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The Rise of the Egyptian Middle Class

During the 1970s and early 1980s, Egypt experienced swift economic
growth resulting from a regional oil boom. Oddly, this economic
growth hardly registered in Egyptian public discourse, which
continuously claimed that the country was experiencing multiple
economic, social and cultural crises. This book sets out to
investigate this discrepancy and to offer a revisionist history of the
period. It documents the massive socio-economic mobility in Egypt by
analyzing relevant statistical data and ethnographic evidence,
indicating the changes in the employment structure and the spread
of mass consumption. Relli Shechter further examines a wide array of
cultural resources, such as Egyptian academic writing, the press, the
cinema and the literature, in which critics lamented “what went
wrong” in Egypt. By doing so, he offers a local version of a wider,
Middle Eastern and international story: the global formation of
middle-class societies whose members strove for respectable lives
with only partial success.

RELLI SHECHTER is Senior Lecturer at the Department of Middle East
Studies at Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, Israel. He trained as an
economic historian and received his PhD from Harvard University. He
is the author of Smoking, Culture and Economy in the Middle East:
The Egyptian Tobacco Market, 1850-2000 (2006).
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various reasons, I ended up with a different topic for my dissertation.
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boom, only to realize that while the spread of mass consumption was
paramount to regional social change, this change could not be fully
grasped without an analysis of the concurrent occupational
transformation in an age of fast economic growth. Therefore,

I changed the focus of my analysis from the making of consumer
societies in Egypt and Saudi Arabia to the making of middle-class
societies in both countries. As my writing progressed, I reached the
conclusion that the book project that I had originally envisioned was
too big. First, I had to write a separate analysis of socio-economic
change in Egypt and Saudi Arabia during the oil boom—since no such
historical analysis had yet been done—and the comparison would
have to be postponed to a later date.

This book, therefore, represents a long academic journey, much
longer than I had initially anticipated, and the notion of
“acknowledgment” here has two meanings: First, acknowledging
people and institutions, and their contributions to the making of this
book. Second, acknowledgment stands for a personal admission of the
gap between my own planning and intentions, and their outcomes.

Research for this book benefitted much from the diligent work
of my students/research assistants who helped, over the years, with
various aspects of collecting, abstracting and archiving the many
research materials. I warmly thank Avi Fleishon, Marina Aloyets,
Sharon Maftsir, Hilary Cooperman, Asher Orkaby, Aviad Moreno,
Idan Lahav, Ben Zarhi, Atar David and Kaitlin Regina Wachsberger for
their efforts. Students in my classes on “Buyers, Sellers, and Social
Change in the Middle East,” “Middle Class in the Middle East: Past,
Present, Future(?)” and “QOil and Social Transition in the Middle East”
allowed me to develop many of the arguments put forward in this
book.

While conducting research and writing, I have acquired much
intellectual debt to many. Here, I acknowledge the various
contributors in alphabetical order: Muhammad Al-Atawneh, Walter

Armbrust, On Barak, Nathan Brown, Alon Fragman, Nelida Fuccaro,

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108474481
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47448-1 — The Rise of the Egyptian Middle Class

Relli Shechter
Frontmatter
More Information

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS Xiii

Israel Gershoni, Karl Gerth, Ellis Goldberg, Neve Gordon, Hanan
Hammad, Matthew Hilton, Nimrod Hurvitz, Asher Kaufman, Uri
Kupferschmidt, James McDougall, Yoram Meital, Avner Offer, Roger
Owen, David Parker, Elie Podeh, Nancy Y. Reynolds, Christa
Salamandra, Jeannie Sowers, Robert Springborg, Massimiliano
Trentin, Frank Trentmann, Vardit Vispler-Chaim and Robert Vitalis.
To many on this list, I will not be able to reciprocate for their
generosity and good advice. However, I pledge to try my best to “pay
forward” such academic benevolence by extending it to others.

Nancy Y. Reynolds read a rather tentative, early draft of the
manuscript and gave ample advice on how to improve it. Hanan
Hammad also commented on the manuscript and shared with me her
own experience of being middle class in Egypt. Uri Kupferschmidt
read the manuscript, corrected factual mistakes and enriched the text
with his encyclopedic knowledge of Egypt. David Parker read the
manuscript and broadened my understanding of the middle class by
comparing the middle classes in Egypt and Latin America. Elie Podeh
gave sound advice on the book’s proposal. Alon Fragman was
indispensable in offering solutions in translation and transliteration of
Arabic to English.

Ethelea Katzenell edited this book and much improved its style;
her comments further facilitated clearer arguments and narratives.
Arnia Van Vuuren meticulously indexed the book. Maria Marsh, the
Commissioning Editor for Cambridge University Press was very
cooperative throughout the refereeing process. Doreen Kruger put the
final, if crucial, touch on stylistic matters in the text before
publication. It was a pleasure to work with Krishna Prasath Ganesan
who with his team brought this book to publication. This book was
published with the support of the Israel Science Foundation.

Over the years, I have presented various parts of this project at
seminars and in lectures in Israel at the Ben-Gurion University of the
Negev, the Hebrew University and at Tel Aviv University; in the UK,
at the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS, University of
London), the University of Birmingham and the University of Oxford,;

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108474481
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47448-1 — The Rise of the Egyptian Middle Class

Relli Shechter
Frontmatter
More Information

XiV ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

in the USA, at Harvard University, Skidmore College and Union
College; as well as at the Free University of Berlin and at the European
University in Florence. I also presented my work at various Middle East
Studies Association (MESA) meetings, the Deutschen Orientalistentag
(WWU) meeting, at meetings of the Middle East and Islamic Studies
Association of Israel (MEISAI) and meetings of the World Conference
for Middle Eastern Studies (WOCMES), as well as at the meeting of the
Economic History Congress and at the International Conference on
Urban History. In all these places, I benefitted from the comments
made by discussants and audience members.

In addition to the initial research done in Egypt, I augmented the
research for this book at the Harvard University libraries, including
the Widener Library and the Baker Library at the Harvard Business
School; the University of Oxford, especially at the Middle East Centre
Library at St. Antony’s College and the Oriental Institute Library; the
Moshe Dayan Center for Middle Eastern and African Studies’ library
and the Center’s Arabic Press Archives, both at Tel-Aviv University;
at the Roberta and Stanley Bogen Library and Documentation Center,
the Harry S. Truman Research Institute for the Advancement of Peace
at the Hebrew University; the National Library of Israel and the
Zalman Aranne Central Library at the Ben-Gurion University of the
Negev, especially its Elie Kedourie Collection.

My wife Michal was a constant source of emotional support
during those days when writing this book seemed to be leading
nowhere. Her partnership in taking care of our family has enabled me
to concentrate on this task. Our daughter, Amalia, was born in the
early stages of the research project leading to the writing of this book,
and she was joined by her twin sisters—Yael and Ella—a year later.
They all grew up with this book and experienced my own constant, if
not always successful, search for balancing fatherhood and vocation.
Their daily presence in my life and their ongoing love turned out to be
tremendous sources of fortifying energy for my work, as well.

I dedicate this book to them, even though they are still yet to
distinguish between writing (academic) books and being an author.

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108474481
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-47448-1 — The Rise of the Egyptian Middle Class
Relli Shechter

Frontmatter

More Information

Note on Transliteration

I have used a simplified International Journal of Middle East Studies
(ITMES) system for the transliteration of Arabic words, and the JJMES
Word List of commonly used words, in which all diacritical marks
were omitted except for the ayn and hamza. I have deferred to
commonly used English spelling of Arabic words of places, names and
titles and objects found in an unabridged English dictionary. I have
also deferred to the self-spelling of names as used for example by
authors, film-makers, politicians and by commercial enterprises,
including in brand names. I have kept the letter jim in standard Arabic
titles. I have employed the Egyptian gim for names, places and daily
used objects.
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