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Abstract 

Rapid urbanisation is leading to multidimensional challenges in cities around the world. Impacts 

of these processes vary around the world, and have different implications in the Global South. 

One of the aspects that is increasingly under stress in cities in the Global South is mobility. This 

rapidly rising demand for transport alongside a lack of government response has led to the 

emergence of an informal mobility sector that works alongside formal mobility systems in many 

geographical contexts. 

 

This research seeks to study these informal systems of mobility and the role they play in 

addressing the mobility needs of urban dwellers in the Global South megacity. It does so by using 

several key concepts and theories and interlinking these to construct a robust theoretical 

framework that is based on the two main elements that are central to this research: informality 

and mobility. The framework built around theories of informality draws on the sustainable 

livelihoods approach and assemblage theory. In discussing theories relating to mobility, I use 

concepts such as translocality, accessibility and transport justice. The question this research aims 

to answer concerns the potential ways in which informal systems of mobility might play a role in 

facilitating residents to access the city and the places they need to move to in order to construct 

and maintain their livelihoods and have equitable access to the rest of the city. 

 

The two themes of informality and mobility come together in the empirical part of the research, 

which revolves around the informally organised mobility system of tuktuks in the informal 

settlement of Matareya in Cairo, Egypt. In order to perform the research, the main methods of 

data collection used were a participant observation, semi-structured interviews during a ride-

along, and an extensive literature review. Several themes arose from the data from the literature 

and the fieldwork. The main conclusions are split into three themes. Firstly, the research found 

that the system of tuktuks is very flexible in terms of space, time and pricing. This makes it a mode 

of transport that is versatile, easy to use and relatively affordable. Moreover, the tuktuk provides 

a vital solution to the ‘last-mile’ problem in transferring passengers from other modes of transport 

to their final destination. Secondly, I found that the livelihoods of tuktuk drivers and many users 

that also work in the informal sector are characterised by precarity. Often, external factors and 

events jeopardise the security of people’s livelihoods and there is very little support from state 

institutions. Lastly, the system of tuktuks has certain elements that point towards a sense of 

solidarity with the most vulnerable members of society. Especially due to its flexible pricing 

mechanism that is primarily based on the passenger’s ability to pay, tuktuks provide greater 

accessibility for the most marginalised groups in society. Moreover, the dynamic pricing 

mechanism provides a certain degree of social security in a context where livelihoods are 

vulnerable and precarious. 
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Introduction 

Megacities all over the world are characterised by rapid urbanisation. Especially in the Global 

South, the pace and extent of urban expansion is very noticeable. This rapid urbanisation has 

various consequences, both positive and negative in nature (Zhang, 2016). On the one hand it 

provides many people with new economic opportunities and pathways to better livelihoods. On 

the other hand it poses many challenges such as the availability of affordable housing, provision 

of public amenities such as transport and environmental degradation (Zhang, 2016). In light of 

these challenges, we find that cities in certain geographical areas and with certain characteristics 

are seen as more desirable than others. 

 

Often in both scientific and popular discourse, a dichotomy is formed between ‘global cities’ and 

‘megacities’. The former being important nodes in the global capitalist economy, usually situated 

in the Global North, and the latter being the major urban centres in the Global South which are 

considered to be relatively unimportant in the global political and economic system. Through this 

dichotomy, cities in the Global North are conceived as models to be followed, and those in the 

Global South as problem-ridden spaces (Roy, 2005). This discursive dichotomy glances over the 

possibility that expressions and manifestations of the urban in cities in the Global South may 

provide urban theorists and planners with useful empirical and theoretical insights. Moreover, it 

causes planners in the Global South to follow models of development and policy strategies which 

may not be suitable or applicable in their respective contexts (Roy, 2005). 

 

The narrative of the ‘global city’ versus the ‘megacity’ comes forth from the historical division of 

the world in colonial powers and colonised territories. The way the concept of the Global South is 

used in this research also follows from this historically determined disposition countries find 

themselves in. That is to say, it refers to ‘an entire history of colonialism, neo-imperialism, and 

differential economic and social change through which large inequalities in living standards, life 

expectancy, and access to resources are maintained’ (Dados & Connell, 2012). In postcolonial 

studies, a phenomenon exists within this dichotomy referred to as the subaltern. Theories 

concerning the subaltern stem from colonialism during the time of the British Raj in South Asia. 

In postcolonial theory, the subaltern is meant to describe the colonial populations that are socially, 

politically and geographically excluded from the hierarchy of power of an imperial colony as well 

as that of the colonial homeland (Ludden, 2003). In the field of geography, the concept has been 

used to describe the population of urban dwellers who are also in various ways excluded from 

institutions of power in urban society. According to one of the most important theorists on the 

subaltern, Spivak, the subaltern subject cannot itself speak (Spivak, 1988). However, Roy shifts 

this definition from the subaltern marking the limits of archival recognition to the subaltern as an 

agent of change, as such giving agency to the subaltern subject (Roy, 2011). It is through this 

new definition of the subaltern that Roy has connected it to urban informality. 

 

The vast majority of cities in the Global South is characterised by a strong presence of informal 

activity in all aspects of urban life. Housing, economic activity, mobility and service provision are 

all sectors that are partially - and sometimes largely - informal in these places. Informality is a 



 

2 
 

phenomenon that has proven quite difficult to define clearly, and that has shifted in definitions 

overtime (Revell, 2010). One definition is that informal life is ‘characterised by flexibility, 

pragmatism, negotiation, as well as constant struggle for survival and self-development’ (Bayat, 

2007, p.579). A more comprehensive definition of the concept shall be given later on, as 

informality is one of the main concepts that is explored in this thesis. 

 

As mentioned previously, one of the aspects of society where informality often manifests itself in 

many geographical contexts, both urban and rural, is mobility. In places where states and official 

enterprises fail to provide urban dwellers with sufficient transport opportunities, self-organisation 

often occurs in the form of semi-formal and informal mobility (Sengers & Raven, 2014). Transport 

constitutes an essential medium for individuals to be able to sustain their livelihoods . In fact, 

unsanctioned transportation services form an essential basis for the larger informal economy, 

providing around 20 to 50% of demand for public transport in many Global South cities 

(UNESCAP, 1987). The prevalence, and thereby perhaps the everyday importance of informal 

mobility for large portions of the urban population, calls for further analysis of this phenomenon 

and its implications for studies of mobility as well as for urban informality in general. 

 

In that vein, this research will seek to explore the role of such informal means of transport in 

megacities in the Global South in addressing the mobility needs of residents. It will do so by 

looking at users of informal mobility and analysing in what ways and for what reasons they use 

this particular mode of transport. This may reveal problems they face, opportunities they receive 

and constructive and transformative mechanisms with regards to their livelihoods that may come 

forth from informal mobility use (Sengers & Raven, 2014). In doing so, the research seeks to 

question general views of informality, such as the view that the informal is a mere residual product 

of formal processes and economies. Instead it seeks to bring about new perspectives on and 

discourses around urban informality. Perhaps the informal might be seen as the glue that holds 

the Global South megacity together, and perhaps informal systems are indeed capable of creative 

new innovations and economic models that can be sustainable, breaking with dominant 

contrasting discourses surrounding informality as either a romantic utopia or a parasitic dystopia 

(La Porta & Shleifer, 2014). 

 

The research will use a translocal lens, studying how interactions between people in different 

localities lead to exchange of, among other things, financial means, knowledge and identities, 

ultimately resulting in a changing character of both localities. This approach focuses on local-to-

local interactions and dynamics, and in doing so it addresses ‘the tension between mobility and 

locality’ (Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 2013, p.380). It does so in its empirical approach, among other 

aspects, which is partially constituted by a ride-along observation which follows users of informal 

mobility systems as they move through the city. As such, it may prove useful to overcome 

simplified dichotomous conceptions such as the rural-urban or core-periphery divides (Agnew, 

2005; Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 2013). 

 

The geographical site for the empirical part of this research will be Matareya, which is an area 

situated in the Greater Cairo region in Egypt. Cairo is a very large urban area with an estimated 

population of over 20 million (World Population Review, 2022), and has many characteristic 
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elements of a Global South megacity, including many informal settlements, very rapid population 

growth and lacking service provision from formal institutions (FV Visions - GTZ, 2009). It is in this 

setting that the research will follow the trajectories of individuals living in the largely informal 

Matareya area. Many of these individuals use informal means of transport such as tuktuks and 

so-called microbus taxis (Gerlach, 2009). The research will travel alongside these people to 

uncover and lay out the issues as well as opportunities that this form of mobility provides them 

with. Tuktuks are the mode of transport that are most closely studied, and the ride-along data 

collection took place exclusively in tuktuks. These three-wheeled vehicles are very prevalent 

throughout Egypt, with an estimated 4 million of them driving on the country’s streets (Tapper, 

2021). Though there are many terms to refer to these motorised three-wheelers, I use the term 

tuktuk to refer to this vehicle in this research, since this is the term that is also used in the Egyptian 

context. 

 

1.2 Societal relevance 

In contemporary urban research, the fact that over half of the world now resides in cities and that 

most of this growth is happening in cities in the Global South is repeated over and over. Moreover, 

this is often presented as some kind of ‘recipe for disaster’. A ticking time bomb of chaos and 

dysfunction. However, I believe that it is precisely because cities such as Cairo can be seen as 

the precursors of the future of the planet, that they deserve a less biassed, less prejudiced and 

better analysis and treatment (Sims, 2010). One of the ways this research attempts to achieve 

this is by using assemblage theory in its analyses. According to Dovey (2012), assemblage 

thinking is explicitly anti-reductionist. It aims to capture the entirety of the complexity of the urban 

informal and in doing so aims to challenge and change discourse on the subject (Dovey, 2012). 

 

As was mentioned previously, informality is a phenomenon that can be seen as being 

characteristic of the Global South megacity. According to the United Nations, around 24% of the 

global urban population lives in informal settlements (United Nations Statistics Division, n.d.). In 

many cities in the Global South, informal housing even constitutes more than half of the urban 

housing stock. In Cairo the number is around 60%, for example (FV Visions - GTZ, 2009). 

Moreover, the informal housing stock continues to be the main source of newly built affordable 

housing in Egypt (Sims, 2010). For this reason, Sims (2010) writes that Cairo is a very suitable 

place if one aims to study informal processes in an urban context: ‘To those wishing to uncover a 

hard anatomy of urban informality, one can only say, “Welcome to Cairo, where informality rules 

supreme!”’ (Sims, 2010, p.4). Besides housing, a large portion of the economy of many cities in 

the Global South is made up of informal economic activities (Elgin & Oyvat, 2013). Where mobility 

is concerned, as was mentioned previously, the demand for public transport in Global South cities 

is provided by informal operators in around twenty to fifty percent of cases. The informal public 

transportation sector also provides around 10-20% of employment in these cities (Sengers & 

Raven, 2014; UNESCAP, 1987). The apparent pervasiveness of informality in urban contexts, 

and the number of urban dwellers living informal lives, especially in the Global South, calls for 

further exploration and analysis of these phenomena and processes. 
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Lack of access to mobility affects a vast number of people globally, with up to 90% of households 

not having access to the transportation options they require for their development needs (Lucas 

& Jones, 2012). This quite staggering number makes research that aims to contribute to creating 

more inclusive and sustainable systems of mobility in cities around the world all the more relevant 

and important. 

 

Furthermore, in many cities in the Global South, states are trying to regularise informal systems 

in a multitude of ways. For example, by bulldozing informal settlements and relocating residents 

or by providing legal land tenure rights, states are trying to formalise urban housing (Rukmana, 

2018). Secondly, by cracking down on informal economic activities such as street vendors, local 

governments try to stop the informal economy (Webb, et al., 2013). Thirdly, in many places 

informal forms of public transport are phased out or illegalised outright to be replaced with formally 

run systems of transportation (Evans, et al., 2018). These government policies have a major 

impact on the lives of a large portion of urban dwellers. As such, questions arise concerning the 

efficacy and desirability of these policies. Moreover, one might question the motives for 

implementing such policies. Perhaps this drive to formalise comes forth from the discursive 

framework referred to previously of having ‘model cities’ in the Global North and ‘problem cities’ 

in the South. This framework is based on global inequalities and rooted in a colonial world order 

(Roy, 2005). In any case, one might wonder whether such policies are indeed the right strategy, 

and perhaps even whether complete formalisation is possible at all. This research serves to 

explore the role of informality and touches on the consequences of formalisation efforts. 

 

1.3 Scientific relevance 

One of the key reasons this research is important and relevant to conduct, is because informality 

in cities is a highly complex phenomenon that requires further study and analysis in order to 

advance its understanding. As Roy writes, informality as a concept has a lot to teach planners. 

First of all, the study of informality allows planners to engage more with questions around social 

justice, since informality by its very nature brings forth issues of contested ownership (Roy, 2005). 

Secondly, urban informality relates to Lefebvre’s ‘right to the city’, in the sense that it demonstrates 

how questions around models of ownership are not linear and often have multiple answers. The 

‘right to the city’ relates to who owns the city and has access to it and its services, and informality 

plays a significant role in contesting models of ownership (Roy, 2005). Lastly, Roy also writes that 

informal systems in the Global South are not only relevant to their own respective geographical 

context, but also to planners in the Global North that are ‘concerned with distributive justice’ (Roy, 

2005, p.148). 

 

Regarding theories of the subaltern and subaltern urbanism, it could be argued that one of the 

weaker points is that its basis of empirical evidence is limited. Generally speaking, postcolonial 

theory is a set of theories that is very suitable for making a macro argument on a more 

international and global scale about power dynamics and a global system of hegemonic 

domination that still exists in some ways and has far-reaching implications for local livelihoods. 

However, it falls short when it comes to more local empirical realities (Finlayson, 2001). This 
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makes it all the more interesting to try to contribute to these theories in an attempt to partly bridge 

the gap between empirical reality and theoretical assumptions. 

 

One of the research methods used in this study is an ethnographic ride-along with several 

providers of informal transport during their work in order to speak with users and analyse mobility 

processes. This is a way of conducting research that has not been done exhaustively many times 

by other researchers in the field of geography and urban mobility studies (Wegerif, 2019). It allows 

the researcher to capture the immediate experience, emotions and interpretations of the subject. 

This can be very useful to help bring about a deeper understanding of urban mobility of certain 

groups in the city, as well as the role of certain informal modes of transport in the workings of the 

city and the lives and livelihoods of its residents (Nguyen and Turner, 2023). The methods that 

were used in this research to analyse a mobility system, local mobility needs and accessibility are 

perhaps part of what gives this thesis a universal academic appeal. It may provide certain 

methodological handles that can help other researchers to design an improved approach to 

geographical research relating to the particular theme of this research: mobility. 

 

1.4 Research aim & research questions 

This research aims to explore the various ways in which informality and specifically informal 

mobility in an urban context may address the mobility needs of urban dwellers of megacities in 

the Global South. It seeks to uncover the ways in which subjects leading largely informal lives act 

and interact with their lived environment, and how the presence of informally organised systems 

of mobility may impact their accessibility and connectedness with the city as a whole. The 

research also aims to explore how informality might bring about innovative and alternative 

economic models that are able to sustainably coexist alongside and complement formal systems. 

It aims to do this by exploring systems of informal mobility, and providing a perspective of transport 

justice on urban mobility. By bringing together several theories and concepts that relate to the 

urban informal, the research thus aims to analyse the workings of informality as well as issues of 

accessibility and transport justice. 

 

In order to achieve the aim of the study, the following central research question is posed, along 

with three sub questions: 

‘How do tuktuks play a role in addressing the mobility needs of urban dwellers in the Matareya 

neighbourhood of Cairo?’ 

- What are the mobility needs of consumers of mobility in Matareya? 

- What role do tuktuks play in enhancing the accessibility of residents? 

- In what ways does the tuktuk system relate to the largely informal economy of Matareya? 

 

The three sub questions all fulfil different but equally important roles for answering the main 

research question. The first question is primarily descriptive in nature. It serves to explore what 

the residents and visitors in the research area require in terms of available means of transport in 

order to be able to move through the city. The second question moves in a more explanatory 

direction and aims to elucidate the added significance of an informal mobility system – tuktuks – 
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for addressing the mobility needs of residents. The third and final sub question is meant to situate 

the informal mobility system in a broader local context of informal dynamics and economies. It 

serves to explore the ways in which the informally organised system of mobility in Matareya 

intersects with and is embedded in the largely informally constructed livelihoods and economies 

in the area, and thereby also connects to the previous sub question. 

 

1.5 Reading guide 

After this introductory chapter, the second chapter provides the reader with a comprehensive 

overview and exploration of the concepts and theories that are given centre stage in this research. 

It elaborates on these concepts, provides definitions and explores the linkages between the 

concepts and how they fit in the research. The theoretical chapter is divided into a section on 

theories relating to informality and theories relating to mobility. Chapter 3 serves to outline the 

research methods that were used to perform the research. That is to say, how data was collected, 

how it was analysed and to provide explanations and justifications for methodological choices. 

These methodological choices were expressly made to adequately respond to the theoretical 

choices presented in the previous chapter. For example, the research has a strong theoretical 

focus on the dynamics of the informal economy, and it seeks to explore the workings of a system 

of informally organised mobility. One of the main methods of data collection presented in chapter 

3 is a participant observation. This method was chosen specifically because it provides a suitable 

way to study the dynamics of informality. In chapter 4, the research context is presented. It 

combines literature and fieldwork data to provide historical and demographic information on Cairo 

and the specific research area: Matareya. Moreover, it summarises the workings of the broader 

system of mobility in Matareya. Hereby, it allows us to jump into the empirical section of the thesis. 

In chapter 5, the main findings from the fieldwork data are presented along the lines of several 

themes that were uncovered from the data. Chapter 6 is where the fieldwork results from chapter 

5 are given more conceptual meaning, and where the implications of the findings for practice and 

theory are explored. In this chapter, a final conclusion is given. In the final seventh chapter, the 

limitations of this research are presented along the lines of limitations of concepts and theories 

and limitations of methods. Then, the chapter ends with recommendations for further research. 
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2. Theoretical explorations of informality and mobility 

In this chapter I will explore the definitions of and linkages between the concepts and theories 

that are relevant to this research so as to position the research in the body of existing academic 

literature and embed it into previous empirical studies and existing theories. The chapter is divided 

into two main themes that neatly encompass the main topic of this research: informal mobility. 

The first theme regards the relevant concepts relating to informality, the second theme regards 

those relating to mobility. 

 

2.1 Theories relating to informality 

This first section of the theoretical chapter concerns concepts and theories that relate to 

informality. It starts with a general discussion on one of the main concepts in this research: urban 

informality. This concept has been discussed, contested and applied in many different contexts, 

fields and disciplines, since it can be used to describe a wide array of social, political and 

economic dynamics. However, despite widespread research relating to informality, the 

understanding of the workings and implications of informality for the lives and livelihoods of many 

urban dwellers remains lacking. This is especially the case with informal mobility. The section on 

informality is followed by a small section on subaltern urbanism. Although this collection of 

postcolonial theories does not constitute one of the main concepts, it does provide us with a 

contextual framework for elucidating urban informality. Informality neatly ties into the following 

section discussing the livelihoods approach. Although this research does not explicitly make 

claims about livelihoods, it inevitably touches on the concept at many points and as such it is 

important to clarify. Then, a last theory is discussed that relates to both urban informality and the 

construction of livelihoods: assemblage theory. This theory is used as a framework to analyse the 

complexity of informality in the lives of urban dwellers.  

 

2.1.1 Urban informality 

As was previously mentioned in the section explaining the scientific relevance of this study, urban 

informality is a complex phenomenon in need of further analysis. Moreover, it is a phenomenon 

that has been shown to be almost omnipresent in megacities in the Global South. As for Cairo, 

almost two thirds of the urban and peri-urban population live in what Sims (2010) calls ‘the 

informal city’ (Sims, 2010). The research area of Matareya is located in the northeastern part of 

this ‘informal city’. Not only in terms of housing, but also in terms of economy and transport, the 

majority of Cairo as well as many other megacities in the Global South can be categorised as 

being informal (Sims, 2010). Due to its increasing prevalence, informality is one of the more 

popular concepts in contemporary urban studies, especially when studying urbanism in the Global 

South. One does not have to look far to see it studied or find definitions (AlSayyad and Roy, 2003; 

Sims, 2010). Nevertheless, this wide array of research and definitions of the phenomenon has 

also led to a certain opaqueness of the concept. Therefore it is important to at least attempt to 

provide a clear definition and application for the concept in this research. 
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However, as Revell (2010) writes, a single clear definition of informality is hard to find, and 

perhaps impossible to provide. This can be attributed to the fact that the concept has been used 

in a wide variety of fields and disciplines. This wide use makes it difficult to capture the 

heterogeneous field with its great variety of shapes, sizes, duration, impact, et cetera that the 

concept can encompass. Overtime, various definitions of the concept have been given. Meanings 

have shifted, and increasingly it has become recognised that informality constitutes a sizable 

portion of the economy and housing stock of cities in the Global South (Roy, 2005). Roy (2005) 

therefore writes: ‘informality, once associated with poor squatter settlements, is now seen as a 

generalized mode of metropolitan urbanization’ (Roy, 2005, p.147). The significance of this 

becoming of informality - from a marginal small-scale set of individual actions and exchanges to 

one of the primary drivers and characteristics of the Global South city - cannot be 

overemphasised. 

 

Furthermore, Roy writes that informality can be seen as a ‘state of deregulation, one where the 

ownership, use and purpose of land cannot be fixed and mapped according to any prescribed set 

of regulations or the law’ (Roy, 2009, p.80). That is to say that the seemingly dichotomous 

relationship between legal and illegal is contested by informal processes, in which the law and its 

application is arbitrary, negotiable and subject to social processes. Informality thus touches on 

the relationships between legal and illegal, authorised and unauthorised, legitimate and 

illegitimate (Roy, 2009). Though it may seem at first glance that the informal is the space where 

the state is either not present, or where its presence is largely irrelevant, this is not always the 

case. Roy elaborates on how informality can in fact arise from the way formal systems and laws 

are structured. One such example can be found in the case used in this research, Cairo. Here, 

inheritance laws of agricultural land lead to increasingly thin pieces of land that become 

uncultivable at some point. As a result, they are informally sold and housing is developed, hereby 

expanding the city boundaries (Soliman, 2004). This shows how, as Roy argues, informality ought 

to be understood as being produced by the state itself, instead of being the object of state 

regulation or the sum of actions of a residual population of surplus labour (Roy, 2005). 

 

When one looks at the concept of urban informality critically, especially in the Global South, one 

may question the usefulness of the concept. Here, it concerns contexts where, as was mentioned 

previously, more than half of the city’s inhabitants reside in informal housing, and more than half 

of economic activity is informal. In such cases, which are far from extreme or an anomaly in the 

real world, the question arises whether it is an accurate and useful term to describe processes 

and practices that play such a vital role so as to practically govern a vast portion of the city. As 

Simone writes, ‘the designations of formality and informality simply constitute a pragmatics of 

what (...) a particular act of consciousness, individual and collective, will end up paying attention 

to’ (Simone, 2019, p. 617). That is to say, that which is designated as either formal or informal is 

determined within a certain framework of reference which comes forth from certain existing social 

structures and power dynamics. 

 

Indeed, there are many examples of informal activity that do not necessarily provide lower quality 

services than their formal counterparts, but that are at the same time more affordable models of 
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organisation. One such example can be found in major cities of India, where workers in all manner 

of office jobs are fed through a system of home-cooked lunch meals that are delivered to them 

every day in an informal delivery system (Baindur & Macário, 2013). Such examples show us that 

the informal does not necessarily have to be illegal or non-conforming. It points us towards the 

idea that perhaps, as Simone also argues, we should break with the rigid paradigm of economic 

systems only being legitimate if taxes are being paid to a state institution (Simone, 2019). This 

paradigm ignores a wide array of alternative economies and ways of organising that do not involve 

a central state entity, but where the maintenance of the economic model is guaranteed by other 

non-state institutions. At the same time, these alternative economies provide many urban dwellers 

with tools for emancipation and a transformative capacity with regards to the city and their position 

therein. Since there are no written laws enforced by a legal system that govern dealings in the 

informal sector, there always exists a certain space of negotiation. It is this space of negotiation 

that determines how resources are distributed and power is consolidated. Therefore, Banks, 

Lombard and Mitlin (2020) refer to the informal as a site of critical analysis. That is to say, one 

where existing power dynamics manifest but also where new ones are created (Banks, Lombard 

and Mitlin, 2020). Informality is therefore also a medium of political action that allows marginalised 

individuals to express a certain agency which is not necessarily sanctioned by contractual 

agreements or guaranteed by state institutions (Simone, 2019). 

 

The concept of informality also relates to Simone’s theory of people as infrastructure. In this 

theory, infrastructure is meant to refer to a platform which provides for and reproduces life in the 

city. People as infrastructure means the many diverse and dynamic ‘intersections of residents 

that operate without clearly delineated notions of how the city is to be inhabited and used. These 

intersections, particularly in the last two decades, have depended on the ability of residents to 

engage complex combinations of objects, spaces, persons, and practices’ (Simone, 2004, p.407). 

This theory is relevant to this research, since the aim here is to explore the role of informal modes 

of transport in shaping the city addressing the needs of its residents. This informal infrastructure 

is part of and facilitates the conjunctions between residents that shape the city. According to 

Simone, people as infrastructure is the process of intersection and conjunction of (mobile) 

residents which can generate social compositions ‘across a range of singular capacities and 

needs (both enacted and virtual) and which attempts to derive maximal outcomes from a minimal 

set of elements’ (Simone, 2004, p.410). Bayat similarly writes that informal life is typified by 

‘flexibility, pragmatism, negotiation, as well as constant struggle for survival and self-development’ 

(Bayat, 2007, p.579). All of this points towards the capacity of informal activity to be emancipatory 

and empowering in some way or another. At the same time, it also refers to a degree of precarity 

and a livelihood that provides ‘just enough’ for basic needs. 

 

2.1.2 Subaltern urbanism 

In this research, subaltern urbanist theory is not part of the core theoretical concepts that can be 

found in the research questions. Instead, it is meant to serve as a framework to situate globally 

rooted inequalities, social dispositions and power relations that have consequences for locally 

sourced livelihoods of certain groups. It can also be useful, as Roy writes, to analyse what can be 

learned from the Global South, in contrast with the dichotomous divide between Global North 
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models and Global South problems (Roy, 2005). Moreover, the concept fits into the research as 

a way to illustrate the difficulty that large parts of the Global South urban population experience 

when trying to claim their right to the city and influence discourse and imaginaries of the urban, 

and the role that informality plays in influencing this. 

 

Subalternity can be seen as a contextual and macro-level framework within which processes of 

informality and issues of justice take place. Theories of subaltern urbanism originate from 

colonialism during the time of the British Raj in South Asia. In postcolonial theory, the subaltern 

is meant to describe the colonial populations that are socially, politically and geographically 

excluded from the hierarchy of power of an imperial colony as well as that of the colonial homeland 

(Ludden, 2003). In the field of geography, the concept has been used to describe the population 

of urban dwellers who are also in various ways excluded from institutions of power in the urban 

society. According to one of the most important theorists on the subaltern, Spivak, the subaltern 

subject cannot itself speak (Spivak, 1988). However, Roy shifts this definition from the subaltern 

marking the limits of archival recognition to the subaltern as an agent of change, as such giving 

agency to the subaltern subject (Roy, 2011). This agency, that is to say the power to shape their 

own lives as well as impact the rest of the city, its politics and culture, can be seen to be 

manifesting in informality. The subaltern subject is a member of political society, which is a 

concept involving claims to livelihood and habitation by people who intrinsically violate the law in 

gaining and maintaining their livelihood or habitation (Chatterjee, 2004). In this sense subaltern 

urbanism and informality are concepts that intersect at various points. 

 

2.1.3 Livelihoods 

Another concept that is relevant to this research is the livelihoods approach. This concept and the 

theories that underpin it are important if one wants to study the way individuals that work in the 

informal sector or make use of an informal system make a living and navigate urban space. The 

key relevance for this research is the fact that building and sustaining livelihoods relies on access 

to capitals. This also includes physical access, and therefore livelihoods can be said to be one of 

the main drivers of human movement and thus the mobility needs of urban dwellers. In order to 

explore the concept, the work of Morse and McNamara (2013) provides a good overview of the 

history, definitions and applications of the sustainable livelihoods approach. Although this 

research is certainly not a livelihood study, there are certain aspects of the concept that are 

relevant to this research. The concept of livelihoods can be applied in this research to explore the 

importance and functions of mobility for the lives of urban dwellers and for their ways of 

constructing a livelihood. Moreover, the research relates to the concept of livelihoods in order to 

understand the prevalence, form and dynamics of the cheap and versatile informal systems of 

mobility present in the research area. 

 

The livelihoods approach in development studies arose in the 1990’s and around the turn of the 

millennium. It was quickly promoted by many organisations and institutions active in development 

as the new framework for poverty alleviation. In early Sustainable Livelihoods thinking, the ‘pro-

active, self-help image of the poor’ is given centre stage, emphasising the agency of the poor in 

the Global South (De Haan, 2012, p.346). More recently the concept of sustainable livelihoods 
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attempts to move beyond previous notions of defining poverty and moving towards better poverty 

eradication. Where the previous definitions were too simplistic and ignored certain aspects of 

poverty, sustainable livelihoods provides a more integrated approach to poverty (Morse and 

McNamara, 2013). 

 

Several definitions of sustainable livelihoods have been given over the years. One that is 

frequently used was first proposed by Scoones and is as follows: ‘A livelihood comprises the 

capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) and activities required for a 

means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stresses and 

shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, while not undermining the natural 

resource base’ (Morse and McNamara, 2013, p.1). This definition can be subdivided into three 

important elements that can be put to use for analysing the quality and sustainability of livelihoods. 

Firstly, ‘livelihood resources’, which is quite a complex factor, since it not only includes resources 

and assets that are clearly delineated. It also refers to assets that are less tangible such as access 

and rightful claims. Secondly, ‘livelihood strategies’, which refers to the approaches that 

individuals use to make optimal use of their resources and assets. Finally, ‘institutional processes 

and organisational structures’ are vital to study in order to uncover the linkages between the 

various elements of a livelihood and how these elements relate to the institutional and political 

structures that they find themselves in (Morse and McNamara, 2013). 

 

The livelihoods approach is centred around the idea that individuals can enhance their livelihood 

by accessing and applying various forms of capital. What is especially important to note here is 

the need for adequate access for sustaining livelihoods. ‘Capitals or assets can be held in private 

or as common property, rented, borrowed, grabbed, stolen or conquered. What matters is that 

the poor have access to them when needed, i.e., are able to use them in practice. "Access is the 

process that brings stakeholders from endowment to entitlement"’ (Geiser et al. 2011a, p.317; De 

Haan, 2012). Hereby, the livelihoods approach is one that focuses on the agency of the subject. 

The subject has the power to adapt and enhance their livelihood by using their capital, and through 

these practices they also change social structures. As was mentioned previously, when 

discussing access, physical access also plays a major role. This concept of accessibility will be 

further discussed in the next section of this chapter. 

 

2.1.4 Assemblage theory 

Relating to the two concepts of informality and livelihoods discussed above is assemblage theory. 

Assemblage theory was developed first by DeLanda (2006) in his work based on Deleuze and 

Guattari (1987) and is used to describe complex configurations of elements that are heterogenous 

in origin and characteristics, but that are in some way related (DeLanda, 2006; Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1987). The only thing that somehow unites these elements is a certain co-functioning or 

symbiosis that exists between them. 

 

‘An  assemblage  is  a  whole  that  is  formed  from  the  interconnectivity  and  flows  between 

constituent parts – a socio-spatial cluster of  interconnections between parts wherein the identities 

and functions of  parts and wholes emerge from the flows among them’ (Dovey, 2012, p.353). By 
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this definition, assemblages crucially refer to the interrelations between subjects in a particular 

space. In its focus on complex and dynamic relations, it aims to describe an ongoing and evolving 

process, not a static or unchanging reality. This characteristic of assemblage theory makes it very 

suitable for theorising space as a field of identity formation, dynamism and becoming (Dovey, 

2010). Using Dovey’s definition of assemblages, one can argue that all cities, areas, and streets 

are assemblages. Central to assemblage theory is a thinking in terms of (de)territorialisation. That 

is to say, the various ways in which both social and spatial boundaries in space are demarcated 

and spaces claimed or unclaimed. ‘Territorialisation is a synthetic  process wherein wholes form 

from parts, identities from differences’ (Dovey, 2012, p.353). Processes of territorialisation can be 

seen to be the drivers and creators of new assemblages. 

 

Assemblage theory can be used to describe and analyse urban informality. Through this 

theoretical and philosophical lens, informal practices are in contrast with regulation and master 

planning. Where these are characterised by tree-like structures of linearity and hierarchy, the 

informal assemblage is based on small-scale tactics of strategic adaptation instead of macro-level 

masterplans. Similarly, relations between elements and actors are not based on hierarchical 

control but instead on informal social networks (Dovey, 2012, p.254). Using this view on 

informality, assemblage theory is ‘a theory of socio-spatial change, a theory of societies that is 

also a theory of cities (DeLanda, 2006). Importantly for the task of  understanding urban 

informality, it incorporates informality as fundamental to understanding the productivity of  cities 

and turns away from any notion of  informality as an aberration or problem that can or should be 

erased’ (Dovey, 2012, p.254). This discourse and perspective on informality is also what this 

research aims to contribute to. Crucially, one cannot see a particular place as being assembled 

in isolation. As Dovey (2012) writes: ‘While the higher levels of assemblage may be identified with 

the state and institutions of  governance, they cannot be seen as separate assemblages’ (Dovey, 

2012, p.358). As such, any particular informal settlement can be territorialised as its own 

assemblage and can thus be identified as a discrete ‘entity’. However, the way it is assembled is 

always determined ‘through its multi-scale connections with the political economy of city, nation 

and globe’ (Dovey, 2012, p.358).  

 

In the context of this research, assemblage theory may help us to give meaning to, make sense 

of, and analyse the urban informal. As a central theme and object of study, it is not only important 

to describe informality or a certain section of it. In fact, we need a theoretical framework to be 

able fruitfully analyse the phenomenon. In doing so, we may unravel some of the implications that 

the workings of informality have on the urban more generally. Assemblage theory, in its focus on 

the assemblage as a process, is a useful and suitable framework  to situate this research in. It 

may allow us to study how the part of the informal economy studied here, mobility and tuktuks, 

relates to and is perhaps embedded in a broader range of informal economies. As such, one of 

the sub questions named in the previous chapter is dedicated to studying this relation. 
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2.2 Theories relating to mobility 

The second part of this chapter concerns the concepts that are relevant to this research which 

relate to mobility. This section discusses three main concepts: accessibility and assessing mobility 

needs; transport justice; and translocality. First of all, theorisations that have been conceived of 

in the literature regarding accessibility are explored along with frameworks that allow for the 

assessment of mobility needs and their fulfilment. This is followed by a section on transport justice, 

which is an important concept that adds a normative paradigm to the concept of accessibility and 

the study of mobility systems. Lastly, theories of translocality are elaborated on. The research 

context of Matareya cannot be seen as separate from other localities both near and far from it. 

This concept allows us to explore movements, relations and intersections between different 

localities, and this section serves to shed greater light on the theorisation and conceptualisation 

of these processes and interactions. 

 

2.2.1 Accessibility and assessing mobility needs 

This research aims to study how a certain form of mobility plays a role in addressing the mobility 

needs of a group of urban dwellers in a certain part of Cairo. When studying this, it is imperative 

to use a certain framework of analysis to look into and assess the mobility needs of residents and 

the ability of a certain mode of transport to fulfil these needs and common problems that are faced 

in this process. This section serves to provide this framework as it has been conceived by 

Bocarejo and Oviendo (2012). Although their framework mostly serves to assess formally 

organised public transport projects, it does give some useful insights that can serve as general 

guidelines for analysing the effectiveness of a certain mobility system. 

 

First of all, it is important to briefly discuss one of the more common challenges facing transport 

planners of formal systems. This challenge is often called the last-mile problem. It refers to the 

issue that many formal transport systems have from the perspective of users. Since formal 

transport is usually based on fixed lines with fixed stops in place for passengers to embark and 

disembark, there usually remains a residual distance to be covered from the drop-off or pick-up 

points to the final destination. This distance poses a problem for many users and thus limits the 

potential of mobility systems in improving accessibility (Tight, Rajé and Timms, 2016). Especially 

for certain groups, such as users who carry a lot of luggage or cargo, disabled or elderly people 

and women who may feel unsafe walking the last mile in the street, the last-mile problem is a real 

barrier to mobility (Kåresdotter et al., 2022). 

 

Where in the past, the quality of a mobility system was mostly assessed along the lines of speed 

and travel time reduction, this has shifted in recent years to give factors such as increased 

accessibility and contribution to equity more importance (Bocarejo and Oviendo, 2012). A reason 

for this shift is the insight from the side of transport planners that the poorest and most vulnerable 

segments of the population in many places spend a disproportionate share of their income and 

time on transport. Moreover, it is an attempt to counter the prevalent conception that poor people 

have more time to spare, and therefore it is not at all problematic that they spend a significantly 
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longer time in transit. Increased accessibility and a more equitable distribution of transport 

availability can combat this (Bocarejo and Oviendo, 2012). 

 

However, over the years, many conceptions and definitions of accessibility have been developed. 

According to Van Wee et al. (2001), three main conceptual approaches to accessibility can be 

identified in the literature. These are infrastructure-related approaches, activities-related 

approaches and mixed approaches (Van Wee et al., 2001). Where the first one relates to the 

supply and demand of transport, the second one refers to land use and the variety of activities 

that can be reached from a particular place. The final mixed approach combines these two to 

provide a more complete conceptualisation of accessibility (Bocarejo and Oviendo, 2012). For 

measuring accessibility, there are also several foundations to base indicators on. For this 

research, people-based indicators are the most relevant. These relate to an individual’s 

opportunities and restrictions to reach a particular place and activity. That is to say, ‘the activities 

that a person can perform in a given time, measured in terms of their budgets for the mandatory 

activities (working, studying), flexible activities (entertainment, leisure, etc.), and the speed offered 

by the transport systems for moving between areas of activity’ (Bocarejo and Oviendo, 2012, 

p.144). 

 

Relating to accessibility is social exclusion. Kenyon et al. (2002) define mobility-related social 

exclusion as a lack of available means of transport leading to the inability of individuals or groups 

to participate in the economy, politics or social life of the city because of a lack of accessible 

opportunities. Moreover, they write that these conditions are often especially present and 

exacerbated in lower-income areas with lower rates of car ownership (Kenyon et al., 2002). 

Besides defining mobility-related social exclusion as a lack of availability of transport options, 

Kenyon et al. (2002) go further to not only include the infrastructural and physical presence of 

transport, but to also add affordability as a factor. Through this linkage between social exclusion, 

accessibility and affordability, Kenyon et al. arrive at a more concrete conceptualisation of 

accessibility. They write: ‘Accessibility can be related to the time and percentage of income spent 

on commuting. It varies upon the type of user, its location and mode used’ (Kenyon et al., 2002, 

p.153). 

 

2.2.2 Transport justice 

Strongly relating to the concept of accessibility and equitable access to mobility is transport 

justice. This concept links theories of spatial justice and transport planning, and in doing so adds 

a clear normative framework of desirable and undesirable outcomes to transport systems 

(Fainstein, 2009). When studying the role of informal modes of transport in the city, as this 

research aims to do, it is important to define what the function of mobility ought to be. In the city 

of today, mobility and transport are of incredible importance and urban society can be seen as 

being highly mobile. Because of the importance of transport, the ways in which governments 

engage with the issue on a policy level and how they allocate resources and transport investment 

becomes very relevant (Martens, 2012). Moreover, the ways in which the informal sector might 

fill the gaps left by government and provide increased accessibility for otherwise marginalised 

populations becomes an interesting topic of analysis. 
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In this research, it is defined through the concept of transport justice. This concept starts from the 

premise that ‘contemporary transport systems are characterised by injustice’ (Gössling, 2016). 

Oftentimes, there exists an implementation gap between governments’ desire to develop 

sustainable and fair transport systems, and the reality on the ground that private motorised 

vehicles are given centre stage in transport and infrastructure developments (Gössling, 2016). 

Moreover, we often find that urban dwellers with a lower income spend more time in transit than 

those with a higher income. The wealthy simply ride one fairly swift taxi from A to B, whereas the 

poor for example have to ride a tuktuk, a bus and spend 10 minutes by foot to reach the same 

location. There exists a belief that the poor simply have more time to spare, and as such it is 

logical that the temporality of their transport differs in their disadvantage. In the case used in this 

research, the Greater Cairo region in Egypt, the same issue of spatially skewed availability of 

transport is evident (Shalabi, 2018). 

 

The right to access others brings with it a certain emancipatory capacity. It allows individuals to 

engage with others and climb the social ladder through these interactions, linking back to the 

concept of translocality discussed earlier in this chapter. Therefore, mobility ought to be 

accessible to all so as to give everyone access to others and isolate no one. This is the essence 

of transport justice. According to Martens, the most important element of transport justice is 

accessibility. This means that transport systems should be accessible to all residents of a city, 

with regards to finance, location, health, gender, et cetera (Martens, 2016). Transport justice is 

focused mainly on person-centred research approaches, in that researchers seek to analyse the 

accessibility levels of mobility systems as they are experienced by individual users and residents 

(Martens, 2016). This research seeks to position the informal systems of transport present in 

many cities in the Global South within a frame of transport justice, and as such seeks to study the 

potential benefit or even necessity of more affordable and/or more flexible transport options for 

residents’ capacity to construct their livelihoods. 

 

According to Martens (2012), a distributive approach to transport may well lead to increased 

accessibility and thus transport justice. For elaborating on this argument, he uses Waltzer’s 

‘spheres of justice’, which in short entails an approach to distributing certain types of goods in 

society. Waltzer (1983) argues that some goods that cannot be distributed on the basis of free 

exchange in a market, but do have a certain essential social meaning. For these goods, what 

Waltzer calls ‘distributive spheres’ ought to be created. Distributive spheres are characterised by 

having a distributive mechanism that differs from free exchange. Secondly, they ought to be 

autonomous. That is to say that the way the respective good is distributed is not influenced by the 

distribution of other goods. By other goods, Waltzer mainly refers to things like money and power 

(Martens, 2012). 

 

Martens argues that the approach of Waltzer is especially suitable for the distribution of transport 

since it is a good that has a distinct social meaning. However, this begs the question what the 

transport good actually is. Martens (2012) provides two main but distinct meanings: potential 

mobility and accessibility (Garb and Levine, 2002). This first one refers to the capacity of an 

individual to move through space. The second meaning refers to the ease with which destinations 
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can be reached from a particular point in space (Farrington and Farrington, 2005). Bear in mind 

that both of these meanings do not refer to the practical manifestation of what transport is: an 

assemblage of vehicles, lines, stations, et cetera. Instead, it is these definitions of transport as a 

good that ought to demarcate the lines along which autonomous distribution ought to take place 

(Martens, 2012). 

 

2.2.3 Translocality  

Increased mobility leads to more exchange between localities. This research uses a translocal 

perspective in order to research the dynamism of identity formation and alteration of localities 

where informal mobility is prevalent such as the research area of Matareya. In global mobility 

studies, translocality departs from the principle that understanding social or economic life in one 

location is not sufficient, because there always exist far-reaching linkages between the research 

area and other both surrounding and far-flung. For a deeper and more meaningful understanding, 

one needs to also look at the relations to other locations and how they influence and shape the 

local. As such, the translocal arises. The translocal attempts to not place subjects in a box, and 

instead research them in relation to their wider relational and geographical context. Translocality 

is a way to unravel the functionalities of the city through studying the lives of subjects and the 

reach of their relations with other localities. 

 

The previously described informal mobility systems that exist in many cities in the Global South 

constitute a movement of people from one locality to another. This movement, in many instances, 

inevitably leads to an exchange of financial means, knowledge and social norms between these 

locations. This process of exchange and formation of the identities of both localities and the 

people living there is referred to as translocality. As Greiner and Sakdapolrak argue, ‘A translocal 

perspective enables research into these processes in a more open and less linear way and 

captures the diverse and contradictory effects of interconnectedness between places, institutions 

and actors’ (Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 2013, p.375). 

 

Placed in the empirical context of this research, translocality provides a useful framework. 

Especially when trying to analyse processes of mobility, exchange and the formation of 

livelihoods, as this research attempts. Mobility intrinsically entails the movement from one location 

to another. In this research, then, the way lives are multilocally organised and shaped by 

interlocational relations through mobility is given centre stage. In the research area of Matareya, 

one will find that the boundaries between it and other parts of Greater Cairo and the rest of Egypt 

are not clearly marked. As is the case in many similar informal settlements in the city, Matareya 

grew to be absorbed by the greater urban whole through rural to urban migration. However, Bayat 

and Denis write that such migration does not necessarily lead to what is sometimes described as 

‘cities of peasants’. Instead, in many cases such as the Greater Cairo region, Matareya became 

an example of the increasingly urbanising nature of formerly agricultural villages around Cairo. 

The expansion of surrounding settlements led to the area having increasingly urban 

characteristics and eventually the integration of Matareya into the city proper (Bayat & Denis, 

2000). Taking from transglobal mobility studies, translocality serves to help us analyse how the 
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research area is situated within a wider socioeconomic urban landscape and how the area relates 

to these surroundings (Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 2013). 
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2.3 Conceptual model 

 

 
Figure 1: Conceptual model 

 

The conceptual model above schematically shows the most important concepts in this research. 

According to the model and connecting to the research questions presented in the previous 

chapter, this research will study the role of systems of informal mobility in addressing the mobility 

needs of urban dwellers. Moreover, it will look at the ways in which these mobility needs being 

addressed leads to increased accessibility and thus transport justice for the residents of the 

research area. A multitude of mobility systems, informal as well as formal (shown in a smaller box 

due to its relatively lesser relevance for this research), exist alongside each other and are 

interconnected at many points. This connectedness of formal and informal models is what 

constitutes the mobility system in its entirety. The whole mobility system, comprised of formally 

and informally organised modes, allows for increased interaction between different locations and 

thereby translocal processes occur. This translocality may also be a necessary precondition for 

residents to fulfil a part of the mobility needs they require for constructing their livelihoods and 

finding their position in the city. The entire conceptual model is then placed in the empirical context 

of Matareya, which is the area of Cairo where the empirical part of the research will take place. 

Though not all of the concepts in the model are explicitly named in the main question or the three 

sub questions, this chapter has attempted to show that these concepts and their linkages are 

relevant to the research regardless. For example, translocality has a place in the model, but 

cannot be found in the research questions. That is because it does play a role in the dynamics 

and processes that this research aims to explore, such as addressing mobility needs that perhaps 

exceed the local, but it is not necessarily a central theme. 
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3. Methodology 

This section is meant to outline the research methods used in this study. It will summarise and 

explain the methods used for collecting and analysing data. In order to gather and analyse data, 

and eventually provide answers to the research questions posed earlier, several methods were 

used. A justification for the methodological choices made will also be given. The section is divided 

into four sections, starting with a section explaining the research approach (3.1); the methods for 

collecting the data (3.2); the methods for analysing and presenting the data (3.3); and a section 

on my own position in the field. 

 

3.1 Qualitative research: ethnography 

This research concerns the role of informal mobility systems in megacities in the Global South, 

such as Cairo. More specifically, it concerns the role of these systems in the lives of its users and, 

more broadly, the residents of these cities. This focus on the lived experience and interpretations 

of reality by individuals, calls for a qualitative approach over a quantitative one. Where quantitative 

approaches are useful for the analysis of large quantities of data along the lines of certain fixed 

indicators, they are not the most suitable for analysing the dynamic, complex and subjective 

interpretations and experiences of a phenomenon by respondents (Creswell, 2007). The 

phenomenon of urban informality is one that is highly complex, multifaceted and it requires a 

detailed understanding. It is a phenomenon that is not bound by tight cause-and-effect 

relationships, but consists of complex interactions and relationships between factors. Thus, in 

order to gain a holistic understanding of informality and its role in residents’ lives, a qualitative 

approach was necessary (Creswell, 2007). Moreover, the research involved factors and concepts 

that are very difficult to quantify. Issues such as the experience of informal mobility and the role 

of informal transport systems in people’s lives are subjective and hard to express in numbers. 

This, too, justifies the use of a qualitative research method (Creswell, 2007). Finally, a justice lens 

was used as a part of this research to analyse mobility systems. Issues regarding social justice, 

including transport justice, are better researched using qualitative approaches (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2011). 

 

Within qualitative research, there are many different methods to choose from. For this research, 

an approach with an ethnographic character was taken. Ethnographic studies focus on one 

particular group, in this case the users and providers of informal transport systems. Usually, 

ethnographic research involves an exhaustive observation of the group in order to analyse 

patterns of behaviour, beliefs, values and experiences (Creswell, 2007). An ethnographic 

approach is suitable for this research, since the aim was to study the lived experience of users of 

informal transport networks. Through a day-to-day immersion into the group, this experience can 

be documented and studied (Creswell, 2007). Within ethnography, there exist many different 

styles of conducting research. Creswell emphasises two popular approaches: realist ethnography 

and critical ethnography (Creswell, 2007). In realist ethnography, the researcher merely 

documents and reports objective information as it was provided by the research subjects. 

Contrastingly, critical ethnography is one that applies a certain justice lens to the research, in that 
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it is supposed to advocate for the emancipation of marginalised groups (Creswell, 2007). This 

research uses a critical ethnography, since it concerns issues like transport justice, and therefore 

has a certain value-laden orientation regarding desirable outcomes and situations. 

 

3.2 Data collection 

As mentioned previously, this research aims to study the role of urban informality in the Global 

South megacity. In order to research these processes and phenomena holistically, it was 

imperative that a set of multiple diverse methods and sources of information would be used for 

triangulation purposes (Vennix, 2016). This section serves to outline and elaborate on the various 

methods that were used. The methods include a participant observation by means of a ride-along, 

brief semi-structured interviews with the observed individuals during the tuktuk rides and a 

literature review. 

 

3.2.1 Sampling: the selection of respondents 

Before explaining how the respondents were selected, it is important to elaborate on the choice 

for Matareya as the geographical demarcation to conduct the fieldwork of this research. There 

are several reasons for opting for Matareya as the area to conduct the research and collect the 

necessary data. As Sims (2010) writes, Cairo can be seen to be divided into three areas: the 

formal city, the desert city, and the informal city (Sims, 2010). Where large parts of the first two 

are no-go areas for tuktuks due to government regulations, the informal city sees big numbers of 

tuktuks. In the case of Matareya, which is situated in the informal city, it is an area which is largely 

informal in its origin, and this informal character manifests in its mobility system, too, with a major 

presence of tuktuks. Matareya has quite a central location within the northern part of the informal 

city surrounding the centre of Greater Cairo, but it is quite far from the upscale areas of central 

Cairo, making it an interesting place for mobility research. Further background on the area itself 

as well as the mobility system in it will be provided in the next chapter. 

 

Another reason for choosing Matareya is practical in nature. Before starting work on this thesis, I 

met an Egyptian man who was born in Matareya and lived there for a long time. We spoke about 

my research plans and he offered to help with finding respondents as well as translation where 

required. Though I found out when I started collecting my data that it was much more convenient 

and useful to do it on my own, at that point I had already committed to doing it in Matareya. 

Moreover, I found that it was relatively easy for me to reach from my home in Downtown Cairo, 

with a metroline going from the station near my house to Matareya directly. In retrospect, I 

certainly do not regret choosing this area. 

 

The respondents or interlocutors of this research were residents or frequent users of informal 

means of transport in Matareya, as well as the providers of this form of transport. The goal was 

to gather a diverse group of respondents that represent the diversity of the area in terms of 

gender, income, level of education and age. In doing so, I attempted to represent the complex 
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social composition of the area. The diverse collection of respondents were asked questions 

regarding their dealings with issues of transport and mobility in their lives. An important angle that 

these questions were meant to enlighten is the role of informality in addressing the mobility needs 

of the respondents that use tuktuks, and whether this informality can be seen as transformative 

or emancipatory. A diverse pool of respondents allows for the results coming forth from the 

fieldwork to be extrapolated on Matareya as a whole. Moreover, useful conclusions may be drawn 

about the function of informal mobility systems for the residents of the area as well as the broader 

informal city in Cairo more generally (Sims, 2010). In the concluding chapter of the thesis, careful 

extrapolations are also made to other Global South megacities. 

 

In his book on participant observation techniques, Spradley (1980) gives a toolkit for performing 

observational research. Importantly, he writes that it is useful to start with an open approach that 

gives attention to the wider scene. This superficial understanding of the environment that the 

observation takes place in serves to help contextualise later findings and provide for a more in-

depth understanding (Spradley, 1980). Therefore, this research also took place in several steps, 

with each step attempting to gather more in-depth and detailed information. In practice, the 

research started by observing the workings of tuktuk stands at popular pick-up points, primarily 

focusing on the Matareya metro station. In front of the station, I started by asking drivers about 

their passengers, where they usually bring them and why. In doing so, more insight was gained 

in the networks and patterns that run through the mobility of Matareya. Hereby, I got an overview 

of the mobility system in the area and of the workings of the informal system of tuktuks. Important 

to add here is the fact that, although some of the drivers rent their tuktuk from an informal private 

enterprise, the vast majority of drivers owns their own vehicle. After this elementary analysis of 

the transport system that mainly focused on drivers, the focus shifted more to the users of tuktuks. 

At this stage, passengers were asked to participate. The participation of passengers took place 

in the form of a ride-along observation. During their movement using a tuktuk, I asked passengers 

questions regarding their mobility and their use of informal means such as tuktuks. Rides were 

usually quite short, which did not allow for a great amount of questions to be posed. However, the 

interviews during the rides did provide a more detailed view into the mobility use and needs of 

residents and in what ways tuktuks serve or hamper the fulfilment of these needs. Some elements 

from these conversations may be generalised to a wider population (Parke & Griffiths, 2008).  

 

3.2.2 Ride-along observation 

Measuring the role of informal forms of mobility in addressing the mobility needs of residents is a 

task that is less straightforward than the formulation of the question may indicate. The relationship 

between these two variables is not immediately clear or evident. When trying to demonstrate the 

presence of a relation between the two, an open approach is necessary which leaves room for 

brief interactions, unstructured questions and informal conversation (Creswell, 2007). This allows 

for an analysis of the daily transport use of residents, and how this mobility - or immobility - impacts 

the capacity of residents to gain income, engage in relations with other urban dwellers and claim 

or improve their place in the city. Therefore, the main part of the data collection for this research 

was a participant observation. This was done in the form of a ride-along with tuktuks, the main 

form of transport available within the research area. These three-wheeled vehicles are infamous 
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and do not have a good reputation in general, especially among those from wealthier classes. 

This was strikingly demonstrated in the security briefing for exchange students at the American 

University in Cairo at the start of our Fall semester in 2022. Here, and later on it was once more 

emphasised, we were explicitly warned not to take tuktuks or microbuses ‘since these are 

unlicensed’. In informal conversations with wealthier Egyptians, too, the tuktuk was not held in 

high esteem. In the eyes of these Cairenes, tuktuks were dangerous and usually driven around 

by minors or ex-detainees. Therefore, it was interesting to see how the users of this vehicle in 

Matareya see the tuktuk and to study the role it plays in their lives through first-hand experience. 

 

Musante and DeWalt define several degrees of participation. These degrees describe the role the 

researcher takes in the field and the degree to which they are part of the group they are studying, 

and how much they participate in the behaviour of the observed group. In this research, ‘active 

participation’ was used. This is ‘when the ethnographer engages in almost everything that other 

people are doing as a means of trying to learn the cultural rules for behavior’ (Musante & DeWalt, 

2010, p.23). This degree of participation suits the research aim best. The aim was to understand 

the system of tuktuks, and to reveal the role of tuktuks in addressing the mobility needs of the 

residents of Matareya. In order to do this, it was imperative that I speak to passengers and drivers 

in their environment. In this case, that meant riding along with drivers, speaking to them, and 

speaking to whichever passenger was sitting in the back. Riding along with passengers during 

their rides and with drivers during their working day was a way to uncover the ethereal, interactive, 

intimate and flexible nature of the vehicle as it navigated the hectic streets of Matareya. 

 

The participant observation started by riding along in the tuktuks with the drivers. As passengers 

mounted and dismounted, and we drove around the area to the desired destinations, we were 

able to uncover patterns in routes and interactions. While driving, I asked the passengers several 

brief but useful questions about their destination, their general transport use and the role of 

transport in their daily life, as well as questions on their lives in general. Their experiences during 

their transit within the urban environment were recorded, from their home to their work, school, 

errands, etc. This part of the data collection served to uncover how residents navigate the 

cityscape and use/shape it to their advantage. Although I prepared some questions that served 

to somewhat demarcate my interactions with passengers, there was no strict research protocol 

to be followed in this phase. A more structured approach was not suitable, since the character of 

interactions was very brief, fleeting and informal. The whole process of observing and riding along 

in tuktuks was highly reflexive and critical. During the fieldwork, I constantly compared and 

contrasted interactions with different passengers, which revealed interesting customs and 

dynamics that constitute the aim of this enquiry (Spradley, 1980). As such, a cycle formed where 

I started by asking questions, collecting data and then reflecting on outcomes and responses. 

Thereafter, I would go back to the start: asking new questions and reformulating old ones 

(Spradley, 1980). 

 

With a participant observation, especially, the iterative process of reformulating research 

questions and rethinking old ideas is very important. The realities that one experiences on the 

ground lead to a constant challenging of existing ideas and previous questions. ‘"Being there" in 

the fullest sense means that our ideas and notions are continually challenged and "resisted" by 
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the actions and words of those within the setting’ (Musante & DeWalt, 2010, p.15). At many points 

during the fieldwork, the stories that the drivers and users of tuktuks told me, the ways in which I 

saw them interact with each other and the things that they showed me contradicted what I had 

thought to be the reality. The data itself constantly forced me to change my perception of and 

perspective on the realities of the field and the subjects in it. It was my regular presence on the 

ground in Matareya and my personal proximity to the people that inhabit and navigate it that called 

into question so many of the pre-existing notions and perceptions that I had before entering the 

field. Becker (1970) similarly notes that ‘"being there'' forces our ideas and assumptions to be 

resisted and tested by the actions and words of those in the setting’ (Becker, 1970; Musante & 

DeWalt, 2010, p.15). 

 

For this reason, the result of using a participant observation as a research method leads to a 

constant challenge of research questions, and sometimes questions are even rendered unfit 

altogether by the realities discovered in the field. In this research, too, this same fact of 

experiencing new insights that challenge previous knowledge has led to the altering of the 

research question after the data was collected and the fieldwork was done. After collecting the 

data, it became clear that the angle of the research had to be shifted slightly so as to fit the data 

to the research question. This emphasises once again the iterative nature of the process of doing 

research. As a consequence, what this means is that by performing this research - and in fact this 

is even part of its aim - many new questions and openings for further research arise. These will 

be treated in greater depth in chapter 7. Discussion. As Musante and DeWalt (2010) write on the 

value of using participant observation as a method: ‘As we have shown, participant observation 

can enhance the quality of data obtained during field research, it can enhance the quality of 

interpretation of data, and it is especially useful in assisting us to formulate new research 

questions and hypotheses’ (Musante & DeWalt, 2010, p.16). 

 

3.2.3 Semi-structured interviews 

Apart from the participant observation explained above, the participants were also interviewed in 

order to better understand their motivations, interpretations and experiences. This was done 

during the observation itself, while subjects were on the move. These interviews had a semi-

structured character, meaning I had prepared several guiding questions, but other than that let 

the conversation flow naturally (Kallio et al., 2016). This type of interview allowed me to ask follow-

up questions and dive deeper into certain subjects that turned out to be relevant during the 

interview. It also gave respondents the opportunity to clarify themselves and express their 

thoughts and views in a coherent manner (Creswell, 2007). It gave the respondents the time to 

think their answers through and come back on things they previously said. As a consequence, 

one I was with detailed and in-depth information that allowed for fruitful analysis (Creswell, 2007). 

In order to give the interviews a certain degree of structure, an interview guide with several general 

questions was made as a tool for the researcher to use during the ride-along interviews. The 

interview guide provided the interviewer with starting points, but was not rigid and could be easily 

deviated from as the conversation naturally flowed. 
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As has been mentioned previously, the research area of Matareya is a part of the Greater Cairo 

megacity. Inevitably, there exist and take place many relations and interactions between the 

residents of Matareya and the rest of the city. Therefore it is imperative to not place a box around 

the respondents and research them in the geographical vacuum of their place of residence, but 

instead to widen the research lens (Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 2013). Soon after I started the data 

collection, I found that many users of tuktuks in Matareya were not from the area itself or were 

not going to a destination within the area. Therefore, the interviews served to reveal how the 

respondents moved through the city and to chart their complete itinerary. This also allowed me to 

better assess the mobility needs of both residents and visitors and how the tuktuk plays a role in 

fulfilling these needs. 

 

3.2.4 Literature review 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the concepts and theories of urban informali ty, 

assemblage theory, accessibility and transport justice, as well as the linkages between these 

concepts, an extensive review of existing literature was performed. Information from this body of 

literature was used to set up the research framework and clearly delineate the extent and aims of 

this study. For the most part, these scientific articles, essays and books were found online and 

accessed through the digital libraries of Radboud University and the American University in Cairo. 

Some literature was also found in the physical libraries of these respective institutions, such as 

the book Understanding Cairo by Sims (2010). 

 

Some authors were referred to on many occasions, since their work provided a clear overview 

and definitions of key concepts. Examples of this include Roy and Simone for informality, and 

Martens for transport justice. Apart from literature meant to explore and demarcate the theoretical 

scope of this research, certain key authors provide the required framework to explain and justify 

methodological choices. The work of Creswell discusses various qualitative methods including 

ethnographic approaches, and Spradley’s work on observation provided the necessary handles 

to effectively navigate the empirical part of the research. Moreover, the literature provided the 

necessary information on the geographical context of this particular study, namely the Greater 

Cairo region in Egypt and the Matareya district. Sims’s work formed the backbone of this outline 

of the research context. However, information regarding the geographical setting is not only 

present in academic literature, but also in other media such as documentaries, news articles and 

books. Although these are not directly cited in the text, they did provide an essential source of 

background information and as such allowed me to get a clearer picture of the empirical context 

where I performed the empirical fieldwork. As will be elaborated on in more detail in chapter 7, 

archival and municipal documents were not used, since these were quite difficult to access and 

because of a language barrier: my Arabic language proficiency is unfortunately not sufficient for 

analysing policy or archival documents. 
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3.3 Data analysis and presentation 

After the data was collected through the various methods, it had to be analysed in order to draw 

conclusions and gain useful insights from the findings. Every day during the observation in the 

field, extensive field notes were written down in order to document what had happened and which 

observations I did. At the end of the day, this collection of notes that I saved in a notepad on my 

phone were written down in more detail. This eventually became an exhaustive fieldwork diary 

which became the underlying foundation of the analyses that were then performed. It was 

paramount that I wrote the more detailed version of notes in the fieldwork diary at the end of each 

day so as to not forget essential elements or events that had occurred. In order to support my 

memory, especially during some very intense, long days of fieldwork, I sometimes recorded 

conversations I had with drivers and passengers during rides with their consent. These 

conversations were fully in Arabic, and as such it was practical to record them in order to listen to 

them later simply to refresh my memory and to check for and correct possible misunderstandings. 

They do not require separate coding, since the information gathered from them was accounted 

for in the daily fieldwork diary. The recordings simply served to support and sometimes refresh 

my memory. 

 

The fieldwork diary does not contain literal transcripts of exactly what was said during the 

conversations in Matareya. This was practically not possible to achieve. However, sometimes 

certain small or illustrative quotes are included in the diary. These anecdotes, phrases and quotes 

were important to include literally, since they were very illustrative of a particular situation. It is of 

vital importance to sometimes include what was literally said by the interlocutors during the 

observation, since this is the voice of those the research concerns. This proximity and personal 

bond with the respondents is one of the benefits of a participant observation. However, writing on 

it has to be done right. I had to find a balance between writing a personal account of the lives of 

the people I spoke to and keeping every section of this thesis academically relevant. Writing the 

diary and then analysing it was imperative to strike this balance. As Bernard (2006) writes: 

‘Participant observation involves immersing yourself in a culture and learning to remove yourself 

every day from that immersion so you can intellectualize what you've seen and heard, put it into 

perspective, and write about it convincingly. When it's done right, participant observation turns 

fieldworkers into instruments of data collection and data analysis’ (Bernard, 2006, p.344). It is my 

sincere hope that I have been able to become such an instrument of data collection and analysis 

during the observation in this research. 

 

Having collected the data and compiled it in the fieldwork diary, it then had to be analysed. This 

was done by coding the data from the fieldwork diary using the computer software Atlas.ti. This 

programme allows one to assign codes to a text so as to unveil patterns in a big body of text. The 

coding revealed several interesting findings of patterns and focal elements that can be seen as 

recurring themes that were found in the fieldwork. These themes are exhaustively discussed in 

the next chapters. The codebook can be found in Appendix 2. Furthermore, one other tool that 

was used several times in order to visualise the mobility system in Matareya and its connections 

to the rest of the city was ArcGIS. This digital software is very useful for creating informative and 

aesthetically pleasing maps. These maps showcase and visually demarcate the research area, 
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and some are meant to roughly present the mobility flows of the area and its connections to other 

localities in Greater Cairo. Apart from maps, my initial intent was to also add links to a webpage 

with a collection of audio-visual material that I had started collecting during the fieldwork in 

Matareya. Unfortunately, most of this material was lost when my phone was stolen shortly before 

leaving Egypt. I was therefore unable to collect enough material after my phone was stolen to 

effectively present an analytically useful and aesthetically interesting collection. 

 

3.4 Positioning myself in the field 

The main research approach used for this thesis has certain implications for how to conduct the 

research, but also for how to write about it. Since an ethnographic approach using participant 

observation was used in this research, I think it is important to elaborate on my own position in 

the field. In any research, but ethnographic research in particular, reflexivity and positionality are 

very important to keep in mind in order to adhere to the ethical standards of research practice 

(Sultana, 2007). 

 

A good starting point may be how I ended up doing my research about informal mobility in Cairo. 

I came to Cairo in August 2023 as a 23 year old exchange student at the American University in 

Cairo, the most expensive private university in Egypt. I had decided to stay in Egypt after my 

semester at AUC in order to conduct the empirical portion of my research there. I wanted to 

research how the vast majority of Cairenes, and indeed the vast majority of urbanites in the Global 

South, move around. For different subjects with different positionalities in society, the experience 

of mobility can vary radically. As a researcher that resided in Cairo for an extended period of time, 

I also had my own place in the field. It is important to briefly elaborate on this and how it might 

affect my research. For me, getting around in Cairo consisted of opening my phone, ordering a 

car or a scooter on the Uber app, and getting exactly where I wanted in the shortest amount of 

time possible. In my view, this was not exceptional or extraordinary. It was simply the way things 

went, and my wealthy Egyptian and international friends all experienced moving around the city 

in this way. For those who cannot afford my relatively lavish lifestyle and take private taxis 

everywhere, the experience of transport in Cairo may well be entirely different in terms of money 

spent, time taken and indeed effort put in. This majority of residents of the place I lived in is part 

of what I wanted to study. 

 

However, doing empirical research in Cairo as a Dutch student with Arabic language skills that 

are far from fluent was not always easy and straightforward. Although largely very functional, I 

found that there were times when I simply did not have the cultural knowledge or language skills 

that were required to fully understand the meaning of everything my interlocutors said. This was 

especially the case when they talked among each other and did not make an effort to make me 

understand. When I was listening to a group of tuktuk drivers speak, I would not always catch 

every joke or detail. However, many times when I spoke with my interlocutors one-on-one they 

would ask whether I understood what they were saying and would elaborate further if I did not 

understand them. I sincerely appreciate their patience. 
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Furthermore, being from a relatively wealthy country in the Global North and moving to a country 

in the Global South for academic and research purposes leads to quite an interesting position that 

one ought to be aware of as a researcher. I found myself being placed (by my interlocutors) and 

placing myself in a very interesting position. It was hard to place me within the class hierarchy 

that is clearly present in Egypt (Armbrust, 1996). I was neither working class or middle class, nor 

upper class. However, that is not to say I did not have a privileged position. I was usually treated 

with an unusual degree of hospitality and respect that other Egyptians would generally not 

receive. For example, once I was riding along with one of my interlocutors and speaking to a 

passenger, he was a 70 year old man who was heading home. I explained that I was researching 

tuktuks and wanted to ask questions to their users. Not much later, he told the driver to drop him 

off a little before his actual destination, so that ‘this emir2 can quickly continue his research’. In 

the same vein, I was regularly asked where I study by people I encountered in the field. Whenever 

I then uttered the words ‘American University’, this often elicited the following reaction: on the one 

hand it impressed people. On the other hand it created some sort of hierarchical barrier between 

us. That name instantly altered our relationality and would place me higher, with people 

overestimating my status and wealth. 

 

During my time in the field, I gradually learned how to navigate Matareya, the world of tuktuks, 

their drivers and users. Overtime I developed my own habits of where to go, who to talk to, how 

to explain what I was doing, and so on. What always stood out to me was the amount of effort it 

often took to get a day moving. In the beginning, it was not always easy to find a driver willing to 

take me along with them. Sometimes there simply was not that much work so the day consisted 

of a lot of waiting, and other times drivers were a little too busy to pay attention to me. Then, when 

I did find a driver and we got moving, the day would often turn around completely and I would be 

overwhelmed with data, information and experiences, so much so that I would struggle to 

document it all. This ‘data overload’ I experienced regularly in Matareya is also one of the 

limitations of this research. Moreover, keeping in contact with interlocutors was one of the 

challenges I faced. For example, I once asked one of my interlocutors Abu Shama if he wanted 

to give me his phone number so we could stay in touch. He told me that this was not possible, 

since he did not have a phone. This interaction made both of us feel a little embarrassed, but for 

different reasons. 

 

Lastly, my gender identity as a man impacted who I could comfortably and normally speak to 

during my research in the Egyptian context. As a young man, it was not very respectful or 

acceptable that I would speak to young women. I also included this as a recommendation for 

further research in the Discussion chapter, where I suggest that this research should be repeated 

by a female researcher. I quickly felt that talking to younger women would always make them feel 

very uncomfortable or even threatened. I also discussed this with the drivers I rode along with, 

and they strongly discouraged me from speaking to young women. Men and slightly older women 

were fine to speak to, though, and they were usually very open and willing to answer my 

questions. 

  

 
2 An emir is a historical member of Arabic nobility 
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4. Greater Cairo and Matareya as the research field 

This chapter aims to set the scene of the empirical part of the research. It will do so by describing 

the context that the fieldwork took place in, discussing history, demographics, economics, and so 

on. It will start with a general section on the Greater Cairo metropolitan region, followed by a 

section on the specific research area: Matareya. The last section serves to link this chapter to the 

next one and to move towards the topic of interest: mobility. It does so by describing the various 

formal and informal mobility systems that are present in Matareya and how these systems function 

and interlink. 

4.1 Greater Cairo 

In order to situate this research in its empirical context, it is essential to take a closer look at the 

Greater Cairo metropolitan area. This section serves to shed light on some key aspects of this 

megacity so as to give the reader an understanding of the context that the research was 

conducted in. In order to do this, the book Understanding Cairo by Sims (2010) provides a very 

useful approach to studying and trying to make sense of such a vast urban landscape. In his book, 

Sims constructs the compelling argument that Cairo has avoided the fate of becoming 

dysfunctionally chaotic as a result of the explosive population growth that has taken place over 

the past half century or so. Instead of a catalogue of disaster, it gives a balanced account of the 

main developments in terms of demographics, housing, work and living standards over the period 

from 1970 onwards. 

 

Cairo is the capital city of Egypt and is strategically situated at the head of the Nile delta. According 

to Sims (2010), the Greater Cairo region is made up of three main sub-areas: Greater Cairo 

proper, which is the contiguously built-up area that includes the cities of Cairo, Giza and Shubra 

El Khayma; peri-urban Greater Cairo, which includes nine districts of the Giza and Qalyubiya 

governorates with agricultural areas and some larger population centres; and Greater Cairo’s 

desert, which consists of the eight new cities in the desert east and west of Cairo (Sims, 2010). 

Put together, the entire area is populated by an estimated 22 million individuals as of 2023. This 

number has grown continuously from around 2,5 million inhabitants in 1950 (UN World Population 

Prospects, 2023). This begs the question of where most of this growth was absorbed. Contrary 

to the state’s plans to move the centre of population growth outwards to the desert cities, most of 

this newly arrived and newly born population was absorbed not by government-planned housing, 

but instead by the quickly expanding informal settlements on the fringes and northern side of 

Cairo. These settlements were built on formerly agricultural land, circumventing Egyptian planning 

laws that outlaw the conversion of agricultural land to urban housing. Through a series of legal 

and extra-legal mechanisms, narrow strips of agricultural land were filled in with apartment blocks. 

This way of urban development is what gives Cairo’s outskirts its distinct street pattern of straight, 

parallel lanes, and it is what makes the city extraordinarily dense. The research area of Matareya 

is one of these informal settlements that formed on formerly agricultural land at the edge of the 

city. 
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One of the most important things to know about Cairo is that, like many other cities in the Global 

South, it is a city that runs primarily on informal processes. Sims writes that housing is built, jobs 

are created and transport systems arise in seemingly contradictory ways and in contravention of 

laws. This is all overseen by ‘near-disfunctional and largely irrelevant bureaucracies’ (Sims, 2010, 

p.3). The importance of informal processes in Cairo cannot be overestimated. The majority of 

residents reside on informally acquired land in informally built housing. The majority finds their 

employment in the informal sector. Others also combine formal and informal employment to build 

their livelihoods. In transport, too, extensive informal systems of tuktuks and microbuses 

complement formal bus and metro networks that serve the majority of Cairenes that cannot afford 

a private car or taxi. As Sims writes: ‘It is thus no exaggeration at all to say that almost all of 

today’s Greater Cairo is the product of informal processes, that these processes are dominant, 

and that they will continue to dominate for years to come’ (Sims, 2010, p.86). 

 

4.2 Matareya 

The area of Cairo where the fieldwork for this research was conducted and where the primary 

data was collected is situated in the northeastern part of Greater Cairo proper. Matareya is a hayy 

or district that is bordered in the north by El Khusus and El Marg districts, in the east by Ain Shams 

district, in the south by El Zeitoun district and in the west by the Ismailia canal. The location of 

Matareya in the Greater Cairo region is shown in figure 2 below. In the 2017 census the Matareya 

area had a population of around 600.000 residents. These residents come from various social 

backgrounds and are not exclusively poor, which is characteristic of many of Cairo’s informal 

areas (Sims, 2010). Due to its largely informal character in terms of its origins, Matareya is widely 

considered to be a so-called ‘ashwa’eya, which roughly translates to random area. In the book 

Understanding Cairo by Sims (2010), Matareya is presented to be part of ‘the informal city’. This 

is to say that most of the buildings and land in the area are built, owned and exchanged through 

means that lie outside the law, and that property taxes are hardly ever paid. 

 

 
Figure 2: Outlined is the position of Matareya in the Greater Cairo region, with the Nile river running south 

to north through the centre (Janssen, 2023). 
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Though the area where Matareya is situated has been inhabited for thousands of years, a more 

logical starting point to explain the history that has shaped the area as it is today would be after 

1960. It was from this time onwards that Cairo experienced an explosive population growth and 

that Matareya became more built-up and part of the city proper. Mostly as a result of rural-to-

urban migration and a sizable gap in the supply of formally built housing, informal areas sprung 

up at the edge of the city and around existing peri-urban villages. From a bird’s-eye view, these 

settlements exhibit some seemingly ‘planned’ features (Sims, 2010). The street pattern in large 

parts of Matareya today, as in so many of Cairo’s informal areas, can still be clearly linked back 

to the historical origins of the area as agricultural land. As can be seen on the map below, most 

of Matareya is characterised by small alleyways that used to demarcate the boundaries of 

agricultural plots. The space between these alleyways has been divided into small plots that are 

100 percent covered with the building footprint, and there is very little open space and public 

services (Sims, 2010). 

 

 
Figure 3 (left): Street pattern of Matareya (Google Earth, 2023). 

Figure 4 (right): A typical narrow alleyway in Matareya (Janssen, 2023). 

 

Areas such as Matareya were able to pop up and expand largely unhampered in the beginning, 

because of the fact that rural housing was subject to practically no regulation. Usually, converting 

agricultural land adjacent to a rural settlement did not generate a reaction from state institutions 

(Sims, 2010). Construction in Matareya and other informal areas especially took off after 

economic liberalisation starting in 1974. Remittances from Egyptians working in the Gulf countries 

and Libya flowed into the country leading to a boom in private informal construction (Sims, 2010). 

 

In terms of economy, the biggest group of the working population is employed in informal jobs in 

Matareya. As most other informal areas of Cairo, Matareya is home to countless micro- and small-

enterprises. In Egypt as a whole, this type of informal small-scale entrepreneurship is even the 

primary job creator (Sims, 2010). Moreover, more than half of workers residing in Matareya 

actually work in the area itself. That is to say, they do not commute in and out of the area for their 

employment. Sims refers to a study carried out in 2001 and writes that ‘... over 55% of working 

inhabitants of Manshiyat Nasir found their livelihoods within the area itself’, and that this was also 

the case for many other informal areas (Sims, 2010, p.112). Not only does this have clear 
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implications for the demand patterns that drive the mobility system in the area, but it also 

demonstrates a certain degree of self-sustainability that Matareya and other informal areas in 

Greater Cairo have. Despite this, a large portion of the residents of Matareya do have to commute 

to other parts of Cairo for their work. As such, numerous movements in and out of Matareya take 

place on a daily basis. The next section serves to elaborate on the mobility system present in 

Matareya, and how various modes of transport link the area to the rest of Greater Cairo. 

 

4.3 Mobility in Matareya 

This section serves to shed light on the mobility systems and modes of transport that are present 

in Matareya. When studying mobility patterns and systems, it is important to paint a holistic picture 

of all available modes of transport and how these interlink in certain localities, at certain times and 

in certain ways. Where the previous sections of this chapter served to illustrate the geographical 

context in which the research took place, this section offers a specific focus on the subject of the 

research: urban transport. Apart from the means of transport that is given centre stage in this 

research - tuktuks - it is of great importance to also elaborate on how other means of transport 

interlink and connect with tuktuks to get a more complete overview of the mobility system in 

Matareya and its connections with the rest of Greater Cairo. One of the things that Matareya, and 

Cairo as a whole, has in its advantage, is its density and therefore its compactness. This makes 

distances relatively short when compared to other megacities in the Global South. However, 

moving around Cairo can be a tedious, time-consuming and hazardous endeavour, especially for 

those who do not have the financial means for a private car or taxi. 

 

4.3.1 Metro, bus, microbus 

One of the main modes of transport that is not present in all areas of Greater Cairo but runs 

alongside Matareya is the metro. Metro line 1 runs on the eastern edge of the area as can be 

seen in figure 5. This line takes passengers to the central areas of Cairo and continues towards 

Helwan near the southern edge of the metropolitan area. In the other direction, Line 1 serves the 

more outlying northern areas of Ain Shams and El Marg and terminates at New El Marg station. 

This station is a major hub for microbuses that travel around the periphery of Greater Cairo proper 

on the Ring Road, as well as microbuses going to more outlying northern areas such as Khankah 

and peri-urban centres in the Nile river delta. I once took the metro and then a microbus to the 

northern area of El Qalag with one of my interlocutors who lived there. This trip will be discussed 

in more depth later on in order to illustrate the mobility of many of the tuktuk drivers as they 

commute to their work. Moreover, the trip sheds light on how informal forms of mobility serve 

other areas that are intensely connected to Matareya itself. 
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Figure 5: Metro line 1 running parallel to the east side of Matareya (Janssen, 2023). 

 

The metro is also a focal point for many other modes of transport. Bus lines often pass by metro 

stations and microbuses often use metro stations as their terminus. Microbuses do not usually 

have information about routes or destinations written on them, but instead call out their destination 

from the window or opened doors. Many times, they do not even specify what station their route 

terminates at, but simply call out ‘metro’ as their destination. This emphasises the importance of 

the metro for facilitating further swift and cheap movement towards more central areas of Cairo 

from areas such as Matareya. Buses and microbuses, which sometimes run on parallel routes, 

are also a very important means of transport in Matareya. The network of public buses is quite 

extensive and covers most of the city. Besides several lines going to central Cairo, there are also 

east-west lines going to Heliopolis and El Nozha. Generally speaking, transport networks in the 

city function well in terms of their coverage. 

 

However, it is important to note that in practice, these systems are far from smooth. For a first-

time visitor or tourist to Cairo, some of the more memorable things are often the seemingly insane 

driving, traffic-clogged streets and incessant honking (Sims, 2010). For example, buses and 

microbuses rarely come to a full stop to let passengers embark and disembark. Instead they just 

slow down, passenger usually leap on and off, and fares are paid on board to a conductor. They 

also usually do not run on a fixed schedule and drive recklessly. Moreover, bus stops and public 

buses are infamous for being places where women often experience harassment (Ilahi, 2009). 

 

At certain points, metro stations and bus stops also form key entry points to Matareya. It is in 

these places that tuktuks often congregate to pick up passengers that want to go into the area. 

Figure 6 shows some of the main locations where passengers change modes of transport. These 
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focal transfer stations bring us to the next section, where the system of tuktuks in Matareya will 

be laid out. 

 

 
Figure 6: The most important transfer points, with the starting point shown as a red flag (Janssen, 2023). 

 

4.3.2 The tuktuk 

To introduce the mode of transport that is central to the research, it will prove useful to elaborate 

how the fieldwork would work in practice and how I came in contact with drivers and passengers. 

My fieldwork always started in the same way. I walked about five minutes to the metro station 

near my Downtown apartment and rode the metro to Matareya for about 40 minutes. When you 

walk out of the metro station, you are always greeted by some tuktuk drivers asking if you need 

a ride. ‘Tuktuk aye hetta’, tuktuk going anywhere. In both directions, trains arrive every five 

minutes, leading to a fairly constant flow of outgoing potential customers. Right outside the metro 

station’s gates, some stands selling vegetables, fruits and fish line the path going out onto the 

main street in front of the station. As I became a frequent visitor of the place, vendors started 

recognising me and I became especially familiar with the man selling fresh fish and seafood. This 

culminated in me helping him to move his old cart with flat tyres out of the sun and underneath 

his makeshift umbrella to protect his wares from the sun. That day was a hot one, with highs of 

34 degrees celsius and dusty winds clouding the skies and sometimes hampering your vision. 
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Figure 7: Kiosk, fish and fruit stands outside the Matareya metro station (Janssen, 2023). 

 

Just to the right of the fish stand, and in front of a koshk, a kiosk selling refreshments, beverages, 

cigarettes and mobile top-up cards, was where the tuktuks lined up to wait for passengers. It is 

here that I met most of my interlocutors. I would stand in front of the koshk and wait for familiar 

faces to come. We greeted each other, made some small talk and then I would often ask one of 

them if I could ride with them. This is how most of the data was collected and information was 

revealed about the way tuktuks operate. 

 

In most instances, tuktuks function similarly to regular taxis. That is to say that they are a private 

means of transport. However, there are some exceptions in Matareya where they provide a 

means of shared transport. This was most strikingly the case for the small ‘line’ that took people 

from the Matareya metro station to a place that everyone called maw’af 43, or stop 43. It got its 

name from a bus line that stops there irregularly. This intersection is located about 700 metres 

north of the station. At the beginning of my fieldwork, this shared ride was priced at 3 Egyptian 

pounds per person. Later on, when petrol prices rose, the short stretch became 4 pounds per 

person. As for my fieldwork, it was always better to ride with tuktuks going anywhere, since the 

ride to maw’af 43 was so short that it was hard to have a proper conversation and reveal useful 

data and information. 

 

At the start of each ride, the driver and passenger agree on a destination. Sometimes a driver 

does not know the exact location, but other drivers always help them out with directions. Almost 

all rides are relatively short. The ride to the previously mentioned maw’af 43 is only 600 metres 

long and takes no more than around three minutes. Lengths in terms of time go up to about twenty 
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minutes and around four kilometres in terms of distance, but much longer than that is very rare. 

For longer stretches, it is much cheaper and almost as convenient to take a bus or metro. 

 

My interlocutors told me that they would bring passengers anywhere they wanted, as long as the 

area was not illegal for tuktuks. In the next chapter, more will be said about where tuktuks are and 

are not allowed to go. However, there were certain focal points in and around Matareya; popular 

destinations that many passengers would go to. Oftentimes, these were places where other 

modes of transport also stopped. As was explained previously, this is where passengers change 

to the metro, buses and microbuses, usually to cover greater distances at a relatively cheap price. 

In general, tuktuks are the most common form of motorised public transport within Matareya. On 

the map below, themed points give a general overview of the most popular destinations from the 

metro station. The themes are split into transport hubs (bus and metro stations), markets, 

hospitals and schools. Again, Matareya metro station is shown as a red flag.  

 

 
Figure 8: Most important destinations by tuktuk from Matareya metro station (Janssen, 2023). 

 

This map reveals some of the uses that the tuktuk is most commonly used for where incoming 

passengers from the Matareya metro station are concerned. It reveals two main sets of 

destinations. One is the transfer points where passengers switch to different modes of transport. 

These are central points where microbuses stop, as well as metro stations. The other is 

destinations within Matareya that have a certain pull-factor. These are mostly shopping areas, 

markets, schools and hospitals. 
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4.3.3 A day in the life of a driver 

When studying the mobility system in Matareya, it is of vital importance to also study the life, 

working methods and system that the providers of mobility have organised. This section serves 

to explain tuktuks from the perspective of those who drive them. In a sense, those who play a vital 

part in keeping Matareya moving. 

 

I found that many of the drivers working in Matareya do not actually live there. Although most 

grew up in the area, many moved out when they got married. They often moved towards more 

peripheral areas because of housing availability and prices. However, they would still come to 

Matareya to work since there was more work and since they knew the area very well from having 

spent their childhood there. Moreover, the price of a tuktuk ride in Matareya is simply higher than 

what it would cost where they live. As was mentioned in a previous chapter, most tuktuk drivers 

bought and own their vehicle. Many of them park it in a parking lot near the metro station before 

returning home. My main interlocutor Dabdoob usually leaves his home at around 5 in the 

morning. His commute covers just under 10 kilometres of distance and takes him around one 

hour. It consists of a microbus ride, a short walk through the hectic market outside New El Marg 

metro station, and a twenty minute metro ride to arrive at the metro station in Matareya. Here, he 

walks to a nearby parking lot to pick up his tuktuk and start his working day. He is not alone, since 

many of the drivers in Matareya do not live in the area anymore. Many of them moved out when 

they married, looking for more affordable housing options further out of the city. One of his fellow 

drivers and brother in law, Mostafa, travels the same way, though they do not always travel 

together. 

 

Upon arrival in the early hours of the morning, his day starts mostly with passengers going to work 

or kids going to one of the many schools in Matareya. This time of day, the direction of travel is 

predominantly towards schools inside the area, and then bringing commuters from inside the area 

towards the metro station. Although the majority of working people in Matareya are employed 

within the area itself, a sizable number of people have jobs elsewhere. The metro is a very cheap 

and relatively quick means of transport to cover greater distances in the city. People who work in 

offices in more central locations of Cairo often ride the metro to get to their destination. The first 

leg of their journey is a tuktuk ride from their home to the metro stations of Matareya or Helmiyet 

el Zeitoun. Later in the day, just before afternoon, the amount of traffic usually decreases slightly. 

This time of day, until about 4 in the afternoon, most people are working. Therefore, the 

composition of passengers alters, and housewives and elderly are most common. These people 

are usually running errands and have to go to shops, markets, doctor’s offices, relatives, et cetera. 

After this, people returning home from work become a more common sight again. 

 

Dabdoob usually finishes his day at around 5 in the afternoon. He parks his tuktuk at the same 

parking lot he picked it up from in the morning. After every full working day, he and most other 

drivers expect to have earned around 250 Egyptian pounds. However, this is highly dependent 

on how the day goes and how much movement there is in Matareya that particular day. This 

irregularity will be further elaborated on in the next chapter. 
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One day, I joined Dabdoob on his commute going back to his home at his invitation. This was 

very enlightening for me because I saw and experienced first-hand the trip that he had to do every 

day. It was rush hour, around 5 in the afternoon, so the metro was very crowded. As we exited 

the metro terminus in New El Marg and made our way through the crowds, it was sometimes hard 

not to lose him as he skillfully made his way through the mass of commuters. What was going on 

outside was nothing short of impressive and overwhelming to me. The station is surrounded by 

an incredibly busy and noisy market, there are no paved streets and one is forced to develop 

quite an intimate relationship with motor vehicles. We made our way through and arrived at the 

microbus station. Here, hundreds of people were waiting for a bus that was not already filled up 

that would take them to their destination. We did not find the right bus quickly, since they were all 

yelling different destinations than ours. Dabdoob was clearly looking and asking around, but 

seemed unfazed by the whole situation. After about 20 minutes, we heard our destination being 

yelled from a newly arrived microbus and dashed in. During the ride, lively conversations sprung 

up between Dabdoob and some fellow passengers. This seemed to be a daily occurrence, 

emphasising the constant social character of this mode of transport. All in all, Dabdoob’s commute 

costs 10 Egyptian pounds one-way, which is quite affordable. 

 

This chapter served to set the scene that the fieldwork was conducted in. It outlined a profile of 

Greater Cairo and the specific research area of Matareya, emphasising certain characteristics of 

the geographical research site that are relevant for this research. Some of these characteristics 

are meant to be illustrative of the results that are presented in the next chapter. Moreover, this 

chapter provided an overview of the available systems of transport that are most commonly used 

in Matareya, and also how these systems are interlinked in many places. The next chapter will 

focus more on the last of these transport systems that was elaborated on in this chapter: the 

tuktuk. It will discuss the role of tuktuks in Matareya in addressing the mobility needs of residents 

and visitors along the lines of several key themes that were uncovered from the fieldwork data.  
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5. The role of tuktuks in Matareya 

In this chapter, the findings from the fieldwork are presented and their meaning and implications 

are elaborated on. This is done along the lines of several main themes that were uncovered 

through the empirical research on the ground - and in the tuktuks - in Matareya. These themes 

are presented separately, but they are structured in such a way that a thread runs through all of 

them which connects one section to the next. The themes that were uncovered by the fieldwork 

are: the flexibility of the tuktuk as a mode of transport; how informal transport influences 

accessibility; how the tuktuk system is based on a certain sense of solidarity; the precarious 

livelihoods of people in Matareya; the way in which providers of informal transport position 

themselves in society; and encounters between the informal and state institutions. 

 

The main focus of this research is the inhabitants of Matareya and their mobility needs. However, 

an indispensable element of this is the perspective of the people that provide in this demand for 

mobility: the tuktuk drivers. In my fieldwork, I spoke extensively to many of the tuktuk drivers in 

Matareya, and as such collected a large amount of data and information. This not only entailed 

how the system functions, but also the relationships between drivers and passengers, and the 

various ways in which the work of the drivers is deeply embedded in the economy and social 

fabric of Matareya. As such, the data presented below is a combination and synthesis 

representing the symbiotic relationship between actors that work together in informal ways to 

address the mobility needs and demand of Matareya residents. For the sake of anonymity, 

passengers are referred to using certain identifying characteristics, since I never asked for names. 

Drivers are not addressed with their real names, but with their ‘street names’. Only the drivers 

and acquaintances know them by these names.  

 

5.1 Flexibility 

One of the main findings from the data collected in the field, is the flexibility that characterises 

tuktuks as a mode of transport. In terms of time and place, tuktuks are ubiquitously available in 

Matareya, allowing for very flexible movement. This research also found that even in terms of 

pricing, there is a significant amount of flexibility, room for negotiation and bargaining through 

social status and norms. These elements will be further elaborated on in this section. The section’s 

aim is to shed light on the ways in which this flexibility manifests itself and how it shapes the 

mobility of residents and the livelihoods of drivers. 

 

5.1.1 Time and space 

First of all, the tuktuk is a vehicle that is very flexible in terms of place. That is to say, it can go 

practically anywhere. As was mentioned previously in the section describing Matareya, there are 

many places where streets are just around three to four metres wide. Here, the tuktuk is really 

the only viable means of transport that is bigger than a bicycle or motorcycle. Tuktuks are 

incredibly manoeuvrable and small vehicles. Due to the reasons mentioned previously coming 
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forth from the spatial character of large parts of Matareya, tuktuks are also more flexible than 

regular taxis in terms of pick-up and drop-off locations. 

 

When comparing tuktuks to other forms of transport that are also available in Matareya, we find 

that tuktuks are significantly more flexible than any other type of transport. Apart from perhaps 

private vehicles, which are unaffordable to a large portion of the population in the area, tuktuks 

have certain characteristics that make them versatile, cheap and flexible. When comparing them 

to microbuses that run on fixed lines, we find that tuktuks provide a much wider, nearly infinite 

range of pick-up and drop-off points. This was also demonstrated in the fieldwork and given as 

one of the main advantages for users to ride tuktuks. For example, one of the passengers that 

rode with me and my interlocutor Dabdoob was a middle-aged woman who explained why she 

rode tuktuks instead of riding other means of transport. One of the main reasons she gave refers 

to the flexibility and wide range of pick-up and drop-off locations. She said ‘tuktuks are always 

everywhere. I don’t have to wait for a long time to find it and I can go straight to where I want to 

go.’ She elaborated further how this is quite unique to tuktuks, saying that microbuses are a 

different story. ‘If I take a microbus, especially when I am out late at night, I have to wait a long 

time for [the microbus] to fill up with people before it leaves. It is easier to stop a tuktuk and leave 

immediately, then I don’t have to wait at night when I want to go home.’ For her, the tuktuk is the 

one means of transport that she can easily ride anytime to go anywhere quickly, easily and for a 

fairly cheap price. The element of pricing will be touched on later on in this section. 

 

As was explained previously in chapter 4, there are several hubs that most tuktuks operate from. 

Apart from this, tuktuks also drive around all of Matareya constantly. One of my interlocutors, Abu 

Farouk, for example, never used the metro station as a hub but instead drove around looking for 

passengers on the way. The primary reason he himself provided for this was that he disliked 

waiting his turn at the often crowded metro station. This fairly constant flow of tuktuks all around 

the area allows passengers to find and use them with relative ease. At almost any time of day, 

and to a slightly lesser extent also throughout the night, the black and yellow three-wheelers can 

be found practically everywhere riding through the area looking for passengers. The ease with 

which prospective riders call out, or sometimes just mumble, ‘tuktuk’ is quite impressive to an 

unfamiliar outside observer. In other cases, the driver asks people he passes if they need a ride. 

As the woman mentioned above explained, destinations of tuktuks are very flexible. The 

passenger can name any particular navigational point that the driver will most likely know. Then, 

when they are near the destination, the passenger may give more exact directions as to where 

exactly they want to go. Oftentimes, a more well-known destination was given first, such as a 

school, shop, restaurant or health clinic. For me as a researcher, this was good for looking up and 

mapping the locations later on. However, near the end of the ride, it often became clear that the 

passenger was actually planning on getting off at a front door that meant something to them - 

their home, a family visit, a friend’s place - but to me was just any odd door. Generally speaking, 

the flexibility of finding a tuktuk and riding to the exact location that you want to go is one of the 

main positives of this mode of transport from the users’ perspective. 
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Figure 9: Elderly lady asking for a tuktuk ride (Janssen, 2023). 

 

5.1.2 ‘Bikem?’ Pricing of rides 

Apart from the locations and times that tuktuks operate, the field data from both the observation 

and the many conversations with drivers and passengers shows that tuktuks are also flexible in 

terms of pricing. In order to understand how prices are determined we first need to take a look at 

the points in time that the price is determined and thereby at what points a certain space of 

negotiation is established between the rider and the driver. Prices are determined either before 

the ride or, more commonly, at the end. 

 

Sometimes, people ask for a certain destination point and follow up with an additional question of 

‘bikem?’: How much? These are usually people that are not very familiar with the area or do not 

use tuktuks on a daily basis. The driver offers a price, and if the person requesting the ride finds 

this unreasonable they may try to negotiate and bargain on the ride. Most of the time, however, I 

witnessed the drivers not budging too much. This sometimes even led to the person requesting 

the ride to give up and walk instead. There were some exceptions when drivers were more in the 

mood to lower their demands. This was especially the case when a driver was short on work or 

had not had a ride in a relatively long time. 

 

Mostly, however, the price is determined at the end of the ride, when the exact point of 

disembarkation is known to both parties. Here, what usually happens is the passenger gives what 

they find a reasonable price to give for the ride they just took. As a gesture of generosity and 

kindness, the driver may sometimes tell the passenger to keep it. I often heard my driver 
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interlocutors telling our riders to ‘keep it with them, I swear to God’. Only after insisting once or 

twice that the driver should accept the money for the ride would they take it. It also happened a 

few times that a passenger did not pay enough for their respective ride according to the driver. 

For example, a passenger going from the metro station to visit an optometrist's office. Upon 

arrival, he gave my interlocutor Dabdoob 10 pounds. Dabdoob then said ‘I need five pounds more 

for this ride’. Without making a fuss or even saying a word, the man politely gave the extra money 

and left us. Dabdoob explained to me that this was a normal occurrence. 

 

Many times, I asked people how they knew what to pay for rides. Passengers would usually tell 

me they ‘just know’. It has to do with experience and a sense for what a reasonable price would 

be given the length of the ride, the risk the driver may have had to take and the amount of traffic. 

One interaction that illustrated this point was a woman going from the eastern side of the metro 

tracks, where she had visited her mother, towards the Amiriya neighbourhood to visit her 

daughter. It was a relatively long ride, and in the end she gave 50 pounds. I asked her how she 

knew how much she was supposed to pay. She explained how this comes with experience. She 

did these family visits twice a week so after some time she figured out the regular price. Me, as 

an outsider, arrived without any sense of pricing. However, it can be developed quite quickly 

through trial and error. During my time riding along, I started to get a much clearer picture and 

ability to predict what a passenger was going to give for a particular ride. Nevertheless, the 

element of flexibility always remained. 

 

One other important element of the pricing of rides is of a social character. Prices are often 

differentiated on the basis of social indicators such as class, (perceived) wealth, gender and age. 

It seemed that as soon as a passenger was found, the driver would make a judgement of the 

person and categorise them in a certain way using the respective social indicators. As they arrived 

at their destination, some passengers would give much less than I would have personally deemed 

reasonable given my experience. When I talked to the drivers about this, they said that though it 

was true that the person had given a small amount, they refused to ask for more since the 

passenger was an elderly woman, or a person that was clearly poor. This particular part of how 

the prices are determined with a certain degree of flexibility reflects a certain social process and 

set of social norms that show that there is more going on than purely business-oriented, rational 

interactions. This will be further elaborated on in a later section on the social cohesiveness that 

can be found surrounding the mobility system in Matareya. 

 

There are times when passengers and drivers do not fully agree on the price. Such was the case 

when we were driving an older woman to her home quite close to the metro station. According to 

the woman, she always gave 7 pounds, but the driver I was with said this is too little. She insisted 

that this is what she always paid and therefore she should righteously pay the same amount this 

time too. My driver did not want to argue further, and opted to accept the 7 pounds she was willing 

to give and leave her. Dabdoob then explained that the 7 pounds she offered was simply 

impossible, because the ride to the maw’af 43 was 8 pounds and this was slightly further. It should 

have been at least 10 pounds according to him, but he did not want to argue more. For the same 

reason mentioned previously, drivers are not keen on insisting on higher prices than the 

passenger likes, especially when it concerns an older lady passenger. All these examples show 
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that pricing is far from fixed and is influenced by a complex configuration of various social 

processes. 

 

The flexibility that tuktuks provide in all the various dimensions that were discussed above 

provides a large group of residents with increased access to mobility. The information and data 

gathered shows that other modes of transport are often unable to provide this degree of access. 

This brings us to the next main theme that was identified from the fieldwork, relating to tuktuks 

providing increased accessibility and creating a quite unique - though not completely 

unproblematic - solution to the so-called last-mile problem. 

 

5.2 Accessibility and the ‘last-mile problem’ 

Perhaps one of the most important functions of the tuktuk in the pragmatics of mobility in Matareya 

is its quite unique ability to tackle the so-called last-mile problem. The last-mile problem refers to 

the issue in many transportation systems of moving passengers from a means of (public) transport 

to their final destination point. This problem leads to decreased access of residents to a greater 

part of the city. This is especially true for older or disabled transport users who are unable to use 

the only viable alternative: walking. Tuktuks have the characteristic of being very small and 

manoeuvrable and as such they can go practically anywhere. As was mentioned previously, 

Matareya, like most other parts of informal Cairo, has a very distinct spatial pattern of streets. It 

mostly consists of several main streets and many very narrow straight alleys leading off it which 

are often no more than three metres wide. These alleyways are where most of the residents live 

in apartments, and as such this is the environment where most of the demand for mobility arises. 

Apart from motorcycles, the tuktuk is truly the only means of motorised transport that is able to 

enter these tiny streets. At the same time, a tuktuk can hold at least four persons, and can 

squeeze in up to seven! Moreover, it can carry a sizable amount of cargo. And this is not limited 

to only market goods. One time during the fieldwork, me and Dabdoob served as the cargo tuktuk 

of three people transporting several bags of toys, an office chair and music boxes to a 

kindergarten. While they rode in another tuktuk, we were filled up with all their goods and followed 

them to their destination in a small alley about 10 minutes driving away. It was a clear 

demonstration of the benefit of tuktuks for people who do not have a private car at their disposal, 

for whom a taxi is more expensive than two of the three-wheeled vehicles, and in situations where 

walking is practically infeasible. 
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Figure 10: Dabdoob with a tuktuk filled with toys and an office chair (Janssen, 2023). 

 

The implications of this characteristic of the tuktuk, as a mode of transport that can go practically 

anywhere, are significant. First of all, the three-wheelers offer a way to move from the front door 

of any final destination to a hub of another means of transport with relative ease. In my fieldwork, 

the obvious hub was the Matareya metro station. In its provision of a solution to the last-mile 

problem, it allows many of the residents of Matareya to access a greater part of the city they would 

otherwise not be able to reach.  In this sense, it allows residents of Matareya to look for job 

opportunities in other, perhaps more central areas of Greater Cairo. Movements from Matareya 

to other areas of Cairo not only provide residents of the area with more potential job opportunities, 

they also allow for access to a wider array of markets for consumer goods and to services such 

as specialised hospitals or institutes of higher education that are not always available in Matareya. 

 

In the opposite direction, tuktuks allow greater accessibility of Matareya for those coming outside 

of the area. To me, it was quite surprising in the beginning to meet so many passengers during 

tuktuk rides that did not live in Matareya. They came from outside and were only visiting the area 

for a great variety of reasons. One such example was a man who arrived from the southern Cairo 

area of Maadi by metro in order to pass by an optometrist’s office in Matareya. Another example 

was a woman who came from Shorouk City, one of the new cities in the desert situated nearly 40 

kilometres east of Matareya. She rode a bus and then a microbus to the edge of the area, and 

then she entered riding a tuktuk to get to her mother’s house. These examples both demonstrate 

how tuktuks facilitate access into Matareya and constitute the last leg of many trips. As such, 

tuktuks increase accessibility both for residents to the rest of the city, and the other way around 

for outsiders to enter into the area. 

 

Another significant implication of the capacity of tuktuks to solve the last-mile problem is its 

emancipatory effect for certain marginalised groups among those residing in Matareya. One such 

group that came forward clearly in the fieldwork is older people and those who are physically 

disabled. These people are generally less mobile and as such it is not easy for them to move 

through the city as they please, sometimes making them homebound. Tuktuks have provided this 
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group with a means to move from their homes to visit relatives and go to markets for grocery 

shopping without having to cover large distances on foot. When I asked the drivers what they 

themselves thought was the added benefit and function of tuktuks in the city, they told me a similar 

anecdote on more than one occasion. Imagine there is an older woman who happens to be sick 

and needs to be transported to the hospital. However, she lives in a very narrow street that an 

ambulance or car cannot access. In this case, the tuktuk is the only way to transport the sick 

person in relative comfort from the front door of their house to the door of the hospital where they 

can be taken over by medical staff. It is a very realistic and plausible scenario, and illustrates the 

function of tuktuks for this particular group of residents as a way to increase their ability to move 

and access the rest of the city. 

 

Another perhaps surprising group that also uses tuktuks for emancipation is women in general, 

and younger women specifically. In fact, the last-mile problem is not only a practical problem of 

physical mobility. For young women, it is also a safety matter. Tuktuks provide a mode of transport 

that is safer and more hassle-free for this group to move through Matareya and get to their final 

destination. Especially at night, women are often subject to sexual harassment and experience 

insecurity and danger. The tuktuk is a way to prevent this by not having to walk through the area 

alone. Several drivers told me that this is one of the reasons why young unaccompanied women 

prefer riding tuktuks over walking. However, speaking to this group myself was quite a challenge. 

I, as a young unmarried man, may be perceived as a threat to young unmarried women. As such, 

it was often inappropriate for me to try to talk to this group. 

 

Large parts of my fieldwork very clearly demonstrate how tuktuks facilitate mobility in the first and 

last mile of residents’ movements. The geographical nature of the place where most of my 

fieldwork took place, the Matareya metro station, allowed for an in-depth exploration of this 

phenomenon. Many of the passengers that I spoke to and drove with came from different parts of 

the city by metro, and then used tuktuks to enter the area and get to their final destination. One 

such example was mentioned previously: the man who arrived from the southern Cairo area of 

Maadi by metro. He then rode with me and Dabdoob, one of my interlocutors, to the opposite side 

of the metro tracks to pass by an optometrist’s office. It was not a long ride, but could hardly be 

considered walkable. The tuktuk provided a viable solution. Furthermore, the metro station is not 

the only hub in Matareya that functions like this. Matareya Square, the Helmiyet el Zeitoun metro 

station and Taawon Square are all similar places where metro and bus lines stop. Here, too, 

passengers get off other modes of transport and switch to tuktuks for the final stretch of their 

journey. In the previous chapter these main interchanges were shown in figure 6. 

 

5.3 A vehicle of solidarity 

As was already referred to in the section on the flexibility that tuktuks bring to the mobility system 

of Matareya, there is a striking social aspect to the whole system. This section will reveal that this 

social cohesion and sense of solidarity is a very important phenomenon that runs through not only 

the system of tuktuks, but is more deeply embedded in the culture of Matareya.  
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One of the things that I found very noticeable almost instantly, was the deep sense of community 

that is present in so many aspects of social interactions among individuals in Matareya. Due to 

the nature of the fieldwork, this was most clearly felt among the tuktuk drivers, but it was also 

palpably present in the wider society of the area. Many of my interlocutors did not live in Matareya 

anymore for a long time. However, it was always interesting to see how everyone in the area 

seemed to know each other. Countless times I was invited by my interlocutors to visit family 

members or friends who lived in Matareya. It was striking to see how connected the drivers still 

were with the area. Not only the drivers and their relatives, but also the fish sellers, tea makers, 

falafel fryers, fruit stand owners and garbagemen. Everyone in Matareya knew each other by their 

street name. The sense of community is palpable. As an example, whenever I joined my 

interlocutors on their tea breaks at Shiko’s tea stand under a flyover, one person would always 

pay for everything. They would take turns, but it did not seem to be fixed who’s turn it was. It was 

more a case of who would get up first to resume their work. Similarly, when I sat down with them 

for lunch, one of the drivers would always bring us the food from the nearby stand that sold 

traditional Egyptian dishes such as foul, falafel and Egyptian flatbread. Even now, I still have no 

idea about the prices of the food I had there. Not only was I never allowed to pay, but they also 

did not split the bill amongst themselves. All this was quite a contrast to the Tikkie-based customs 

I am used to in the Netherlands. 

 

The days in Matareya also consisted of a near-constant exchange of cigarettes (and occasionally 

also marihuana joints) among the drivers. They would always smoke the very heavy, very cheap 

- and unhealthy - Cleopatra brand. Apart from shisha, this is the tobacco of choice for the Egyptian 

working class. I would always bring my own lighter cigarettes and share them to build a rapport. 

Sometimes they would express their dislike and would ask me why I would not smoke heavier 

ones. However, usually they were grateful and it definitely served as a good way to become more 

a part of the group. 

 

Perhaps the most interesting manifestation of this sense of social cohesion and solidarity in 

Matareya was already briefly touched upon in the previous section discussing the flexibility of 

pricing. For tuktuk rides, the price is hardly fixed, and often it is dependent on several social 

factors that define the passenger. Generally speaking, one has to pay less if one is aged, female, 

ostensibly poor, physically disabled or any combination of these characteristics. Drivers explained 

this way of establishing pricing as being based not purely on the distance or time of the ride, but 

also in part on a passenger’s ability to pay. It works both ways. On the one hand, I once drove 

with Abu Farouk when we were transporting an older woman to the popular market on Iskandariya 

Street. During the ride, we stopped again to pick up another old, seemingly poor and physically 

impaired woman. She rode with us for just about 400 metres before getting off without paying 

anything. We drove the other woman to her destination and she paid just five Egyptian pounds. 

After the ride, I asked Abu Farouk why they had to pay so little and even nothing at all. He 

explained how they were old women who probably did not have much to spare. For him, it was 

totally normal to give them a free lift or ask no more than a marginal fee. Another time, we drove 

a young man who looked well-groomed and well-dressed from the maw’af 43 to Helmiyet el 

Zeitoun metro station. I expected that this would cost him about 10 pounds or slightly more. 

However, when he got out, he gave my interlocutor a 20 pound note and did not wait for change. 
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‘You see, people don’t always pay the same for rides. Sometimes people pay ten pounds for this 

ride to Helmeya, but this guy was well-off. We base it more on the ability of the client to pay’, 

Dabdoob said. This system of determining prices on the basis of the rider’s ability to pay is quite 

striking, and points towards a certain sense of solidarity with disadvantaged members of society. 

 

The sense of community in Matareya is strong. Many interlocutors told me this is normal in almost 

all ‘ashwa’eyat or informal areas. What is clear is that in the case of tuktuks, it cannot be reduced 

to being a straightforward business transaction. Though one could consider the norms regarding 

pricing to be simply a reflection of respect for one’s elders and charitability, it may also point 

towards a greater sense of class consciousness. As the next sections will discuss more intently, 

a lot of people in Matareya live precarious lives and feel left behind by formal institutions. This 

feeling may bring about a certain feeling of solidarity and ‘being in the same boat’. The concluding 

chapter of this research will explore this in greater depth. 

 

5.4 Lives of precarity 

During the many conversations I had with the providers of informal mobility, the tuktuk drivers of 

Matareya, it became clear that a running theme throughout their lives and their navigation towards 

building and maintaining livelihoods was uncertainty. The lives of the drivers are characterised by 

insecurity. In many aspects of work and life, the simple chance of something out of one's control 

going wrong and consequently leading to livelihoods being endangered is permanently present. 

Furthermore, I found that this precarity is not only limited to the providers of informal mobility such 

as the tuktuk drivers. It permeates throughout the lives and livelihoods of a vast portion of 

residents and workers in Matareya that are active in the informal economy. Insecurity is present 

in the lives of tuktuk drivers, garbage collectors, market vendors, tea sellers, et cetera. A large 

portion of the economy in Matareya is informal, and precarious situations arise at unpredictable 

times in all of these informal economies. This section shows examples of such random events 

that endanger livelihoods and hamper individuals in their ability to earn a living that I have 

witnessed or have been told by my interlocutors. It also serves to elaborate further on the 

implications of and reactions to such events, which is often a sense of cynicism. 

 

5.4.1 The precarious lives of drivers 

As for tuktuk drivers, the uncertainties that became recurring themes are many. Some days, there 

is significantly less work than other days. Tuktuks regularly break down. Essential things like gas 

or repair works may rise in price overnight. It is these events that make building a consistent and 

resilient livelihood exceedingly challenging. 

 

First of all, one of the possibilities posing a challenge to earning a sustainable livelihood is the 

simple lack of customers. There were some days where I went to Matareya and found a long line 

of drivers all waiting their turn in front of the station. Though it was nice to see the familiar faces, 

this was certainly not a good sign for the drivers themselves. The more tuktuks are waiting, the 
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clearer it is that this particular day, work was slow. ‘Mafeesh haraka el naharda’, there is no 

movement today, is what they would tell me. This was especially true on some of the days in the 

first period of my fieldwork. The drivers explained that schools were still closed, and as such the 

amount of individual passenger movements was significantly lower than other periods. When the 

schools started, this generally seemed to create more mobility in the area. Moreover, one of my 

interlocutors named Abu Shama explained to me that Matareya always saw more mobility at the 

beginning of the month when compared to the end of the month, since working people usually 

had more disposable income at the beginning of the month. The income of the drivers thus also 

fluctuates along with the aggregated spending habits of the residents and visitors of Matareya. 

Besides this pattern, however, Abu Shama said that it was very difficult to predict how the day 

would go. ‘Some days it’s very busy, some days there is no one to drive around. You can never 

know for sure.’ 

 

 
Figure 11: Mostafa is waiting for passengers on a slow working day (Janssen, 2023). 

 

One of my other interlocutors, Abu Farouk, said that one of his ways of dealing with this irregularity 

in the amount of traffic is to try to prevent driving around empty. For him this meant sometimes 

accepting very short rides or taking passengers that would pay very little just so as to at least earn 

some money. He said: ‘A job for 7 [Egyptian pounds], a job for 5, a job for I don’t know how much. 

Like this, you know.’ This trick allowed him to earn small amounts consistently over the course of 

the day and the combined money from these ‘cheap’ trips would at the end of the day be enough 

to pay for gas, rent his tuktuk and purchase his daily necessities. He said that saving money was 

very hard, however. 

 

Another big problem a lot of drivers face is frequent breakdowns of their vehicles. Many tuktuks 

are more than ten or fifteen years old and as such they tend to be fragile and run-down. As such, 

flat tyres, overheating engines and broken axles are a daily threat. The drivers are somewhat 

prepared for incidents like this, although saving money and setting it aside for potential repairs is 

a challenge with their meagre earnings. Several times during my observations, my interlocutor 
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Dabdoob’s tuktuk broke down. Though usually the breakdown was not a major issue and could 

be fixed in a day or two, once it even prevented him from working for 15 days. The fix that he 

needed was quite expensive and he did not have much savings. I was curious how he had lived 

during this relatively long period without his usual income. During this time, Dabdoob said his 

oldest son worked in order to earn some money for the family. Moreover, they got some help from 

friends and family in the neighbourhood to pay for the repair works, and they ate very cheap and 

simple Egyptian staple foods such as bread, foul - stewed fava beans - and ta’ameya - Egyptian 

falafel. This is how they made it through this period without the main source of income. 

 

Another time, some commotion occurred at the tuktuk stand outside the metro station. The vehicle 

at the front of the line needed to have its front tyre exchanged. Abu Farouk had a spare tyre which 

he wanted to sell to a fellow driver. A winch was acquired from another tuktuk, the vehicle was 

lifted and repair work was in full effect. However, the tuktuk blocked the vehicles standing behind 

it in the line. The waiting drivers became impatient, some started to blow their horns and some 

walked up to the first tuktuk and started arguing. Arguments like this always look a lot more violent 

to the outside observer than they actually are. It is a rare occurrence for physical violence to 

actually occur. However, these outbursts of emotions reflect the fact that one always has to defend 

one’s place in a dense and highly competitive urban field like Matareya. 

 

Finally, what was also a very visible development that greatly increased precarity, especially for 

informal workers, was inflation. This inflation is of course not limited to Matareya or even Egypt, 

but is palpable in many places around the world. In Matareya, too, things became more expensive 

while I was doing the fieldwork. The consequences this had for both the providers and users of 

mobility were far-reaching. One day of the data collection, the price of a litre of petrol had risen 

by almost a whole pound to slightly over 10 Egyptian pounds per litre. This was the conversation 

of the day among the drivers, and passengers often got involved to voice their opinion as well. 

The result of this rise in petrol prices was a price hike for the tuktuk rides. The short shared ride 

from the metro station to the so-called maw’af 43 changed from 3 pounds per person to 4 pounds 

per person overnight. To avoid discussion at the end of the ride, the drivers I rode with always 

stated the price increase before the passengers entered the vehicle. However, for some 

passengers, the new price was considered unreasonable and they opted to walk instead. 

 

The price increase of an indispensable commodity for mobility such as petrol has two-sided 

consequences for the drivers. On the one hand, the price to start and continue working rises. On 

the other hand, the amount of customers decreases since less people are able to afford the more 

expensive rides. Drivers have to find a new balance between keeping their rides affordable for 

customers and being able to maintain their livelihood, but in the end their standards of living fall 

as a result of inflation. Being active in the informal sector, they do not have much guarantees from 

unions, government or other organisations to rely on. 
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5.4.2 Other precarious livelihoods in Matareya 

As was mentioned previously, tuktuk drivers are not the only group that deals with such random 

events that endanger livelihoods. In other sectors of the informal economy, which is so prevalent 

in Matareya, such events occur as well. 

 

One such example from the fieldwork concerned a kiosk - or koshk in Egyptian Arabic - right 

outside the metro station. When I arrived at the metro station, this koshk was the talk of the day. 

A day before, the police had come and confiscated a fridge that was placed on the ground right 

next to the stand. Not only had they taken the fridge, but its contents (cheeses and chocolate 

bars) were taken along with it. The reason they cited for the forced removal of the fridge was that 

it was placed in a public space and obstructed the street too much. I myself was not sure how this 

could have been the case, since the kiosk and the fridge were both placed on the side of the 

pavement and did not obstruct anyone or anything. Both drivers and passers-by loudly voiced 

their opinions on this event and the actions of the involved government actors. The owner of the 

koshk was sad but seemingly unsurprised by the event. He said that this is what the government 

does. For him, the fridge was quite important though, and a part of his livelihood was forcibly 

taken away seemingly out of nowhere. He now had trouble storing goods that needed to be chilled 

in the hot Egyptian weather. 

 

Another example we witnessed was happening on the side of the road as me and Dabdoob were 

driving. We passed by a horse that was lying on the ground and was being hauled up by its 

owners. The horse was used to draw a cart that the owners used to drive around Matareya and 

collect garbage to sort and sell. For them, this horse was of vital importance to maintain their 

already marginal earnings from garbage collection. Now, it was lying on the side of the road and 

could not get up by itself. ‘He is sick, he probably ate from the garbage’, Dabdoob said. The 

garbage collectors attempt to cut costs by not feeding the horse relatively expensive horse feed. 

Instead, they let the horse eat the organic waste from the refuse they collect in the area, 

consciously running the risk of the horse poisoning itself with plastics or toxic waste. They have 

to take this risk in order to sustain their livelihoods, but at the same time this same risk sometimes 

turns out the wrong way and endangers the very existence of their livelihood. This is another 

example of how seemingly rather insignificant events sometimes occur at unpredictable instances 

and have far reaching consequences for maintaining the marginal informal livelihoods of workers. 

Fortunately for the horse and its owners, we drove past later that day and saw that it was sitting 

upright again and appeared to be recovering well.  

 

5.4.3 El nas ta’bana: ‘the people are tired’ 

The precarious situation that many people working in Matareya find themselves in leads to a 

broadly shared sense of cynicism. In the eyes of many people in the area, life is an exhausting 

ordeal. One phrase kept on recurring throughout the stay in Matareya. Dabdoob himself said it 

the day the price of petrol rose by more than a pound per litre. Dabdoob’s fellow tuktuk driver and 

brother-in-law Mostafa said it many times. Abu Shama said the same exact words when 

expressing his disappointment at how slow work was one of the days I was in Matareya. ‘El nas 
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ta’bana’, the people are tired. They explain that they are tired because they work long hours and 

work many days a week, but still can only afford the bare necessities. Saving money is almost 

impossible. Moreover, a long-term perspective for progress becomes even more unrealistic as 

the household demands of tuktuk drivers evolve and they become responsible for families and 

children. As children grow older, study expenses often rise for example. In the same vein, elderly 

relatives start demanding more care in terms of time and financial needs. This puts even more 

strain on an already meagre income and thereby diminishes hopes of future improvements in the 

standard of living. 

 

Many people in Matareya, and this was very clear among the tuktuk drivers, feel like they have to 

work and have no other choice. ‘Lazim takul ‘eish’, you have to eat bread. In this sense, one could 

say that these people are entrepreneurial by default instead of entrepreneurial in spirit. Many 

drivers feel like the tuktuk is their only chance at earning a livelihood. Similarly, they strongly feel 

that they are marginalised and at the ‘bottom’ of society, and they experience very little growth or 

progress in terms of their income and livelihood. This sentiment is certainly not limited to tuktuk 

drivers. Among so many of those working in the informal sector and earning marginal amounts, 

there is a sense of cynicism and hopelessness. In their experience, you have to work hard every 

day to earn enough to survive, but there is never any progress or a belief that things will be 

different in the future. It is an exhausting life. 

 

5.5 Drivers being positioned and positioning themselves in 

Egyptian society 

The fieldwork and my wider experience in Cairo pointed towards an interesting dynamic of how 

the tuktuk is positioned in society and how providers of this mode of transport position themselves 

in society. In the beginning of the fieldwork, I had many conversations with tuktuk drivers about 

my research, and they were usually very surprised and did not seem to fully understand why I 

would come to Matareya with the specific purpose of studying tuktuks, their workings and their 

functions in urban life. Not only upon first meeting them, but after knowing them for a while too, 

many of them never understood why someone would pick a - in their words - ‘low’ phenomenon 

such as tuktuks to study. 

 

For example, one of my interlocutors named Abu Shama, was even a bit suspicious when I first 

met him and told him about my intentions. After speaking to him for a bit longer he lost his 

suspicion, but still could not grasp why I chose to research tuktuks and not some ‘higher industry’. 

In the eyes of Abu Shama and many other drivers in the area, it would be much better for me to 

research an industry that may be considered more innovative or that actually produces physical 

things. Something industrial. Often this was paired with a view that finding a subject like this in 

Egypt to study would be quite hard since ‘we don’t produce much’, and I would have been better 

off going to a different country for my studies. 

 

Desha, another driver I was familiar with, had studied engineering at Helwan University, one of 

Cairo’s public universities. However, for him and many university graduates like him, there was 
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simply no work to be found. As such, he had started working as a tuktuk driver to support his 

newly-formed family. He said he would have liked to work in the field that he studied for, so it was 

far from ideal, but he needed to earn a living. Another driver who I met on the same day I met 

Desha was quite special. He had arrived in Matareya the day before from Gharbia governorate, 

a largely rural governorate in the Nile Delta north of Cairo. It was his first day at work, and he 

seemed very excited to start working. The other drivers were helping him with navigation, 

negotiation and operating the tuktuk. 

 

It is noteworthy that many of the drivers share this same sentiment of feeling like a part of a 

marginalised economy that is distinct from ‘higher industries’. In this sense, they share a certain 

normative perspective on informality that so often comes from higher classes and political circles. 

As was mentioned previously, during a briefing by the American University in Cairo for 

international students which I attended, instructions were clear. ‘Do not ride microbuses or 

tuktuks, since these are unlicensed’. The danger posed by them should not be underestimated, 

they said. Interestingly, the fieldwork shows that such classist notions that always view informal 

economic activity as being lower-class, less relevant, less productive and dangerous are also 

shared by those actors that are involved in these kinds of economies.  

 

The degree to which drivers view their work as low-class and irrelevant differs, however. Even 

individual drivers sometimes wonder why I would choose a ‘low’ topic like tuktuks to study, and 

just moments later explain how and why tuktuks are a vital element for keeping the city moving. 

This seeming contradiction perhaps points to an internalised classism and their experience of the 

daily realities of marginalisation. At the same time, there remains a sense of self-worth, belonging 

and being a part of the urban fabric. To many drivers, Matareya is ‘their’ area. It is where they are 

originally from and sometimes still live, they know the area and its people very well.  

 

5.6 Encounters with the state 

As was mentioned previously, a majority of the workforce in Matareya, including tuktuk drivers, is 

active in the informal sector. However, during the fieldwork, it quickly became clear that the 

informal mobility system is not completely isolated and separated from the state. This leads to 

interesting insights regarding the dynamic between tuktuks and government institutions. 

 

The state determines and shapes certain aspects of the work of the drivers and this has very clear 

implications for the ability of the users to move around the city. One way the state influences the 

informal system of mobility in Matareya is by demarcating where tuktuks are allowed and where 

they are deemed off-limits. Another way is the requirement of registration numbers. This may at 

first sight seem like a straightforward and successful way to formalise this mode of transport, but 

the data from Matareya shows that the reality is more complex than this, and tuktuks are still 

considered an illegality in many ways. 
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5.6.1 ‘Where are we going?’ becomes ‘where can we go?’ 

During the fieldwork riding along with my main interlocutors, I always asked the driver I was with 

at the beginning of the ride where exactly we were going. Over time, this gave clear patterns of 

where people primarily wanted to go, which were elucidated previously in chapter 4 describing 

and visualising the main directions of mobility in Matareya. At the same time, during my 

conversations with the drivers, it also became abundantly clear that there were certain places that 

they were not able to go due to government regulations. To any visitor to Cairo paying attention 

to the available modes of transport in different areas, it will soon become noticeable that tuktuks 

are not present in all parts of the city. Whenever asking for a tuktuk ride, also in Matareya, one 

will find that drivers are unwilling to go to certain destinations.  

 

Although there is no formal record or municipal law determining exactly where tuktuks are to be 

confiscated by traffic police and where they are allowed to drive around freely, drivers have quite 

a clear mental map to avoid losing their vehicles to police. The areas where tuktuks are not 

allowed to go are either central areas, or more wealthy parts of the city, and they are always 

formal areas. The exact boundaries that drivers do not cross are popularly known through word-

of-mouth interactions among the drivers. Newly arrived drivers are warned of the areas that are 

off-limits for tuktuks. Drivers are generally very averse to going to the areas where they are not 

allowed to go because of the consequences this has for their livelihood. If they are caught by the 

traffic police in a place that they are not supposed to be in according to the police, their vehicle is 

confiscated and hauled off. In order to get it back, drivers usually have to pay a hefty sum of 3000 

Egyptian pounds. This does not include the high probability of additional costs in the form of bribes 

to individual policemen to set in motion or speed up the bureaucratic process of getting your tuktuk 

back. 

 

When asking the drivers where they would or would not go, they always had quite a clear mental 

map of which areas were off-limits and which were doable. There were a few specific places and 

areas that kept recurring as being no-go territory for risk-averse drivers. These roughly define the 

borders that most of the drivers adhere to. To the east, this border is quite clearly defined by Gesr 

el Suez street, which forms the border between the popular El Zeitoun neighbourhood and the 

leafier Heliopolis. Many drivers said Heliopolis and places in this area such as Roxy Square are 

illegal to go in a tuktuk. Some drivers explained how this area is different from El Zeitoun for 

example. They said that Heliopolis is not a so-called ‘ashwa’eya, and that it is a wealthier area 

where more people have cars. Many people there do not need or like tuktuks and drivers feel like 

they are looked down upon and feel extremely out of place when they go there. 
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Figure 12: Map marking no-go areas for tuktuks south and east of Matareya (Janssen, 2023). 

 

However, it is not always this black and white. Here, again, the flexibility of Cairene tuktuks clearly 

shows. Once, Dabdoob and I encountered a group of three middle-aged women and two kids 

who were intent on going to Roxy Square, which is in the generally off-limits area of Heliopolis. 

Without giving it much consideration, Dabdoob said he could not take them there. For him, the 

risk was simply too big to take. Moreover, he had me riding with him so it was going to be a 

struggle to fit all of them in the tuktuk. However, since he was familiar with one of the women - 

they were supposed to get married before their paths in life diverged - he wanted to help them. 

He asked other drivers at maw’af 43 if anyone was willing to go to Roxy Square. In less than one 

minute, he had found a young man of around 20 years old who said he did not mind going ‘that 

far’. Although the distance is not significantly farther than other rides I rode along with, the 

destination these women wanted to go to felt like a much bigger distance in the minds of the 

drivers. 

 

Another element that tuktuk drivers bear in mind when making the risk assessment of going to 

areas where they risk losing their vehicle, is the fact that the enforcement of traffic laws is very 

random. Most low-level policemen and traffic police are looking for bribes. Thus, risks are higher 

in places like Heliopolis, but it’s not a guarantee that you’ll be caught, or even that being caught 

has any serious consequences. That is why there was a driver who was willing to go into ‘illegal’ 

territory. To him, the risk was worth the extra money he would get for the ride. As another 

demonstration of flexible pricing, ‘no-go zones’ require greater monetary compensation than 

regular destinations. 

 

In a sense, the mostly unwritten rules and regulations determining where tuktuks are allowed to 

operate and where they are cracked down on partly illustrates and at the same time contests the 

complex relationship between the legal and the illegal and as such the character of informality in 

the context of mobility. On the one hand, the boundaries drawn by the many departments of 

policing in Cairo determine and limit which urban dwellers can or cannot make use of tuktuks. 

Though tuktuks have both benefits and downsides in their use, as has been explained previously, 

they do have certain unique ‘selling points’ that may motivate people to use and appreciate them 

as a daily mode of transport. On the other hand, these geographical regulations limit the mobility 
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of inhabitants of Matareya in a sense. Because tuktuk mobility is geographically bounded, 

passengers wanting to go elsewhere are forced to change to another mode of transport which 

may be more or less flexible or expensive. Drivers, too, are hereby limited in their pool of 

passengers. The informal model of mobility that is prevalent in Matareya cannot be rolled out over 

the entire urban area, which limits economic opportunities from the perspective of (prospective) 

drivers. 

 

5.6.2 Formalisation through registration 

The confiscation of tuktuks discussed in the previous section can be seen as an extreme method 

of forced formalisation. However, it is not the only way the government is trying to limit or formalise 

informal mobility such as tuktuks. Recently, there have been efforts by local authorities to licence 

and register tuktuks. Officially, every tuktuk is supposed to be linked to one owner who also drives 

and uses the vehicle. Moreover, tuktuks require two separate numbers: one that ought to be 

displayed on the front of the vehicle and is registered with the hayy, the lowest level of local 

government; and two licence plates that should be placed on back side of the vehicle that are 

registered at the local qism or police ward. Not having such registration means that one is subject 

to fines, but not all drivers or owners of tuktuks heed this warning and drive without any visible 

indication of registration or licensing. These requirements are the first policy in Egypt that aims at 

formalising tuktuks as a means of transport. 

 

However, in practice this does not seem to have far reaching consequences regarding tuktuk 

operations or encounters with traffic police. Although they now have a registration number that is 

connected to a person - the legal owner - enforcement is quite random and arbitrary. As said 

previously, many tuktuks still drive around and are bought and sold without any formal registration. 

More importantly, owners and drivers of the vehicles still do not pay taxes. Where this is often the 

key justification and motivation for governments to formalise informal economies, here it does not 

seem to be the main motive of state institutions. Moreover, traffic police still harasses tuktuks for 

other offences whether legitimate or made up. Tuktuks are also still not allowed to go to all areas 

of the city, indicating that they still exist in a certain sphere of illegality in the eyes of the state. 

Because of this, most of my interlocutors did have a registration number, but only reluctantly went 

through the tedious bureaucratic process of attaining it. 

 

5.6.3 A sense of marginalisation 

As previously mentioned, there exists a sense of being left behind and marginalised by the state 

among tuktuk drivers and many other working class people in Matareya. In their eyes, the state 

does nothing beneficial for them, but only takes away resources and hampers low-income people 

in their work. The dominance of informality and the concurrent absence of government assistance 

in Matareya leads to a popularly shared feeling of apathy, cynicism and suspicion towards state 

institutions. This popular sentiment was strikingly demonstrated by Dabdoob's sister-in-law, who 

said ‘Masr helwa b nasha. Bas’, ‘Egypt is beautiful only in its people’. For her, and many others 
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in Matareya, their living situation, economic disposition and politics can hardly be described as 

being beautiful in their eyes. 

 

To many people in Matareya, the government is mostly a hampering factor regarding their work 

and means of earning a livelihood. The drivers did not talk highly of the government and the police. 

As mentioned previously, the government greatly restricts the drivers in the locations where they 

are allowed to do their work. Confiscation of vehicles, fines for traffic rule violations and arbitrary 

bribery by low-rank officers are all common problems that occur in the interactions of drivers with 

state institutions. Encounters with the state shape the attitude of both drivers and passengers in 

many ways. There seems to be a social contract of trying to protect each other from the random 

shows of force of some police departments. For example, drivers share among each other where 

traffic police are active and avoid these areas. Passengers, too, often share their disapproval of 

how tuktuks are being treated by the police. ‘It is always like this, they harass the drivers and take 

their vehicles for no reason. If I want to visit my daughter in Heliopolis, I have to take a bus and 

then I have to walk for 10 minutes. The tuktuk would be better’, one middle-aged woman from 

Matareya said. 

 

The fieldwork showed how tuktuk drivers are not the only profession that has to deal with sectors 

of government in ways that are problematic to the inhabitants of Matareya. Such an example was 

already touched upon in the section on precarity. During the fieldwork, a fridge belonging to the 

kiosk next to the metro station was confiscated by police. The justification given was that the 

fridge was placed in the middle of the road on government land. It was obstructive to traffic and 

pedestrians and therefore had to be removed. However, from my personal judgement, this was 

simply not the case. From what the people working at the koshk, the drivers and other bystanders 

told me, the police action was so arbitrary as to make one wonder what could be the real 

motivation for such a random act. One even starts to think they simply had cravings for chocolates 

or needed a fridge at the local police station, but the budget for such facilities had run out. 

 

To conclude, the relation between those working in the informal economy and the state is often 

quite strained and characterised by mutual suspicion and contempt. Attempts at formalisation do 

not bear much fruit, especially due to arbitrary enforcement and corrupt lower ranks of police that 

still use their position to extract bribes from drivers. Although it would be reductionist to say that 

the state is the only or even primary cause of the precarity experienced by tuktuk drivers and 

many of Matareya’s residents working in the informal economy, the interactions with government 

certainly do play a part in the precarious nature of the lives of these people. In the next chapter, 

the main concluding insights and implications of the fieldwork for the theories used in the research 

will be discussed. These insights form the main conclusions and aim to answer the research 

questions posed at the beginning of the research. 
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Figure 13: Street view from outside Matareya metro station (Janssen, 2023). 
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6. Conclusions 

The aim of this research was to study the role of informal transport systems in addressing the 

mobility needs of residents of Matareya in Cairo. In the previous chapter, the most striking themes 

that were uncovered from the data were presented. This chapter serves to contextualise these 

findings in existing theories and provide a concluding answer to the research questions posed at 

the beginning of the research. 

 

In a lot of research in the field of urban studies today, the tendency to look for certain 

characteristics and patterns in one locality in order to then extrapolate that to reveal insights that 

are applicable in a great number of other contexts is popular. Understandably, when doing 

research, one seeks to discover things or describe more than just one empirical case. The aim is 

to be able to make claims and describe certain processes and how they function on a bigger scale 

or in other contexts. In this research, too, the aim is not simply to describe and analyse the 

situation in Matareya. Instead, it aims to contribute to the field of comparative urbanism and reveal 

useful insights into the Global South urban environment more generally. However, it is of great 

importance to bear in mind the fact that Cairo has a unique history, demographic profile, politics 

and culture. One of the pitfalls of comparative urbanism is the tendency to make grandiose and 

generalising claims about the whole Global South, ignoring the great diversity that is present 

between geographical locales within the Global South. This concluding chapter seeks to highlight 

and explore the ways in which the results from this research relate to previous research and 

existing theories. However, it aims to do so in a way that recognises the uniqueness of the 

empirical context of Matareya. One of the ways this research may have a universal appeal, as 

was said in the Introduction, is its methodological approach. Respondents were primarily spoken 

to while they were on the move, which provided interesting data for a fruitful inquiry into the 

mobility systems present in the research area. 

 

The conclusions are presented along the lines of the three most insightful and striking findings. 

First, the various ways the flexibility of informal mobility improves the ability of such modes of 

transport to address mobility needs are linked back to the theories used in this research. Then, 

the prevalence of precarity in the livelihoods of those in the many informal economies is 

elaborated on. Its causes, consequences and its link to the nature of informality are highlighted. 

Thirdly, the social character of informal mobility in this particular research context is further 

elaborated on and positioned within theories of accessibility and transport justice. 

 

6.1 Flexibility 

One of the characteristics that give tuktuks a unique advantage in their use is their 

multidimensional flexibility. Because the system of tuktuks is distinguished in its flexible pick-up 

and drop-off points, availability throughout the day, and flexible pricing mechanisms, it provides 

the residents of Matareya with greater opportunities to move. This relative flexibility not always 

present in formal systems appears to be one of the distinguishing features of informal economies. 
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Relating back to existing theories of accessibility and transport justice, we find that the flexible 

nature of tuktuks in Cairo improves the accessibility of users. The flexibility of tuktuks and their 

ability to navigate uneven, narrow roads with relative ease is what makes them one of the few 

viable modes of transport that can serve the inner streets of areas such as Matareya. When 

looking at the quality of mobility systems in terms of equity and improved accessibility instead of 

purely travel time reduction (Bocarejo and Oviendo, 2012), we find that the flexibility that informal 

transport systems are able to provide greatly expands the potential customer base to include 

groups that would otherwise not be able to move. Using primarily people-based indicators to 

assess the quality of mobility systems (Bocarejo and Oviendo, 2012, p.144), the informal transport 

system provides users with the opportunity to access the rest of the city and organise their social 

lives. Moreover, due to time-space compression, it expands the space where they could find 

potential work, educational opportunities, visit their families, frequent recreational spaces, and so 

on. Since most residents find their work inside Matareya, perhaps the added benefit of job 

opportunities in other parts of the city due to increased access is not as relevant (Sims, 2010). 

 

Thus, accessibility is improved, and a link can also be made to transport justice. In many places, 

we find that residents of areas with generally lower incomes and lower rates of car ownership 

spend significantly more time in transit than other urban dwellers (Gössling, 2016). Transport 

justice refers to a state where mobility as a good is distributed equitably. The most important 

element here is accessibility. In a framework of transport justice, accessibility should also relate 

to the affordability of a system (Kenyon et al., 2002). This is where the flexible pricing of tuktuk 

rides comes into play. Although fares are higher than shared vehicles such as microbuses, there 

is usually a certain space of negotiation between the user and the provider in the informal system. 

Some groups are also charged less, but that point will be discussed later on. All in all, the informal 

system of mobility plays an important role in achieving greater transport justice in Cairo since it 

provides a great number of residents with improved accessibility. The question remains to what 

degree this role of informal transport in achieving transport justice is also present in other cities in 

the Global South. To uncover this, more similar research is necessary in different places around 

the world. 

 

Moreover, the flexibility in terms of pick-up and drop-off points makes tuktuks a solution to the 

last-mile problem that is suitable for this locale (Tight, Rajé and Timms, 2016). Where the other 

public transport systems of metros, buses and microbuses in Matareya cannot enter the narrow 

streets, the manoeuvrable three-wheelers can go practically anywhere and thereby increase 

accessibility of the majority of residents that live on narrow alleyways. As such, although tuktuks 

do not provide inter-area transport, they do form an essential cog in the mobility machine of the 

entire urban area. In this sense, they provide many residents with the unique opportunity to move 

throughout Greater Cairo with great flexibility and relatively low cost. 

 

The hampering of mobility results in transport injustice and socio-spatial exclusion. Social 

exclusion relates to the inability of individuals or groups to participate in the economy, politics or 

social life of the city because of a lack of accessible opportunities (Kenyon et al., 2002). Here, 

one might ask the question about the intentionality of such planning. In the case of Cairo, a recent 

example of an attempt to hamper certain groups from moving can be found in the expansion of 
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Line 3 of the metro towards the upper-class area of Zamalek. Before the new Safaa Hegazy 

station was constructed there, residents protested the line extension partly because they were 

afraid of people from lower-income areas coming in. They thought this might lead to increased 

crime or even terrorist acts (Al-Masry Al-Youm, 2017). This points towards a desire to minimise 

the translocal. That is to say, to decrease the amount of interaction between localities in a bid to 

prevent the input of certain social groups, their customs and norms. The transport injustices 

present in Cairo and many other places may be viewed as being ways to protect the modern from 

the savage and keep out the disruptive. This will also be discussed briefly in the next concluding 

section on precarity. 

 

Though we cannot make major claims on whether all informal transport systems contribute to 

transport justice and to what degree, we can discuss how the flexibility found in the tuktuk system 

in Matareya may be intrinsic to informally organised mobility. The flexibility of tuktuks comes forth 

from the informal character of the system. The largely self-organised nature of the system is based 

on the assessment of the economic viability and potential for profit by the providers of transport: 

the drivers. As drivers individually find the best ways to maximise their profit margins, they 

collectively fulfil a large part of the mobility needs of the residents of Matareya. This was 

demonstrated by the fact that most drivers had found their own niche. Some worked early 

mornings and afternoons, some started later and worked in the evenings, and some worked late 

at night. Since tuktuks are individually owned or rented, drivers adapt their working times, places 

and tactics according to the demands of users. As daytime demand is saturated, some drivers 

switch to later hours, and as the amount of tuktuks waiting outside the metro station grows, some 

opt to drive around the area looking for potential passengers in other places. This elastic provision 

of mobility, based on the need of individual drivers to earn a living, is what results in the flexible 

nature of the informal mobility system. It is this flexibility that is a part of why tuktuks seem to work 

relatively well and seem to serve an important purpose in Matareya. 

 

However, one of the limits of the flexibility of tuktuks in the Cairene context can be identified in 

the off-limits areas where tuktuks are not allowed to go. This process of bordering by state 

institutions points to the fact that the tuktuk system is an example of an assemblage that is 

bounded by the structures of power it is situated in. One of the essential elements of assemblage 

theory is the continuous process of territorialisation and deterritorialisation (Dovey, 2012). The 

decision to ban tuktuks in certain areas and allow or tolerate them in others is quite a literal 

example of territorialisation. The territorialisation is what creates the assemblage of informal 

mobility and also what bounds it. 

 

All in all, in the precarious lives and livelihoods of so many residents in Matareya, tuktuks provide 

a means of transport that is remarkably reliable. That is to say, it is always just-in-time, highly 

flexible in its use and relatively cheap. These characteristics are what make it an important 

contributor to transport justice through its provision of mobility to otherwise excluded groups. 
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6.2 Precarity 

The first of the main themes that were uncovered from the fieldwork is the precarity that runs 

through the lives of both the providers and many of the users of tuktuks as well as almost all of 

those that work in the informal sector in Matareya. It refers to the uncertainty of income and 

instability of the livelihoods of many people in the informal economy. 

 

This research does not stand in isolation regarding the insight that informally constructed 

livelihoods are precarious, uncertain and vulnerable. Conceptualisations of the informal, as was 

demonstrated in the theoretical exploration of the concept, often include some notion of the 

informal as being a bounded and strained space within which individuals negotiate terms in a very 

narrow ‘range’ (Roy, 2009). That is to say that actors in informal economies socially construct the 

building blocks of these economies. Intrinsically, informal economies lack institutional 

underpinnings and recognised legal mechanisms. Therefore, agreements are often made on the 

basis of trust and prices and conditions are determined in a process of negotiation. As mentioned 

previously, this makes informal systems very flexible, but it also gives very little guarantees of a 

sustainable livelihood to those working in the informal sector (Bayat, 2007). 

 

Because of this lack of any form of safety net, and because profit margins in the informal sector 

are usually quite small, the research found that precarity is something that permeates through the 

lives of both the providers and the users of tuktuks, as well as those working in other sectors of 

the informal economy. Important to emphasise once again here, is that the majority of tuktuk 

drivers owns their own vehicle. Therefore they cannot rely on salaries or pledges from any 

organisation or union. Therefore, their income consists purely of the aggregate of relatively small 

amounts of cash that passengers give them for their rides. Linking back to Simone’s 

conceptualisation, the informal attempts to extract as much gain from a minimal amount of input 

elements (Simone, 2004). This leads to a sort of ‘just-enough’ economy arising. Instead of the 

certainty of a formal salary which gives individuals a certain degree of certainty of income, informal 

workers such as tuktuk drivers rely on marginal earnings and have very little financial wiggle room. 

The same goes for many of the users and others working in other informal sectors in Matareya. 

What this means is that a very small external disturbance of the system can quickly jeopardise 

livelihoods. During the fieldwork, we saw this after the increase in petrol prices. This led to some 

passengers refusing to pay for the more expensive tuktuk rides, and prompted drivers to attempt 

to take a new position within the narrow space of negotiation. They are in a continuous balancing 

act between keeping customers willing to pay for their services, and earning enough to sustain 

themselves and their families. This constant search for equilibrium and marginal profit can be 

seen as being characteristic of the informal sector. 

 

One of the causes of precarity is government regulation: In the eyes of the government, tuktuks 

are disruptive. The apparent chaos, erratic driving and loud haggling that is indeed a very visible 

part of tuktuks in Matareya does not align with how the upper classes and official institutions would 

like to see Cairo. The three-wheelers are disruptive to the desired aesthetic and modern image 

that state officials want to portray of Cairo (Kaddah, 2016). For a more detailed account of this 

topic, I will refer to a thesis at the American University in Cairo by Kaddah (2016). Because of 
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this, the government cracks down on tuktuks in various ways, limiting where they can go and 

sometimes confiscating them. 

 

It is important to emphasise that it would be wrong to say the government is only a hampering 

factor and the sole cause of precarity of drivers and the inhabitants of Matareya. By this logic, a 

complete absence of any government would provide the perfect solution. The reality is different, 

as Sims also argues. In reality, there exists a complex interplay and symbiotic relationship 

between the formal and informal economies and the state does play a vital role in this. Sims 

writes: ‘Cairo has generated its own logics of accommodation and development, and (...) these 

operate largely outside the truncated powers of government or are at best in a symbiotic relation 

with its weakness. For lack of a better word, these logics can be called ‘informal’’ (Sims, 2010, 

p.4). Not only in Cairo is this the way that informality often functions. As Roy writes, the informal 

is never completely separate from the formal or from state institutions. Instead, a complex 

interplay between those operating inside and outside of state legislation and regulation gives rise 

to a field where boundaries are blurry (Roy, 2005). 

 

On the whole, we can say that the largely informally constructed livelihoods of many of Matareya’s 

residents, including providers of informal mobility, are precarious in nature. They lack a formal 

social safety net and often depend on narrow profit margins. This makes them vulnerable to 

external events and shocks. However, as we will discuss in the next section, there seems to be a 

certain informal social safety net based on a sense of solidarity present in Matareya that allows 

for a certain degree of resilience. 

 

6.3 The social character of tuktuks 

The last main finding that arose from the data concerns a certain social aspect of the system of 

informal mobility. This aspect was most strikingly revealed by the flexible pricing mechanisms that 

were discussed earlier. The flexible prices were not primarily based on the negotiation skills of 

users in their interactions with drivers. Instead, they were based on certain personal 

characteristics of passengers such as age, gender, and perceived level of wealth and position in 

class hierarchy. The data points to the fact that prices are lower for the most vulnerable groups. 

This supports the argument made earlier that tuktuks play an important role in improving the 

accessibility of residents of Matareya, especially the most vulnerable ones. 

 

We are presented with an interesting intersection of results, combining the flexibility of tuktuks 

and the social character of the informal mobility system. Prices are flexible largely due to a certain 

sense of solidarity that the providers of mobility experience with the residents of Matareya. Drivers 

explicitly stated more than once that prices are based on the user’s ability to pay, not some fixed 

measure based on distance or time travelled. This links back to Simone’s theory of informal 

economies being supported and maintained by non-state institutions (Simone, 2019). This 

research found that in informal mobility, social norms and a sense of solidarity are an essential 

part of what keeps the system viable for a large customer base. However, the dynamic pricing 

also implies that individuals that are perceived to be relatively well-off have to pay more. In this 
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sense, a dynamic arises where passengers are, in a way, forced to pay more than a particular 

ride ‘is worth’. However, it seems that most people are voluntarily willing to pay more in order to 

compensate for those who cannot afford the ‘regular price’. This also points to a certain sense of 

solidarity that this research uncovered and which has clear implications for the mobility use of 

certain groups, leading to increased accessibility. 

 

As was stated previously, one of the most important aspects of assessing a mobility system’s 

ability to improve accessibility is affordability (Kenyon et al., 2002). The flexibility of pricing that is 

in a sense based on the vulnerability of a potential user provides the most vulnerable and 

marginalised groups with the ability to move. This phenomenon can be seen as an informally 

organised social safety net that serves to get the elderly, disabled, women and the poorest 

residents of Matareya to where they want or need to go. Tuktuks are especially good at fulfilling 

this demand and providing increased accessibility to the most vulnerable groups because of their 

ability to navigate the most narrow streets and go practically anywhere. Tuktuks bridge the gap 

between the front door and other modes of transport for those who are unable to walk or 

experience harassment when doing so. It is precisely because of the flexibility of pricing, which 

comes forth from a certain set of social norms that give rise to a system of ‘you pay what you can’, 

that the poorest and most vulnerable segments of the population can also move using tuktuks. In 

this sense, the affordability of tuktuks through its flexible and socially determined pricing 

mechanisms plays a major role in improving the accessibility of many vulnerable groups in 

Matareya such as the poor, elderly, women and disabled people. Consequently, tuktuks play a 

significant part in achieving transport justice in Cairo and ensuring that the most marginalised 

individuals are also able to navigate the city. 

 

Besides the dynamism in price determination, another way in which the sense of solidarity is both 

constructed and manifests itself, is through the interactions and interconnections among various 

actors in different sectors of the informal economy. In Matareya, the exchange of cigarettes and 

jokes is a major part of what builds connections, maintains relations and smoothes out disputes. 

The apparent connectedness of the entire informal economy through social interaction and a 

sense of solidarity is very interesting. It supports theories that urban informality can be seen as a 

complex adaptive assemblage: a continuous process of social interactions among individuals and 

their livelihoods that creates an economy and social reality that has a certain resilience but is also 

quite precarious and vulnerable (Dovey, 2012). The informally organised system of mobility in 

Matareya, and indeed the wider informal economy present in the area, is intimately interconnected 

and characterised by constant exchange and interaction between actors (Dovey, 2012). The 

assemblage consists of physical and non-physical elements. Obvious examples of physical 

elements include the tuktuk itself and the narrow roads that they navigate. Non-physical examples 

of the complex assemblage of informal mobility include the exchange of cigarettes and jokes 

among the drivers as well as the users’ desire or need to move. Moreover, the informal mobility 

system intersects with other parts of the informal economy at many levels, which may be what 

leads to the sense of solidarity that can be felt throughout Matareya. 

 



 

63 
 

6.4 Final conclusion 

This final section of the concluding chapter serves to give a synthesis of the most important 

conclusions and find linkages to come to a comprehensive answer to the main research question 

‘How do tuktuks play a role in addressing the mobility needs of urban dwellers in the Matareya 

neighbourhood of Cairo?’. 

 

This research found that tuktuks, being the predominant form of purely informally organised 

transport in Matareya, form an essential part of the mobility system. Primarily, the providers of 

tuktuk-based transport fulfil a major demand for short-distance rides in areas where other vehicles 

cannot enter easily. They are a highly flexible form of mobility, as they can always be found 

practically anywhere, at any time, and they can go practically anywhere. This flexibility is bounded 

mostly by government regulation, limiting where tuktuks are and are not allowed to bring people. 

In terms of pricing, tuktuks are a relatively affordable option. This is exacerbated by the social 

character of pricing mechanisms, which is based on the principle of ‘paying according to your 

ability’. As such, it allows the poorest and most vulnerable groups to travel at comparatively lower 

costs. Due to this particular characteristic, tuktuks play a major role in increasing the accessibility 

of the most vulnerable residents of Matareya. From a transport justice perspective, they are 

therefore an indispensable part of the broader mobility system of Cairo. 

 

The research also found how urban informality is often based on mutual relations and interaction 

between actors working in various sectors. In the absence of an institutionally underpinned social 

safety net, individuals rely on each other in order to decrease vulnerability and increase the 

security and resilience of their livelihoods. Though livelihoods are characterised by precarity 

among those providing informal mobility, and those working in many other informal economies, 

mechanisms based primarily on social control, solidarity and trust have been developed to counter 

the precarious nature of informally constructed livelihoods. 
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7. Discussion 

An essential element of doing research is reflecting on the choices that were made. That means 

discussing both things that went wrong and things that went right. In every research, there is 

always room for improvement. Some things did not go as anticipated and research practice 

always turns out different than one expects. That was the case in this research too, and this 

chapter serves to outline the main limitations of this research. It also aims to caution fellow 

researchers to perhaps make different choices so as to improve research practice. I separate the 

limitations into two sections: one concerning the limitations of the concepts and theories used; 

the other concerning the research methods used. Since the goal is also to caution researchers 

who want to do similar research in the future, the chapter will end with recommendations for 

further research. 

 

7.1 Limitations of concepts and theories 

In hindsight, some of the concepts and theories used in this research have provided us with more 

or less interesting results than others. Some have proven more useful for the research and fitting 

for the methodologies used. The concepts and theories that were perhaps not as fruitful can be 

considered limitations of this research. Moreover, sometimes there were issues with the concepts 

in and of themselves. This section also serves to problematise these concepts and highlight some 

of their shortfalls. 

 

First of all, the concept of accessibility is not wholly unproblematic. As Martens (2012) writes in 

his paper on using a spheres of justice framework for transport distribution, accessibility is a 

concept that does have certain roots in western values and may therefore not be applicable to 

other contexts. That is to say, accessibility is often defined as the ability to access greater 

opportunities and optimally satisfy individual needs and desires. This conception is rooted in an 

individualism that is perhaps not as prevalent in the Egyptian or generally non-western context. 

Therefore, it could be questioned whether this conception of accessibility even applies in Cairo. 

Moreover, in a context where the majority of people actually find their work in their own areas, 

one may ask themselves how much it matters that people have a harder time travelling to better 

paying and ‘ambitious’ jobs in central Cairo? The fact that this conception of accessibility is 

primarily rooted in a western perspective and normative framework calls into question the use of 

this concept for the research. However, small adaptations of definitions of the concept of 

accessibility, taking into account the importance of community, family and other kinship ties, could 

overcome this with relative ease. 

 

Secondly, we find that some of the concepts used in the theoretical explorations came forward in 

the fieldwork more than others. Usually this can be explained by certain methodological choices. 

If these were made differently, then some concepts may have fitted the research better. For 

example, translocality is a concept that was explored in the theoretical chapter, but in the end 

turned out to be less relevant than previously anticipated. The starting site of the fieldwork - the 

Matareya metro station - was a good starting point to study translocality, but the concept did not 
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provide the most suitable framework for uncovering intriguing results in the end. As such, it was 

researched to a limiting degree. 

 

7.2 Limitations of research methods 

Regarding the methodological choices that were made, too, there were certain things that either 

did not go as expected or that turned out to not be the ideal way of conducting research for 

collecting the required data. These limitations are summarised and elaborated on in this section. 

 

One of the things that I experienced quickly during the empirical section of the research was just 

how intense and demanding it was. It was something I really underestimated going into the field. 

I knew I would be nervous to get started and I was quite sure it would be an interesting experience. 

However, I was quite surprised at just how exhausted I would be every time I returned home from 

a fieldwork day in Matareya. What made it so draining was a combination of having to constantly 

be ‘switched on’ and be social, having to speak Arabic exclusively and constantly trying to reflect 

and connect the things I saw and experienced to my research. I was always discerning useful 

data from the daunting whole of fieldwork data and lived experience. This made trying to 

document everything I saw, heard and experienced during the fieldwork one of my main struggles, 

since so much was happening at once and my senses simply did not suffice to process it all. 

Moreover, I found that it usually took some time and a lot of effort to get a fieldwork day started. 

For example, finding someone to ride with was not always easy. However, as soon as the day 

got going, I was quickly overwhelmed by the intensity of data and experiences that followed each 

other in very quick succession. 

 

Secondly, the research was certainly limited in terms of time and therefore in terms of scope too. 

Due to time constraints, and perhaps due to the fact that this research was performed by one 

person who can unfortunately only be in one place at a time, it was quite a challenge to gather 

the amount of data needed for a fruitful analysis and for drawing interesting conclusions. With 

more time, perhaps more data could have been collected and thereby more patterns could have 

been unveiled leading to more in-depth and better-founded conclusions. In the same vein, I 

noticed that after doing my fieldwork, there were so many interesting openings for future research 

and processes and phenomena that required further study. Some of these things will be presented 

in the next section of this chapter. 

 

Time constraints also limited the selection of the empirical methods used. Perhaps more useful 

data would have been collected if instead of doing the interviews during the ride-along in the 

tuktuk, longer conversations would have been had with respondents after the rides in a more quiet 

context as well. Where the ride-along did provide a source of data that was completely immersed 

in the phenomenon to be studied, it did only serve to have relatively short conversations with 

passengers due to the length of most rides. If longer interviews were also conducted outside of 

the tuktuk, this may have uncovered more detailed information. However, this is also partly on 

account of time constraints. 
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Furthermore, I sometimes fell into the pitfall of forgetting that after finishing my fieldwork, it would 

be impossible for me to collect any more empirical data. After finishing the fieldwork in Matareya 

and returning to the Netherlands, it would of course be practically impossible to return to ask 

further questions or gather more information. During the writing of this thesis, I did not have access 

to Matareya, so I had to make do with the data I had already collected. At times while writing, I 

found that I maybe could have asked for more detailed information about specific topics. One 

such example is the registration number, which I only inquired about briefly with some of my driver 

interlocutors. More information about this particular subject would have been useful. 

 

Finally, the literature review could have been more exhaustive and complete if it included more 

in-depth analysis of policy documents. However, these were hardly ever used for two reasons. 

Firstly, the simple reality is that there are not many policy documents that outline policy and 

regulations relating to tuktuks or other means of transport in the context of Cairo. It is an issue of 

transparency, and perhaps also disinterest, on the part of policymakers (Sims, 2010). Secondly, 

the few policy documents that exist are written in Arabic. Where my speaking ability sufficed for 

collecting empirical data in the field, my reading skills are unfortunately not on a level that effective 

analysis of policy could be performed. This limited the scope of the literature review somewhat. 

 

7.3 Recommendations for further research 

In this section, I will provide the reader with some ideas for further research. These ideas arose 

from this research, and more so from what this research was unable to capture in its inevitably 

limited scope. 

 

One of the primary recommendations for further research comes forth from the finding that there 

is an apparent sense of solidarity and even some sort of community-organised social safety net 

present in the informal mobility system of tuktuks. This revelation is quite interesting and certainly 

calls for further research into the matter. The possible reasons for this sense of solidarity and 

helping the most vulnerable are potentially manifold. It could stem from religion, could have 

cultural reasons or perhaps there are hidden economic incentives that make such behaviour more 

profitable in the long run. Exploring the reasons for this may prove highly useful in revealing more 

about the workings of informal economies, and might help to argue the advantages of informal 

economies compared to their formally organised counterparts. In any case, this finding provides 

a good starting point for further research. 

 

Moreover, more extensive research into informal economies other than mobility are required. This 

will be especially useful for verifying the claim that certain characteristics of informally organised 

mobility systems, such as precarity and flexibility, are also present in other sectors. This could 

even be done in the same empirical context of Matareya in Cairo, since a large part of the 

population here is employed in the informal sector and its many different economies. Studying 

another part of the informal sector would be beneficial for gaining a more in-depth understanding 

of the urban informal and how it compares and interlinks with other parts such as mobility. The 

urban informal is a subject that will probably remain relevant for the foreseeable future, as it 
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already is one of the main manifestations of urbanism, especially in the rapidly growing cities of 

the Global South. 

 

Furthermore, this research has shown the potential use of a ride-along observation as a method 

for mobility research. In contrast with the more static nature of observing and interviewing people 

on the move in certain places or points along their itinerary, the ride-along provides the researcher 

with a personal account and ethnographer’s experience of the daily lived reality of respondents. 

Among other things, that means that respondents are allowed to refer to, indicate or demonstrate 

certain things they experience on a daily basis in real time as they happen. This may constitute a 

significant advantage for producing an account of and gaining a deeper understanding of an 

individual’s experience of mobility.  

 

One of the pitfalls I experienced is the fact that I had difficulty talking to younger women. 

Generally, the fact that I identify as a man had clear implications for who I spoke to during my 

fieldwork, and as such which data I was able to collect. It would therefore be fruitful to perform 

this research again with a researcher who identifies as a woman. This may well bring up different 

results and perspectives since other groups could be questioned regarding their experience of 

mobility. In the same vein, this research found that perhaps tuktuks are safer means of transport 

for young women that want to avoid street harassment. Further research to explore this topic and 

its relation to various forms of formal and informal mobility is definitely recommended. 

 

As a final recommendation meant more for policymakers, I would like to caution against the risks 

of attempts at formalising established informal economies. These attempts may well jeopardise 

already precarious and vulnerable livelihoods of many urban dwellers. Although it is quite logical 

that governments seek to formalise the informal economy so as to extract tax revenue, 

formalisation often decreases flexibility and thereby endangers the ‘just-enough’ nature of the 

informal economic model. Thereby, formalisation can sometimes be the final straw that breaks 

the camel’s back and makes a previously marginal but functioning economic model unviable. 

Even attempts to formalise a small part of the informal sector can disturb the already existing and 

highly complex systems and assemblages and hereby endanger the livelihood of many informal 

sector employees and entrepreneurs. For example, the tuktuk drivers studied in this research may 

well be helped by providing subsidised repair shops that fix vehicles at reduced rates. However, 

this would inevitably pose a threat to existing repair shops in Matareya which mostly operate 

informally. This demonstrates the interconnectedness of informal economies, and it makes 

formalisation efforts highly complex and possibly harmful. 
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Appendixes 

 

Appendix I: Fieldwork diary 

30 January 

I rode the metro from where I live, near Tahrir Square, to Matareya station. It’s an easy direct 

route which takes little more than half an hour. I was very nervous to start my fieldwork, but also 

positively motivated to finally get to what I thought would probably be the most exciting part of 

writing the thesis. As I arrived my nerves grew stronger, knowing that right outside the station the 

empirical part of my research would begin. I walked out of the station and was immediately 

greeted by a tuktuk driver who asked if I needed a ride. I politely declined. I bought a drink at a 

local koshk and drank it in front of the station, silently observing what kind of place I had just 

arrived in. It was only my second time arriving in this area from the metro, so I gave myself some 

time to acclimatise. 

 

Then, another driver named Abu Shama of around 45 years old came up to me and asked if I 

needed to go anywhere. I said no again, but he stood very close to me to smoke a cigarette. I 

saw this as the perfect opportunity to strike up a conversation. ‘I have a question’, I said. ‘Where 

do the people that ride with you usually want to go?’ He said they go to many places, anywhere 

the passenger wants. There are a few popular spots in the area such as Matareya Square, this 

metro station and another metro station further up the line. For further fieldwork, it would be good 

to ask why these specific locations are more popular, to gain a deeper understanding of the 

connectedness of the area to other places. Moreover, he said that he also takes people to other 

areas sometimes, such as El Marg, Hadayek el ‘Obba and Musturud. However, he added, there 

are areas that are off-limits because of police restrictions. For example, around the presidential 

palace grounds in Hadayek el ‘Obba, and places further away that are wealthier such as 

Downtown. For these areas, he said, you should take a taxi or a microbus. I asked him how he 

knows where the limits are of where he can and cannot go with his tuktuk. He said this is simply 

experience. Sometimes new drivers come from outside the area or the city and they have to learn 

not only to navigate, but explicitly where not to navigate. 

 

When telling him that I want to research tuktuks, he is a little suspicious at first. Later, he loses 

this suspicion but still does not completely understand why I would want to research such a 

phenomenon. He said it would be better if I chose some ‘higher’ industry, like they have in other 

countries such as my own. Tuktuks are simple and therefore not very interesting in his opinion. 

When I say that I do think it is an interesting topic because it seems to be important for a lot of 

people, he agrees. He said the beautiful thing about tuktuks is that, for example, if an old woman 

is sick, the tuktuk is the only means of transport that is able to get this person from their door right 

to the front door of the hospital to be taken in by nurses. 

 

Most of the tuktuks have a registration number, and this number is linked to a person. He said he 

knew most of the drivers in the area. He explains that there are both good and bad drivers. Some 
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drivers are criminals, thieves and drug dealers/users. He, however, sees the tuktuk as a dignified 

means of earning a living and a service to the city. I asked to exchange numbers but he does not 

have a mobile phone. However, he said that if I ask for Abu Shama (his street name) around the 

metro station, I will be able to find him again. 

 

After this interaction, which lasted little more than five minutes, I walked through the area to see 

what it was like. After a long walk, I decided to ride a tuktuk from my location on Trolly Street 

towards Matareya Square. I swiftly found a driver, tuktuks are truly ubiquitous in Matareya, and 

got in. This time it was a man named Romani, who was also in his 40’s and lived in the street that 

we were driving through at that moment! As soon as I got in and inquired about the price, he gave 

me a reasonable number and asked where I was from. I replied and the conversation quickly 

became about tuktuks in Cairo again. The conversation sometimes paused briefly because 

Romani had to greet a friend of his who we passed in the street. His ‘base of operation’ was 

Matareya Square. He, too, said that people go pretty much everywhere, but started talking about 

the places that were not allowed for tuktuks, such as the nearby leafier area of Heliopolis. Here, 

he cannot go with his tuktuk because the police will confiscate his vehicle. If he then wants to get 

it back, he has to pay the police a large amount of money. If a passenger wants to go there, he 

will refuse them or drop them off at the edge of the area. I asked how he and other drivers seem 

to know very well where they can and cannot go. He said that many drivers know each other and 

tell each other stories. This way, everyone gets to know when someone’s vehicle was confiscated 

by the police, and as such the message goes around to not drive in a certain place through word-

of-mouth.  

 

Romani then continues that there are a lot of places where tuktuks can go without police trouble. 

He says that any ‘mante2a 3ashwa2eya’ is tuktuk country. He adds that he even sometimes 

drives on the Ring Road, a highway around the city, but safely on the side of the road. This way 

he can reach as far as Imbaba, which is an area on the other side of the Nile river in Giza. 

 

Like the first driver I spoke to, Romani also explains how there are differences between tuktuk 

drivers. There are good ones and bad ones, and the bad ones are those that are not only 

concerned with getting people from A to B. They are also involved with dealing and using drugs. 

However, he says, to the police, government, drivers of private cars, etc. all drivers are the same 

and they are all criminals. He is sad that this is the reputation of his profession. 

 

The third interaction was when I was with my Egyptian friend Omar. We took a tuktuk from 

Matareya Square to El Amireya, an area next to Matareya. This one was driven by two, not one, 

sixteen year old boys. When we asked them if they had a driving licence, they said no. This 

question also made them a little suspicious, but they were reassured by my friend Omar that we 

do not work for the government and are simply interested in researching tuktuks in Cairo. They 

told us that no one ever asked them if they had a licence. They started their day at 6 in the morning 

and came back home in the evening. For the entire day, they put 80 EGP gas in the vehicle, and 

at the end of the day earn around 200-250 EGP. A part of this the boys have to give back to the 

person they rent the tuktuk from, since they don’t own it. They come from a poor family, and left 

school in order to earn money for their mother. Their father is in the picture, but does not provide 
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for the family or speak to them a lot. They don’t live in Matareya, but a few kilometres away in 

Bahtim. However, they go to Matareya because there is more work in this area since there are 

some markets. At one point we were going against traffic on a busy road. People seemed quite 

pissed off, and one of the boys was also telling the other one that this was definitely not a good 

idea. However, we arrived safely at our destination and bid the boys goodbye. 

 

I experienced that it is quite easy to interact with some of the drivers, and they are happy to give 

answers about most subjects. Moreover, they usually give a lot of information without being asked 

many questions. This makes data collection quite easy. Furthermore, if I go to the area more 

frequently, I think I will be able to ride along with at least one of the drivers I spoke to. 

 

31 January 

This day started similarly to the first. I arrived in the area by metro at around 11 am. As soon as I 

walked out of the station, I met Abu Shama, the driver I had met the day before. We greeted each 

other and I asked how the day was going in terms of work. He said it was very quiet because 

most schools still had a holiday. I felt a little tense talking to him, because I was not sure how to 

advance the relationship and conversation further from the basic questions I had already asked 

him the day before. He also seemed quite busy with other people and trying to get passengers. 

 

After a short while, other drivers came and Abu Shama introduced me to them. We got talking in 

a group and they told me their names, how long they had been working as a driver and we spoke 

about the day and why there were not that many people looking for a ride. They varied in age, 

from 19 years old up to nearly 50. One driver in particular, Dabdoob, found my story about wanting 

to research tuktuks intriguing. The drivers explained to me how normally there is a system of 

waiting turns and giving each other passengers as they arrive when work is scarce. Other drivers 

wait for their turn to drive someone somewhere. However, there are certain people who try to go 

ahead of their turn and ‘steal’ passengers. This cunningness is called shanneeb in the local slang 

Arabic, and seems to be used as both a noun and an adjective. It is generally frowned upon by 

the drivers, but is also used a lot as a joke to both make fun of and compliment a particular driver’s 

smart but sneaky moves. 

 

After a few minutes a passenger shows up for Dabdoob. Shortly before, I told them I would like 

to sit alongside one of the drivers to be able to speak to some of the passengers. As Dabdoob 

got into his vehicle, he told me to get in beside him. I was hesitant at first, since I had not prepared 

for the fieldwork to progress this quickly and I wasn’t sure what I was going to ask the passengers. 

He then loudly said ‘just come! I will show you the world!’. I thought ‘why not just go, maybe I 

won’t get this opportunity again soon’, so off we went. The first ride was relatively short, taking us 

from the metro station to an optometrist’s office on the other side of the metro line in an area 

called El Na’am. I asked the man of around 40 years old if I could ask him some questions, and 

Dabdoob told him that I am a Dutch student doing research about tuktuks in Egypt. This surprised 

him, and he started speaking English. This was quite a relief for me, because it makes asking 

questions a lot easier. He told me he was from Alexandria, but also had an apartment in the 

faraway area of southern Cairo called Maadi. He needed to be in Matareya to go to the office of 

an optometrist to get a document signed, therefore he rode the metro directly from Maadi to 
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Matareya and then took a tuktuk to get to his final destination. The tuktuk was a good way of 

transportation for this last leg, because it is cheap and can go anywhere. In the end the man paid 

10 EGP at first, but then Dabdoob said to give him 5 pounds more. The man did this without 

asking any questions, so there seems to be some sort of trust (or simply the desire not to argue 

with the driver) that the correct price is asked. Later, Dabdoob explained to me that what people 

give is quite random. Sometimes they give 20 when it was supposed to be 15, sometimes they 

give too little and Dabdoob tells them to give more. It seems to be based on experience and a 

sense of pricing. 

 

After we dropped the man off, we turned around to return to the station. On the way, we found a 

woman who needed to go to El Amireya, an area next to Matareya. This seems to be the modus 

operandi of Dabdoob, and he also told this himself. After dropping someone, he usually drives in 

the direction of his base of operations (Matareya metro station), until he finds someone who needs 

a ride on the way. When he doesn’t, he returns to the station and waits his turn there. The woman 

who was driving with us was also around 40 to 50 years old. She also did not live in Matareya 

herself. She lives in El Shorouk City, which is one of the new cities northeast of Cairo itself in the 

desert. She explained how she took a bus from there to Alf Maskan, and from there she took a 

microbus which took her to Matareya metro station. There she took a tuktuk for the last leg to her 

mother’s house. Now she was on her way to El Amireya to see her daughter. She did this trip 

twice a week. During the ride we also talked about the bad reputation of tuktuks. Like the drivers 

I met, she said there are good ones and bad ones. Not everyone is involved with criminal activity 

such as drugs or violence. We dropped her off, and I asked her how she knew how much to pay. 

She said that this came with experience. She had taken this route many times and so she knows 

the price. 

 

We then drove in the direction of the metro station again. After a few minutes and a cigarette 

break, we found three people hauling several bags of toys, two music boxes and an office chair 

to a kindergarten in Helmeya, another area adjacent to Matareya. Unfortunately one of the bags 

ripped before loading it in, and we found ourselves picking up toys from the street. As the cargo 

vehicle, we then set off. The exact destination was unknown, and we were following the tuktuk 

that had the people in it. We had to go slow because the chair was haphazardly placed in the 

back of the vehicle and I had to hold it so as to prevent it from falling out. After a while we almost 

lost the leading tuktuk, but fortunately we had already reached the kindergarten that we were 

supplying with goods. We helped to carefully unload all the bags, they paid Dabdoob and then we 

went back to the metro station. Then we smoked one more cigarette and drank a cup of tea at a 

nearby stand beneath a flyover. Dabdoob seemed to know everyone passing by the stand. This 

seemed like a very successful first trip, and hopefully it will be followed by many more, perhaps 

longer trips with more detailed and well-prepared conversations with passengers. 

 

As we saw today, we only met people from outside Matareya, maybe another day this will be very 

different. Also, we saw that rides often go into surrounding areas, and are not just limited to 

Matareya itself. This also demonstrates how the north of Greater Cairo has a large contiguous 

area that tuktuks are allowed to drive through. 
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8 February 

I went back after about one week. Unfortunately Dabdoob was not there when I arrived. However, 

there were other drivers and some of them recognised me or knew about my story of being a 

Dutch student ‘researching tuktuks’. One of them was Mostafa, who quickly invited me to drive 

alongside him. This day, or part of it, he was not going wherever the passenger wanted. Instead, 

he placed his tuktuk in a small line to the right side coming out of the metro station. The tuktuks 

waiting here were only for the small 2-3 minute ride to a stop called ‘maw2af 43’ after a bus line 

that stops there. This stop is not marked in any way, and only seems to be known by frequenters 

of the area. It is just a small junction where several tuktuks are usually waiting for passengers. I 

spent part of the day going back and forth with Mostafa, each time picking up different people. 

Moreover, I found that this small ‘tuktuk line’ was a form of shared transport, as we often waited 

for a short while for two people to arrive. 

 

First, two women rode with me, but one was not very eager to answer questions. The other old 

woman did tell me that she was going to see people near the tuktuk stop, but did not specify who 

or why exactly. This was the first interaction of the day, so I was still testing the waters with some 

of the new questions I had thought of before coming. The second ride was with a 70 year old man 

who also wanted to go to the stairs to cross the metro line next to ‘maw2af 43’. This was where 

he lived. He had come by metro from closer to central Cairo in order to buy bags made out of a 

sturdy kind of rubber, and he was now headed home, just across the stairs on the other side of 

Matareya. Unfortunately the ride was very short, so much more questions could not be asked. 

Another ride was with a young man who was quite shy and did not seem to understand why I was 

asking him questions or even talking to him in the first place. We also drove a pharmacist to his 

work, but he declined to answer my questions. My driver Mostafa could tell me some things about 

him though, since he had driven him previously. Apart from saying he was always a little grumpy 

and not eager to talk, he lived in the nearby Zeitoun neighbourhood. Usually he walked from his 

home to the metro station and drove a tuktuk for the last stretch of his commute. 

 

I experienced difficulty asking my questions, both because I was a little less comfortable not being 

with Dabdoob but with a new driver I did not know yet, and also because the ride was simply so 

short you could barely fit in 2 or 3 questions. The short ride from the metro station is not enough 

time to build even the slightest rapport. I hope that tomorrow Dabdoob will be available, or perhaps 

another driver who brings passengers to any destination. This is both less repetitive for me and 

might reveal more detailed and expansive mobility networks of the area. I suppose it is normal to 

have days where the fieldwork seems to go very well, and other days when it’s harder. However, 

I found that most tuktuk drivers in the area now know me because the story has gone around. 

This, and meeting some of the drivers I met before in front of the metro station, makes it feel a lot 

less intimidating and more familiar each time I come. 

 

9 February 

I returned once more to Matareya metro station and was greeted by many familiar faces. 

Dabdoob, Abu Shama, Desha, Hesham and Mostafa were all working today, along with some 

new faces to meet. Unfortunately, seeing all of these people at once is not actually a good sign. 

They were all waiting for passengers and work was very slow today. I spent a lot of time speaking 
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to the drivers, also about unrelated topics. This also made me more familiar with the processes 

and systems that the drivers have set up among themselves and enforce simply by social control. 

For example, as I wrote in yesterday’s diary entry, there are two sections in front of the metro 

station for tuktuks going either anywhere or specifically to ‘maw2af 43’. Dabdoob told me that he 

chooses where to stand depending on how many other drivers are already there and how many 

passengers there are in general. For example, we first rode to the maw2af, but no more than 15 

minutes later I got back in with him since he had found a passenger going into Matareya, which 

is a ride I will write more about below. I also met a driver who arrived from another rural 

governorate in the Delta one day before. It was his first day as a driver in Matareya, and he had 

no idea about any of the routes or locations. The drivers were teaching him and he learned by 

trial and error about routes, pricing and the norms of tuktuk driving. He seemed quite excited to 

start his new job. 

 

One moment also happened which I found quite humorous: we were standing at maw2af 43, and 

Dabdoob had parked his tuktuk quite a distance from any which side of the road. Cars were having 

trouble passing and a small, continuously honking line started to form. Moreover, a man walking 

by came up, didn’t say a word and gestured with his arms his disappointment and 

misunderstanding of all these tuktuks piling up in the middle of the road and blocking other traffic. 

The drivers smiled and laughed among each other at the old man’s antics.  

 

I also spoke with one very young driver who was only 13 years old. He said he did go to school, 

but during holidays he worked driving his brother’s tuktuk. He was only allowed by his family to 

drive the small section from the metro to ‘maw2af 43’ because going any further or in different 

areas may be dangerous for him. He, of course, did not have a licence but his brother taught him 

how to drive. 

 

I did record while riding for the first time today, and I switched on the GPS tracker to track my path 

through the area. However, I did not get to speak to any passengers due to several reasons. One 

was the fact that there were simply not many that needed a ride, and I didn’t always get the chance 

to ride with one of the drivers. Moreover, some of the rides were the same section as yesterday 

to ‘maw2af 43’, which again is simply too short to ask many questions. Lastly, unfortunately the 

only longer ride that I did today was with a young woman. I did not feel like it was appropriate to 

speak to her, and after the ride I talked to Dabdoob about it and he agreed that it may have made 

her feel uncomfortable or even threatened. What was interesting about this ride, though, was that 

Dabdoob ‘stole’ the passenger in a move of shanneeb, or not waiting your turn and acting 

dishonestly. Dabdoob seemed quite proud that he had cunningly pulled this off. 

 

27 February 

I arrived in Matareya at around 11 in the morning. Today, it seemed like work was going more 

smoothly, since there were very few tuktuks waiting outside the metro station. As I was standing 

there for a while, I noticed that they didn’t have to wait long before picking up passengers and 

driving off. I met Mohamed, the brother of Saad el Shanneeb, who told me this was true, and 

explained it was because schools had finally started leading to more movement and hustle and 

bustle. I also met Abu Shama again and he wasn’t too enthusiastic about the work that day, but 
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explained it’s really random and you never know how the day will go. This view was shared by 

Mohamed. It seems that, paradoxically, randomness is a pattern. 

 

It had been a while since I came to Matareya because of a trip to Lebanon, and the drivers I knew 

asked me where I had been. We talked a bit about my travels and how Lebanon compares to 

Egypt. They are also always very interested to know what life is like in the Netherlands, and 

usually these conversations end with the question of whether it’s possible for them to come to the 

Netherlands and live there. I always have to explain the disappointing reality that it’s quite 

challenging for relatively unskilled Egyptians to migrate to Europe. One of the reasons for this 

desire to move is their view that the government works differently in the Netherlands compared 

to their experience with the Egyptian state. For example, Saad and his brother told me that a 

couple days before, the police came and confiscated a fridge belonging to the kiosk outside the 

metro station. The fridge was placed right next to the kiosk but on the pavement. The police said 

this was not allowed, since the fridge was placed in the middle of the street and blocking a public 

space. Therefore, they confiscated the fridge and its contents of chocolate bars and cheeses. The 

drivers and the owner of the kiosk told me that these sorts of things happen quite a lot, and as 

such their view of the police and the government is not very favourable. 

 

There were many drivers that I didn’t recognise, and I struggled a little bit to get started swiftly 

and find someone to ride with. Saad el Shanneeb arrived back from a short trip and asked me for 

a lighter. I obliged and found that what he was lighting was a joint, not a cigarette. He offered me 

some but I kindly refused, thinking it probably won’t do my fieldwork any good. After a while, I 

asked Saad’s brother Mohamed if I could ride with him if he found passengers going to ‘anywhere’, 

since in my previous experience I found the trip to ‘maw2af 43’ to be not very useful for asking 

passengers questions. He said I could, so I thought I had fixed myself some useful ways of data 

collection for this day. I went to Mohamed Shiko, the teamaker running a stand underneath an 

overpass about 100 metres from the metro station. This is where all the drivers have their many 

cups of coffee and tea. He knew me from previous times, and introduced me to another driver 

called Abu Farouk. This turned out to be the cousin of Dabdoob, the driver I had ridden with a few 

times. Dabdoob wasn’t there today or the day after, most probably his tuktuk had broken down. 

 

Abu Farouk is a real talker. The first conversation we had he told a very long story of how he 

became a driver and what he thinks of his work. He started in 2007 after he lost his job in a factory 

in El Salam City, an industrial suburb of Cairo. He explained that the work changed a lot since he 

started in 2007. In the beginning, the drivers were respectable people just looking for an honest 

job. Over the years, he says many new drivers have bought tuktuks, but use them for criminal 

purposes such as drug dealing and stealing passengers’ belongings. Moreover, many drivers use 

the money they make for the wrong purposes. In his words, drivers happily spend their earnings 

on drugs and prostitutes, leaving hardly any money for their family to survive. Aside from this, a 

lot of kids now drive tuktuks, which he says is a problem in terms of safety and the ethical aspects 

of children working all day. He told me that he used to like the work, but that he had started to 

hate it overtime.  

 



 

80 
 

He explained how tuktuks officially needed two separate registration plates. One registered 

number on the front of the vehicle from the hayy and two metal number plates on the back from 

the qism (two separate government entities). 

 

I asked him if I could ride with him after this lengthy conversation. He had just finished his cup of 

coffee and said that would be no problem. After getting his tuktuk started by pushing it with the 

help of Shiko the teamaker, we both got in and drove to the metro station. There, we quickly found 

an older woman who just came from an errand in a shop near the metro station. I asked her if she 

rode tuktuks a lot and what for. She said that she really used tuktuks for any errand,  shopping 

trip or family visit she ever did, as long as it was relatively close. Otherwise, she would ride a 

microbus or public bus. As for why, she said because it was easy, they are always available, and 

they are quite cheap. Although microbuses are cheaper, these don’t bring you to your destination 

exactly. Therefore, tuktuks are good for short distances and for getting you from door to door the 

easiest. Moreover, she explained that tuktuks were good if you are out late and want to get home. 

I wondered why, and she told me they are much quicker than microbuses, because they take a 

while to fill up. Since there are less travellers at night, she said you sometimes have to wait a long 

time for the microbus to leave. Tuktuks leave when you find one and tell them your destination, 

so this is easier and quicker. I asked if she experienced any problems with drivers or if they are 

usually respectable. She said that she honestly doesn’t have many negative experiences with 

drivers. They are usually nice and respectful. She got off at her destination, which was in a smaller 

street just off Ain Shams street. In my experience, it can sometimes come across as creepy or 

intrusive to ask someone about their destination. I am not entirely sure, but I think she was going 

to visit her daughter who lived at the destination. 

 

We dropped her off and drove further. Contrary to the previous drivers I had riden with, Abu 

Farouk did not like returning to the metro station to wait his turn and spend time idling waiting for 

people to come, so instead we were driving around the area looking for passengers. After quite a 

while we found an old woman who wanted Abu Farouk to drive her to a certain restaurant selling 

koshary (traditional Egyptian dish). This wasn’t her actual destination, but simply a navigational 

point so Abu Farouk knew where to go. She was fully veiled, which always makes the barrier to 

asking questions a bit higher because of social norms and respect. During the ride we saw two 

young boys driving a tuktuk, who Abu Farouk said ‘didn’t come to work’, implying that they were 

just driving around to steal and deal and use drugs. On the way, we picked up another woman 

who was obviously very poor and couldn’t walk well. She simply needed to go to a side street 

about 400 metres down the main road we were on. We drove her there and she struggled to get 

out of the tuktuk. Without paying she left, which Abu Farouk told me happens a lot with old women. 

The woman who wanted to go to the restaurant also got out and paid 5 pounds, which seemed to 

me to be very little for the ride we had just done based on previous fares I had seen. Abu Farouk 

said this was again because of her age, gender and (assumed) low wealth. He also added that a 

ride for just 5 pounds is still better than riding empty, you just take what you get and collect it over 

the day. ‘A ride for 5, a ride for 10, a ride for 7, a ride for I don’t know how much, like this.’ He 

explained how he often starts his day at 6 and finishes when he thinks he has earned enough. 

There are, however, also drivers who decide to work all day long.  
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We came across a person on the side of the road who seemed interested in a ride. Abu Farouk 

asked him ‘tuktuk?’ but then he seemed confused. Unfortunately he himself had forgotten where 

he wanted to go.  

 

2 March 

The longest and most intense day of my fieldwork so far. I arrived around 11 at the metro station. 

It was a hot day with highs of 34 degrees and lots of dusty wind. I met the usual familiar faces 

and some that I hadn’t seen in a while. Desha, 2ousha, Abu Shama, Mostafa and of course 

Dabdoob. I felt good, energised and excited to see what the day would bring. As usual, it took a 

while for things to take off, but work seemed to be quick today. Most of the drivers agreed that 

there was plenty of movement in the area that day. Because of the heat, the owner of the fish cart 

outside the station was setting up a haphazard umbrella to shade the fish. We then had to move 

the cart and position it underneath the umbrella. The owner, one of the drivers and me hauled the 

cart a few metres one direction so as to move it out of the sun. As I previously saw, everyone 

knows each other and everyone helps each other with small tasks like this. 

 

After a while Dabdoob arrived. He told me his tuktuk was broken for the last 15 days so he hadn’t 

been able to come to work. I asked him how he managed to get money and live during this time. 

He said his oldest son works so he brought in some money, they got some help from friends and 

family in the neighbourhood and they ate very cheap and simple Egyptian staple foods such as 

bread, foul (stewed fava beans) and taameya (Egyptian falafel). This is how he and his family 

made it through this period. 

 

The first ride was one going to maw2af, with a girl and an older woman. The girl got off at the 

maw2af, but the woman stayed a while longer as we turned left into the area towards the fruit 

shop on the intersection. The woman was going to shop for groceries here. The girl who got off 

earlier seemed to be going home, but I wasn’t sure. I didn’t talk to her for the reason I mentioned 

previously (young woman of a marriageable age out on her own, I could be perceived as 

threatening). 

 

We drove back and found an older woman at the metro station also wanting to go to the fruit 

shops at the intersection. We drove there again and took a different route back, seemingly just to 

change things up, but it could also be out of the practical reason that we wouldn’t have to turn. 

Dabdoob’s tuktuk does not have a working reverse function, this has to be done manually by 

hauling it backwards with our feet. 

 

Dabdoob then proposed it was time for a meal. He said this was breakfast, but it was lunch for 

me. I wasn’t sure if he had already eaten before at home but I was also getting hungry. We sat 

with Dabdoob, Mostafa, 2ousha and me at Shiko’s tea stall under the overpass. As per usual, it 

was utterly impossible and even slightly insulting for me to offer to pay (at least my share). We 

ate bread, foul, fries and salad, a very satisfying meal. The conversation of the day is the gas, 

which had gotten one pound more expensive per litre the previous day. This has also led to an 

increase of the ride to the maw2af by one pound to 4 pounds per person or 8 for a ride with one 

person. 
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After lunch, we were back on our way. First things first, we got gas from the petrol station on the 

other side of the metro tracks. Dabdoob asked for 30 pounds of gas, which was about 3 litres 

according to current prices. Dabdoob explained that not only the gas, but everything had become 

much more expensive. He told me about the price difference of chicken, meat, bread and other 

basic necessities. Dabdoob blamed this on the government. 

 

We drove past the metro station and towards the maw2af. On the way, we saw a horse on the 

side of the street that was very ill. It was lying on its side and being dragged by two men who 

owned it. They used the horse to drive a cart to collect garbage in the area, and Dabdoob said 

the horse had probably gotten sick from eating some of the garbage. It was a very brief moment, 

but small things like this seem to happen a lot in Matareya. The working lives of many people 

here are filled with spontaneously arising problems and precarity. Broken down tuktuks, sick 

horses, confiscated fridges, etc. 

 

From the maw2af, we found a woman that wanted to go to iskandariya street. This street is mainly 

a market, but she was planning on going to a doctor’s office that was in the same street. She said 

she rode tuktuks a lot, since it was the easiest and quickest way to move. 

 

Ride with a woman to the market in iskandariya street. She said she wasn’t going to the market, 

but to see a doctor that had and office in that street. 

 

Ride to Matareya Square with two women that came from the market. 

 

Riding empty back to the metro. 

 

Wedding request towards Helmeya. We picked up an old woman and her daughter at the metro 

station. They wanted to go to a building just before Helmeya metro station. They paid 10 pounds, 

which was a normal price. I wasn’t sure where they were going, because the conversation didn’t 

go there. Instead, the daughter kept on asking me to marry her. 

 

Ride to near maw2af with an old woman and son. The woman can walk badly so they don’t wait 

at the fixed stop but a bit further down the street so she doesn’t have to walk as far. They are 

going home and are dropped off right at their front door. 

 

Ride to Helmeya with a man carrying a bag and a large roll of something, perhaps a big poster.  

 

Tell the story here of the group of three women who Dabdoob knew because he was maybe going 

to marry one of them. Three women and two kids wanted to go to Roxy Square Dabdoob didn’t 

want to do this because this area is actually illegal for tuktuks. You risk it getting confiscated. He 

didn’t just drive off, however. Instead, we went asking around at the maw2af for a driver who was 

willing to take the risk. The third driver we asked nodded his head, and the group of women and 

kids all got in the vehicle. Hopefully they arrived safe and the driver returned with his vehicle from 
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the risky area. If so, his gamble paid off, because the price is higher for areas outside the ‘legal 

tuktuk zone’. 

 

Dropping the tuktuk off at the parking lot at 16:45 and then walking towards the metro station. 

During the walk, Dabdoob and Mostafa argue a little bit about where’s the best place to park the 

tuktuk at the end of the day. Mostafa says he knows a place that is much closer to the station and 

thus a much shorter walk. When we arrive at the station, Mostafa goes off with a friend, we’re not 

sure where. We wait for him for about 40 minutes while Dabdoob smokes a joint with another 

driver and the owner of the fish stand outside the metro station, but then Dabdoob decides we 

should start heading home. We wait for the train, the metro takes about 15 minutes to reach the 

final station on the line, New El Marg. We then exit the station and make our way through an 

incredibly crowded produce market towards the microbus stand. At times, groups of people are 

stuck behind a vehicle trying to move through the masses and navigate the uneven, unpaved 

road. When we arrive at the microbus stand, Dabdoob seems to have some trouble finding a bus 

going to the right place. He explains that drivers here do not have fixed routes like they do nearer 

to downtown. Instead, they determine their destination based on where they expect the most 

people to want to go at a particular time. When we were there, this meant that passengers waiting 

to go in the ‘Gabal’ direction were out of luck for a while. As the group of people asking around 

for this destination grew, it seemed that some drivers changed their mind. After waiting about 15 

minutes, we found a microbus that was going in the direction we wanted. 

 

During the ride, Dabdoob was explaining how we were now very close to the edge of Cairo. After 

this, it was mostly small towns, villages and the agricultural fields of the Nile delta. He told me 

how Cairo was the most populous place in all of Egypt. This apparently piqued the interest of the 

man sitting in front of us, who started a discussion with Dabdoob about what the most populous 

governorate of Egypt really was. He said that not Cairo, but the adjacent Qalyubia governorate 

was the most populous. The discussion carried on for a while, and started to involve not only the 

population numbers of places in Egypt, but also Libya, the Gulf, et cetera. The man sitting next to 

us on the back row also got involved, and the discussion evolved into a conversation about the 

quality of public education in Egypt. It came down to the point that public school in Egypt used to 

be good and teach students actual information (in the time of the participants of the discussion, 

that is). Nowadays, students don’t learn anything. Mafeesh ta3leem, there’s no learning, they say. 

The conversation showed me how the microbus can really turn into an incredibly social space. 

This can be nice for some, but other passengers were also visibly annoyed by the discussion after 

a long day of hard work. 

 

After about 20 minutes, Dabdoob told the driver to stop and we got off. We only had to walk about 

100 metres to his house. I entered and greeted his wife, daughter and two sons. Especially for 

me, he put on an American action movie to watch while we waited for the food and smoked a few 

cigarettes. During my stay at his place, we didn’t talk much about my research or his work. When 

I met his neighbours and friends, though, it was clear that they all vehemently disapproved of the 

way things were going in Egypt at this time. 
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At around 11, I embarked on the journey back home to Downtown Cairo. I bade Dabdoob goodbye 

on the main street and got in a microbus back to the metro station. I noticed that the juice shops 

in this area had the most ear-piercingly loud stereo installations blasting sha3bi music down the 

street. I arrived back at the metro station, and to the surprise of me as well as many other 

travellers, the metro was already closed. 11:30 seemed to me to be a very early time for it to 

close, but they said it was since this was the first station on the line. I was advised to take another 

microbus to Ramsis, the central station. I got in and had to wait about 15 minutes for it to fill up. 

It was 10 pounds, which seemed quite a large amount for a microbus, although it was a long 

distance. I got out at the station, which is on the other side of Downtown from where I live, and I 

took an Uber scooter from here. I arrived home at 1 am, and could really use some sleep at this 

point. 

 

EXTRA NOTE 2 MARCH: after lunch, we drank tea. I kept the spoon in my cup after stirring the 

tea powder and sugar. Mostafa said ‘did you stir your tea yet?’. I told him yes. He took out the 

spoon and told me ‘after we stir it, we don’t use the spoon anymore.’ Small cultural element. 

 

13 March 

I went back to Matareya for one of the last days. I went with the goal of shooting videos and taking 

pictures, since I had lost most of them when my phone was unfortunately stolen on the street. 

The drivers obviously found it very sad for me that this had happened. One slightly awkward 

moment occurred when Mostafa asked me how much the old phone was and how much I paid 

for the new one I bought the day after my old one was stolen. I had to say that both were worth 

around 10.000 Egyptian pounds, which is a very big sum for these people. The ease with which I 

just bought myself a new one made me feel a bit unsettled because for them it would be 

impossible to make such a purchase just like that. I explained how important it was for me to have 

a phone and they seemed to be surprisingly understanding. 

 

We sat and drank tea at Shiko’s stand. It was again impossible for me to pay for it. I once told 

them about how we have parking garages for bicycles in the Netherlands, and Mostafa had not 

forgotten about this. He asked me to show them pictures of it again, and they were once again 

very impressed by how it looked. It has become a running theme that they always ask me to take 

them with me when I return to my country. I have to always explain that I wish I could, but that it 

is very hard for them to get the visa and enter legally. 

 

When we were sitting there, a cart passed us with two big barrels on the back. I asked Mostafa 

what they were selling, and he told me it was used frying oil. Since new oil has become quite 

expensive since inflation, dirty used oil is sometimes resorted to. It was sold at 22 pounds for a 

kilo. 

 

While observing the happenings outside the metro station, I saw one tuktuk standing in the front 

of the line of tuktuks was broken. Some drivers were working together to replace its front wheel. 

It already had one passenger sitting in it patiently waiting for the second person so they could 

leave. Two old women were then sent from tuktuk to tuktuk, as the drivers were coordinating who 

could take them and go first. This made one of the women impatient and clearly agitated. 
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I drove a few short rides with Mostafa and took videos. At the end of the day, when I was saying 

goodbye to the drivers, I was talking to the brother of Saad el Shanneeb. He never really 

understood why I wanted to write my thesis about a ‘low’ thing such as tuktuks. However, in the 

end he said, ‘howa gay hena, da gad3 bsara7a’: he came here to us, that’s respectable/virtuous 

to be honest. It felt very good to hear him say this, and recognise the worth of simply my presence 

and willingness to hear what they have to say and see how they live. 

 

15 March 

The last day of fieldwork for me. I called Dabdoob to see if he was at work today. He was, so I 

took the metro as I always did. I got off, but Dabdoob wasn’t there yet. I did see other familiar 

faces though, such as the brother of Saad el Shanneeb, and even young Said! He was working 

again because it was a school holiday. It was good to see him one last time. I also used today to 

film some final images. As I was filming, some drivers asked what I was doing, and I explained 

that my phone had been stolen so I needed new footage. After a while Dabdoob arrived. It seemed 

that he wasn’t planning on getting many rides done with me today, since he also knew it was my 

last day. His two youngest sons, were also with him.  

 

We first went to his brother’s house a short ride from the metro station. Here, we drank tea with 

Dabdoob’s brother that was prepared by his wife, who owned a tea stand right outside their house. 

As we were drinking, his son (about 12 years old) was given the task of bringing some relatives 

of Dabdoob home with the tuktuk. He knew how to drive, so he drove off and returned about one 

hour later. In the meantime, me and Dabdoob walked over to another place where we had tea 

with a friend of his. I wasn’t sure what this place was, but it seemed like a sort of neighbourhood 

hangout. There were four chairs and music boxes, not much more. They smoked a joint together, 

and offered me, but I kindly refused. As they were smoking it, a minivan drove through the 

alleyway near where we were sitting. Dabdoob’s friend hastily put out the half-smoked joint and 

threw it behind a gas canister. ‘That’s the government’, they said. The two men in the minivan 

were sitting in their vehicle around twenty metres away from us. I wasn’t sure what they were 

doing, and Dabdoob and his friend also didn’t seem to know or care. To them this was very 

normal. The government comes, chances are high that you’re doing something illegal, whether it 

is smoking a joint, driving a tuktuk in the wrong place or having a fish stand on the side of the 

street. You stop doing the forbidden thing, and start again when they leave after a while. 

 

After about an hour there I had to head home already. Dabdoob drove me to the metro station 

with his kids. On the way we encountered Saad el Shanneeb, who I also bade my goodbye. At 

the metro station I gave Dabdoob the small present that I had bought as a thank you for the 

incredible amount of help and generosity he had given me. He and his kids were very thankful. In 

true Egyptian fashion, we said goodbye by shaking hands and giving two kisses on the cheek. I 

then rode the metro back to my home, all the way reflecting on all the things I had seen and 

experienced and how I was ever going to convey this all in a master thesis. 

 

EXTRA NOTE: on a colder day, I dressed in my winter jacket. This is quite a fancy looking piece 

of clothing, and it noticeably changed the way people interacted with me. Drivers seemed a bit 
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more suspicious. One passenger, an old man going to the stairwell to cross the metro tracks, told 

the driver upon getting out and trying to pay ‘we should be quick, so that the prince (el amir one 

of the many words to address men respectfully in Egypt) can get on with his research!’ 
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Appendix II: Codebook 

Shown below is the entire codebook of the Fieldwork diary as it was made using Atlas.ti. 
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Shown below are the code groups that were created from the list of codes above. 
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