
 
 
 

 

 
SOCY 340  

 
Understanding Contemporary Cairo 

Credits: 3.0 
Contact Hours: 45 
 
This is a syllabus based on a popular course in our Cairo program prior to the program’s 
suspension in mid-2013. In reopening our Cairo program, we are both developing new courses 
and updating successful courses from past semesters. This syllabus is meant to be representative 
of this course. A fully updated version with new content and materials will not be available until 
closer to the start of the term in which it will run. 
 
Aims and Objectives of the Course: 
 

 Familiarize students with “Cairo” as a space and object of study in the increasingly growing 
interdisciplinary literature.  

 Provide students with basic knowledge about the history of Cairo, and the sociological, 
political and urban questions that are salient to the study of the contemporary city. 

 The course also aims to strengthen a critical reflection on readings, observations and 
experiences of the students living in and interacting with the city. 

 
Course Description: 
With more than 19 million people in the metropolitan area, the city of Cairo is made up of a 
complex web of private and public spaces, which are defined by a vast array of historical, social, 
and political dynamics. These dynamics are ever changing as we have seen in the example of 
Tahrir Square since the January 25 revolution in early 2011. The narrative and imagery 
surrounding Tahrir morphed in that moment and its immediate aftermath, and has done so again 
in the wake of developments since. 

The course will use multiple academic lenses in order to understand the contemporary city of 
Cairo. Students will examine the main historical junctures in the formation of the city, look at 
particular public spaces in the city, which evoke certain memories, nostalgia, and contribute to 
the creation of local heritage.  Further, the course will examine the recent creation of desert cities 
and gated communities, spaces of consumption, governance in the city, and informal settlements. 
Lastly, this course will provide students an opportunity to study issues of power, the politics of 
presence in Cairo, and artistic representations of the city. 

Through the readings, field trips, and assigned exercises, the students and the instructor will be 
able to probe critical questions about the urban experience in Cairo. This course aims to 
familiarize students with “Cairo” as a space and object of study in the increasingly growing 
interdisciplinary literature. 
 
Learning outcomes for the course   

By the completion of this course, students will be able to: 
 Define key questions that pertain the academic study of the city of Cairo.  
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 Identify the most recent scholarship about the city that is shaping the discipline. 
 Critique the body of literature about the city of Cairo.  
 Explain the major dynamics of how Cairo functions. 
 Critically compare and contrast how Cairene residents interact with the city to 

residents in your home city. 
 

Knowledge  
This course is designed to assist students to acquire and demonstrate knowledge about: 

 History of the city of Cairo. 
 A map of the academic literature pertaining contemporary Cairo. 
 A critical reflection on certain urban questions, including examples of cinematic 

representation, and literary engagement with the city. 
 Politics of public space, public sphere, religion and activism. 
 Consumer culture and gender in the city. 
 Informal cities, desert cities, and gated communities in Cairo. 

 
Skills:  

This course is designed to assist students in acquiring or enhancing the following skills 
and attitudes: 

 Using basic ethnographic and urban inquiry (ex: using Dérive and using senses in 
experiencing different urban contexts).  

 Awareness of one’s own bias and positionality when interacting with the “other”. 
 Ability to reflect critically on works of literary fiction that represent cities. 
 Problematization of urban questions. 
 Context sensitivity when researching, writing and presenting. 
 Analyzing complex urban phenomena.  

 
Attitudes: 

 Critical attitudes towards scholarship and written academic material. 
 Appreciation of difference and diversity. 
 Going beyond academic sightseeing to an academic engagement with the city. 
 Understanding the relationship between behavior patterns and cultural, economic, 

and political circumstances.  
 
Required Reading 
 
There is no textbook, readings are from the following sources: 

 Abaza, Mona, (2011), “Shopping Malls, Consumer Culture and the Reshaping of Public 
Space in Egypt”, Theory Culture Society; vol. 18; no. 5. pp 97-122. 

 ___________, (2012), “Walls, Segregating Downtown Cairo and the Mohammed Mahmud 
Street”, Theory Culture Society, published online 9 October 2012, 
http://tcs.sagepub.com/content/early/2012/09/28/0263276412460062  

 Abu-Lughod, Janet L., ‘The Islamic City--Historic Myth, Islamic Essence, and 
Contemporary Relevance’, International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 19, No. 2 
(May, 1987), pp. 155-176. 

 Bayat, Asef, Denis E., 2000, "Who is afraid of ashwaiyyat? Urban change and politics in 
Egypt", in Environment & Urbanization, vol.12, n°2, pages 185-199. 

 Çelik, Zeynep (1999), “New Approaches to the "Non-Western" City”, Journal of the Society 
of Architectural Historians, vol. 58, No. 3, Architectural History 1999/2000 (Sep., 1999), 
pp. 374-381. 
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 De Koning, Annouk,  (2009), “Gender, Public Space and Social Segregation in Cairo: Of 
Taxi Drivers, Prostitutes and Professional Women”, Antipode, Vol. 41 No. 3, pp 533–556. 

 Fahmy, Ziad (2011), Ordinary Egyptians: Creating the Modern Nation through Popular 
Culture, 1870-1919, American University of Cairo Press, Cairo. 

 Ghannam, Farha (2002), Remaking the Modern: Space, Relocation and the Politics of 
Identity in a Global Cairo, University of California Press, Berkeley. 

 Hafez, Sabry (2010), “The New Egyptian Novel: Urban Transformation and Narrative 
form”, New Left Review, 64, pp47-62. 

 Ismail, Salwa (2000) “The Popular Movement Dimensions of Contemporary Militant 
Islamism: Socio-Spatial Determinants in the Cairo Urban Setting”, Comparative Studies in 
Society and History, Vol. 42, No. 2 (Apr., 2000), pp. 363-393. 

 Mehrez, Samia (2008), Egypt Culture Wars: Politics and Practice, Routledge, London and 
New York. 

 _____________ (2010), The Literary Atlas of Cairo, American University of Cairo Press, 
Cairo. 

 Mitchell, Timothy (2002), The Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-politics, Modernity, 
University of California Press. 

 Naaman, Mara (2011), Urban Space in Contemporary Egyptian Literature, Palgrave 
Mcmillan.  

 Sims, David (2003), The Case of Cairo, Egypt, in UNDERSTANDING SLUMS: Case 
Studies for the Global Report on Human Settlements 2003, UNDP. 

 __________ (2010), Understanding Cairo: A Logic of a City out of control, American 
University of Cairo Press, Cairo. 

 Singerman, Diane and Paul Amar (eds.) (2006), Cairo Cosmopolitan: Politics, Culture and 
Urban Space, American University of Cairo Press, Cairo. 

 Singerman, Diane (ed.) (2009), Cairo contested: Governance, Urban Space and Global 
Modernity, American University of Cairo Press, Cairo. 

 Raymond, André, 2007, Cairo, American University of Cairo Press, Cairo. 
 
Additional short literary excerpts might be handed out for in-class reading throughout the 
semester. 
 
 
Assessment Overview 

Description       Weight  Due Date 
Attendance and Participation     20%   Continuous 
Report /Photo Essay      15%              TBD 
Review of a representation of Cairo                      20%                            TBD                 
Paper Abstract and Peer Review                           5%                          TBD 
Final Paper                                                      30%                         TBD 
Presentation                                                          10%                         TBD 

Assessment Tasks: 

1. Attendance & Participation Students are expected to attend all regularly scheduled 
classes.  In this course you are permitted two (2) unexcused absences (absences not caused 
by illness). If you have more than two unexcused absences, your total grade for the course 
will be lowered by 1.5% for each additional unexcused absence. In other words, three 
unexcused absences will lower your final grade by 1.5%, four unexcused absences by 3%, 
etc.  All students are expected to have read thoughtfully the assigned readings and come to 
class prepared to participate and make substantive contribution to the class discussions. 
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Students might be occasionally asked to watch a movie before hand, or read a small literary 
excerpt for discussion. Some material would be handed out before field trips which are 
expected to be read. Students are expected to engage critically in discussion where indicated 
in the schedule. Participation grade will depend on both the quality and the quantity of 
student’s comments and questions. 
 

2. Report/Photo Essay: Report of 750 words or photo essay about an ethnographic question.  
This report could depend on photographs, mental maps, analysis of sound-scapes, participant 
observation and/or interviews. The report is to be based on a dérive (walking-drifting in the 
city) and should include: 
 
-From one to three questions/problematizations/interests that come up out of student’s 
walking in the city. 
- A narrative of how, when, and where refining this question came about. 
-Reflecting on the positionality of the student towards this question: Why does this particular 
observation raise your interest? What are your limitations as a researcher? How would 
someone else –with different nationality, academic background, interests, language...etc.- 
respond to it differently? 
-Discussion of the questions and interests. 
 
The report is expected to be a personal/research account. The use of references is a plus but 
not mandatory. The report or photo essay should depend on field notes and/or interviews 
conducted by the students. Certain issues of consideration and methodology will be explained 
in week two. 
 

3. Assignment 2: A review of a representation of the city (movie, book fiction or non-
fiction): 1750 words. 
Students are free to pick any representation of Cairo: A movie, literary work or a non-fiction 
work that has represented the city. A book review is not meant to be a summary. A summary 
of the work will automatically receive an F grade. Students are expected to demonstrate 
critically the way this work represents the city, how it relates to academic discourses on Cairo, 
hoe it relates to other representations of other cities. Comparison between two works or 
representations of two cities is accepted. At least four (4) scholarly references should be 
consulted and cited in this assignment.  

 
4.  Course Paper (Abstract, Presentation, and Final Paper): 
Final paper is a research paper (2500-3000 words) that should conform to academic standards 
of proper citation, and contain an elaborate research puzzle, relevant bibliography of no less than 
seven scholarly sources, and an argument. Students may use any format for citations, however 
it must remain consistent. Students are free to pick their own topics and questions but they have 
to be approved by the instructor in advance. Students are expected to read each classmate’s 
abstract and given constructive feedback and comments. Each student has to present his or her 
paper in the class in the final week. 

Guidelines for writing the Course Paper  
1. The paper is to address a topic related to the subject that was discussed during classes 

or to themes included in this syllabus or to a subject related to the course. All paper topics 
should be approved by the instructor.  

2. The paper should include a title page; all subsequent pages should be consecutively 
numbered. 
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3. All proposed topics are expected to be specific and narrowly focused. 
4. Papers should be 2500-3000 words, double –spaced (excluding title page, endnote page 

and bibliography). You should summarize all related literature, focusing on the main 
arguments presented, and set out a framework for discussion. 

5. A theoretical framework should be developed in the paper within or after the literature 
review. 

6. At least seven different scholarly sources must be consulted and cited within the paper 
and in the endnotes. These may include books, articles, and newspapers if appropriate.  

7. Books and journal articles will count individually. All newspapers will count collectively as 
one (1) source. All magazine articles (Times, Newsweek, Economist, etc) will count 
collectively as one (1) source. All Internet resources will count collectively as one (1) 
source. 

8. Late papers will be down-graded accordingly. 
 
Course Schedule 
 

Week Topic(s) to be 
covered 

Learning Outcome(s) 
Addressed 

Preparation/ 
Readings 

Assignments/ 
Work Due 

 
 
 

1  
 

Part 1: General 
overview and 
context of the 
city: 
 
The map of 
scholarship 
around Cairo 

Familiarity with the multiple 
discourses about Cairo;  
gaining background with 
which students will be able 
to reflect critically on 
subsequent literature  

Singerman, and 
Amar, (2006), 
“Introduction,” pp 3-
43.  
 
 
Sims (2010), 
“Imaging Cairo”, pp. 
9-24. 

Students are 
expected to 
have readings 
for the first 
class done 
before the start 
of the first 
class. 

 

 
2 
 

Historical 
Junctures relevant 
to contemporary 
Cairo 

Gain the minimum 
historical background 
necessary for beginning to 
study Cairo 

  

Raymond (2007), 
Chapters 14, and 15. 
291-338 
Raymond (2007) 
Ch.16, pp. 339-374. 

Assigning first 
assignment. 

 
3 
 

Critical 
Approaches to 
studying Cairo  

 

Introduction to the “Islamic 
City” perspective and its 
critique; critical Issues 
when addressing a non-
western city; 
problematizing urban 
questions 

Abu-Lughod, 
(1987). 
 
- çelik (1999) 

 

 
4 
 

Critical junctures Problematizing the modern 
moment in Cairo’s history; 
problematizing recent 
urbanization trends 

Namman (2011), 
Chapter 1, pp. 11-36 
 

Sims (2010) Chapter 
3, pp 45-90. 

 
Report/Photo 
essay due. 

 
5 
 

Part 2: Specific 
Urban Question 

 
Public Sphere and 
Public Spaces 

Get familiar with public 
spaces in the context of 
Cairo; probe the political 
implication of the space 
and dynamics of the nature 
of public spaces 

 
-Battesti (2006), pp 

489-513. 
 
 
- Abaza (2001). 

Field Trip. 
 
Assigning 2nd 

Assignment 
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6 
 

Gender, Women in 
the City and Public 
Space 

Introduction to critical 
addressing to the Issue of 
Gender; introduction to 
different examples of 
ethnographic research in 
two different spaces of 
Cairo 

- De Koning:  
(2009). 
 
- Ghannam, (2002), 

Chapter 4, pp 88-
116. 

 

7 
 

Film 
representation and 
Cairo 

Film representations: urban 
questions 

Guest Speaker: 
TBD 
 

Hafez (2010), 
Accompanied by an 
excerpt of Heliopolis 
for May Al- 
telmissany in 
Mehrez (2010), pp 
51-53. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Field trip to 
Heliopolis 
 

 
8 
 

 
Literary 
representation of 
Cairo 

Introduction to 
representations of the city  

 

Mehrez (2008), 
chapter 8, 144-168. 
 
Naaman (2011), 
chapter 5, pp. 139-
169. 

2nd 
Assignment 
due 
 
 
Feedback on 

2nd Assignment 
9 
 

 
Spring Break 

  
 

 

 

 
 

10 
 

 
Art, Mulids, and 
the cultural 
appropriation of 
the city 

The cultural and alternative 
modes of expression and, 
re-appropriation of the city; 
discussion of Street Art in 
Cairo; relevance of cultural 
appropriation and urban 
space. 

Fahmy (2011), 
Chapter 6, pp. 134-
166 
 
-Scheilke. (2009), 

pp. 83-110. 
Abaza (2012) 
 

Field trip: 
gallery TBD 

 
 

Send a 350-
word abstract 
on the final 
essay to the 
whole class 
prior to 
meeting. 

 
11 
 

City contestation 
and governance of 
the city 

Preliminary analysis of 
governance and decision 
makers in Cairo’s 
urbanism; local 
government in Cairo 

-Elyachar (2003) 
 

-Ben Niféssa (2009) 
 

 

 
12 

 

Movement in the 
city. 
 
 
Islam, Religion 
and activism 

Topics of mobility, 
transportation/ traffic; 
unpacking the religious 
question in its Urban 
context 

-Sims (2010) Chapter 
8 
 
 
-Ismail (2002), pp. 
363-393 

 
 



 

  7

13 
 

The Informal City 
(1) 

Information about the 
urban structure of the 
informal city 

Sims (2003), the 
case of Cairo. 1-24 

 
Sims (2010), Chapter 
4, pp 91-199 

Field trip TBD 

 
14 

 

The informal city 
(2) 

Approaching the relevant   
social, political, and urban 
questions the informal city 
raises 

Bayat and Denis 
(2000), pp. 185-199 
 
Singerman, (2009), 
pp. 111-144 

 

 
15 

 

The Desert City Probing the Desert city and 
the gated community 
question in Cairo 
 

-Denis, (2006), 7-72 
 
-Sims, (2010), 
chapter 6, pp. 169-
211. 
 
-Timothy Mitchell 
(2012), chapter 9, 
pp. 272- 304. 
 
Student 

presentations 

Final Essay 
due 

16 
 

Reflection week Critically reflecting on 
learning outcomes 

 Handing back 
final papers 

 


