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Discourses of Informality in Urban 

Planning:  

The Case of the City of the Dead 



  

 

 Tahar Ben Jelloun  –  “Le temps s’est arrêté au Caire”   

 

 “La vie prend ici des allures d’urgence permanente. Le commerce est florissant. Les écoles sont ouvertes. Les 

prières se font sur les tombes. Dans certains coins, on a installé des postes sanitaires. Vous savez, les Frères 

musulmans, (c’est un movement intégriste qui existe depuis 1932) sont actifs dans la Cité des Morts. Ils font de 

l’assistance sociale. N’habitent dans cette cité que ceux qui n’ont pas les moyens de s’offrir un appartement dans 

le quartier résidentiel de Guizé ou dans le centre-ville. Moi je n’y suis pas par plaisir ou par choix. Je n’ai pas les 

moyens d’aller ailleurs.“ 

 

 

 

 

 “Life over here takes the form of permanent urgency. Commerce is flourishing. Schools are open. Prayers are held 

on the tombs. In some corners, sanitary fittings have been set up. You know, the Muslim Brotherhood (that’s a 

fundamentalist movement that exists since 1932) is active in the City of the Dead. They provide social assistance. 

Only those, who do not have the means to allow themselves an apartment in the residential district of Giza or in 

the city centre, live here. Me, I am not here for pleasure or because I chose to. I have no means to go somewhere 

else.”  

 

 Tahar Ben Jelloun  - “Time has stopped in Cairo” 
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Half an hour of… 

 …situation analysis (politics, history and stuff) 

 …the City of the Dead 

 …concepts and discourses of informality 

 …policy interventions 

 …maybe some joke in between 

 



Situation analysis 

 Housing Crisis in Cairo and increasing urban migration 

 850 000 vacant living spaces between 1986 and 1996 

 Government policy of stipulating such a low rent that it was 

unprofitable for landlords to rent their flats 

 Legal dismissal protection (which prohibited owner occupation 

after leasing the flat to someone else) 

 Liberalisation policies (“infitah”) 

 Earthquake of 1992 



The City of the Dead 

 From end to end, acre upon acre, mile after mile, the land of the City of 

the Dead not only provides an eternal resting place for an extraordinary 

number of dead and homes for countless living, it is also an invaluable 

archive, a chronicle of life and legacy. A walk through the City of the 

Dead is a walk through history itself.   

 (Nedoroscik 1997: 12) 

 



Qaitbay Mosque (Francis Firth, 1857 AD) 



Nawal Farhat, 62, poses in her home at the El'Arafa necropolis  

(Reuters/Amr Abdallah Dalsh 2014) 

 





The City of the Dead has 

not been categorized as 

“informal” in 2003. In this 

map, the area is 

denominated as “existing 

settlement” or has no 

category at all. Today, the 

City of the Dead is known 

as an “informal 

settlement” where 

squatters built their homes 

against formal laws and in 

partial collaboration of the 

land- and tomb owners. 

 

Figure 1: Fahmi, Sutton 

2014: 5 

Figure 2: Sims 2003: 5 

 



The City of the Dead: An informal 

place? 

 The poorest inhabitants of a city frequently live in districts 

where the value of the land is high, but the building quality 

very low and densely populated. It is due to the fact that very 

little capital is spent on the maintenance and repair of the 

buildings as well as their occupation at great density that low 

income citizens are able to dwell and make a living at the 

same time. Hence, it would not be possible economically to 

use these buildings in another manner and at the same time 

provide opportunities for increasing the poor’s earnings by 

more than the additional costs of living in the city.  

 (Hayek 1960) 



The stony way to obtain a legal 

status in the City of the Dead 

 A new owner (claimant) can register his/her property 
only if: (a) the building is in a zone where construction is 
permitted; and (b) the seller is registered with the Public 
Registry as the last owner.  

 

 “In short, the excessive regulations and formalities are so 
strict, complicated, and expensive that they prevent owners 
from obtaining legal status for their property. It is therefore 
not surprising that urbanisation is mostly illegal.” (Séjourné 
2012: 96) 



Category 1 comprises 

neighbourhoods that 

are titled as being 

highly risky and 

whose demolition is 

the government’s 

priority.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Category 2, we find 

unsafe housing 

(shacks or ‘ishash), 

also to be eradicated 

according to the 

Ministry of Housing 

and the General 

Organisation for 

Physical Planning 

(GOPP).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Category 3 contains 

areas where hygiene 

and public health 

problems are 

prevalent and need 

to be tackled and  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Category 4 comprises 

areas with insecure 

land tenure. The 

government wants 

to upgrade areas that 

fall within category 3 

in situ and regularise 

land ownership in 

areas of category 4. 

(Deboulet 2012: 

205) 

 

Categorization of informal settlements 



Literature 

 Ben Jelloun, Tahar (1997): Nouvelles [Novels]. Paris: The treasures of literature. 

 Deboulet, Agnès (2012): Secure Land Tenure? Stakes and Contradictions of Land Titling 
and Upgrading Policies in the Global East and Egypt. . In: Popular Housing and Urban 
Land Tenure in the Middle East, pp. 203 – 226. 

 Fahmi, Wael Salah; Sutton, Keith (2014): Living with the Dead: Contested Space and the 
Right to Cairo’s Inner City Cemeteries. In: Sciforum Electronic Conference Series, The 
4th World Sustainability Forum, Vol. 4, 1 – 30. 

 Feiler, Gil (1992): Housing policy in Egypt. In: Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 28, No. 2, 
pp. 295 – 312. 

 Guha-Khasnobis, Basudeb; Kanbur, Ravi; Ostrom, Elinor (2006) [edt]: Beyond Formality 
and Informality. In: Linking the Formal and Informal Economy. Concepts and Policies. 
New York: Oxford University Press. 

 Hayek, Friedrich A. (1960): The Constitution of Liberty. London: Routledge. 

 Kipper, Regina; Fischer, Marion (2009) [edt.]: Cairo’s Informal Areas. Between Urban 
Areas and Hidden Potentials. Facts. Voices. Visions. Cairo: German Technical 
Cooperation.  

 Meyer, Günter (2004) [edt.]: Wohnen in der Megastadt Kairo [Living in the megacity 
Cairo]. In: Die Arabische Welt im Spiegel der Kulturgeographie [The Arab World in the 
mirror of cultural geography]. Mainz: Zentrum für Forschung zur Arabischen Welt 
[Centre for Research on the Arab World]. 



 Nedoroscik, Jeffrey A. (1997): The city of the dead: a history of Cairo’s cemetery 
communities. London : Bergin & Garvey.  

 Phillips, Charlie (unknown): The City of the Dead. http://famouswonders.com/city-of-
the-dead-cairo/ [access: 27.08.2015] 

 Séjourné, Marion (2012): Inhabitants’ Daily Practices to Obtain Legal Status for Their 
Homes and Security of tenure: Egypt. In: Popular Housing and Urban Land Tenure in the 
Middle East, pp. 91 – 110. 

 Sepe, Marichela (2013): Planning and place in the city: mapping place identity. New York: 
Routledge. 

 Sims, David (2003): The Case of Cairo, Egypt. In: UNHABITAT Global Report on Human 
Settlements 2003: Slums and Poverty in the City. London: University College. 

 Tadamun (2014): Cairo 2050 Revisited: Where is the Cairo Strategic Development Vision? 
05.05.2014. http://www.tadamun.info/2014/05/05/where-is-the-cairo-strategic-
development-vision/?lang=en#.Va-dqqR_Oko [access 22.07.2015] 

 Tarbush, Nada (2012): Cairo 2050: Urban Dream or Modernist Delusion? In: Journal of 
International Affairs, Vol. 65, No. 2, pp. 171 – 186.  

 Tozzi Di Marco, Anna (2010): Cairo’s City of the Dead: the cohabitation between the 
living and the dead from an anthropological perspective. In: BAR International Series. Vol. 
2107, pp. 311 – 318.  

 Yacobi, Haim ; Shechter, Relli (2005): Rethinking cities in the Middle East: Political 
economy, planning, and the lived space. In: The Journal of Architecture, Vol.10, No.5, 
p.499-515. 

 Watson, Helen (1992): Women in the city of the dead: life histories and tales. London: C. 
Hurst. 

 



 Time to discuss!  




