly 63 per cent of that 
urban area and about 70 per cent of its 
population. With 32,000 inhabitants per sq. 
km. Cairo proper has one of the world's 
highest densities, and it contains about 
450,000 buildings with 2.5 m. residential 
units. 

III. 

Over the last century and a half, the old 
Islamic core of the city has shrunk in rela
tive size and population. In Table VI, the 
data for Cairo proper is broken down into 
four major sections: east, west, north and 
south. The old mediaeval quarter is entirely 
located in the eastern section. As the table 
shows, the city has grown all around it, 
reducing its relative volume steadily. Up 
until 1907 the eastern section still 
accounted for half of Cairo's total popula- J 

tion, but by 1976 it represented no more 
than 19 per cent. Measured against Greater 
Cairo, the population of the Islamic core 
now would account for even less than 10 
per cent. 

This population is only a fraction of what 
appears in Table VI under "Eastern", for 
the eastern section includes a freak re
sidential area known as the cemeteries of 
Cairo, referred to in foreign sources as 
"the City of the Dead". Separated from 
Islamic Cairo to the sout-east by Salah 
Salem Road and stretching along that road 
for several kilometres, the City of the 
Dead has been absorbing the spill-over 
popUlation of the Islamic core as well as 
the homeless from other parts of Cairo in
cluding recent rural migrants. Cairo's tra
ditional burial places usually include a 
grave, one or two adjacent rooms and an 
open yard, housh, all surrounded by a 
fence. It is so designed as to enable rela
tives of the deceased to come for extended 
visits which may even involve spending the 
night on special occasions. Most of these 
structures are spacious, airy and sunny, 
and hence could accommodate the living as 
well as the dead. For centuries the City of 
the Dead had a small population of burial
related functionaries such as watchmen, 
undertakers, stone-cutters and Koranic re
citers. At times, wanted criminals and fugi
tives found shelter and hide-outs in the 
City of the Dead. In the last four decades, 
however, it began to attracct other categor
ies of people who could not find cheap 
housing elsewhere. In 1937 some 10,000 
people were residing in the City of the 
Dead; thirty years later that popUlation 
had grown ten-fold. At present it is esti-

mated to be close to 250,000 2 

Frowned upon in at the beginning, author
ities finally recognised the de facto situa
tion and extended some municiple ser
vices, including water, electricity, schools, 
bus lines and even a police station. Mean
while the residents of the cemeteries have 
engaged in normal activities found in simi
lar popular quarters of Cairo: groceries, 
bakeries, and other service shops opened, 
and even some traditional industries such 
as glass-blowing were established there. 

By international standards the City of the 
Dead would be considered a slum area, but 
by Cairo standards it offers better living 
conditions than many other slum areas of 
Cairo. The population density is not as 
high in the City of the Dead as it is in the 
Islamic core across the Saleh Salem Road. 
The latter has a density of about 90,000 per 
sq. km., the former only about 30,000 while 
the general average for Cairo is 32,000. 
The density in some districts such as Bab 
al-Shiriya reach 150,000 per square 
kilometre. 

The Islamic core of Cairo is not only dense
ly populated, but it is also densely en
dowed with traditional culture and its 
material symbols. It is the site of AI-Azhar 
Mosque and University, the Citadel, 
Cairo's most famous mosque, khans, 
Mamluk tombs, traditional arts and crafts, 
bazaars, and traditional coffee-shops and 
restaurants. However, several new func-



tions have intruded on that district, notably 
warehouses and wholesale trade. These, 
along with growing population density, 
pose the greatest physical and cultural 
threat to the Islamic core and its historical 
treasures. The Islamic core is being 
squeezed from within and from without. 
Because it is surrounded by other newer 
and faster growing districts, the demand is 
mounting for thoroughfares cutting across 
the Islamic core and for its own land for 
modern use. The water table is rising due 
to water usage there as well as in the neigh
bouring areas, and poses an added threat 
to its fabulous monuments. 

The Islamic core of Cairo has in fact be
come an enclave of remnant urban tradi
tional culture, surrounded by a teaming 
megalopolis. Its fate is not entirely in the 
hands of its residents or even those who 
profess a keen obligation to guard it. Nor is 
it clear as to whose hands the fate of this 
Islamic enclave lies. Yet the enclave con
tinues to muddle its way through the ups 
and downs of modern Egyptian history. Its 
"traditional culture" gallantly negotiates 
its survival with other modern and quasi
modern cultures of the megalopolis. One 
saving grace in this dialectic is that the 
megalopolis itself represents a bigger en
clave in an otherwise semi-traditional soci
ety. Thus the Islamic enclave within the 
greater Cairo draws some of its strength 
from the larger society outside Cairo. 

The larger society has continually injected 
Cairo with waves of new-comers. While 
some of them are "select migrants" and 
hence "modern" or "modern-oriented", 
the majority of new-comers are "non
select migrants" and hence bearer.s of a 
traditional culture of sorts. This equation 
has kept the terms of cultural exchange 
somewhat balanced within Cairo. Even 
some of the select migrants to Cairo in 
recent years, mostly university graduates, 
have increasingly shown an aversion to 
modern metropolitan culture in so far as it 
means, as it often does, "western culture". 
The growing Sufi orders and militant Islam
ic groups are embodiments of this trend. 
Thus the Islamic enclave in Cairo is entire-
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Table VII Selected Indicators of Concentration in Greater Cairo in 1976 

Indicator 

Population 
Manufacturing Establishment 
Industrial Workers 
Industrial Production 
Public Investment 
Public Investment in Water-delivery 
Food Consumption (1983)* 
Telephone Lines (1983)* 

Percentage of Egypt's Total 

20.0 
557 
485 
51.5 
37.5 
48.5 
425 
600 

* Statement by Governor of Cairo, AI-Mussawar, July 13, 1984, P 23. 
Sources: Computed or cited from official sources by John Westbury, "Patterns of Urban Growth and 
Income Distribution" in G Abdel Khalek and R. Tignor (editor), Political Economy of Income 
Distribution in Egypt, (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1982), pp 319-324,328. 

ly helpless or powerless in negotiating its 
survival with other sub-cultures. It has its 
own reservoir as well as voluntary or secret 
cultural agents diffused throughout the 
city. In the 1970s an estimated 300 new 
night-clubs were opened in Greater 
Cairo-double the number for the pre
vious twenty years. But this was more than 
matched by the building of some 400 new 
mosques, mostly by private initiative
again double the number for the previous 
twenty years. 

IV. 

To say that Cairo has overwhelming prob
lems is merely stating the obvious. Its first 
problem is one of size. Greater Cairo now 
contains about one-fourth of Egypt's 
population. This in itself poses problems of 
administration and manageability. None of 
Egypt's successive regimes in the last hun
dred years has been able to check its 
growth. Unwittingly all of these regimes 
stimulated the city's growth by concentrat
ing power, economic activities and ser
vices. Table VII shows only a few indica
tors of such concentration. A vicious cycle 
is at work; greater concentration of pro
duction and service functions in Cairo is at 
the expense of other cities and rural areas. 
The ambitious and needy population of the 
latter come to Cairo, often at rates faster 

than the city government can accommo
date. It spends a disproportionate share to 
keep Cairo's population old and new from 
revolting, but it never spends enough. 

A few examples may suffice. With only one 
quarter of Egypt's popUlation, Cairo 
appropriates about half of Egypt's public 
spending on limited income housing. Yet 
at present it suffers from a housing short
age estimated to be in the neighbourhood 
of 250,000 units. 

Cairo consumes about 45 per cent of 
Egypt's food. Yet, occasional food short
ages and long lines in front of food co
operatives are familiar scenes in most of 
Cairo's popular districts. 

The city consumes about half of Egypt's 
purified water, yet water shortages are fre
quent especially in the summer months and 
on higher floors. Cairo's daily water con
sumption is 3 m. cubic metres, but the 
capacity of its sewage and drainage net
work is only 2 m. cubic metres. The excess 
gushes over and creates sizable hazardous 
ponds in most of Cairo's poor districts (and 
sometimes even in well-to-do districts). 

As its population has grown, and demand 
on city land has mounted from housing and 
public buildings, Cairo's green areas have 
steadily shrunk. While it was about one sq. 
m. per capita of green two decades ago, it 
now is less than 40 sq. cm., compared to 16 
sq. m. per capita in Europe. 
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Table VIII Greater Cairo: Motor Vehicles, 1972-1982 

Year 

1972 
1974 
1975 
1977 
1982* 

Private Cars 

80,559 
87,388 
94,564 

133,599 
250,000* 

Public and Semi-Public Vehicles" 

17,736 
20,710 
31,481 
33,571 
45,000 

Source' For the years 1972-1977, Central Agency for Public Mobilisation and Statistics (CAPMS), 
October 1978, cited in John Westbury, "Patterns of Urban GlOwth and Income Distribution" in G 
Abdel-Khalek and R. Tignor, eds , The Political Economy of Income Distribution in Egypt, (New 
York: Holmes and Meier, 1982), p. 333. 
'Estimates by the Governor of Cairo, published in Al-Mussawar, July 13, 1984, p. 23 
"The figures include taxis and private buses which transport tourists and employees of public and 
private companies. 

Cairo has equity problems. In the late 
1970s about 40 per cent of its population 
lived below the "poverty line". 3 

Relations between education, occupation 
and income are no longer congruous. 
Many of the poor are new poor, often with 
high school or university degrees. Many of 
the rich are nouveaux riches, often engaged 
in trade, smuggling, illegal currency ex
change, land speculation, or other parasitic 
and dubious activities. Some of the 
nouveaux riches are in skilled self-employed 
manual occupations: plumbers, mechanics, 
electricians, masons, etc. Nearly all the 
poor of Cairo, old and new, live in substan
dard housing. The Governor of Cairo 
stated that 35 per cent of Cairo's 2.3 m. 
housing units were too old and dilapidated 
to be fit for safe or healthy human shelter. 
He further stated that about 25 per cent of 
all new housing units were built illegally 
and randomly without proper monitoring 
for safety and health standards. 4 

Another aspect of the equality problem in 
Cairo is the emergence in the 1970s of paral
lel service institutions with vast differences 
in quality. Thus alongside public schools 
and hospitals, for example, private ones 
have been established; the latter cater for 
the top 5 per cent of the population and the 
former for the rest. Similarly, much of the 
public expenditure on the city's transporta
tion system has disproportionately gone to 
owners of private cars. In the ten years 

between 1972 and 1982, the number of pri
vate cars tripled while the number of public 
and semi-public vehicles only more than 
slightly doubled (Table VIII). The new 
highways, over-passes and the ring road 
obviously cater mainly to commuters who 
own private cars. 

The growing inequality in Cairo reflects 
the situation in the country as a whole. The 
richest 5 per cent of the country's popula
tion has raised its share of national income 
from 15 to 24 per cent between the early 
and late 1970s; while the share of the 
lowest 20 per cent dropped from 17 to 13 
per cent. But it is in Cairo that this inequal
ity is most glaring: about 200,000 of Egypt's 
estimated 250,000 millionaires are residents 
of Cairo. Another glaring example is the 
vast salary differentials among exployees 
of the government public sector and the 
"open-door" sector: three people with 
equal qualifications could receive a month
ly salary of L.E. 100, 200 and 1000, respec
tively. Such wide differences are neither 
rational nor equitable, and they have cre
ated instability in the job market, with a 
frantic race for "open-door" sector em
ployment. The job supply in the latter sec
tor is no more than 10 per cent of Egypt's 
annual total. 

All in all, Cairo's overcrowding, de
teriorating physical infrastructure and pub
lic services are made worse for the majority 
of its population by glaring inequities of 

power and wealth. As there is a struggle 
among its subcultures for Cairo's soul, 
there is even more intense struggle for its 
limited resources and privileges. The elite 
of Cairo (top 5 per cent) in recent years 
have been oblivious to the fate and condi
tions of the majority or the rest of the city's 
popular quarters. The physical develop
ment of Cairo in the 1950s and 1960s was 
shaped by the lower-middle class and the 
technocrats. It may have been austere and 
lacking in aesthetics, but was not lacking in 
equity. In the 1970s Cairo's development 
was more vulgar and replete with social 
inequities. The flight over Cairo's soul and 
body is far from being settled in the 1980s. 
The poor crowd in older quarters, 
cemeteries, or engage in wild-cat develop
ment. The nouveau riche still continue to 
be oblivious to the rest of the city, as long 
as their immediate districts and homes are 
in good shape and as long as they can 
spend a good part of the year abroad. It is 
the middle classes, especially its lower 
rungs, which feel the squeeze. It youngs
ters are teaming with frustration and an
ger. Much of Cairo's future and hence of 
Egypt, may very well lie in their hands. 
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