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Abstract

A majority of scholars consider Egypt’s urban development a product of the neo-liberal political economy facilitated by
the country’s central government. In this article, we want to shift our attention towards the public and its demand for
housing. We describe the urban everyday experiences of a population within a country in which a visual culture estab-
lished via public media creates an urban imagination that does not reflect the lived social, spatial, and economic reality
of the majority of the population. Exploration of the general public’s attitudes towards media narratives that focus their
advertisement campaigns on high class residential projects launched this investigation. The argument that follows is based
on empirical studies within the Greater Cairo Region (GCR). In this setting, a puzzling trend from our collected data guides
our central research question: Why aren’t ads for luxury housing—a market segment clearly beyond the reach of most
Egyptians—condemned by those who cannot afford it? To tackle this phenomenon, we shed light on how the pre—and
post-marital demand for housing among young couples and their families influence the market, and particularly, the mar-
ket for upscale and luxury housing in Cairo. The research consists of four phases, including (1) field interviews with Uber
and Careem drivers, (2) an online survey targeting inhabitants across varying urban and social segments of the GCR, (3) the
first author’s personal story, which posits that marriage culture acts as a key driver for real estate narratives, and (4) a visual
analysis of a real estate advertisement. To conclude, the article discusses how far a hegemonic visual culture that caters to
socio-economic links between class, marriage, and real estate engages the support of a large part of the population, which
in turn, co-produces a spatially unjust urban development scheme that works against their own interests.
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1. The Visual Culture of Egypt’s Urbanisation

A majority of scholars consider Egypt’s urban develop-
ment a product of the neo-liberal political economy,
which the country’s central government has helped fa-
cilitate (Dorman, 2007, 2013; Nada, 2014; Yacobi &

Shechter, 2005). Egypt’s professional urban develop-
ment discourses and practices as well as its planning ed-
ucation focus on satellite towns, prestigious new desert
cities, and gated communities catering to the upper-
middle class (Hendawy, in press-a; Hendawy & Saeed,
2019). These projects are guiding infrastructural invest-
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ments, tying up planning resources and most of all, they
are overshadowing the reality experienced by the dis-
advantaged majority urban population. Although these
new city projects, often located in the desert, domi-
nate media narratives in urban development, they have
only succeeded in developing around 2% of the inhab-
ited land mass (Shawkat & Hendawy, 2016), despite ini-
tial plans to increase inhabited density by approximately
32%. According to the World Bank (2008) the total pop-
ulation of the new cities in 2006 constituted approxi-
mately 2.5% of Egypt’s urban population. These num-
bers reflect the fundamental spatial injustice of the coun-
try’s urbanization schema (see Abotera & Ashoub, 2017;
Hendawy, 2015; Ibrahim & Singerman, 2014).

A majority of scholars identify state-led neoliberal
reforms of housing supply as the cause (i.e., EiImouelhi,
2019; Hassan, 2017), however, the experience of travers-
ing and living in the city provides an alternative story. In
a way, media play a role in conditioning the desires of
the general public for luxury housing, despite the fact
that it doesn’t serve their housing needs. To reach tar-
geted customers, various private and public media chan-
nels are used to promote new housing units through
commercials, street billboards, SMS messages, press ads,
and the like. Although these channels target a minority
of the population, the general public becomes exposed
to it on a daily basis. To reflect on this issue, we define
the visual culture of Egypt’s urbanization as one that is
highly mediatized, which produces virtual and physical

urban realities following Rose (2001), Rose, Degen, and
Melhuish (2014) and Watson’s (2015, 2016, 2020 [in this
thematic issue]) analysis that real estate visualizations
have agency in the generation of urban assemblages. The
two subsequent images are examples of real estate ad-
vertisement, one portraying billboards at a Cairo road
(Figure 1) and the other being a real estate ad on one
of the developer’s Facebook page (Figure 2). Another
research by the first author shows that the majority of
real estate ads in street billboards are in English (see
Hendawy, in press-b).

Accordingly, we want to shift the attention towards
the public and its demand for housing. Our article
demonstrates the urban everyday experiences of a pop-
ulation in a country in which a visual culture established
via public media creates an urban imaginary that does
not match the lived social, spatial, or economic reality
of the majority of the population (Hendawy, in press-b;
Hendawy & Saeed, 2019). Exploration of the general
public’s attitudes towards media narratives that focus
their advertisement on high class residential projects
launched this investigation. We base our arguments on
empirical studies in the Greater Cairo Region (GCR). The
Greater Cairo Region consists of Cairo Governorate, Giza
Governorate, and parts of Qalyubia Governorate, with a
total population of around 18 million as of 2006 (Bush
& Ayeb, 2012). In this setting, a puzzle from our col-
lected data guides our central research question: Why
aren’t ads for luxury housing—a market segment that

Figure 1. Two billboards on Salah Salem road in Cairo. Source: Hendawy & Saeed (2019).
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Figure 2. Photo from Cairo’s real estate street billboards (translation: Make her happy). Source: Next Home Egy (2019).

caters beyond the reach of most Egyptians—condemned
by those who cannot afford it? The pervasiveness of real-
estate advertisement could be interpreted from (1) the
government’s perspective and its desire to promote its
political agenda manifested through its urban planning
schemes, but also from (2) a bottom-up cultural per-
spective, which functions as an indicator of the general
public’s demands or least desires. The former reflection
was shared amongst a number of scholars (Daher, 2013;
Denis, 2006; Elmouelhi, 2019; Hassan, 2017; Shawkat
& Hendawy, 2016), while the latter postulate remains
under-explored. Accordingly, our research addresses the
following question:

How do the exclusive illusionary narratives of urban
futures remain so omnipresent and indelible in the
Egyptian imagination, despite the fact that the major-
ity of the urban population lacks the tangible means
of living that experience and does not benefit from
the products advertised?

We will answer this question by shedding light on how
the pre- and post-marital demand for housing among
young couples and their families influence the market,
particularly the market for upscale and luxury hous-
ing in Cairo. The article starts by laying out the the-
oretical framework and expounding our positionalities
that underpin the study on the classed visual culture
of real estate advertisement and development in Egypt.

Subsequently, the article elaborates on the methodolog-
ical framework as it pertains to each of the four phases
of empirical research that constitute the study. These
research phases include (1) field interviews with Uber
and Careem drivers, (2) an online survey targeting in-
habitants across urban and social segments of the GCR,
(3) autoethnography of the first author’s personal story
of looking for an apartment when getting married, and
(4) visual-cultural media analysis. To conclude, the arti-
cle discusses how far a hegemonic visual culture that
caters to and socio-economic links between class, mar-
riage, and real estate engage the support of a large part
of the population, which in turn, co-produces a spatially
unjust urban development scheme that works against
their own interests.

2. Neoliberalism from an ANT Perspective

Egypt’s centralised planning system facilitates market-
driven development through laws, which foster close co-
operation between governmental planning institutions
and privatized building and real estate sectors (Ansari,
2011; Dorman, 2007, 2013; Ibrahim & Singerman, 2014;
Hamilton et al., 2012; Serag, 2015; Sims, 2003; World
Bank, 2007). Additionally, Egypt’s neoliberal urban gover-
nance is marked by its lack of legal protections for the ur-
ban poor and their right to housing. In short, the present
planning scheme is market-based and controlled by the
government (see EImouelhi, 2019; Hassan, 2017; Nada,
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2014). The real estate sector, one of the largest mark-
ers in Egypt, can be considered a product of this neolib-
eral planning system. In the beginning of the fiscal year
2010-2011 this sector became the second largest recip-
ient of public and private investments (Hassan, 2017).
The investment law No. 72 of 2017, issued in May 2018,
offered incentives and tax reductions for private sec-
tor investments in underdeveloped parts of the coun-
try (Nabil, 2019; Xinhua, 2019). Within this legal con-
text, it’s clear that the real estate market relies upon
strong public-private partnerships; however, most of the
constructed and promoted projects cater only to upper
classes (see Hassan, 2017; Metwally & Abdalla, 2011),
who account for just 14.1% of Egyptians (Nabil, 2019).
Symptomatically, media channels are dominated by ad-
vertisements for projects that prioritize this minority so-
cial class (see Haas, 2019; Hendawy, Riad, & Elgerdly, in
press; Howard, 2019; Rose et al., 2014). Investments in
affordable housing for lower income classes is consid-
ered risky for developers who seek high profit margins,
and given the fact that the government’s neoliberal ur-
ban policies encourage and promote the construction of
luxury housing, the private sector’s inclinations are more
partial towards investing real estate projects of this kind
(ElImouelhi, 2019); simultaneously, media narratives and
visuals showcase real estate projects that are unattain-
able to most of Egypt’s inhabitants. These two objects of
research—the political economy and the visual culture
of advertisement—inspire the theoretical framework of
this research: critical neoliberal urban theory (coined by
Daher, 2013; Denis, 2006; Harvey, 2005; Pettit, 2019) and
the agency of non-human actants (actor network theory),
with a focus on a visual culture discourse, which high-
lights the agency and impact of visual representations on
urban development (i.e., Collins & Kearns, 2008; Degen,
Melhuish, & Rose, 2001; 2015; Merche & Lamprou, 2016;
Rose et al., 2014). The combination of these theoretical
approaches requires a short explanation.

In his article “The Politics of Urban Assemblages,”
Ignacio Farias (2011) differentiates between critical ur-
ban studies (i.e., neoliberal urbanism) and the tracing
of urban assemblages within an actor network theory
framework. He bases the distinction on four theoretical
and methodological aspects: “the style of cognitive en-
gagement (inquiries or critique), the definitions of the
object of study (cities or capitalism), the underlying con-
ceptions of the social (assemblages or structures), and
the envisaged political projects (democratization or rev-
olution)” (Farias, 2011, p. 365). He states that:

The central question we need to pose is whether we
study cities as an instance of something else, of capi-
talism (and neoliberalism) in this case, or we engage in
an inquiry into the city and urbanisation as a positive,
actual and self-entitled process.” (Farias, 2011, p. 368)

We follow Farias in taking a critical stance towards ex-
plaining Egypt’s urbanisation exclusively via neoliberal

governance; framed otherwise, our objective is to disen-
tangle the social and cultural factors—explicitly from the
media—that stabilize these policies. In our article, we uti-
lize the perspectives of Gillian Rose, Monica Degen, and
Clare Melhuish, who argue that computer-generated im-
ages that communicate and market real estate projects
are “a new form of visualizing the urban...instead of ap-
proaching them as images situated in urban space, their
digitality invites us to understand them as interfaces cir-
culating through a software-supported network space”
(Rose et al., 2014, p. 386). Finally, in order to examine the
role of class as a dominating factor in the network of vi-
suality, we engage with the work of Haraway (1991) who
“argues that particular forms of visuality produce particu-
lar visions of social difference and that institutions, such
as capitalism, mobilize certain forms of visuality to see,
and to order, the world” (Aitken, 2009, p. 3).

By adopting an ANT perspective on the actor—
network of the visuality of urban governance, we are
stepping away from studying Cairo in order to study ne-
oliberalism; we want to understand the development of
Cairo as a process of interaction, in which neoliberal gov-
ernance is only one of the many co-producing factors.
In doing so, we gain perspective on the potential power
of the general public as actors within a network that co-
produces the urban in Egypt. Consequently, our research
entails an inquiry into the distribution of this agency.

3. Authors’ Positionalities

Our positionalities as authors are crucial elements
that construct this study’s investigation and methodol-
ogy. The study’s topic—its underlying assumptions and
preconceptions—are biased due to our own personal
experiences and positions in the world. Thus, we—two
upper middle-class academics and urban researchers
from Egypt and Germany, respectively—reflect on these
positions in the forefront of this study. Mennatullah
Hendawy’s personal experience with house hunting in
Cairo is integrated as an autoethnographic story (Adams,
Jones, & Ellis, 2014), which emphasises the power of in-
ternalised cultural values and applies our argument con-
cerning the entanglement of class, love, and real estate.
We engage with Della Pollock’s (2007, 2009) work on the
use of personal experiences in scholarly writing, namely
her proposal of a “performative I” (Pollock, 2007). The
declared subjectivity reflects the various discussions that
we had during and between the four research phases and
where the second author, Jorg Stollmann, who lacked
familiarity with Cairo’s everyday reality, both supported
and critically reflected the first author’s personal and
scholarly knowledge. We do not conceive of the shared
story as valuable because it should be read as ‘authentic’
or ‘true,” but rather, as a way to reflect how this subjec-
tivity could—even in a fictional sense—still discuss the
engagement of the individuum within a cultural context
as a process of struggle and disconcertion. Lastly, in order
to acknowledge the multiple, distinct realities that we ex-
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perienced as researchers along with those from partici-
pants in the field, we engage in critical reflexivity (Attia &
Edge, 2017; Mills, Durepos, & Wiebe, 2010) to highlight
cultural and class differences as well as to generate a crit-
ical discussion of the data and findings. To do so, data is
collected from multiple sources and participants as pre-
sented in the methodological frameworks.

4. Methodological Framework

In order to explore the effects of the schism between the
visual representation of exclusive real estate projects via
advertisements and the physical urban realities experi-
enced by most of the population, this research follows
a mixed-method approach and applies an abductive rea-
soning mode within the framework of critical neoliberal
urban discourse and ANT, as presented above.

Abduction is “a notion developed by Aristotle in his
Organon (1995) and later resumed by Peirce (1956).” It
is “conceptualized as making guesses” (Philipsen, 2017,
p. 45). Dubois and Gadde (2002) explain that utilizing ab-
duction in a study entails that:

The original framework is successively modified,
partly as a result of unanticipated empirical findings,
but also of theoretical insights gained during the pro-
cess. This approach creates fruitful cross-fertilization
where new combinations are developed through a
mixture of established theoretical models and new
concepts derived from the confrontation with real-
ity. (p. 559)

Table 1. The mixed-method research methodology.

Accordingly, abduction is useful in this study, as it helps
address the research question and it allows for the possi-
bility of ‘making a guess’ regarding the entanglement of
marriage, class, and real estate.

The research constitutes four phases of data collec-
tion and analysis, which targets several groups within the
general public. Nevertheless, we are aware that the rep-
resented public in this study is only an indicative part
of the general public. To help mitigate this aspect, each
phase sought to include different sub-publics within.
The four research phases of the study include: (1) un-
structured interviews with Uber and Careem drivers,
(2) an online survey targeting the general public, (3) the
first author’s personal story of searching for an apart-
ment in Cairo when she got married, and (4) the visual
story analysis of a sample of real estate advertisement.
Throughout the article, we will present in detail how and
why each method is conducted along with the research
findings. In summary, the Table 1 presents the research
phases and the collected data, which also reflects the
structure of the rest of the paper.

4.1. PHASE 1/Interviews with Drivers: Few Feel
Addressed by Real Estate’s Advertisements...

The first data collection phase started in May 2019 with
interviews from Uber and Careem drivers in the GCR re-
garding their perceptions of real estate advertisements
in the GCR. Careem and Uber are both an app-based
taxi service, however, Careem also includes cars from
normal Egyptian taxi drivers with their cars. The Careem

Methodology Mixed-method approach and an abductive reasoning mode within the framework critical neoliberal
urban discourse, STS, and ANT
Phase and 1 2 3 4
Time May 2019-June 2019  September 2019 November 2019 December 2019
Method and Unstructured Online survey that targeted Autoethnography  Visual analysis of
Data interviews with 120 respondents yet attracted of the personal a real estate
20 Uber and Careem 228 responses, which were further  story of the first advertisement
drivers and divided in terms of their locale, author that showcases
16 representatives with 112 inhabitants of the old the entanglement
of middle and upper city (49.56 %), 49 inhabitants of of class, marriage
classes suburbs (21.68 %), 35 inhabitants and real estate
of gated communities (15.49 %)
and 30 inhabitants of informal
areas (13.27 %)
Analysis and Thematic analysis Quantitative survey analysis Autoethnography  Visual analysis
interpretation
The group of Working class Sub-publics living in different Middle class, Audience of
the general parts of the city (Old city, female, recently TV ads
public (micro suburbs, gated compounds, married

public) informal areas) reflecting
the different spatial and
socio-economic conditions
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drivers interviewed in this study are all drivers of the
normal state-induced white taxi. The drivers presented
in this study represent a sub-public that is able to ac-
cess various parts of the city on a daily basis. Drivers
were also included in this research because they reflect
the views of the working class since most of the inter-
viewed Uber/Careem drivers are not owners of the car,
but rather appointed by the car owners. Over the course
of about a month, 20 unstructured interviews were con-
ducted (50% Uber drivers and 50% Careem drivers, all
the interviewees were males except one female driver).
Drivers of Uber and Careem were chosen over normal
taxi drivers for safety and accessibility reasons. We would
like to acknowledge that the inspiration to utilize the
conversations with drivers in this study stems from the
novel from Khaled el Khamisy (2007), Taxi. Cabbie Talk,
in which he shares 58 short stories with taxi drivers in
Cairo concerning a broad range of topics. In general, we
found drivers in Egypt to be friendly; indeed, many regu-
larly initiated conversations with their passengers.

The interviews were conducted as casual conversa-
tions in Arabic while the first author was using the ser-
vice. A set of open-ended questions was prepared in ad-
vance; however, questions were allowed to emerge or-
ganically based on the answers provided. The interviews
usually started by pointing out a street billboard that ad-
vertised a new gated compound (a sample of what was
pointed to while interviewing the drivers is presented in
Figure 1). Afterwards, the first author proceeded to in-
troduce herself as well as the study being conducted and
asked the drivers about their age along with where they
live. These inquiries were followed up with further ques-
tions, a sample of which is provided in Table 2. In general,
questions sought to gather information in four key ar-
eas: current living conditions, future housing aspirations,
planning culture in Egypt, and media-planning related as-
pects. Notetaking took place in parallel to the conversa-
tions and were later reorganized into tables to prepare
the responses for thematic analysis. Eventually, the data
used in this article was translated to English.

Table 2. Sample of questions discussed with drivers.

Reflecting on the first author’s position as an inter-
viewer, we are aware that the female gender as well as
the action of informing the drivers of her student status
enabled her to access the field as sympathy and trust
were established. However, her habitus and the parts of
the city she went to and from still clearly identified her as
an upper-middle class-citizen to the drivers, which might
have elicited certain responses.

As evaluated from our data, the drivers appeared to
possess a diverse range of opinions regarding real es-
tate advertisements in Cairo. Some drivers viewed them
as a mere technical activity reserved only for marketing
purposes, while some drivers found them “provocative”
(meaning “revolting or “upsetting”; in Arabic_jQiuuws). At
the same time, other drivers mentioned they neither
care nor recognize real estate ads, which was an aston-
ishing answer given their visual omnipresence.

For example, one of the drivers, 39-year-old male, liv-
ing in an informal area (unregistered and/or unplanned
area) said “l will not look at an advertisement like this
because it is already out of my budget and they speak
about millions.” Another driver (40-year-old male, liv-
ing between a historical neighbourhood and an infor-
mal area) directed the discussion towards the general di-
chotomy between media generated images and reality
stating that:

| personally access a lot of these promoted com-
pounds and | see in the advertisement something dif-
ferent than what s inside there, maybe because in the
advertisement we see a fagade, it looks nice. What is
included in the advertisement is the scene they wish
to have but in reality, this is not the real scene.

Moreover, many drivers mentioned that if there was no
financial barrier they would have moved to such pro-
moted areas. Nevertheless, many of them also stated
that they did not think that they will feel a sense of
belonging in these areas, due to the difference in so-
cial standing and lifestyle. Collectively, the views of the

Topic Description
General questions Age:
Gender:

Current home

Where do you live and since when?

Would you like to change your home? Y/N

Dream home

What is your motive/pressure to change (or remain in) your current home?

Where would you like your home to be located?

Planning culture

What are your thoughts on moving to the desert/ or to a new city?

To what extent do you think you are part of the ‘cultivate the desert’ dream?
What do you think about gated communities?

Media-planning culture

What do you think about the real estate advertisements?
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drivers—as a working-class population—show that a ma-
jority are aware of the real estate advertisements, yet
very few feel represented by them. Most drivers shared
feelings concerning a lack of ‘belonging’ or inability to af-
ford to live in these housing complexes; as such we inter-
preted the sense of ‘invisibility’ felt by drivers in relation
to the signs as a reaction to the exclusivity of the product,
whether consciously or subconsciously.

4.2. PHASE 2/0Online Survey: ...But the Degree of
Acceptance Is Similar among All Socio-Economic
Classes...

Based on the data collected from the first phase, an on-
line survey was developed and distributed in September
2019 targeting a broader segment of the general public,
which was further demarcated into four categories based
on the location of each respondent’s current residence:
an old/historical neighbourhood, a suburb, a gated com-
munity, or an informal area. This categorization scheme
sought to represent the variety of residential locales
across the GCR, which, in turn, could be used roughly
to reflect the class-stratum of Egyptian society. The sur-
vey targeted a sample of 120 inhabitants in Cairo (30 in
each neighbourhood category). It succeeded in attract-
ing 228 responses, which were then divided into 112 in-
habitants of the old city (50%), 49 inhabitants of sub-
urbs (22%), 35 inhabitants of gated communities (15%)
and 30 inhabitants of informal areas (13%). Nevertheless,
it is worth mentioning that even though we tried to ac-
quire inhabitants from all neighbourhoods, the catego-
rization of areas was schematic rather than fine-grained.
For instance, Anwar (2009) classifies gated communities
in Egypt alone into four categories including: luxurious
gated communities, moderate gated communities, lower
high gated communities and post enclosed gated com-
munities . However, in the conducted survey, all gated
communities are grouped into one category. The on-
line survey, titled ‘Housing Dreams in the Greater Cairo
Region’ consisted of four sections:

I. Demographic characteristics (12 mandatory ques-
tions, 1 optional question);

Il. Real estate advertisements in the GCR, including
a sample of images (9 mandatory questions, 4 op-
tional questions);

lll. Current housing situation (3 mandatory questions,
1 optional question);

IV. Preferences for future housing (8 mandatory ques-
tions, 5 optional questions).

The profile of the respondents can be summarized as
follows: 56% between 25 and 34 years old, 58% fe-
males, 63% employed full-time, 51% working in the pri-
vate sector, 64% owners of current residences and 53%
car-owners. A limitation in the survey sample can be
observed here due to the fact that only around 9%
of Egyptians are car-owners according to the Central

Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics (CAPMAS,
2016, as cited in Ahram Online, 2017). Even though
the sampling aimed at diversifying respondents via their
place of residence, the very poor classes still appeared
to be missing, since the use of an online survey meant
that the sample was limited to those who could read and
write as well as those with access to technology in the
targeted areas. In general, illiteracy rate in Egypt is esti-
mated to be around 20% (“llliteracy in Egypt decreases,
but number still high,” 2019). Accordingly, respondents
to the survey are likely more financially well-off and pos-
sess superior digital skills across the four groups.

The survey sought to unearth the attitudes of peo-
ple living in the GCR towards real estate advertisements
and the ways these distinct views influenced the respon-
dents’ perception towards current and future housing.
Our findings demonstrated that street billboards are the
most popular form of real estate advertisement, most re-
spondents are exposed to them in their daily lives (63%).
By comparison, 56% of the respondents are exposed to
such advertisements via social media. Following these
forms and figures are advertisements on television, web-
sites, phone/mobile media, and in newspapers, respec-
tively. Additionally, 58% of the respondents mentioned
that they frequently recognize the language used in ad-
vertisements, 52% usually recognize the characters or
celebrities featured in the advertisement, and 42% rec-
ognize the advertising slogan.

The survey was also designed to confront the issues
of segregation and exclusivity that were raised by the
drivers in Phase 1. To accomplish this task, answers of
the interviewed drivers in Phase 1 were added to the
survey as multiple choice answers to some questions. It
is estimated that 63% of the respondents view real es-
tate advertisements as exclusive, 37% find them provoca-
tive/upsetting, and 28% find them unrealistic. When
asked about their perceptions in relation to support of ex-
isting advertisements in the survey, 51% responded that
they extremely agreed that real estate advertisements
increase segregation among Egyptians, 29% responded
in extreme agreement that there is too much advertis-
ing in the GCR and that it needs to be limited, 18% found
that they felt excluded from the rest of the society, while
14% did not care about it. Our findings reflect a common
perception that the current real estate advertising drives
social and spatial segregation.

When asked about their moving plans, those living in
informal areas were the ones most willing or planning
to move in the near future (40% mentioned their will-
ingness to move to suburbs, 32% to the old city, 21%
to gated communities, and 7% migrate abroad and/or to
other parts of Egypt). Most real estate advertisements
present housing options for those who can afford living in
more expensive parts of the city, namely gated commu-
nities. Accordingly, we took this analysis further and ap-
plied it to our observation of the sample distribution by
the neighbourhood type and compared it with the data
concerning perceptions/satisfaction with the status quo
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of the housing market as represented in the advertise-
ments dispersed across Cairo. In order to understand the
acceptance and support for the existing advertising cam-
paign as it relates to real estate, we put forth two ques-
tions in our survey, as shown in Figure 3, which presents
responses to both questions in one diagram. Throughout
the article ‘accepting’ of real estate ads is defined as “to
give admittance or approval to” while ‘support’ of real es-
tate ads is defined as “to promote the interests or cause
of” (Merriam-Webster, 2020a, 2020b).

Figure 3 shows that all status groups have a similar
degree of acceptance/support towards the current state
of real estate advertisements in Egypt (which were also
perceived as exclusionary narratives in Phase 1). At the
start of this phase, we hypothesized that real estate ads
promoting exclusive compounds that were unattainable
to most would be met with opposition, particularly from
those living in informal areas. The survey data shows
that the individual’s residence, does not affect their de-
gree of acceptance towards real estate ads (World Bank,
2012), despite the fact that nearly all advertisements tar-
get the upper classes (those with the means to reside in
gated communities).

The finding that the degree of acceptance was similar
across class lines was very surprising. Looking at it from
a critical neoliberal theory perspective, we would have
assumed that individuals comprising poorer segments
of society, who perceived and commented upon the ex-
clusionary, segregational elements of both the adver-
tisements and development scheme, would have shown
less acceptance. We assumed that real estate ads might
have a more powerful sense of agency than initially sus-
pected with regard to influencing the general public’s
acceptance and support, even if their individual inter-
ests were unmet or unrepresented. When discussing the
research results, we inferred that cultural and societal
codes might play a major role in shaping public accep-
tance and support.

4.3. PHASE 3/Personal Story: ...Maybe Because It
Relates to Marriage as the Most Important Set of Social
Conventions in Egypt?

The personal story is integrated into the study in order to
interpret the data from a socio-cultural perspective. The
use of autoethnography (Adams et al., 2014) stimulates

A: In general, to what extent
® ., < 13.33 4333 30 do you like or dislike current
g ] real estate advertisements
€< o 1667 16.67 30 in the Greater Cairo Region

: : - (for example television and
radio commercials, billboards,

Facebook ads......etc.)

SELECT ONE: Extremely like it,

179 WEl  Like it, Neutral, Dislike it,
14.29 20.18 2411 Extremely dislike it,
5 = Do not Know.
55 1.79 WE)
17.86 46.67 22.32

B: To what extent do

you support the presence

of the current real estate

advertisements in the

2.04 ) )

Greater Cairo Region (for
P 16.33 55.1 14.29 :;inmn:)(l:gi:SVEil?gmoaa:jsradio
= ials, bi 3
-§ 204 Facebook ads......etc.)
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it, support it, Neutral, | do not
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Figure 3. (A) Distribution of the sample by the type of neighborhood and their perceptions/satisfaction about the current
real estate advertisements. Source: Author’s calculations (Pearson chi2(20) = 11.4971 Pr = 0.932). (B) Distribution of the
sample by the type of neighborhood and their support of the presence of the current real estate advertisements. Source:

Author’s calculations (Pearson chi2(20) = 11.4273 Pr = 0.934).

Urban Planning, 2020, Volume 5, Issue 2, Pages 44-58

51



& coGITATIO

the discussion of questions related to authority, authen-
ticity, and subjectivity. For our purposes, the authentic-
ity of statements made are of less concern than the pro-
cess of contextualizing real estate imaginations against
the backdrop of local traditions as they relate to love
and marriage in Egypt, which compels a deeper exami-
nation of the supposed rational and irrational economic
desires within particular subjectivities that are rendered
highly political:

In 2018, Mohamed and | decided to get married.
Though we were both from Cairo originally, we met
in Berlin. When we announced that we were getting
married, we were instantly faced with the expecta-
tions of buying an apartment in Cairo from our rela-
tives, families and even friends, despite the fact that
we were living abroad. In Egypt, ‘what will people say’
is often an important factor in an individual’s decision-
making. Instead of caving to pressure, we postponed
our decision and are still searching for ‘this apart-
ment.” Over the course of this process we began to
question whether or not we truly needed one at all or
if we were merely complying with societal codes con-
cerning what makes a good young family, or rather,
what makes a young family look good.

In Egypt, the current housing culture is dominated by
the practice of owning, not renting. Given that the
housing units in ‘upper class’ areas typically range
from 90-250 sgm, a couple that aspires to maintain
a high standard of living is left with limited options
for living. They can: (a) rent and go against the cul-
ture of home ownership, an action that may be unac-
ceptable to parents of the couple, (b) buy an apart-
ment in an area with lower standards and drop out
of the privilege cycle. In Egypt, where someone lives
often influences the way a person is positioned and
viewed in society, which | can also attest to in my
own personal experiences. Finally, with option (c) the
couple can leave the matter of purchasing an apart-
ment to their parents. In some cases, parents save
money over several years or lend money to the cou-
ple in order for them to buy an apartment and par-
ticipate in the marriage decision via their financial
control. Indeed, many parents with children from my
generation have found real estate to be a safe haven
for investing their savings, a practice that I've noticed
among my own relatives whose purchased apart-
ments are often left vacant for many years, which
may be due in part to the lack of renters in Egypt.
Nevertheless, in our case, my husband and | decided
to challenge this norm.

As we have searched for an apartment to buy on our
own, | must admit that we’ve limited our search to cer-
tain areas in Cairo, which offer more opportunities for
upward mobility. However, with our limited budget,
we will need to stretch ourselves thin in order to find

an apartmentin an area appropriate for us and the im-
age of ourselves that we want to create. Our dream
apartment is very influenced by a number of (exclu-
sive) societal pressures, which also probably fashion
who we are, along with our needs and desires?

In order to develop a conversation surrounding the vi-
sual culture(s) of Egypt’s urbanization, this personal ac-
count captures the way marriage and real estate are en-
tangled with one another, and from a bottom-up cultural
perspective. Even if the story reflects an upper-middle
class perspective, the cultural and societal conventions
are likely applicable to a wider stratum in society. In fact,
across the Middle East and North African (MENA) re-
gion, it is a common expectation for couples to begin liv-
ing independently when getting married (Hoodfar, 1997;
Singerman, 2007). According to Assaad et al. (2017, p. 2),
“achieving independent living at marriage entails a sub-
stantial financial investment.” In this context, housing
represents 38% of total marriage costs in Egypt; mean-
while an extra 30% of costs goes to the furniture as the
couple prepares the space of their future home (Salem,
2015). Assaad and Krafft (2015) clarify that if someone
takes on full financial responsibility and covers the mar-
riage costs from their savings, it would amount to ap-
proximately 8 years worth of one’s salary for the cost to
get married, the initial housing cost alone corresponds to
the wages of one partner for around 3 years. Therefore,
“securing housing is a crucial component of getting mar-
ried, and housing is by far the greatest component of
the cost of marriage” (Assaad, Krafft, & Rolando, 2017,
p. 2). As such, documented marriage contracts reflect a
demand for housing. According to the CAPMAS, 912,606
marriage contracts were recorded in 2017, which implies
a demand of nearly half a million units annually (Xinhua,
2019), Similarly, Nabil (2019) points out that “this [de-
mand for real estate that arise from marriage] coupled
with the widespread notion of real estate being a safe
value, create a strong demand for property, especially in
the largest cities.”

After examining the findings from Phases 1 and 2
along with the reflections shared in phase 3, we came to
realize that perhaps the exclusionary narratives of real
estate in Egypt continue growing and maintaining their
power because they have been embedded within the cul-
ture of marriage. The aforementioned personal account
provides a bridge to Phase 4, which allows us to delve
further into societal traditions in Egypt as they relate to
class, marriage and real estate. The following section of-
fers a visual analysis on the use of a television advertise-
ment that employs marriage as a theme in promotion of
a gated compound.

4.4. PHASE 4/Visual Analysis of Video Advertisement:
House First, Marriage Second!

Our previous analysis explored the socio-cultural factors
underlying the real estate market in Egypt. In our study,
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we noticed that many video advertisements and internet
campaigns for housing units include narratives that fol-
low young engaged couples who are apartment-hunting.
A popular one comes in the form of a television commer-
cial for the gated compound ‘Madinaty’ (an Arabic word
meaning ‘my city’; see also Figure 2). Because commer-
cials are accessible across income and social groups in
Egypt, we are able to look at a broader range of society.
Television is the most influential source of information
in Egypt (Allam, 2018); indeed, according to the Oxford
Business Group (2016, para. 4), “television remains the
priciest medium for advertising, and with an audience
that equates to 95% of the population on a weekly ba-
sis.” The Madinaty commercial that was broadcasted in
2019 was selected for its popularity on television as well
as on YouTube, where it had over 100,000 total views. It
gained widespread attention for its title song from popu-
lar Syrian singer, Assala; it was also the source for contro-
versial discussions and ironic comments on the internet
as it showcased societal exclusivity (see BBC Arabic News,
2019). Madinaty is an exemplary desert town develop-
ment of gated communities, shopping districts, and ser-
vice facilities located in the northeast of Cairo. Madinaty
was developed and constructed by the Talaat Moustafa
Group and spans over 33,6 mn sgm (Talaat Moustafa
Group, 2020), with plans to encompass 120,000 residen-
tial units that seek to house around 600,000 inhabitants
(Madinaty, 2015). In 2016, the Ministry of Housing sold
around 3900 housing units in Madinaty (INVEST-GATE,
2016). According to a phone call with New Cairo govern-
ment office, the Ministry of Housing owns approximately
7% of the buildings in Madinaty (personal communica-
tion, 2020).

The following images present a series of screenshots
from the 2019 Madinaty ad. The commercial, which
spans roughly three minutes, starts with a woman over-
looking the development of Madinaty. In the frames that
follow, she encounters her dream man, her future hus-
band. A reoccurring take shows the woman in a gar-
den surrounded by lush blooming bushes and trees,
evoking a dream-like setting. Via montage, the pink
flowers from the garden become visually linked to the
flowers encompassing the perimeter of Madinaty’s golf
course. Subsequently, a series of scenes exhibit green
open spaces and waterscapes along with aerial views
of the compound and images that allude to the facili-
ties that are available for use (i.e., a mosque, schools,
sport clubs). Around the middle of the video, a scene of
celebration and fireworks over Madinaty appears and is
then followed by frames of the woman getting dressed
for her wedding and embracing a woman, most likely
her mother, before joining her wedding party on the
Madinaty premises. A metaphorical scene appears in
which the woman enters through a swaying mesh of
coloured ribbons; then it is followed with a shot of her
touching a baby toe. We see her and her husband hold-
ing their new-born and presenting it at a family gathering,
which is likely set in their own private garden in Madinaty.

In short: the couple meets at the housing compound,
falls in love, buys a house, gets married, has a baby and
builds a family. Figure 4 presents an abstract drawing of
the analysed TV advertising.

Assala’s song says:

We were here, you and me and the adoration. And
love is the spring that brings us together, do you re-
member those days?

You gifted me a necklace from roses, poems of love
and Quotes, our initials carved in the trees telling our
story to the world and our city’s glamour still shining
day and night!

Madianty...Madianty...Madianty...Madianty...Madian-
ty...Madianty...Madianty...Madianty...

Beauty and Madinaty are synonyms. Every corner dec-
orated by the golden rays of the sun, the trees, flow-
ers and roses dressing it in every colour. And summer
breeze touches us, drawing us above the branches.
We look forward to a bright tomorrow that plays us
like melodies, darling!

Madianty...Madianty...Madianty...Madianty...Madian-
ty...Madianty...Madianty...Madianty...

Madinaty is my home and orchard, it is my family,
people and entity, and life’s beauty in a place that is
similar to myself and my dreames. It is the habitat of
the beloveds and a love nectar that glides through the
veins and runs like blood in my arteries.

Essentially, the lyrics’ storyline indicates that the couple
did not merely meet in Madinaty, but that they were ac-
tually married by Madinaty. The video suggests that the
compound is endowed with transformative powers, per-
haps, even, a sense of agency: to make love and mar-
riage possible, to turn a single woman and man into a
loving, independent and happily-married couple. In the
ad, the metaphoric value of real estate is heightened to
a level where it becomes the force that bestows future
love and a fulfilling life. At the same time, the way the
couple and the others are dressed, it is clear that the ad-
vertisement views its audience as members of the upper-
middle class. The interconnectedness between the ur-
ban development trend of luxury satellite towns as well
as the marriage-housing narrative reflect a situation in
which a top-down approach or politically directed plan-
ning paradigm (see Shawkat & Hendawy, 2016) is re-
inforced through a culturally coded desire to consume
from the bottom-up perspective. The interviews showed
that despite the fact that it is both financially and socially
out of reach for most Egyptians, living in a gated commu-
nity has become a common goal. The process of purchas-
ing an apartment before marrying functions as a core re-
sponsibility of the husband and his parents, which illus-
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Figure 4. Abstracted screenshots from Madinaty advertisement in order from top to bottom. Source: Hendawy’s drawing

based on Madinaty advertisement from Sada el Balad (2019).

trates the way in which individual decisions and societal
codes become interdependent with one another.

Following the ad’s release in May 2019, it received a
wave of criticism with regard to the compound’s exclu-
sivity for the rich and the song that accompanied the
ad was also ridiculed (BBC Arabic News, 2019). While
public debate exposed the unintentionally comical as-
pects of the marriage portrayed in the ad as well as the
more serious issues concerning its exclusive, even segre-
gated, narrative, it became evident that there is an un-
derlying assumption in Egyptian society that the procure-
ment of property enables the individual to achieve up-
ward mobility and to lead a more fulfilling life. Further,
critical discussions revealed that such overtly classist vi-
suals and motifs employed in these ads are as grounded
in cultural conventions surrounding marriage as much as
they are in the government’s liberalized urban develop-
ment scheme.

5. The Entanglement of Marriage, Class and Real Estate
in Egypt

Many of the real estate projects being promoted in Egypt
are still under construction and will become available for
future housing accommodation; therefore, these com-
mercials functions as a means of generating funding in
the projects’ earliest phases (Hendawy et al., in press).
Since individuals typically do not live alone in Egypt, mar-
riage provides an opportunity to create a new household
(Hoodfar, 1997; Rugh, 1984; Shorter & Zurayk, 1988).
Accordingly, this premise sets the stage for interlinking
the allocation of housing with marriage. In order to pur-
chase the new apartment or house, a number of financial
and societal politics come into play: starting with where
the future home will be located to how much it will cost
and who will bear the expense (usually, it is the groom
or his parents). Class dimensions play a crucial role in
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determining where the future household will be located,
and further, in the regulation of expectations of the sur-
rounding neighbourhood community. As such, marriage
presents the option of maintaining one’s societal status
or moving up the social ladder, especially for women
(Hoodfar, 1997; Wilson, 1998). Accordingly:

In addition to emotional and social factors, economic
considerations are of prime importance in the choice
of a marriage partner and in the stipulation of the
conditions of a marriage contract, since the material
well-being of individuals—particularly women and
children—is closely tied to the economic situation of
their households. (Hoodfar, 1997, p. 51).

Thus, the couples’ and their parents’ economic situation
are a significant factor that feature in the selection of
partners (Hoodfar, 1997).

We started our empirical study with the assumption
that there would be deep resentment towards the elite
residential parts of the city that were being promoted
in real estate advertisements, particularly amongst in-
dividuals residing in poorer neighbourhoods. Using a
mixed method methodology, we collected data, some
of which was conflicting. Although our interviews with
drivers demonstrated a common understanding that ad-
vertised real estate projects widens the inequality gap in
the country, our more extensive survey, which featured
a broad range of respondents from across the city, found
the opposite: that neither the location of a person’s resi-
dence nor their socio-economic background influences
the degree of acceptance of the real estate advertise-
ments. In fact, the majority exercised a sense of neutral-
ity towards present advertising campaigns; it is worth
nothing that while they are exposed to commercial vi-
sualizations, they have also seen the advertised content
physical materialize into new towns and gated communi-
ties. Beginning with a presentation of Cairo’s current real
estate advertisements and ending with an analysis of a
commercial, the article explored the broad visual culture
of Egypt’s highly mediatized real estate market.

The mediatization of potential real estate opportuni-
ties functions as a powerful agent that constructs largely
unattainable dreams and intangible desires as they re-
late to the plight of procuring property. These aspira-
tions are appealing across class lines due to the ways in
which they maintain and reinforce societal conventions
pertaining to love and marriage; indeed, they operate in
this respect to such an extent that homeownership be-
comes a precondition for marriage, rather than the other
way around. Since our base assumption was disproven
and we found equal support for the ads amongst differ-
ent social segments, we find that it would be produc-
tive to question the extent to which top-down power
structures, e.g., the central government, are responsible
for shaping public opinion, and to instead, highlight the
ways Egyptians co-develop and co-produce urban and
spatial injustice through the examination of their lack

of resistance, protest or critique. Current urban develop-
ment schemes are not merely a product of the heavy-
handedness of the centralized state or private developers,
but of the public’s embrace of such programs. Through its
apparent acceptance or neutralization of the topic of real
estate and the way the interests and desires of the upper
classes are catered to in advertising campaigns, the public
appears to have granted power to the state and develop-
ers, who will continue to propagate such narratives. To
conclude, we would like to recognize this co-production
not as a fatum, but rather, as a first step of empowerment.
As demonstrated by the ridicule that the Mandinaty com-
mercial received, we hope that this is a sign of more to
come in terms of recognizing and questioning the entan-
glements of class, marriage and real estate, and the way
they have fundamentally shaped Egypt’s spatial injustice.
Perhaps this new-found awareness will inspire new and
different modes of co-production, if not something more
visionary and transformational.
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