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Abstract 

 
Gender and Generational Change in Egypt  

 
by 

 
Maia Sieverding 

 
Doctor of Philosophy in Sociology and Demography 

 
University of California, Berkeley  

 
Professor Jennifer Johnson-Hanks, Chair  

 
 

The typical life course of a young woman in Egypt today is significantly different from 

that of her mother when she came of age a generation ago.  In this dissertation, I focus on 

differences between the experiences of the current generation of female youth and those of their 

mothers with respect to education, employment and marriage.  In doing so, I examine both 

empirical trends and how women themselves make sense of these changes.  Chapter 1 reviews 

the impact Egypt’s shift from a state-led to a market-oriented development model has had on the 

labor market.  One consequence of this shift has been a sharp decline in public sector hiring. 

Educated women, who have been disproportionately reliant on the public sector as a source of 

employment, have been particularly hard hit by the near freeze in government hiring.  As a 

result, young women in their 20s and 30s today are significantly less likely to be wage employed 

than their mothers were at the same age given the same educational attainment.  This decline in 

Egyptian women’s wage labor participation rate, and how it has affected their perspectives on 

work, is the backdrop for my analyses of education and marriage as well as employment. 

In Chapter 2, I trace long-term trends in educational attainment among both men and 

women in Egypt.  As educational attainment is the key factor determining women’s opportunities 

for wage employment, these trends in education are particularly important for understanding 

change in the labor market.  My analysis applies the educational transitions model that has been 

widely used in social stratification research in the Global North to the nationally representative 

Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey.  I find that the magnitude of the association between class 

background and the odds of progression through the school system did in fact decline over time, 

largely due to a rapid increase in rates of primary school completion.  However, class 

background remained a significant predictor of successfully making a given educational 

transition through advanced stages of the schooling system.  Children from more advantaged 

backgrounds are also more likely to be tracked into the more prestigious general education track 

rather than into vocational education.  The association between class background and educational 

outcomes, and particularly tracking outcomes, holds even when school quality is taken into 

consideration.  These findings suggest that the major point of inequality in the Egyptian 

educational system has switched from primary school enrollment to tracking and school quality 

at the secondary level. 

Chapter 3 turns to a discussion of how Egyptian women themselves perceive change in 

women’s work over the past 30 years.  I focus on class differences in these perceptions and how 
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they are shaped both by material conditions and by cultural understandings.  I argue that 

perceptions of how women’s work has changed in Egypt can be understood through Sewell’s 

(1992) concept of cultural schemas, or the mental constructs through which actors interpret their 

social worlds.  Based on in-depth interviews with 42 mother-daughter pairs in Cairo, I identify 

six schemas surrounding women’s work that encapsulate the ideas, respectively, that girls can 

work in any field now, that there is a respectable type of employment for women, that the 

younger generation is a product of progress and greater freedom for women, that the younger 

generation is lazy and spoiled, that women today work for self-actualization whereas in the past 

they worked out of economic necessity, and that women today work because they must due to 

difficult economic conditions.  I argue that the tensions inherent in these schemas of women’s 

work reflect broader social anxiety over the desire for  a “modern,” globalized Egypt and 

nostalgia for a past era in which Egypt was in its heyday and social ills were fewer.  This anxiety 

is apparent in terms of women’s thinking about the direction of Egyptian society, as well as in 

their conceptions of the identities of different generations of women. 

Chapter 4 addresses a specific explanation for women’s work that is common in both the 

media and popular opinion in Egypt, namely that women now work because of the rising cost of 

marriage.  Returning to an analysis of the ELMPS, I examine the relationship between women's 

participation in wage labor prior to marriage and several key marriage outcomes.  I find that 

brides who are wage employed prior to marriage do in fact contribute a larger percentage of the 

total cost of their marriages. Although a substantial portion of this individual contribution goes to 

offset some of her family's contribution, when the bride is employed the total bride-side 

contribution to the cost of marriage is still increased by a small amount. Yet this increased bride-

side contribution does not result in a more rapid transition to marriage or an increased likelihood 

of making an educationally hypergamous match.  I therefore argue that employment may be 

serving two different functions in relation to the marriage market for different classes of 

unmarried women.  For women from low socioeconomic backgrounds, employment prior to 

marriage is a result of disadvantage and their parents’ inability to provide for the costs of their 

marriages.  For women from higher socioeconomic backgrounds, in contrast, employment is a 

means for young women to spend their time while waiting for a suitable marriage match rather 

than a marriage market investment.  In either case, there is no basis for the expectation that 

working prior to marriage will be associated with advantageous marriage outcomes for women. 

In conclusion, I argue that these findings call for a more critical approach to the positive 

relationship between women’s work and their empowerment than is often assumed in the field of 

international development.  Although women certainly derive many economic, social and 

psychological benefits from work, these benefits are conditional on many other intermediating 

factors that are often overlooked in discussions of women’s participation in paid labor.  Too 

often the relationship between work and empowerment is theorized as if women made decisions 

about employment in a vacuum, thereby ignoring the effects of family members, social attitudes, 

and economic and employment conditions on women’s decisions about, and benefits from, work.  

A more complex understanding of the relationship between work and empowerment, which 

recognizes that work is just one aspect of fulfilling women’s aspirations, is therefore needed.  
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Chapter 1: Gender and Generational Change in Egypt 

 

Of the many questions that Egyptian friends and colleagues asked me about why one 

would write a dissertation about two generations of women in Egypt, the most common being 

“Why Egypt?” and “Why only women?,” perhaps the most indicative of the period of dramatic 

change during which I was conducting fieldwork was “So why are the old people so different 

from us?” Asked by one of my 20-something-year-old friends, this deceptively simple question 

highlights an issue that the January 25
th

, 2011 revolution has brought to the fore of Egypt’s 

national consciousness: What brought a young generation that had spent its entire life under one 

regime to break from that regime and overthrow it?  How did a generation of young people come 

to be the driving force behind a series of events that aimed at a decisive break from the political, 

economic and social system that has definitively shaped their parents’ life courses?  

The question of what caused Egypt’s revolution is a complex one that academics, 

activists, and policymakers alike will no doubt debate for years to come.  This dissertation does 

not aim to enter that debate, and only touches upon the revolution’s consequences, despite the 

fact that the fieldwork for the study was carried out from July 2011 - February 2012, a key 

period during Egypt’s revolutionary transition.  Systemic change is a slow, laborious, and by no 

means unidirectional process.  Women’s access to educational and employment opportunities – 

the focus of this study – have not yet been dramatically affected by the events of the January 25
th

 

revolution at the time of writing.  To the extent that the women I spoke with felt the effects of the 

revolution, it was largely through the revolution’s negative consequences for the economy and 

for security on the streets of Cairo.  An assessment of what the revolution “means” for women’s 

opportunities, rights and empowerment in Egypt, questions that I have been asked often over the 

past two years, is therefore not my aim.  Indeed, I do not think that such an enterprise could even 

hope to bear meaningful results for several years to come, as the confrontations between the 

political parties, religious groups, activists, government agencies, and civil society organizations 

that will determine the revolution’s ultimate consequences for gender equality in Egypt are still 

ongoing.   

What this study does aim to do is to critically examine the long-term processes of social 

and economic change that have led the lives of Egypt’s young women to differ so substantially 

from those of their mothers.  Focusing on the issues of educational attainment and labor force 

participation, I aim to examine both empirical change in women’s position over the past 

generation and how women themselves make sense of this change.  In the analysis of both 

questions I pay particular attention to class background, which shapes how women are affected 

by structural changes in educational and employment opportunities as well as how they perceive 

these changes.  Although the structural changes I discuss have affected Egyptian men as well, I 

focus on women because women’s labor force participation is popularly understood as a choice, 

whereas men’s labor force participation is regarded as a necessity, both economically and in 

terms of the fulfillment of widely-held gender ideals.  As a result, the outcomes of these 

structural changes have been quite different for women than they have for men, and these 

outcomes have been viewed with concern among academics and development practitioners.  Part 

of this concern stems from the prominent role given to women’s labor force participation in the 

study of gender equality and women’s empowerment world-wide, a role that I think deserves 

greater scrutiny.   
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My main argument in this dissertation is that popular understandings of socio-cultural 

change in the area of gender relations, which may conflict with the statistical indicators that are 

commonly used to measure women’s empowerment, are undervalued by social scientists in the 

study of social transformation.  How social actors perceive their changing world may serve as a 

more immediate frame for individual and collective decision-making than aggregate-level 

empirical trends.  As these micro-level decisions, such as those a woman and her family make 

regarding whether or not she should work, are ultimately what aggregate trends are comprised of, 

looking only at the macro-level may lead us as researchers to attribute individual decisions to 

socioeconomic conditions that actors themselves do not perceive to be true.  How social 

scientists bring the two levels together into a more complex understanding of social change has 

important implications for my questions of why and how young Egyptian women feel their lives 

are so different from their mothers’, and how they are positioned to take advantage of new 

opportunities and challenges moving forward.  On a broader level, the integration of micro- and 

macro- perspectives on issues such as women’s labor force participation is critical for how social 

scientists understand the (re)shaping of gender relations in the many countries of the Global 

South in which social change over the past half-century has been extremely rapid.   

As with many projects, the final version of this dissertation, and particularly the portion 

that is based on qualitative data, looks rather different from what I had initially imagined.  When 

I set out to conduct in-depth interviews on declining female labor force participation (FLFP) in 

Egypt, I intended to focus on change in the factors that played into women’s decisions about 

employment.  I was particularly interested in how mothers’ experiences and advice directly and 

indirectly influence their daughter’s decisions about whether or not to work.  Yet two challenges 

quickly derailed my goal of examining the changing micro-dynamics of Egyptian women’s 

decisions about work.  One, which I actually discovered later in the fieldwork, was that whereas 

daughter’s whose mothers did not work seemed quite willing to discuss the disadvantages they 

saw in their mother’s situation, daughters whose mothers did work (with a few exceptions) were 

reluctant to delve into how they felt this might have affected their upbringing.  The question of 

intergenerational influence in women’s decisions about work, which after my fieldwork I am 

only more convinced is of great importance, I therefore concluded would require a more 

ethnographic study than the one I was able to conduct.   

More importantly, however, the primary aim of this study was changed before it even 

began as a result of informal conversations I had with friends and acquaintances in Cairo.  The 

fact that FLFP has declined in Egypt is unquestioned among social scientists, and easily 

incorporated into literatures on the economic restructuring and increasing social conservatism of 

Egyptian society.  But when explaining the general subject of my research as something along 

the lines of ‘change in whether women in Egypt work’ to a wide variety of Cairene 

acquaintances - both male and female - I found that nearly all looked at me with a rather 

sympathetic bemusement that I would bother to spend so much time and effort asking people 

about a question to which the answer was so obvious. “Of course women work more now than 

they used to!” was the universal response.  When I explained the statistical justification for my 

research question, more often than not I was assured that the statistics I was using were certainly 

wrong.  It was this opposition between the decline in FLFP that scholars of Egypt, and the 

Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region more generally, take for granted and seek to 

explain, and the popular perception that the exact opposite is true, that led me to focus this 

dissertation not only on empirical changes in women’s labor force participation in Egypt, but 

also on how women themselves perceive and make sense of these changes.   
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My analysis is based on a mixed-methods approach that employs quantitative and 

qualitative data.  The quantitative analysis is based on the Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey 

(ELMPS), a nationally representative labor force survey that was conducted in 1988, 1998 and 

2006.  The ELMPS contains a rich set of variables on education, work, and marriage that allow 

for detailed analyses of how conditions of and reasons for women’s work in Egypt have changed 

over recent generations.  The qualitative analysis is based on a set of in-depth interviews about 

intergenerational change in women’s work that I conducted with mother-daughter pairs in Cairo 

between July 2011 and February 2012.  These mothers and daughters correspond to two 

generations of women who entered the labor market under very different conditions.  The 

mothers, born between 1945 and 1965, reached working age during a period when Egypt had 

adopted a state-led development model that promoted employment in the public sector as a 

means of national modernization.  The daughters, born between 1979 and 1990, reached working 

age during the present era in which Egypt is slowly moving towards a more free market 

economy, and the government no longer views the public sector as a primary driver of 

development.  Before turning to an overview of the dissertation, the remainder of this chapter 

describes the changes in education and employment that have shaped the life courses of these 

two generations of women.   

 

1.1 The changing conditions of women’s education and employment in Egypt 

 

The Egypt of the 1950s and 1960s was dominated by the state-centered development 

model introduced by President Gamal Abdel Nasser after he came to power in 1952.  Nasser set 

out to build a modern Egypt through a combination of economic and social policies meant to 

encourage redistribution and develop the industrial sector.  In addition to the establishment of 

many state-owned industries and an attempt at land reform, this era saw the institution of mass 

health and education systems and a social protection system (Waterbury 1983).  Of most 

relevance to the present discussion are several of the other mechanisms that Nasser’s regime put 

into place in order to further the agenda of national development, namely the institution of free 

public education through the tertiary level and a system of public employment guarantees.   

Education was a central component of Nasser’s development strategy.  Following the 

institution of compulsory and free basic education in the 1950s, higher education in Egypt was 

declared free for both men and women in 1962 (Antoninis 2001).  The educational system 

expanded rapidly thereafter, leading to a dramatic increase in school enrollments and a decline in 

illiteracy rates (Salehi-Isfahani, Hassine, and Assaad 2012).  As described in Chapter 2, among 

the 1943 – 1952 birth cohorts, 55.2% of men and 74.9% of women had less than a primary 

education.  By the 1973 – 1982 birth cohorts, this percentage declined to 18.8% of men and 

29.7% of women.  Among the 1995 – 1999 birth cohorts, only 3.7% of girls and 1.0% of boys 

have never attended school (Population Council 2010).   Although the expansion of education 

reached women somewhat later than it reached men (see Chapter 2), over the past twenty to 

thirty years the gender gap in educational attainment has narrowed considerably, and at higher 

levels of education women now outperform men (Elbadawy et al. 2004; Salehi-Isfahani, Hassine, 

and Assaad 2012).   As of 2009, the combined distribution of university graduates and current 

university students aged 18 – 29 was 53% female (UNDP and INP 2010). 

During the same period in which higher education was being expanded, the Egyptian 

government adopted a policy of guaranteeing public sector employment to all university 

graduates.  These public employment guarantees were extended to graduates of vocational 
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secondary and post-secondary education in 1964, at which point they were also formalized in 

law (Assaad 1997).  The employment guarantees operated through a matching system 

coordinated by the Ministry of Manpower.  The Ministry received requests for staff from the 

public agencies, as well as applications from qualifying graduates.  When an appropriate position 

was available applicants would be sent a letter of “appointment” (ta’ayeen in Egyptian Arabic) 

notifying them of their assignment to a public sector position.  The few exceptions were 

graduates of medical and teaching programs, who were allocated to positions by the ministries 

responsible for the health and education sectors, respectively.  Following the establishment of the 

employment guarantees, large numbers of educated Egyptians began to queue for public sector 

jobs (Assaad 1997).   

This combination of policies in education and employment created a new model of social 

mobility based on the association of public sector employment with middle class identity 

(Ibrahim 1982; MacLeod 1991; see also Cohen (2004) on Morocco).  As such, the public sector 

has also come to play an important role in shaping employment expectations for educated 

Egyptians (Assaad 2008; Barsoum 2004; Population Council 2010).  In addition to being highly 

stable, public sector employment comes with important benefits, including health insurance and 

comprehensive social insurance.  Although salaries in the public sector are low, and it is widely 

known that many men employed in the public sector hold second jobs in the informal economy 

in order to be able to provide for their families, recent qualitative research has shown that the 

stability and security of government employment is widely valued among both men and women 

in Egypt (Barsoum 2004; Sieverding 2012a).1  The public sector also offers “family-friendly” 

working conditions that are of particular importance to women.  Working hours in the public 

sector are short, typically from 8:00 or 9:00AM until 2:00 or 3:00PM, and the workload is 

minimal.  Women working in the public sector are entitled to three months of paid maternity 

leave for up to three children, as well as up to two years of unpaid leave for each child 

(Sieverding and Selwaness 2012).   

 The combination of free higher education and the public employment guarantees has 

been referred to as “state feminism” because of the officially gender-blind application of the 

policies (Hatem 1994).  While this term is perhaps somewhat optimistic, there is widespread 

agreement that the opening of education and public sector employment had a considerable 

impact on the life expectations of Egyptian women who were reaching adulthood in the 1970s 

and 1980s, opening up to them new roles and opportunities outside of the household (MacLeod 

1991; Singerman and Hoodfar 1996; Assaad 2007).  MacLeod (1991) argues that completing 

higher education and qualifying for a public sector job came to be seen by working and lower 

middle class women in particular as a route to secure middle class status.2   The public sector 

also came to define the standard for socially acceptable employment for women, in part because 

of the nature of the workplace itself and in part because public sector employment was so 

accommodating of women’s roles in the household (Barsoum 2004; Assaad 2007).  

Consequently, the public employment guarantees resulted in a heavy concentration of working 

women in the public sector through the late 1990s, whereas female employment rates in the 

                                                           
1
 As an illustration of the degree of attachment workers have to the public sector, Assaad (1997) cites an incident in 

the early 1990s when the government attempted to remove individuals from the Ministry of Manpower employment 

queue if they obtained a job in the formal private sector. This move prompted mass resignations by queuing workers 

from their private sector jobs.  
2
 It is worth noting that, particularly in its early years, the employment guarantee system largely benefitted middle 

class women as these were the women who had the opportunity to complete higher education (Papanek 1985).   
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private sector remained very low.  In 1998, 34% of men and 56% of women active in the labor 

force were employed either in the government or in a publicly owned enterprise.  Twenty-three 

percent and 13% of employed men and women, respectively, were engaged in regular private 

sector wage work (Assaad and El Hamidi 2009).3   

At the same time that it was transforming employment expectations for Egyptian women 

and men alike, the public employment scheme came under increasing demographic pressure 

during the 1970s and 1980s.  As the educational attainment of the population rose, the number of 

graduates eligible for public employment began to increase at a pace much faster than that of the 

labor force as a whole (Assaad 1997).  By 1981, the ratio of applicants to new positions was 5.1 

to 1 (Fergany 1991, cited in Assaad (1997)).  Due to the oversupply of graduates, the Egyptian 

government gradually extended the original two year waiting period for an appointment.  By 

1987, the average waiting period between graduation and appointment had reached five years for 

university graduates and six for vocational graduates (Assaad 2007).4  Graduates of some 

specializations queued for even longer.   

Egypt also came under increasing fiscal pressure during the 1970s and 1980s, a situation 

that was exacerbated by the fall of oil prices in 1986. Eventually the government was forced to 

adopt an Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment Program (ERSAP) in 1991, which, with 

the backing of the World Bank and IMF, was intended to place Egypt on the path towards fiscal 

balance and a more market-oriented economy.  One of the major aims of this program was to 

reduce the role of the state in Egypt’s economy, which led to an extensive privatization of state-

owned industries as well as a sharp reduction in public sector hiring (Assaad and Arntz 2005).  

Following the implementation of ERSAP, the central allocation system for government 

appointments was suspended in the mid-1990s.  However, the employment guarantees officially 

remain in effect and individual public sector agencies do hire directly on a much more limited 

scale, largely through temporary contracts rather than permanent appointments (Assaad 2007). 

As a result of the liberalization of the economy, young people in Egypt today are facing 

very different labor market conditions than their parents did when they were entering the labor 

force.  Although a much larger percentage of the cohorts that have completed their schooling 

over the past ten years would have been eligible for public employment than among previous 

generations, for new labor market entrants the public education–public employment route to 

secure social status has, as elsewhere in MENA, become increasingly tenuous (Barsoum 2004; 

Cohen 2004; Dhillon, Yousef, and Dyer 2009).  The public sector shrank from 39% of total 

employment in 1998 to 30% in 2006.  Meanwhile, the private formal sector, while growing 

steadily since the late 1990s, has not been able to absorb the large number of workers that used 

to enter the public sector.  The decline in public sector hiring has therefore largely been made up 

for through growth in Egypt’s informal economy.  Informal employment – defined as 

employment without a contract or social insurance registration – increased from 57% of total 

                                                           
3
 The figures cited in this chapter are based on a market labor force definition, i.e. they include only individuals who 

were engaged in wage labor or in production for the purpose of market exchange.  They therefore exclude the large 

number of individuals in Egypt, many of them women, who produce products for own-consumption.  The remainder 

of the economically active population was engaged in irregular wage work, which is very uncommon among 

women, or unpaid family work (Assaad and El Hamidi 2009).  
4
 In order to reduce the supply of university graduates, the government also began increasing the proportion of 

students who were tracked into vocational school at the secondary level (Assaad 1997), a topic that will be discussed 

further in Chapter 2.  



6 

 

wage employment in 1998 to 61% in 2006 (Assaad 2009).5  Average real hourly wages also 

eroded between 1988 and 2006, although there was some recovery back towards the 1988 levels 

in the early 2000s (Said 2009).   

The growth of wage employment in the private sector has occurred more slowly for 

women than it has for men.  By 2006, the share of public sector employment among those in the 

labor force had declined to 28% and 38% of men and women, respectively.  Over the same 

period, the percentage of employed men who were engaged in regular private sector wage work 

(whether formal or informal) rose from 23% to 30%, but the share of women in the same type of 

work rose by a considerably smaller amount, from 13% to 15%.  Much of the decline in the share 

of the public sector in women’s employment was thus made up for by an increase in the share of 

women engaged in unpaid family work (Assaad and El Hamidi 2009).  This does not necessarily 

mean, however, that a larger percentage of the female population was engaged in unpaid family 

labor in 2006 than in 1998, but may simply reflect a change in the composition of women in the 

labor force.   

The decline of the public sector and the informalization of Egypt’s labor market have 

affected young labor market entrants in particular.  With the public sector closed to most new job 

seekers, the informal sector has become the most common path of labor market entry.   Whereas 

in the early 1970s about 20% of workers started their careers in the informal sector, by 1998 this 

had risen to 69% (Moktar and Wahba 2002).  Unemployment in Egypt has also been shown to be 

primarily a problem of labor market entry among youth (Assaad 2008; Assaad 2009b); as of 

2006, over 90% of the employed in Egypt were age 29 or younger (UNDP and INP 2010).   The 

youth (15 – 29) unemployment rate peaked in the late 1990s, registering at 25.6% in 1998, 

before declining to 16.7% in 2009.  However, the unemployment rate among female youth is 

more than three times that among male youth; the male youth unemployment rate declined from 

15.9% in 1998 to 12.5% in 2009, whereas the female youth unemployment rate declined from 

51.9% to 31.6%.  Using an extended definition of unemployment that relaxes the standard search 

criterion, thereby including, among others, unemployed persons whose only method of job 

search is registering in the queue for public sector employment, the gender gap in unemployment 

widens even further.  Under this definition, the 2009 youth unemployment rate rises to 16.4% for 

males and 42.7% for females (Population Council 2010).6   

The significantly higher unemployment rate among female youth as compared to their 

male peers is one indication of the extent to which the decline of the public sector has hit women 

harder than it has men, an issue that has been noted by a growing body of literature (Amin and 

Al-Bassusi 2004; Barsoum 2004; Assaad and El Hamidi 2009; Elbadawy and Sieverding 2010).  

Another indication is the continued attachment female job seekers demonstrate towards public 

sector employment.  As late as 2009, about a fifth of female job seekers aged 15 – 29 continued 

to use registration with the government employment offices as their main, if not only, method of 

job search (Population Council 2010).   In other words, young women continue to queue for jobs 

that all but disappeared a decade ago.  Qualitative research has also demonstrated that the public 

                                                           
5
 Unfortunately, reliable period data on the relative shares of public and private informal employment are not 

available from earlier years, as available labor force surveys did not collect the necessary data on the formality status 

of private sector employees.  
6
 There is also a substantial gender gap in the unemployment rate for the entire working age population.  The 

standard unemployment rate among men in the entire working age population (15 – 64)  was 4.7% in 2006, 

compared to 18.6% among women (Assaad 2009a).   
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sector continues to be regarded as the gold standard for employment among poor and working 

class women, both in urban and rural areas (Barsoum 2004; Sieverding 2012a).7 

Male youth, in contrast, appear to have adjusted to the changing conditions of the 

Egyptian labor market, albeit slowly.  The high unemployment rates among youth in the late 

1990s, and particularly among educated youth, have been attributed at least in part to the 

heightened expectations for quality employment that the public sector guarantees inspired among 

this population (Assaad 2008; Assaad and Barsoum 2009).  However, the lower unemployment 

rate among male youth and the fact that they are considerably less likely to rely on queuing for 

public sector jobs – in 2009, 14.4% of male youth job seekers were registered with a government 

employment office as compared to 35.5% of female youth job seekers – have been taken as 

indications that young men have begun to adjust their expectations and accept what are likely to 

be lower quality jobs in the private sector (Assaad 2008; Population Council 2010).  This is no 

doubt in large part due to the fact that young men are faced with considerable financial pressure 

to save enough money in order to marry, and, once married, to support their young families.8   

Female youth, in contrast, have not been as able or willing to adjust to the privatization of 

Egypt’s labor market.  Numerous studies have indicated that there are significant barriers to 

women’s employment in the private sector, including gender discrimination on the part of 

employers (Moghadam 1998; Assaad 2007), restricted geographic mobility (Assaad and Arntz 

2005), social norms regarding appropriate employment for women (Assaad 2007), and poor 

working conditions and fear of harassment (Barsoum 2004; Sieverding 2012b).  As young 

women are in general not expected to be financially independent in Egyptian society and are not 

faced with the pressure of becoming breadwinners in the way that young men are, they may 

prefer to remain unemployed or withdraw from the labor market altogether rather than accepting 

jobs under such unwelcoming conditions.  In other words, whereas young men have been forced 

to adjust their employment expectations to meet the new realities of the labor market, young 

women have the alternative option of labor market exit (Assaad 2008).  Survey data increasingly 

suggests that this is in fact a route chosen by many young women; over the short period between 

2006 and 2009, the percentage of female youth aged 15 – 29 who were neither students nor in 

the labor force rose from 53.5% to 60.9% (Elbadawy and Sieverding 2010).9   

                                                           
7
 My previous research has indicated, in contrast, that among middle and upper middle class young women in Cairo 

the public sector model has lost much of its attractiveness, and this class of young women has begun to look to more 

fashionable, modern fields in the private sector (Sieverding 2008).  This point will be discussed in further detail in 

Chapter 3.   
8
 The public sector may also have lost some of its appeal in urban areas (where the private sector is more robust) due 

to the fact that entry-level public sector jobs typically pay less than jobs in the formal or informal private sector in 

these areas.  Some young men, faced with the financial pressures of marriage, may therefore prefer private sector 

employment (Sieverding 2012a).  
9
 Another perspective on the causes of declining female labor force participation in Egypt – which is more prevalent 

in the media and civil society than it is in academia – is one that attributes this trend to the rise of Islamist 

movements.  This perspective draws attention to the increasing religious conservatism of Egyptian society over the 

past several decades, arguing that the traditional model of gender roles espoused by these movements encourages 

women to remain, or become, housewives.  Existing literature suggests that the assumption that the rise of the 

Islamic wave will lead to an uncomplicated “return” to a model traditional family model is, however, a tenuous one.  

The work of Arlene MacLeod (1991), for example, suggests that the return to the veil that accompanied the early 

rise of Islamist movements was in part a means for women to maintain their economic roles outside the household 

while complying with a new standard of public religiosity.  Nevertheless, the positions of Egypt’s different Islamic 

movements vis a vis women’s work has drawn increasing attention with the Muslim Brotherhood’s rise to power 

after the January 25
th

 revolution.    
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There is also some indication that women who do accept jobs in the private sector are 

more likely to drop out of the labor market upon marriage than are women who work in the 

public sector.  As of 2006, the modal age of women who were employed in the public sector was 

around 45, and the age distribution of public sector employees followed a bell curve.  The modal 

age of women working in the private sector, in contrast, peaked around age 23, after which the 

employment rate declined steadily.10  Although cohort effects certainly play a part in these 

trends, since private sector employment was open to an even smaller segment of the female 

population in the past than it is today, they are not the whole story.  The age distribution of 

female workers in the public sector has made a pronounced shift to the right since 1988, 

reflecting the ageing government workforce.  The age distribution of workers in the private 

sector, in contrast, has remained centered over the mid-twenties (Assaad and El Hamidi 2009).  

While not conclusive, these trends suggest that the age profile of private sector workers is 

changing quite slowly compared to the public sector. 

The apparent tendency of young women to drop out of the private sector labor market 

around the age of marriage may be due to several factors.  Both qualitative and quantitative 

studies have argued that saving for marriage is an important motivation for work among young 

women, but that once they have accumulated sufficient funds many prefer to withdraw from the 

labor market (Amin and Al-Bassusi 2004; Barsoum 2004; Salem 2011).  Amin and Al Bassusi’s 

(2004) study of female factory workers in Port Said, Cairo and the Delta region in the late 1990s 

indicated that while young women work in order to save for their marriage expenses, they plan 

on withdrawing from the labor market once they marry.  The authors argue that viewing factory 

work as a temporary phase allowed young women to reconcile their expectations for fulfilling a 

traditional housewife role with their employment.  Barsoum’s (2004) ethnographic work with 

young working class women in Cairo in the early 2000s also found that, unless they were able to 

secure public sector employment, these young women planned to leave the labor market upon 

marriage. They explained this choice as one of sparing themselves from the harassment, 

mistreatment and low salaries they were exposed to in the private sector once they had a husband 

who could provide for them.  The question of employment prior to marriage and women’s 

contributions to the cost of marriage is the subject of Chapter 4.   

Finally, women working in the private sector do not enjoy many of the aspects of public 

sector employment that make it compatible with family life.  Labor law in Egypt is poorly 

enforced, meaning that working hours in the private sector are largely unregulated, maternity 

leave is often not granted and employee-employer relationships are highly individualized 

(Barsoum 2004; Sieverding 2012a).  Given these conditions, after marriage many women may 

simply not be able to balance between private sector employment and the demands of their 

household responsibilities.    

 

1.2 Mothers and daughters in Egypt’s labor market transition 

   

 Due to the structural legacy of the public employment guarantees, Egypt’s shift from 

state-led to neoliberal development has been accompanied by divergent trends in female 

education and labor force participation.  In this dissertation, I focus on how those trends have 

                                                           
10

 This is particularly true in urban areas; in rural areas female employment rates in private sector wage work are 

extremely low.  The median age at first marriage for women aged 25 – 34 in 2009 was 20 years (Population Council 

2010).  In urban areas the median age at first marriage is likely to be several years older, corresponding closely with 

the age at which employment rates in private sector work begin to decline.   
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taken shape among two cohorts of women: those born between 1945 and 1965, who completed 

their education and entered the labor market when the public employment guarantees were in 

effect, and their daughters’ generation, the 1979 – 1990 birth cohorts, who entered the labor 

market well after the employment guarantees were effectively cancelled.  In this section I 

illustrate national trends in women’s education and labor force participation over the past sixty 

years using the experiences of these two cohorts.11   

 
Figure 1.1: Educational attainment of the 1945 – 1965 (mother generation) and 1979 – 1984 

(daughter generation) female birth cohorts 

 
Source: Author’s calculations from the Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey. 

 

As shown in Figure 1.1, educational attainment increased significantly across the two 

cohorts under study.   At the national level, the percentage of women who had less than a 

primary education declined from 66.5% among the mother generation to 23.4% among the 

daughter generation.  Meanwhile, the percentage with a secondary degree tripled from 11.9% to 

35.8%, and the percentage with a university degree increased by a factor of 2.5, from 7.8% to 

19.6%.  Among women in Cairo – the study site for the qualitative portion of the dissertation – 

educational attainment was significantly higher than for the national population among both 

cohorts.  Still, the percentage of Cairene women who did not complete primary school declined 

                                                           
11

 Because the data used in the figures are from the Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS), which was last 

conducted in 2006, the daughter generation is restricted to the 1979 – 1984 birth cohorts in order to reduce the 

degree of right-censoring in labor force participation among daughters who were not yet old enough to have 

completed their education in 2006.   
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significantly from 39.6% among the mother generation to 11.2% among the daughter generation.  

By the time of the daughter generation, over three-quarters of women had completed at least a 

vocational secondary education – which would have made them eligible for government 

employment were the guarantee system still in effect – compared to 57% of the mother 

generation.  A more detailed examination of long-term change in educational attainment for both 

men and women is presented in Chapter 2.12   

An examination of trends in women’s participation in wage work reveals a contrasting 

picture.  Although many women in Egypt are economically active in the unpaid labor force, and 

particularly in unpaid family labor (Assaad and El Hamidi 2009), in this dissertation I focus on 

wage work for two reasons.  First, wage work is the type of work that has come to be expected of 

graduates of vocational secondary and higher education, at least in part because of the role the 

public employment guarantees have played in shaping employment aspirations for educated 

Egyptians.  Second, employment in the paid labor force is the form of employment that 

researchers and practitioners most commonly associate with positive development and 

demographic outcomes, often through the intermediating variable of women’s empowerment 

(see, e.g.,Moghadam 1998; Donahoe 1999; Spierings, Smits, and Verloo 2010).   

 
Figure 1.2: Women’s participation rate in wage work, 1988, 1998 and 2006, women aged 22 – 65 

 
Source: Author’s calculations from the Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey.   

Panel (a) is a modified version of Figure 7.3 in Assaad and El Hamidi (2009, 234). 

 

As can be seen in Figure 1.2, women’s participation in wage work has been and 

continues to be highly conditioned on educational attainment.13  Participation in wage work 

                                                           
12

 The trends illustrated in Figure 1.1 have continued through more recent cohorts.  As noted above, women have 

overtaken men at the university level.  It is therefore likely that educational attainment among the daughter 

generation is somewhat underestimated, as the younger cohorts that are excluded from this analysis (the 1985 – 

1990 birth cohorts) were slightly more likely to attend university.   
13

 Figures 2 and 3 are restricted to the population age 22 and above to reduce censoring due to school enrollment, as 

this is the age at which university is usually completed.  
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increases dramatically among the three educational groups – vocational secondary, post-

secondary vocational and university graduates – for which the public employment guarantees 

were in effect (see also Assaad and El Hamidi 2009).  In contrast to almost negligible levels 

among women with a general secondary degree or less, in 1988 participation rates in wage work 

reached approximately 60% of women with a vocational secondary degree or higher at the 

national level.  In Cairo in 1988, around 58% of women with vocational secondary and 

university degrees were employed, and 49% of those with post-secondary vocational degrees.  

Although high-educated women have maintained their significant advantage in access to 

wage work over time, between 1988 and 2006 the percentage of women engaged in this type of 

work declined significantly among all of the educational groups for which the public 

employment guarantees used to apply.  At the national level, among university graduates, the 

percentage who were wage-employed fell to 43.6% by 2006, whereas for vocational secondary 

and post-secondary graduates this percentage fell to 23.3% and 38.6%, respectively.14  Women in 

Cairo experienced similar declines in their participation rates in wage labor, with vocational 

secondary graduates seeing a particularly large decrease.  In 2006, participation in wage labor 

had fallen to 45.0% for university graduates, 28.6% for post-secondary vocational graduates, and 

28.1% for vocational secondary graduates.   

 
Figure 1.3: Men’s participation rate in wage work, 1988, 1998 and 2006, men aged 22 – 65  

 
Source: Author’s calculations from the Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey.   

                                                           
14

 This decline in FLFP post-structural adjustment stands in contrast to the global literature that has emphasized the 

“feminization” of labor in the Global South under neoliberalism (Standing 1989).  One prominent explanation for 

this exceptionalism among parts of MENA is proposed by Valentine Moghadam (1998; 2005), who has long argued 

that the oil-driven nature of economies in MENA – with even those countries without oil often depending heavily on 

remittances from migrants to the oil producing states – has crowded out the development of a robust manufacturing 

sector.  As manufacturing is in many developing countries a sector that employs high percentages of women, and 

has been argued to be a major area of growth in women’s employment under neoliberalism (Standing 1989), the 

under-development of this sector in MENA has hurt women’s employment prospects.   
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Figure 1.3 demonstrates that while participation rates in wage work have fallen for men 

as well over the period from 1988 to 2006, the decline has been much smaller in magnitude.  

Participation in wage work is not as closely associated with education among men as it is among 

women, although those with a general secondary degree or less were consistently 15 to 20 

percentage points less likely to be participating in wage work than men who were more highly 

educated.  At the national level, men with a vocational secondary degree saw the largest decline 

in their participation in wage work, from 72.3% in 1988 to 66.3% in 2006.  Among men with a 

university degree, participation declined by three percentage points to 68.3%, and among those 

with a post-secondary vocational degree participation declined in 1998 before increasing again to 

near the 1988 level by 2006.  Men in Cairo saw a somewhat different trend, with negligible 

change in the participation rate of those with a vocational secondary degree.  The participation 

rate among men with a post-secondary vocational degree declined from 70.9% to 62.9%, and 

among those with a university degree from 71.5% to 67.4%.  

Declining labor force participation is particularly apparent among young women in 

Egypt, and may have been exacerbated by the recent global economic recession.  Recent data 

from the 2009 Survey of Young People in Egypt show a sharp drop in labor force participation 

among 15 – 29 year old women from 22.3% in 2006 to 13.4% in 2009.15  Half of this decline is 

accounted for by a decrease in the percentage of young women who are unemployed.  However, 

the decline in female unemployment was more than made up for by an increase in the percentage 

of young women who were economically inactive (Elbadawy and Sieverding 2010).  In other 

words, with public sector jobs years of queuing away, and lacking viable employment options in 

the private sector, it appears that educated young women are choosing to drop out of the labor 

market altogether (Assaad 2008; Elbadawy and Sieverding 2010).   The link between higher 

educational attainment and secure, formal employment – the catalyst that brought previous 

generations of Egyptian women into the paid labor force for the first time – has broken down for 

the current generation of female youth. 

Figure 1.4 illustrates the decline in women’s participation in wage work for the mother 

and daughter generations that are the focus of my analysis.  In the figure, participation rates in 

wage work are shown for both generations around the age women in the daughter generation 

were at the time I interviewed them.  For the mother generation, period rates in 1988 are shown 

for the 1955 – 1966 birth cohorts, at the time they were age 22 – 33.  At the level of all Egypt, 

participation rates for women in the mother generation who had at least a vocational secondary 

degree fluctuated around 50%, being somewhat lower for those with a post-secondary vocational 

degree than the other two groups.16  Among the daughter generation, for which participation rates 

are shown in 2006 for the 1979 – 1984 birth cohorts (age 22 – 27 at the time), participation rates 

are substantially lower, peaking at 24.4% among those with a university degree.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
15

 A much smaller drop in male youth labor force participation occurred over the same three year period, from 

63.1% in 2006 to 61.4% in 2009 (Elbadawy and Sieverding 2010). 
16

 Some of the fluctuation in wage labor participation rates among the highly-educated groups is likely due to the 

fairly small numbers of women in each group who were working at the time of each survey.  This is particularly true 

for the Cairo only sample.   
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Figure 1.4: Women’s participation rate in wage work, 1955 – 1966 birth cohorts in 1988 (mother 

generation age 22 – 33), and 1979 – 1984 birth cohorts in 2006 (daughter generation age 22 – 27)  

 
Source: Author’s calculations from the Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey.  

 

Panel (b) of Figure 1.4 shows wage labor participation rates for women in Cairo for the 

same birth cohorts and survey years.  Declines of similar magnitude are seen across all of the 

educational groups for which the public employment guarantees used to apply.  The decline was 

particularly sharp among women with a vocational secondary degree; participation in wage labor 

was 59.7% among the mother generation when they were in their 20s and early 30s but only 

20.0% among the daughter generation at the same age.  The corresponding decline among the 

other educational groups was from 41.2% to 13.5% among mothers and daughters with a post-

secondary vocational degree, respectively, and 51.4% to 27.1% among those with a university 

degree, respectively.  In short, even during their prime childbearing years, when the greatest 

number of women would be expected to withdraw from the labor market due to family 

responsibilities, highly-educated women in the mother generation were two to three times more 

likely to work than their daughters during the same period of life.17  Among employed women, 

those in the mother generation were also considerably more likely to have been working in the 

public sector at this point in their lives; in Cairo in 1988, 65.4% of the employed women in the 

mother generation were in the public sector, compared to 28.7% of those in the daughter 

generation in 2006.   

                                                           
17

 Period rates from 2006, when the mother birth cohorts were still younger than the mandatory public sector 

retirement age of 60, show that the mother generation continued to have higher participation rates in wage labor than 

the daughter generation.  Based on my discussions with women in the mother generation this is not surprising.  Most 

of those who were highly educated enough to obtain a job in the public sector kept those jobs throughout their 

lifetimes once they accepted them.  Receiving an offer of government employment was typically a one-time 

opportunity encountered when the mothers were in their 20s.  Those who accepted the job worked hard to keep their 

position throughout their childbearing years because they knew that if they resigned it was unlikely they would be 

able to return to the public sector.  Their ability to keep their jobs in their younger years was greatly facilitated by 

the generous leave policies for women in the public sector, which allowed many of the mothers to take two years of 

unpaid leave for each their children, as well as long-term unpaid leave if they had accompanied their husband while 

he migrated abroad for work in the other Arab states.    



14 

 

 The contrast between rising educational attainment but declining participation in wage 

labor among women in Egypt, as well as elsewhere in MENA, has been noted in the 

development literature as a major challenge to gender equality and women’s empowerment in 

the region, and an under-use of women’s educational investments (UNDP 2006; Hausmann, 

Tyson, and Zahidi 2009; Rauch and Kostyshak 2009).18  Yet I demonstrate that women’s own 

understandings of change in education and employment differ substantially from the standard 

academic view of the rising education-declining labor force participation “paradox” and question 

what these understandings tell us about gender relations during periods of significant social 

change.  I also argue that how women and their families perceive social change may serve as a 

more immediate reference frame for individual decision-making than macro-level trends, and as 

such has important implications for how we understand work and women’s empowerment.   

 

1.3 Overview of the dissertation 

 

Chapter 2 of the dissertation lays the groundwork for my discussion of change in 

women’s employment by tracing long-term trends in educational attainment and opportunity 

among both men and women in Egypt.  In this chapter, I apply the educational transitions model 

developed by Rob Mare (1980; 1981) to the issue of class background and educational 

attainment since the institution of free education under Nasser’s regime.  The aim of this analysis 

is to assess change in the importance of class background as a determinant of educational 

attainment within the context of the rapid increase in education that has occurred at the 

population level.  I also address two more specific aspects of change in educational equality, 

namely the role of class as a determinant of tracking into vocational education rather than the 

more prestigious general academic track, and the relative importance of class origins and school 

quality in predicting tracking outcomes.    

Chapter 3 turns to a discussion of how Egyptian women themselves perceive change in 

women’s work over the past 30 years.  I focus on class differences in these perceptions and how 

they are shaped both by material conditions, including inter-generational educational mobility, 

and by cultural understandings.  I argue that perceptions of how women’s work has changed in 

Egypt can be understood through Sewell’s (1992) concept of cultural schemas, or the mental 

constructs through which actors interpret their social worlds.  Based on in-depth interviews with 

mother-daughter pairs in Cairo, I discuss several schemas that women articulated regarding how 

and why women’s work has changed across the two generations.  These interrelated schemas 

surrounded the types of work that women can now perform, how women have changed with the 

changing times, and women’s motivations for work.  I also illustrate tensions in how women 

invoked different schemas in their discussions of change in women’s work, as well as tensions 

between the schemas they articulated and their own life experiences.   

In Chapter 4, I examine a specific motivation for women’s work that is commonly 

discussed in Egypt, namely that women now work because of the need to contribute to the rising 

costs of their marriages.  Using the ELMPS, I examine the relationship between women's 

participation in wage labor prior to marriage and several key marriage outcomes, namely bride-

side contributions to the cost of marriage, marriage timing, and husband quality as measured by 

educational attainment.  As with the other chapters, this analysis incorporates a generational 

                                                           
18

 This perspective fails to consider other motivations for investment in women’s education, such as returns on the 

marriage market (MacLeod 1991; Lloyd et al. 2003; Elbadawy 2009) and the view that more educated mothers are 

able to raise better children, which based on my interviews is widely held at least in Cairo.   
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comparison, examining marriage costs and other outcomes across the 1980 through 2006 

marriage cohorts.  In conclusion, I review the main findings of my analyses and discuss what 

they suggest regarding the appropriateness of the often-proposed relationship between 

employment and women’s empowerment in the Middle East and North Africa region.   
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Chapter 2: Class and Gender Inequality in Educational Attainment from 1952 to the 

Present 

 

 This chapter examines the trends in educational attainment and inequality that have 

played a central role in shaping Egyptian women’s employment opportunities over the past sixty 

years.  Women’s educational attainment has risen rapidly over this period, in many families 

creating a substantial gap between the schooling levels of mothers and their daughters who were 

born as little as 18 or 20 years later.  However, the secular increase in educational attainment 

experienced across Egyptian society since 1952 has not necessarily reached men and women in 

different social classes to the same extent.  With the availability of new data sources on 

educational outcomes, the degree to which class inequality in educational access has in fact 

decreased with the expansion of the public education system has been increasingly questioned 

(El Hamidi 2006; Assaad 2010; Cupito and Langsten 2011). 

In this chapter, I apply the educational transitions model proposed by Mare (1979; 1980; 

1981) to the issue of class background and educational attainment across the 1943 – 1988 birth 

cohorts, which include the generations of mothers and daughters that are the focus of the 

qualitative portion of the study.  The aim of this analysis is to assess change in the importance of 

class background as a determinant of educational attainment within the context of the rapid 

increase in the overall education level of the Egyptian population since the 1952 revolution.  I 

also address two more specific aspects of change in educational equality, namely the role of class 

as a determinant of tracking into vocational education rather than the more prestigious general 

academic track, and the relative importance of class origins and school quality in predicting 

educational outcomes.    

Using the 1988, 1998 and 2006 rounds of the Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey 

(ELMPS), I find that class background is associated with the odds of school progression through 

advanced levels of the educational system, but the strength of this association has declined over 

successive cohorts.  In other words, while those from upper class backgrounds maintain a 

significant advantage in reaching the highest stages of the educational system, some progress 

towards equality of educational outcomes has been made.  The primary mechanism behind 

increasing equity in educational access appears to have been dramatic increases in rates of 

primary school completion for cohorts born since the 1950s.  The analysis also suggests, 

however, that the main point of inequality in the educational system has shifted from primary 

completion to tracking at the secondary level.  For both men and women, a more advantaged 

class background is positively associated with the likelihood of tracking into the more 

prestigious general educational program and negatively associated with the likelihood of tracking 

into vocational education.  This remains the case even when measures of school quality are taken 

into consideration. Parental education is also a significant determinant of the likelihood of 

continuing on to university or transitioning into vocational education at the tertiary level.   

 

2.1 The educational transitions model 

 

There is a rich literature on inequality in educational access in the Global North that has 

contributed greatly to sociologists’ understanding of processes of social stratification. Yet 

surprisingly, this strain of research has yet to fully reach the Global South, despite the 

considerable emphasis that both academic and policy circles have placed on the importance of 

education for a variety of social, economic and demographic development outcomes. The extent 
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to which the recent and rapid expansion of educational opportunities in much of the developing 

world has been associated with changes in class inequality may have important consequences for 

these outcomes,
19

  but the dynamics of class and educational access are not well understood in 

many parts of the world.  

One of the most widely used approaches in the study of educational attainment and social 

stratification over the past thirty years has been the educational transitions model, which was 

developed by Robert Mare in a series of articles in the early 1980s (Mare 1979; 1980; 1981).  In 

the case of the United States, Mare demonstrated that the standard practice of regressing 

educational attainment on measures of social class (i.e. parents' education, occupation, and 

income) failed to isolate changing trends in the association between class background and 

educational attainment from the secular increase in educational attainment that occurred across 

the American population during the 20
th

 century. In other words, the ordinary least squares 

(OLS) model failed to distinguish between changes in the overall level of schooling in the 

population and changes in its allocation across individuals from different class backgrounds 

(Ballarino and Schadee 2010). 

In place of OLS regression, Mare proposed a model that conceives of educational 

attainment as a sequence of transitions through progressively higher levels of the educational 

system.  Each transition is modeled as a logistic regression of the binary transition outcome 

(successful transition or dropout) on social background and other control variables, conditional 

on the individual having successfully made the most immediate prior school transition.  For 

example, only those who successfully complete primary school are considered in the model for 

completion of preparatory school.
20

 Thus, the model has the further benefit of being able to 

isolate the association between class background and higher level school transitions from 

educational selection at lower levels of schooling.  

Since its inception, the educational transitions model has been used extensively in 

research on social stratification in the Global North (Shavit and Blossfeld 1993; Raftery and 

Hout 1993; Shavit, Arum, and Gamoran 2007; see also the March 2010 volume of Research in 

Social Stratification and Mobility).  However, to my knowledge, to date the only published 

application of the model in the Global South is a recent article on China (Wu 2010).  In fact, 

Buchmann and Hannum (2001) have noted that even within the literature on education and 

stratification in the Global South, there has been little attention to education and processes of 

status attainment.  This contrasts markedly with the considerable literature on education and 

intergenerational social mobility in the Global North, of which research drawing on the Mare 

model constitutes only a part.  

 Until recently, the application of the educational transitions model in the Global North 

has been understood to have produced two key findings.  First, in the United States as well as 

many European countries, scholars found that the strength of the association between class 

background and the odds of school continuation declined over progressively higher educational 

                                                           
19

 See, for example Knodel and Jones (1996) for a discussion of the implications of class inequality in educational 

access for fertility rates within countries of the Global South. 
20

 The educational transitions model is conceptually similar to the calculation of Parity Progression Ratios (PPR), 

which may be more familiar to demographers, in that progression to a given stage of the educational system (parity 

x) is calculated conditional on having completed the stage immediately prior (having had a birth of parity x-1).  The 

unconditional transition rates presented in Figure 3 below are exactly analogous to the standard calculation of PPRs, 

which is typically conducted without covariates (see, e.g.,Frejka 2008).  However, in the logistic model proposed by 

Mare, transition probabilities are calculated with a variety of covariates, most importantly measures of class 

background.  



18 

 

transitions for cohorts educated during the mid-20
th

 century (see, e.g.,Mare 1979; Shavit and 

Blossfeld 1993).  This finding has been taken as an indication that in their later stages Western 

educational systems tend to be fairly egalitarian, with academic ability taking on a more 

important role relative to class background in determining whether students continue to progress 

(Lucas, Fucella, and Berends 2011).   

Second, research from the Global North has found that family background often remains 

strongly associated with educational attainment over time (Shavit and Blossfeld 1993; Gerber 

and Hout 1995).  One theory that has been put forward to explain this persistent inequality in the 

distribution of education within national populations is Raftery and Hout's (1993) Maximally 

Maintained Inequality (MMI).  Raftery and Hout argue that population-level demand for 

education increases with the slow processes of population growth and the upgrading of social 

origins, i.e. population-level increase in educational attainment across successive generations. 

When educational expansion outpaces this base level of demand the likelihood of school 

progression will increase for all classes, but relative differences in this likelihood will not 

change.  Only when a given level of education has become nearly universal among the upper 

classes will lower classes benefit from any excess capacity in the educational system, thereby 

causing inequality to decline.  In this way, the maximum level of inequality in educational 

distribution is maintained even in the presence of expansion.  

Yet this widely accepted finding that inequality in educational attainment changed little 

in Europe over much of the 20
th

 century has recently been questioned.  Breen et al. (2009) 

challenge the finding of “persistent inequality” in Shavit and Blossfeld’s (1993) seminal study on 

educational inequality in 13 European countries, arguing that in those countries with the most 

significant class differences inequality did in fact decrease significantly over the course of the 

20
th

 century.  After conducting a variety of sensitivity analyses, they conclude that Shavit and 

Blossfeld’s collection may have failed to find significant effects because of the small sample 

sizes used in many of the country studies.  Yet it is without doubt that the applicability of such 

cross-national findings to any particular country context remains questionable.  In China, Wu 

(2010) finds that between 1990 and 2000 rural-urban inequality declined at the preparatory level 

as this level became near universal, but at the same time the importance of father’s education for 

the transition to secondary school increased as the rural-urban gap in the likelihood of 

successfully making this transition grew.  This finding only reiterates the need for greater 

attention to developing and emerging market countries in the educational transitions literature, 

particularly as many undergo economic restructuring.   

Finally, of particular importance to the Egyptian case is recent theoretical and empirical 

work on the role of qualitative differences in schooling levels that are quantitatively equivalent in 

terms of years to completion.  In particular, Lucas (2001) has built upon the theory of MMI to 

propose that when the quantitative demand for a given schooling level is largely met, i.e. 

transition to that level is nearly universal, class competition will take place over qualitative 

differences within the level of schooling.  His theory of Effectively Maintained Inequality (EMI) 

therefore posits that the upper classes will seek to maintain their social advantage by securing 

better places for their children within the tracks of a given school level, as well as by attaining 

more schooling overall.  Although Lucas focuses on the case of tracking in the United States, a 

number of recent studies have highlighted the importance of qualitative stratification within 

educational systems for student outcomes and expectations cross-nationally, suggesting that EMI 

may be relevant in a variety of contexts (Shavit, Arum, and Gamoran 2007; Buchmann and Park 

2009; McDaniel 2010; Ajayi 2012). 
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2.2 Education and stratification in Egypt 

 

The expansion of public education was a central component of Egypt’s post-

independence development strategy; the Nasser regime viewed education as its key means 

through which to build a modernized, nationalist Egypt.  The reduction of class and gender 

inequality in access to education was also an explicit aim of this development agenda (Barsoum 

2004; Cupito and Langsten 2011; Salehi-Isfahani, Hassine, and Assaad 2012).  The six years of 

primary school became compulsory for both sexes in 1952, and the three-year long preparatory 

stage was made compulsory in 1981 (Antoninis 2001; Barsoum 2004).  Post-secondary 

education was declared free in 1962, and, as discussed in the introduction, the public 

employment guarantees were put into place shortly thereafter.  This policy guaranteed 

government employment to all graduates of vocational secondary, post-secondary vocational, 

and university education (El Hamidi 2006; Assaad 1997).  The subsequent expansion of 

education led to a rapid decline in illiteracy rates and increase in average years of schooling, as 

occurred throughout much of the Middle East and North Africa region during the latter half of 

the twentieth century (Rauch and Kostyshak 2009; Salehi-Isfahani, Hassine, and Assaad 2012) 

The goal of national modernization, in combination with the structure of the public 

employment guarantees, led both the Egyptian government and the populace to focus on higher 

education.  Spending on higher education makes up 28% of Egypt’s education budget, which is 

greater than the average percentage for both low and middle income countries and the OECD 

(Assaad 2010).  The structure of the education system is also to a significant degree designed 

around the need to limit selection into university due to capacity constraints.  As shown in Figure 

2.1, Egypt has a unified education system at the primary and preparatory levels.21  At the end of 

preparatory school, all students take a standardized exam and those with higher scores are then 

transitioned into general secondary school, whereas lower-scoring students are sent to vocational 

secondary school.22  Students in the vocational secondary track are further divided into majors, 

including agriculture, industry, commerce, and tourism, most of which are three-year programs 

but some of which take five years.   

The tertiary level is also split between the university track, which typically follows from 

general secondary, and a system of two- and four-year post-secondary vocational institutes.  A 

second standardized exam, the thanawiyyah ‘ammah, is administered at the end of general 

secondary school, again with the higher-scoring students transitioning into the more prestigious 

universities.  Students who do not meet the minimum score for entry to public university must 

either attend a vocational institute or a private university.23  High-scoring vocational secondary 

students may transition up into the university system under certain circumstances, but must 

otherwise attend a post-secondary vocational institute if they wish to continue on to tertiary 

education.   

Although there is exam-based selection at the entrance to both the secondary and tertiary 

levels of the education system, the selection process at the secondary level is much more 

                                                           
21

 Egypt also has a religious, or Azhari educational track, which has a different curriculum from the regular public 

school system and is not subject to the split between vocational and general education.  Both the Azhari system and 

private schools educate relatively small numbers of students, so are not dealt with in this analysis.   
22

 The minimum score required to gain admission to general secondary school is currently 70 out of 100 (Assaad 

2010).  
23

 According to respondents from the qualitative sample, the minimum score on the thanawiyyah ‘ammah required 

to obtain admission to a public university is 65 out of 100.  
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stringent (Salehi-Isfahani, Tunali, and Assaad 2009).  The majority of graduates of general 

secondary continue on to university; Assaad's (2010) analysis of the 2009 Survey of Young 

People in Egypt (SYPE) indicates that 76% of general secondary graduates went on to 

university, and an additional 18% to a vocational institute.  In contrast, only 9% of vocational 

secondary graduates progressed on to any form of tertiary education.  For most students, the 

vocational secondary degree is thus a terminal one.  Because the transition to secondary school 

effectively serves as a filter for university eligibility, beginning in the 1980s the Ministry of 

Education increased the proportion of graduating preparatory students allocated to the vocational 

secondary track to about two-thirds, in an effort to reduce pressure on the university admissions 

system (Antoninis 2001).   

Whereas the literature on education and class inequality in the Global North often at least 

implicitly assumes that students and their families are the ones making decisions about 

educational transitions, in Egypt it is therefore important to consider the fact that any student’s 

‘choices’ regarding school progression are limited by their exam scores.  Transitions between the 

vocational and general academic tracks are atypical, especially upward transitions from 

vocational secondary to university.  From the end of preparatory education, most low- and even 

average-performing students will likely not expect to be able to complete tertiary education, so 

their decisions regarding dropout will be made in reference to the expected returns to a 

vocational secondary degree only.    

 
Figure 2.1: Main Transition Points in the Egyptian Educational System  

 
 

2.2.1 Class and gender inequality in educational attainment 

In terms of gender, considerable progress has been made towards the goal of equalizing 

access to education. The main barrier to gender equity in educational attainment has been the 

lower enrollment rate of girls at the primary level, particularly in rural areas, but this gap has 

declined steadily over time (see Figure 3 below).  Among the youngest generation, data from 

2009 show that only 3.7% of girls and 1.0% of boys in the 1995 – 1999 birth cohorts had never 

attended school, compared to 20.8% of girls and 4.6% of boys in the 1980 – 1984 cohorts 

(Population Council 2010).  As transition rates through the higher stages of the educational 

system are very similar for both genders, even turning to a small gap in favor for females (see 

Figure 3), among recent cohorts the percentages of male and female youth currently attending 
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university are nearly equal (Population Council 2010).  Among those completing post-secondary 

education in the late 1990s and early 2000s the proportion of women attaining university degrees 

even surpassed that of men in urban areas (Elbadawy et al. 2004).  This is likely due to the fact 

that female students have equalized with, if not surpassed, their male peers in terms of their 

performance on the national standardized tests.  In a cross-national analysis of educational 

achievement among 8
th

 graders in 16 MENA countries using the 2007 Trends in Mathematics 

and Science Study (TIMSS), Salehi-Isfahani et al. (2012) find that gender is no longer a 

significant factor shaping inequality in educational achievement in Egypt.   

In contrast to the fairly well-studied trends in gender equality as Egypt’s educational 

system has expanded, the issue of class inequality in educational access has only recently begun 

to receive attention.  Due to the significant level of government spending on higher education 

and the fact that a university degree has become an important social marker as the gateway to a 

secure public sector job, this small literature has focused on the attainment of a tertiary degree.  

Using the set of seven Demographic and Health Surveys conducted in Egypt between 1988 and 

2005, Cupito and Langsten (2011) examine ever-enrollment in tertiary education among youth 

aged 19 – 22 at the time of the survey.  They condition on ever-enrollment in secondary 

education, thereby essentially implementing the highest transition in a Mare model, but use 

wealth quintile as their measure of family background rather than parental education  

Cupito and Langsten’s results indicate different trends in inequality of access to 

education by gender.  Although wealthier students maintained a significant advantage over their 

poorer peers in the likelihood of transitioning into higher education, the magnitude of this 

advantage was larger for female students than for male students.  On the other hand, for women 

the relative propensity to transition into higher education by wealth remained stable over the 

study period, whereas poorer men actually became less likely to transition into higher education 

relative to their wealthier peers.  With the expansion of higher education enrollments, this meant 

that the share of current higher education students from the poorest three wealth quintiles 

remained stable for men between 1988 and 2005, but the poorest women increased their 

representation in higher education over this period in terms of absolute numbers. As poor women 

started out at a greater disadvantage in terms of access to higher education, by 2005 the shares of 

men and women from the poorest three quintiles in higher education were approximately equal.24   

One shortcoming of Cupito and Langsten’s analysis is that they are unable to distinguish 

between general and vocational secondary school in their data, so their analysis is unable to 

address the role of tracking in shaping educational inequality.  Tracking is addressed by two 

additional studies on educational equality that use the 1998 round of the ELMPS (El Hamidi 

2006) and the 2009 SYPE (Assaad 2010), respectively.  Using an ordered logit model of 

educational attainment, El Hamidi (2006) finds that among urban, private sector workers aged 15 

– 64 in 1998, lower parental education is associated with having “chosen” vocational secondary 

education.  However, her analysis is focused mainly on the returns to education and does not 

address possible mechanisms behind this association.  Assaad (2010) likewise finds that parental 

education and household wealth are positively associated with tracking into general secondary 

school for youth aged 20 – 29 in 2009, even when the student’s score on the standardized 

preparatory exam is included in the analysis.  He cites secondary tracking as a main factor 

behind the finding that for this generation an individual whose father went to university was 1.5 
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 Cupito and Langsten’s findings are consistent with the results of my analysis below, which indicate that the 

expansion of education for women occurred later than it did for men, but that the gender gap has been closing 

rapidly for cohorts born since the 1970s.    
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times more likely to attend university than an individual whose father completed secondary 

school, and four times more likely to attend university than someone whose father was illiterate.  

The association between mother's education and an individual's likelihood of attending university 

was even stronger.  

In addition to being directly associated with tracking outcomes, it is likely that class 

background has an effect on educational attainment through students’ performance on the 

national exams.  Salehi-Isfahani et al. (2012) find that family background, including parental 

education as well as access to books and computers at home, explains approximately 30% of the 

variance in students’ performance on the TIMSS.  This made Egypt one of the MENA countries 

in which family background was most important in explaining variance in the TIMSS score, and 

suggests that it may be similarly important for students’ scores on the national exams.   

The association between class background and exam scores is in turn most likely driven 

by the poor quality of education in Egypt, which has been noted as a critical problem facing the 

education system (Population Council 2010; Salehi-Isfahani, Hassine, and Assaad 2012; Krafft 

2012).  Although public education is nominally free, the poor quality of education leads many 

students and their families to spend substantial sums on private tutoring so that they can pass the 

standardized exams.  In 2009, 58.4% of current students at the primary through secondary levels 

were found to be receiving private tutoring.  Tutoring is more common among wealthier 

students; among those currently attending preparatory school, 85% of students in the highest 

wealth quintile were receiving private tutoring compared to just under 40% of students in the 

lowest wealth quintile.  The wealthiest families also pay about three times as much for private 

lessons as the poorest, which suggests that they are able to afford more and better quality 

tutoring (Krafft 2012).25  

This hidden cost of education in Egypt may be so substantial for general secondary 

school as to discourage poorer students who meet the entrance requirement from enrolling.  

Based on SYPE, Assaad (2010) finds that even among those who score an 80 on the preparatory 

exam, 10 points above the cutoff for general secondary admission, only half of those from the 

bottom two wealth quintiles and 60% from the third and fourth quintiles actually enrolled.  He 

suggests that parents from poorer families do not enroll their children in general secondary 

school because they are aware of the substantial tutoring costs required in order to pass and gain 

university admittance.  Being more likely to be uneducated themselves, these parents are also 

unable to provide their children with the needed academic help themselves.  

 Assaad’s argument is supported by the qualitative interviews that I conducted for the 

following chapter.  A number of respondents from poorer families in which the mother was 

uneducated stated that they had chosen not to attend general secondary, despite being eligible, 

because of the tutoring costs.  As one young woman, age 29 said, “My [financial] situation did 

not allow me to go to general secondary, so I entered a five-year vocational secondary school.  In 

the five-year commercial track, if you get a good score you can go on to do a Bachelor’s in 
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 Elbadawy et al. (2004) also fail to find any gender bias in household spending on tutoring, suggesting that families 

are equally willing to spend on their sons’ and daughters’ success in school.  This would lead us to expect that once 

children reach the preparatory stage, gender will not be a major factor causing variance in exam scores, an 

expectation that is indeed confirmed by the findings of Salehi-Isfahani et al. (2012) using the TIMSS.  Female 

students may be subject to higher dropout rates, however, if social norms or the distance to different types of schools 

is a significant factor in parents’ decisions about their education (Assaad 2010).   
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commerce.  But my aspirations were totally different. I wanted to go into pharmacy.”26 

Nevertheless, this young woman did continue on to do a BA in commerce.  Others, however, 

said that even for university the expenses were too great.  As another respondent explained of her 

32-year old sister that “she entered vocational secondary because our financial situation was not 

so great, so she went to industrial secondary.  General secondary is hard and it takes a lot of 

money, all of the kids spend a lot of money on [private] lessons…. she did an equivalency exam 

[for university], but at the same time she got a government job, so I told her to forget the 

university, it will take a lot of money too.”  

The association between lower class background and tracking into vocational education 

is particularly worrisome given evidence that vocational education is associated with poorer 

labor market outcomes than a university degree.  Although the expansion of vocational education 

was meant to help solve Egypt's youth unemployment problem (El Hamidi 2006), analyses of the 

ELMPS indicate that between 1988 and 2006 graduates of vocational secondary and post-

secondary education consistently faced higher unemployment rates than university graduates 

(Assaad 2009).  Among urban males, real hourly wages for vocational secondary graduates 

declined between 1998 and 2006, whereas university graduates saw a small increase in their 

wages (Salehi-Isfahani, Tunali, and Assaad 2009).  This combination of these factors has led to 

concern that the rigid educational tracking system is creating classes of more- and less-

advantaged graduates, who come, respectively, from more- and less- advantaged backgrounds 

(Antoninis 2001; Barsoum 2004; Assaad 2009a).  

 

2.3 Data and method 

 

The data for the analysis are taken from the Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey (ELMPS), 

which consists of a nationally representative, longitudinal study of Egyptian households 

surveyed in 1998 and 2006, as well as a compatible, nationally representative survey of 

households in 1988.27  The three-round ELMPS dataset, which to my knowledge has not been 

used in previous studies on educational inequality in Egypt, allows me to expand on the existing 

literature in several ways.  First, the ELMPS allows for an analysis of educational inequality over 

a long span of cohorts while using considerably more detailed measures of educational outcomes 

than is possible with the DHS, the only other survey than has been active in Egypt for the same 

length of time.  Thus, while existing studies focus on recent cohorts or an aggregated analysis of 

many cohorts (as in El Hamidi’s case), in this paper I use the educational transitions model to 

assess change in the magnitude of the association between family background and educational 

outcomes over successive generations.  Although there is no doubt that this association remains 

strong today, existing studies do not address the extent to which family background has become 

more or less determinant of educational outcomes over time.   

Second, this paper addresses the full set of transitions in the Egyptian educational system, 

from primary through university education, including inter-track transitions between general and 

vocational education at the secondary and tertiary levels.  In a subset of these analyses, measures 

of school quality are also incorporated into the model for the preparatory and secondary levels, in 
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 In order to study pharmacy, the respondent would have had to attend general secondary school, from which she 

could have gone on to medical studies at university if she had obtained a high enough score on the thanawiyyah 

‘ammah.  
27

 Economic Research Forum, Egypt Labor Market Surveys 1998 and 2006 online databases.  For detailed survey 

documentation please see Barsoum (2007) and Assaad and Barsoum (2000).   
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order to assess the importance of family background relative to the educational environment to 

which students are exposed.    

 

2.3.1 Description of the samples 

The ELMPS is a nationally-representative household survey that was conducted by the 

Economic Research Forum (ERF) in 1998 and 2006 in cooperation with the Central Agency for 

Public Mobilization and Statistics (CAPMAS).
28

  The ELMPS was designed to generate key 

labor force indicators that are comparable with the October 1988 round of the Labor Force 

Sample Survey (LFSS), which was conducted by CAPMAS.  Observations from the 4,860 

households interviewed in the LFSS have been harmonized with the two ELMPS surveys and 

added to a compatible dataset that contains the common variables from all three rounds.  The 

1998 ELMPS round consists of an additional 4,816 surveyed households. The 2006 round 

constitutes one of the first, if not the only, panel labor force surveys in the MENA region.  This 

round was significantly larger, covering a total of 8,349 households, 3,685 of which were from 

the original 1998 sample, 2,168 households that were splits from the 1998 households, and a 

refresher sample of an additional 2,498 households.
29

  The full three-round ELMPS dataset, 

henceforth referred to as the ELMPS pooled sample, thus includes a total of over 71,000 unique 

individuals.   

As the basic indicators of educational attainment are the same across all three rounds of 

the pooled ELMPS, this large sample is the basis for my analysis of how the association between 

family background and educational transitions has changed over successive generations.  The 

pooled sample was limited to individuals who were aged 24 – 55 at the time of the survey in 

which they were interviewed. Setting the lower age bound to 24 allows respondents time to have 

completed tertiary education even if they repeated several school years.  Non-traditional 

education and taking time off between schooling levels are very rare in Egypt, making further 

educational attainment at older ages unlikely.  The upper age bound was set to 55 to limit any 

potential effects of differential mortality on the results (Breen et al. 2009).  Respondents born 

prior to 1943 who were within this age range, all of whom were interviewed in 1988, were also 

removed from the analysis in order to focus on the comparison between cohorts born 

immediately prior to and following the 1952 revolution.  These restrictions result in a pooled 

sample covering four ten-year birth cohorts: 1943 – 1952, 1953 – 1962, 1963 – 1972 and 1973 – 

1982.   

The age and cohort restrictions resulted in a sample of 24,047 individuals.  A further 196 

respondents were excluded due to missing data on the respondent’s education, and 2,859 

respondents, 12% of the sample, were excluded due to missing data on one of their parents’ 

educational attainment.  The majority of these cases (1,987) were missing data on both parents’ 

education, 735 were missing data on mother’s education only and 137 on father’s education only.  

Missing parental education data was considerably more common among female respondents, 

15.7% of whom were excluded from the final sample, compared to 8.2% of male respondents.   

Rural and urban respondents were about equally likely to be missing parental education 

data, but missing data was much more common among respondents from the oldest cohorts and 
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 The Frontier Governorates, consisting of the Sinai and several sparsely populated desert regions, are not covered 

by the ELMPS survey.  
29

 Attrition from the ELMPS panel appears to have been in large part due to the loss of some of the original 1998 

survey records; as these records contained the household identifiers, it was not possible to include those households 

in the panel  (Assaad and Roushdy 2009).  However, this analysis does not depend on the panel structure of the data.  
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respondents who were themselves illiterate.  This set of factors makes it highly likely that most 

of the missing parental education data was for parents who did not have any schooling.  Whether 

this may have resulted from miscoding or respondents’ unwillingness to disclose their parents’ 

illiteracy is unclear.  The ELMPS distinguishes between respondents who are illiterate and those 

who can read and write but never completed primary school; if respondents did not know which 

category their parents belonged to it is possible this caused the answer to be coded as missing.  

The final pooled sample therefore consisted of 20,992 respondents, 48.3% of whom were 

women.   

  I also conduct an analysis of educational transitions for more recent cohorts using the 

2006 survey round only, henceforth referred to as the ELMPS 2006 sample.  The 2006 round of 

the ELMPS has the advantage of including several variables on inter-track schooling transitions 

and the quality of students’ schools that can contribute to a richer analysis of the role of class in 

shaping educational outcomes.  Unfortunately, these items were only asked of respondents age 

29 and under, perforce restricting the analysis to cohorts born since 1977.  The analytic sample 

was also restricted to respondents who were at least 18 in 2006, in order to limit the extent to 

which right-censoring will affect the analysis of transitions to tertiary education. The lower age 

bound was not raised further in order to maintain as much overlap as possible between this 

quantitative sample and the cohort of daughters included in the qualitative part of the study.  

These restrictions resulted in a sample of 9,441 respondents out of the 37,140 individuals 

interviewed in the 2006 survey round.  In the analysis, these respondents are split into the 1977 – 

1982 and 1983 – 1988 birth cohorts.  Due to the lower age bound set for this sample, 1,393 of the 

respondents were still in school at the time of the survey.  Of these respondents, 69.6% were 

enrolled in tertiary education so their final educational attainment had already been determined.  

However, there is some downward biasing of educational attainment for the 1983 – 1988 cohort, 

which included 94% of the respondents who were still in school.  This issue is taken into 

consideration in the discussion.  

Missing data was much less of a problem for the 2006 sample, 358 (3.8%) of whom were 

missing data on at least one parent’s education.  The majority (260) were missing data for 

mother’s education only, whereas 81 were missing data for both parents and only 17 for the 

father only.  In this younger sample, missing parental education data was more common among 

male respondents (5.5% of the male sample) than female ones (2.2%).  Missing parental 

education did not appear to be associated with any other characteristics that were included in the 

analysis.  Once these cases were excluded, the final sample was reduced to 9,082 respondents, of 

whom 51.6% were women.   

 

2.3.2 Variables  

Throughout the analysis I operationalize class background through educational 

attainment, rather than the use of a wealth index,
30

 because of the association of education with a 

modern path of social mobility in Egypt and elsewhere in the Middle East during the post-

independence era (MacLeod 1991; Cohen 2004; Salehi-Isfahani, Hassine, and Assaad 2012).  

The development of a ranked index of occupational statuses, a family background measure that 

is commonly used in developed country settings, is also a complex and necessarily somewhat 

arbitrary exercise in a country with informal and agricultural sectors as large as those in Egypt.  

                                                           
30

 Due to the difficulty of obtaining accurate measures of income through surveys in Egypt, the use of a wealth index 

is standard in much of the social science literature.   
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A large majority of mothers do not work, so educational attainment can also provide a more 

detailed indicator of social class for the female population in particular.   

In both samples parents’ educational attainment is coded as an ordinal variable with four 

categories according to the highest educational level completed: no completed schooling 

(including illiterate and those who can read and write only), less than secondary, secondary, and 

tertiary education.  In the descriptive analysis, the tertiary education category is split between 

parents who completed post-secondary vocational education and those who completed university 

to illustrate the distribution of these degrees.  However, due to the small number of observations 

in each of these categories, particularly among mothers, both forms of tertiary education are left 

combined in the multivariate analyses.  Finally, for respondents in the pooled sample who are co-

resident with their parents, in cases where the household head has multiple wives it is not 

possible to determine which of these wives is the respondent’s biological mother.  The average 

of all present wives’ education is therefore used as the mother’s education.  The same approach 

is used in the 2006 sample for comparability.  In most of these relatively few households, all of 

the wives had low levels of education.   

In order to implement the educational transitions model respondents’ own education must 

be coded as a series of dummy variables indicating whether or not the respondent completed 

each successive stage in the schooling system.  As data on individual school transitions was not 

collected in the ELMPS 1988 and 1998 survey rounds, for the pooled sample I follow Mare 

(1979) and infer individuals' transitions from their final educational status.  This is 

straightforward for primary and preparatory education, which consist of only one track, as well 

as for individuals whose highest educational attainment was either academic or vocational 

secondary school.  However, it is impossible to determine the secondary track attended by those 

who completed either form of tertiary education.  For the pooled sample, I therefore assume that 

there is no mobility between vocational and academic tracks in the transition from secondary to 

tertiary education.  

 The assumption of no inter-track mobility is not necessary for the analysis of the 2006 

sample, which is one of its main advantages relative to the full dataset.  In the 2006 survey, 

respondents were asked what their specialization was if they attended a three- or five-year 

vocational secondary school.  It can be inferred from this item which students attended 

vocational and which attended general secondary school, regardless of what type of tertiary 

education they completed.  One drawback to this approach is that vocational secondary students 

who did not answer the specialization item will be mistakenly coded as general secondary 

students.  Given that missing data on school quality measures, which were covered in the same 

section of the questionnaire, was minimal this is unlikely to be a significant source of error.  

 For both samples, the dependent variables for the educational transitions model are 

therefore the series of dummy variables indicating completion of primary, preparatory, 

generation secondary, vocational secondary, post-secondary vocational and university education.  

The two key distinctions between the variable definitions in the samples are that in the 2006 

sample, students are allowed to transition between the general and vocational tracks, and that for 

the subset of these students who were still enrolled in 2006, the variables for upper schooling 

levels are indicating school enrollment rather than completion.  In combining educational 

attainment for both those who are attending and those who have completed their schooling, the 

assumption is made that all of the respondents still attending secondary or tertiary education will 

complete the level they are currently in.   
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Control variables for region of residence are also included in all multivariate analyses in 

order to account for the different geographic distribution of educational opportunities as well as 

socioeconomic context.  The five regions are the standard geographical divisions used in Egypt: 

the Urban Governorates (greater Cairo, Alexandria, Port Said, and Suez), urban Lower Egypt, 

rural Lower Egypt, urban Upper Egypt, and rural Upper Egypt.  Lower Egypt consists of the Nile 

Delta region north of Cairo, which is the country’s main agricultural region and benefits from 

strong linkages with a number of major urban centers, including Cairo and Alexandria.  Upper 

Egypt consists of all governorates south of Cairo, and is the poorest and most socially 

conservative part of the country.  Urban Lower Egypt is the reference category.  

Cohort dummies are also included in both analyses.  For the pooled sample the 1943 – 

1952 cohort, born immediately prior to the 1952 coup, is the reference cohort.  For the 2006 

sample the 1977 – 1982 cohort is the reference cohort.  Interaction terms between cohort and 

father’s education are also included in order to assess change in the association between family 

background and school transitions over time, net of the expansion of the education system.   

Finally, another advantage of the ELMPS 2006 round is that it includes variables that can 

be used as proxies for school quality at each level of the educational system.  Two variables are 

employed for this purpose.  The first is a dummy variable that is coded 1 if the student ever had 

access to a computer at school in the given level, even if only rarely.  The second measure is 

more particular to the Egyptian schooling system, and indicates whether the student’s school at a 

given level operated in shifts.  As overcrowding is a significant problem in many schools, some 

split students into shifts and conduct the school ‘day’ multiple times, usually in morning and 

afternoon shifts.  Shifts are taken as an indicator of poor school quality because students spend 

less time in class and may be more exposed to over-used facilities and less motivated teachers.  

This variable is coded 1 if the school operated in two or three shifts daily and 0 if the school 

operates in a single shift, i.e. there is only one group of students per day.  The means of all right-

hand side variables used in the educational transitions models are shown in Table 2.1.  

 
Table 2.1: Means of Right-Hand Side Variables Used in the Educational Transitions 

Models 

  ELMPS pooled sample ELMPS 2006 sample  

  Men Women Men Women 

Father education 1.45 1.45 1.81 1.79 

Mother education 1.18 1.17 1.47 1.45 

Cohort 1: 1943 - 1952 0.15 0.13 

  Cohort 2: 1953 - 1962 0.31 0.30 

  Cohort 3: 1963 - 1972 0.24 0.26 

  Cohort 4: 1973 - 1982 0.30 0.31 

  Cohort 4.5: 1977 - 1982 

  

0.46 0.43 

Cohort 5: 1983 - 1988 

  

0.54 0.57 

Urban Governorates 0.32 0.29 0.25 0.25 

Urban Lower 0.14 0.14 0.14 0.14 

Urban Upper 0.14 0.13 0.15 0.14 

Rural Lower 0.24 0.25 0.25 0.26 

Rural Upper 0.17 0.18 0.21 0.21 

Computers in preparatory 

  

0.36 0.36 

Preparatory in shifts 

  

0.43 0.44 

Computers in secondary 

  

0.49 0.57 

Secondary in shifts     0.35 0.41 
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Indicators of school quality at the preparatory level are used as predictors of completion 

of both preparatory school and general or vocational secondary school.  In this way, school 

quality at the preparatory level is taken as a determinant of whether students are able to transition 

into the more prestigious general secondary track.  School quality at the secondary level is in 

turn taken as a predictor for which type of tertiary education students complete.  Indicators of 

school quality are not used as predictors of primary school completion because 1,005 

respondents in the 2006 sample never attended school at all and therefore have missing values on 

these variables.  Including the school quality variables at the primary level would eliminate these 

cases from the analysis, changing the definition of primary school completion from that used in 

the pooled sample.     

 

2.4 Results 

 

 As shown in Figure 2.2, educational attainment increased substantially over the 1943 – 

1982 birth cohorts.  Among the 1943 – 1952 birth cohorts, 55.2% of men and 74.9% of women 

had less than a primary education, whereas 15.2% of men and 6.6% of women had a university 

degree.  By the 1973 – 1982 birth cohorts, the youngest in this analysis, the percent without any 

completed education had declined to 18.8% of men and 29.7% of women.  Much of this decline 

was made up for by an increase in the percentage with a secondary degree, which rose from 

11.6% to 37.9% among men and from 6.8% to 34.9% among women.  The percentage of women 

with a university degree nearly tripled over the same cohorts to 19.0%, and among men it 

increased by a factor of one and a half to 22.3%.  Thus, while aggregate schooling levels 

increased rapidly over the forty years encompassed by these cohorts, significant diversity in 

educational attainment remained.  At the same time that completion of higher education became 

significantly more common, particularly among women, approximately a quarter of the youngest 

cohort did not complete primary school.   

Figure 2.3 gives an indication of where in the schooling system this increase in 

educational attainment occurred.  Across the cohorts under study, by far the most significant 

change was the dramatic increase in the proportion that completed primary school.  This increase 

occurred at a somewhat slower pace for women than for men, but by the 1973 – 1982 cohort they 

had made progress and closed the gender gap in the primary completion rate from 0.20 to 0.11.  

Differences in primary completion are the source of nearly all of the remaining gender gap in 

educational attainment, as transition rates for preparatory completion turned from a slight male 

advantage to a slight female advantage over the cohorts under study.  For both genders, 

preparatory completion rates have been 0.75 or greater for all cohorts, increasing to 0.89 for 

women and 0.86 for men born in 1973 – 1982.  Dropout rates from preparatory school, while 

fairly low, are therefore by no means insignificant.   

 Panel (b) of Figure 2.3 shows transition rates for the later educational stages, in which tracking 

is implemented.  Both genders experienced a significant increase in transition rates to vocational 

secondary relative to general secondary, a result of the Ministry of Education’s decision to 

increase the proportion of students allocated to the vocational track.  Across all cohorts, men 

were less likely to transition into vocational secondary and more likely to transition into general 

secondary than women, although the gender gap widened for the 1963 – 1972 cohort and then 

narrowed again.  Overall transition rates to any form of secondary education have been equal 

for men and women across all four cohorts, rising slightly from 0.85 for the oldest cohort to 

0.93 for the youngest.  Transition rates to university from those attending general secondary 
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have also been very high throughout, hovering around 0.90, and in the youngest cohort turn to a 

slight female advantage.  Transition rates from vocational secondary to post-secondary 

education, in contrast, have declined at a fluctuating rate to a low of 0.12 among both men and 

women in the youngest cohort.
31

   

 
Figure 2.2: Educational Attainment of the 1943 – 1982 Birth Cohorts, ELMPS 

Pooled Sample 

 
 

 

A descriptive indication of which classes gained the most and which were left behind 

during this period of rapid increase in educational attainment is given in Tables 2.2A through 

2.2D, which present mobility tables for men and women born between 1943 and 1982 by their 

                                                           
31

 It is important to emphasize here that transition rates to post-secondary vocational education in this figure are the 

transition rates for vocational secondary students only.  The results of the educational transitions model allowing for 

track mobility (see Section 4.2) indicate that transition rates to post-secondary vocational school from general 

secondary school (i.e. downward inter-track transitions at the tertiary level) having been increasing in recent years.  

It could therefore be that general secondary students who are unable to gain admission to university have been 

increasingly crowding out vocational secondary students in terms of gaining places in post-secondary vocational 

education.  This would cause a decline in the within-track transition rate from vocational secondary to post-

secondary education.  However, it is also possible that the perceived value of post-secondary vocational education 

has been declining among vocational secondary graduates.   
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father and mother’s education.  All four combinations by the sex of the parent and the child 

suggest that there was significant inter-generational mobility into secondary school among those 

children whose parents who had less than a secondary education, and into university among 

those whose parents had a secondary or post-secondary vocational degree.  As expected, a large 

majority of the children of university-educated parents were themselves university-educated, 

regardless of gender.
32

   

On the other hand, the mobility tables also reveal a high level of immobility among the 

children of parents with no completed schooling (most of whom are illiterate).  This is 

particularly true of the daughters of parents with no completed schooling, over half of whom also 

had not completed any education.  Combined with the figures discussed above, this suggests that 

among the 1943 – 1982 cohorts, the children of uneducated parents, and particularly the 

daughters of uneducated parents, constitute a demographic for which class status, as measured by 

education, has been particularly ‘sticky.’  It is likely that this group makes up a significant part of 

the shrinking but still significant percentage of the population that never completes primary 

school.  As entry into primary school has been the driving force behind educational expansion, 

this group has therefore been left behind the overall trend of rising educational attainment.  The 

next section examines these trends in a multivariate context.  

 

  
Figure 2.3: Transition Rates to Early and Later Schooling Stages, by Sex and Birth Cohort, Conditional on 

Having Successfully Completed Immediately Preceding Stage, ELMPS Pooled Sample 

 
 

  

 

 

                                                           
32

 The surprisingly large percentage of children of university-educated parents whose own education is recorded as 

less than a secondary degree is almost certainly in large part due to misreporting or miscoding.  Particularly for the 

mobility tables by mother’s education, because there were very few mothers with tertiary education (see unweighted 

N row totals), these few cases of misreporting lead to the appearance that a fairly large percentage of respondents 

suffered from significant downward educational mobility.   
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Table 2.2A: Father - Son Mobility Table, 1943 - 1982 Birth Cohorts, ELMPS Pooled Sample  

  Son's education 

Father's 

education 

No 

completed 

schooling 

Less than 

secondary 
Secondary 

Post-

secondary 

vocational 

University 

or above 
Total 

Unweigh

-ted N 

No completed 

schooling 
42.0 16.8 25.8 4.2 11.2 100.0 8,465 

Less than 

secondary 
11.5 14.8 35.2 8.9 29.7 100.1 1,056 

Secondary 3.3 5.2 31.5 9.5 50.4 99.9 653 

Post-secondary 

vocational 
1.4 3.7 14.5 14.7 65.8 100.1 146 

University or 

above 
3.8 1.7 12.8 5.0 76.6 99.9 533 

Note: Not all row totals sum to 100.0 due to rounding      10,853 

        Table 2.2B: Mother - Son Mobility Table, 1943 - 1982 Birth Cohorts, ELMPS Pooled Sample 

  Son's education 

Mother's 

education 

No 

completed 

schooling 

Less than 

secondary 
Secondary 

Post-

secondary 

vocational 

University 

or above 
Total 

Unweigh

-ted N 

No completed 

schooling 
37.6 16.0 26.6 4.9 14.9 100.0 9,798 

Less than 

secondary 
4.0 9.8 31.5 9.0 45.8 100.1 538 

Secondary  3.6 1.1 18.6 4.7 71.9 99.9 298 

Post-secondary 

vocational 
3.1 1.5 6.6 10.9 77.8 99.9 90 

University or 

above 
6.0 0.9 7.4 0.6 85.1 99.9 129 

Note: Not all row totals sum to 100.0 due to rounding     10,853 

      

 

 

 Table 2.2C: Father - Daughter Mobility Table, 1943 - 1982 Birth Cohorts, ELMPS Pooled Sample 

  Daughter's education 

Father's 

education  

No 

completed 

schooling 

Less than 

secondary 
Secondary 

Post-

secondary 

vocational 

University 

or above 
Total 

Unweigh

-ted N 

No completed 

schooling 
61.5 10.4 19.5 3.1 5.5 100.0 7,989 

Less than 

secondary 
18.6 13.4 39.5 8.5 20.1 100.1 878 

Secondary  6.5 10.0 33.8 9.2 40.5 100.0 629 

Post-secondary 

vocational 
2.1 6.2 23.1 10.7 57.8 99.9 140 

University or 

above 
6.0 3.4 14.4 5.0 71.1 99.9 503 

Note: Not all row totals sum to 100.0 due to rounding   10,139 
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Table 2.2D: Mother - Daughter Mobility Table, 1943 - 1982 Birth Cohorts, ELMPS Pooled Sample 

  Daughter's education 

Mother's 

education 

No 

completed 

schooling 

Less than 

secondary 
Secondary 

Post-

secondary 

vocational 

University 

or above 
Total 

Unweigh

-ted N 

No completed 

schooling 
55.7 10.7 21.7 3.6 8.3 100.0 9,196 

Less than 

secondary 
6.8 8.1 31.2 11.4 42.6 100.1 459 

Secondary  3.2 2.4 19.4 8.1 66.9 100.0 277 

Post-secondary 

vocational 
3.3 3.5 9.3 6.5 77.4 100.0 81 

University or 

above 
10.8 2.9 4.6 1.5 80.2 100.0 126 

Note: Not all row totals sum to 100.0 due to rounding   10,139 

   

 

2.4.1 Educational transitions model for the 1943 – 1982 birth cohorts 

 Tables 2.3 and 2.4 present the results of the educational transitions model for the 1943 – 

1982 birth cohorts for men and women, respectively.  It is immediately clear that the association 

between father’s and mother’s education and the likelihood of completing a given schooling 

level are significant for both men and women through late stages of the educational system.  

Starting with the primary level, for men and women in the reference cohort 1 (1943 – 1952), a 

one-level increase in father’s education is associated with a 589% and 284% increase, 

respectively, in the odds of completing primary school.  However, the interaction effects between 

father’s education and cohort indicate that the magnitude of this association did decline over 

time, such that for men the odds ratios for primary completion given an additional level of 

father’s education declined from 6.89 for the reference cohort to 4.05 for cohort 2 (1953 – 1962), 

2.92 for cohort 3 (1963 – 1972) and 1.72 for cohort 4 (1973 – 1982).  For women, the 

corresponding odds ratios actually increased from 3.84 for cohort 1 to 4.77 for cohort 2 before 

declining to 3.25 for cohort 3 and 2.14 for cohort 4.  The change in magnitude on the coefficient 

for father’s education was significant for cohorts 3 and 4 for men, but only cohort 4 for women.   

 For cohort 1, the association between father’s education and the likelihood of completing 

a given education level remains significant for all subsequent schooling levels with the sole 

exception of university.  Notably, father’s education is also positively associated with the 

likelihood of transitioning into the more prestigious general secondary track, such that a one-

level increase in father’s education is associated with a 66% increase in the odds of transitioning 

into general secondary but a 25% decrease in the odds of transitioning into vocational secondary.  

The interaction terms with cohort indicate that the association between father’s education and 

completion of preparatory school declined significantly for cohort 4 relative to cohort 1.  The 

magnitude of the association also declined by a smaller amount for cohorts 2 and 3 but the result 

was not significant.  The coefficients on the interaction terms for transitions into secondary 

school are small and insignificant, indicating little change over time in the association between 

father’s education and tracking outcomes at the secondary level.  The magnitude of the 

association between father’s education and the transition to post-vocational secondary, which 

given the assumption of no track mobility essentially constitutes the decision of whether or not to 

drop out after vocational secondary, did decline significantly over successive cohorts.  
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 For women, the association between father’s education and the likelihood of making 

successive school transitions remains significant through the secondary level.  However, 

mother’s education is significant at a higher level value than father’s education for all transitions 

starting in preparatory school.  Perhaps for this reason, none of the interaction terms for father’s 

education are significant past the primary level for women, except for cohort 3 at the preparatory 

level, which suggests an increase in the importance of class.  As for men, the coefficients on both 

parents’ education indicate that higher parental education is negatively associated with tracking 

into vocational education and positively associated with tracking into general secondary.  For 

women, the association is such that a one-level increase in mother’s education is associated with 

a 79% increase in the likelihood of tracking into general secondary and a 40% decrease in the 

likelihood of tracking into vocational secondary.  

 Turning to the cohort dummies, for men the coefficients on primary completion are very 

large for successive cohorts, indicating that, all else equal, the likelihood of completing primary 

was significantly greater for those born in later years.  The coefficients on preparatory 

completion are also positive and significant for all cohorts, although of smaller magnitude, as are 

those on vocational secondary completion.  This latter result reflects the expansion of the 

vocational relative to the general secondary track, as was seen in the descriptive analysis.  The 

coefficients on tertiary education are insignificant, again in agreement with the descriptive 

finding that large increases in completion of early schooling levels drove the increase in 

educational attainment.   

For women, the cohort dummies indicate that the likelihood of primary completion did 

not increase significantly compared to the reference cohort until the 1963 – 1972 birth cohort, 

although the coefficients for this and the 1973 – 1982 cohorts are very large.  Similarly, the 

likelihood of preparatory completion only increased significantly for cohort 4.  The likelihood of 

being tracked into vocational secondary also did not increase as dramatically across successive 

female cohorts as with their male counterparts, which may indicate different patterns in the 

increase in educational attainment for the two sexes, or that women’s performance on the 

secondary school entrance exams has improved relative to men.   

Finally, although regional effects are not a main focus of this analysis, it is worth noting 

that most of the significant regional dummies are at the primary level.  This likely indicates that 

regional differences are most influential in terms of parents’ decisions regarding whether or not 

to enroll their children in school at all. Furthermore, although the overall regional patterns of 

advantage and disadvantage relative to the reference category of Urban Lower Egypt are 

generally the same for both sexes, the magnitude of the effects are larger for women.  This is 

particularly true for residence in rural regions, which is as expected given that social restrictions 

on women’s and girls’ mobility tend to be more rigid in rural areas.  Rural boys are also 

disadvantaged in terms of primary completion relative to Urban Lower Egypt, and children 

residing in the Urban Governorates are more likely to complete primary school regardless of sex.  

Urban Upper Egypt is the only region in which the region dummy was significant in the model 

for primary completion for boys, but was negative and significant for girls.   
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Table 2.3: Logistic Regression Coefficients for Completion of Main Schooling Stages, 1943 - 1982 Birth Cohorts: Men, ELMPS 

Pooled Sample  

  
Primary Preparatory 

General 

secondary 

Vocational 

secondary 

Post-secondary 

vocational 

University 

and above 

Father education 1.930 *** 1.447 *** 0.511 *** -0.283 ** 0.802 *** 0.460 
 

 
0.259 

 
0.264 

 
0.099 

 
0.104 

 
0.200 

 
0.300 

 
Mother education 0.468 ** 0.845 *** 0.563 *** -0.508 *** 0.264 * 0.177 

 
 

0.141 
 

0.196 
 

0.060 
 

0.060 
 

0.117 
 

0.133 
 

Cohort 2: 1953 - 1962 1.154 *** 0.996 ** -0.408 
 

0.652 ** 0.449 
 

0.168 
 

 
0.322 

 
0.377 

 
0.217 

 
0.216 

 
0.407 

 
0.572 

 
Cohort 3: 1963 - 1972 2.023 *** 1.149 ** -0.535 * 0.794 *** 0.591 

 
0.207 

 
 

0.322 
 

0.378 
 

0.221 
 

0.218 
 

0.409 
 

0.577 
 

Cohort 4: 1973 - 1982 3.232 *** 1.318 *** -0.790 *** 1.115 *** 0.023 
 

0.277 
 

 
0.312 

 
0.344 

 
0.214 

 
0.212 

 
0.406 

 
0.584 

 
Urban Governorates 0.368 *** -0.112 

 
0.099 

 
-0.352 *** 0.320 * -0.729 ** 

 
0.081 

 
0.116 

 
0.090 

 
0.086 

 
0.154 

 
0.270 

 
Urban Upper 0.165 

 
0.187 

 
-0.054 

 
0.145 

 
0.090 

 
-0.546 

 
 

0.094 
 

0.141 
 

0.106 
 

0.099 
 

0.174 
 

0.307 
 

Rural Lower -0.516 *** -0.247 * -0.075 
 

0.017 
 

-0.155 
 

0.037 
 

 
0.080 

 
0.124 

 
0.107 

 
0.100 

 
0.182 

 
0.338 

 
Rural Upper -0.727 *** -0.201 

 
-0.313 ** 0.201 

 
-0.261 

 
-0.903 ** 

 
0.083 

 
0.133 

 
0.119 

 
0.110 

 
0.198 

 
0.329 

 
Cohort 2 * Father edu. -0.531 

 
-0.426 

 
0.067 

 
-0.110 

 
-0.410 

 
0.041 

 
 

0.297 
 

0.320 
 

0.119 
 

0.123 
 

0.230 
 

0.342 
 

Cohort 3 * Father edu. -0.858 ** -0.568 
 

-0.007 
 

-0.060 
 

-0.535 * -0.068 
 

 
0.293 

 
0.315 

 
0.117 

 
0.121 

 
0.227 

 
0.332 

 
Cohort 4 * Father edu. -1.388 *** -0.798 ** 0.025 

 
-0.082 

 
-0.608 ** -0.030 

 
 

0.279 
 

0.284 
 

0.113 
 

0.117 
 

0.226 
 

0.323 
 

(Intercept) -2.754 *** -1.223 ** -1.566 *** 0.640 ** -2.689 *** 1.732 ** 

  0.318   0.366   0.201   0.202   0.392   0.532   

Pseudo R
2
 0.165   0.073   0.117   0.084   0.051   0.052   

N  10,853   7,239   6,184   6,184   3,299   2,309   
Note: Robust standard errors in italics. Significant at ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001 
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Table 2.4: Logistic Regression Coefficients for Completion of Main Schooling Stages, 1943 - 1982 Birth Cohorts: Women, 

ELMPS Pooled Sample  

  
Primary Preparatory 

General 

secondary 

Vocational 

secondary 

Post-secondary 

vocational 

University 

and above 

Father education 1.346 *** 0.491 ** 0.404 ** -0.291 * 0.172   0.336 
 

 
0.177 

 
0.184 

 
0.140 

 
0.131 

 
0.221 

 
0.293 

 
Mother education 0.378 * 0.727 *** 0.583 *** -0.522 *** 0.368 ** 0.161 

 
 

0.174 
 

0.200 
 

0.068 
 

0.064 
 

0.118 
 

0.178 
 

Cohort 2: 1953 - 1962 0.340 
 

0.692 
 

-0.208 
 

0.490 
 

-0.274 
 

0.663 
 

 
0.262 

 
0.379 

 
0.354 

 
0.317 

 
0.514 

 
0.752 

 
Cohort 3: 1963 - 1972 1.534 *** 0.360 

 
-0.744 * 0.646 * -0.244 

 
0.611 

 
 

0.275 
 

0.402 
 

0.352 
 

0.310 
 

0.500 
 

0.774 
 

Cohort 4: 1973 - 1982 3.050 *** 1.229 ** -0.492 
 

0.807 ** -1.189 * 0.906 
 

 
0.257 

 
0.363 

 
0.336 

 
0.300 

 
0.493 

 
0.765 

 
Urban Governorates 0.300 *** 0.063 

 
0.184 

 
-0.334 ** 0.376 * 0.023 

 
 

0.084 
 

0.136 
 

0.106 
 

0.098 
 

0.164 
 

0.311 
 

Urban Upper -0.371 *** 0.259 
 

0.160 
 

-0.181 
 

0.354 
 

-0.289 
 

 
0.095 

 
0.171 

 
0.125 

 
0.115 

 
0.188 

 
0.342 

 
Rural Lower -1.077 *** -0.225 

 
-0.362 * 0.303 * -0.064 

 
0.267 

 
 

0.083 
 

0.155 
 

0.140 
 

0.126 
 

0.196 
 

0.493 
 

Rural Upper -1.854 *** -0.580 ** -0.333 
 

-0.309 * -0.002 
 

-0.399 
 

 
0.092 

 
0.177 

 
0.178 

 
0.148 

 
0.267 

 
0.483 

 
Cohort 2 * Father edu. 0.216 

 
0.097 

 
0.145 

 
-0.158 

 
-0.213 

 
0.014 

 
 

0.215 
 

0.256 
 

0.163 
 

0.154 
 

0.260 
 

0.356 
 

Cohort 3 * Father edu. -0.163 
 

0.600 * 0.182 
 

-0.083 
 

-0.030 
 

-0.046 
 

 
0.228 

 
0.294 

 
0.162 

 
0.149 

 
0.246 

 
0.367 

 
Cohort 4 * Father edu. -0.587 ** 0.084 

 
0.143 

 
-0.134 

 
0.157 

 
0.103 

 
 

0.207 
 

0.239 
 

0.154 
 

0.142 
 

0.238 
 

0.378 
 

(Intercept) -2.724 *** -0.586 
 

-2.106 *** 1.270 *** -1.900 *** 0.859 
 

  0.275   0.408   0.332   0.293   0.487   0.711   

Pseudo R
2
 0.282   0.089   0.167   0.113   0.045   0.057   

N  10,139   5,193   4,537   4,537   2,660   1,483   
Note: Robust standard errors in italics. Significant at ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001 
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2.4.2 Transitions between the academic and vocational tracks: An analysis of the 1977 – 1988 

birth cohorts 

  For cohorts that were age 29 or younger at the time of the 2006 ELMPS round, a second 

analysis was conducted that removed the assumption of zero mobility between the general and 

vocational tracks.  This analysis was divided into two cohorts: the 1977 – 1982 cohort, referred 

to as cohort 4.5 in the analysis below because it corresponds with the younger half cohort 4 

(1973 – 1982) in the ELMPS pooled analysis, and the 1983 – 1988 cohort (cohort 5).  As shown 

in Table 2.5, educational attainment continued to increase for these younger cohorts.  The 

percentage with no schooling declined for the 1983 – 1988 cohorts, and a larger percentage had 

reached at least the secondary level.  As noted above, the percentage of cohort 5 with a tertiary 

degree is somewhat underestimated due to censoring.   

 

Table 2.5: Educational Attainment of the 1977 - 1988 Birth Cohorts, ELMPS 2006 Round 

  
No completed 

schooling 

Less than 

secondary 
Secondary  

Post-secondary 

vocational 

University or 

above 

  Male Fem. Male Fem. Male Fem. Male Fem. Male Fem. 

Cohort 4.5: 

1977 - 1982 
17.0 27.1 15.6 9.8 37.8 36.9 4.6 4.3 24.9 21.9 

Cohort 5: 

1983 - 1988 
14.1 22.2 13.6 11.2 45.4 38.9 4.9 5.4 22.0 22.3 

Note: 11.1% of the sample, mainly members of the 1983 – 1988 cohort, were currently attending secondary 

or tertiary education at the time of the survey.  

 

 In terms of transition rates, at the lower levels of the educational system the pattern for 

the 1977 – 1988 cohorts is consistent with the long-term trends shown in Figure 2.3, with 

primary completion rates continuing to rise and preparatory completion rates hovering around 

0.90 (see Table 2.6A).  Women overtook men in their rate of transition to either track of 

secondary education, and the overall secondary transition rate remained above 0.90 for all groups 

except men in the 1983 – 1988 cohort, who had an overall secondary transition rate of 0.88.   

Table 2.6B shows both within- and inter-track transition rates from general and 

vocational secondary school to the two types of tertiary education.  Vocational secondary 

students had very low rates of transition to either type of tertiary education, at a combined rate of 

0.08 for women and 0.13 for men in the 1977 – 1982 birth cohorts.  Transition rates for the 1983 

– 1988 cohort, which may be somewhat underestimated, were about the same for women but 

slightly lower for men.  Among general secondary students, in contrast, the transition to tertiary 

education was nearly universal.  For the 1977 – 1982 cohorts, overall transition rates to tertiary 

education were 0.97 for men and 0.96 for women, with a fairly small proportion (0.07 and 0.08 

of men and women, respectively) transitioning down to vocational post-secondary education.  

Transition rates to vocational education were higher for the 1983 – 1988 cohorts, but university 

transition rates among this group are certainly underestimated.  If all of the students currently 

attending general secondary school at the time of the survey were assumed to successfully 

transition into university, the transition rates for the 1983 – 1988 cohort would be 0.85 for men 

and 0.83 for women, comparable to but still slightly lower than the transition rates for the 1977 – 

1982 cohorts.  
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Table 2.6A: Proportion Completing Lower Level School Transitions, 1977 – 1988 Birth 

Cohorts, ELMPS 2006 Round 

  
Completed 

primary 

Completed 

preparatory 

Entered general 

secondary 

Entered vocational 

secondary 

 
Male Fem. Male Fem. Male Fem. Male Fem. 

Cohort 1: 1977 

– 1982 
0.83 0.73 0.86 0.92 0.36 0.40 0.58 0.59 

Cohort 2: 1983 

– 1988 
0.86 0.78 0.90 0.91 0.35 0.42 0.53 0.52 

         
Table 2.6B: Proportion Completing Higher Level School Transitions, 1977 - 1988 Birth 

Cohorts, ELMPS 2006 Round 

  

Transitions from vocational 

secondary 

Transitions from general  

secondary 

  
Post-secondary 

vocational 
University 

Post-secondary 

vocational 
University  

 
Male Fem. Male Fem. Male Fem. Male Fem. 

Cohort 1: 1977 

- 1982 
0.07 0.06 0.05 0.02 0.07 0.08 0.90 0.88 

Cohort 2: 1983 

- 1988 
0.03 0.05 0.03 0.02 0.11 0.12 0.68 0.73 

Note: 11.1% of the sample, mainly members of the 1983 – 1988 cohort, were currently attending 

secondary or tertiary education at the time of the survey. 

 

2.4.3 Educational transitions model with track mobility for the 1977 - 1988 birth cohorts 

 In order to examine what factors may contribute to inter-track mobility among the small 

percentage of students who do move between general and vocational education, a second 

educational transitions model was implemented for the 1977 – 1988 cohorts.  In addition to 

allowing for inter-track mobility in the transition from secondary to tertiary education, this 

analysis incorporates two measures of school quality, access to computers at school and whether 

the school operates in shifts.   

 As noted above, measures of school quality at the preparatory level are included as 

predictors both of preparatory school completion and of tracking into vocational or general 

secondary education.  Tables 2.7 and 2.8 show for men and women, respectively, that access to 

computers was positively and significantly associated with the likelihood of completing 

preparatory school and of entering general secondary.  In contrast, attending a preparatory school 

that was run in shifts is positively associated with tracking into vocational secondary and 

negatively associated with tracking into general secondary, a result that was significant at the 

0.001 level for both men and women.  The magnitude of the association is such that for men, 

attending a preparatory school conducted in shifts is associated with a 43% increase the odds of 

attending vocational secondary education and a 38% decrease in the odds of attending general 

secondary.  For women the magnitude of the association was slightly smaller.  At the secondary 

stage, the school quality indicators were mostly insignificant at the 0.05 level. Still, for the 

transition from vocational secondary to tertiary education the direction of the coefficients is 

consistent with the finding that attending school in shifts is associated with tracking into the less 

prestigious vocational tier.   

 The coefficients on mother’s and father’s education follow the same pattern through the 

secondary level as was found for the pooled ELMPS sample.  Cohort differences are not 
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significant for the earlier school transitions and for later transitions are affected by the fact that 

some of the respondents in the 1983 – 1988 birth cohorts were still in school at the time of the 

survey.  However, it is important to note that parental education remains highly significant for 

school transitions at the preparatory and secondary levels despite the fact that measures of school 

quality have now been added into the model.  

  Father’s education was not found to be significant for the transition to tertiary education 

among men who attended vocational secondary school.  However, father’s education is 

significantly associated with the odds of transitioning from general secondary into a university 

versus a post-secondary education institute.  As at the secondary level, father’s education is 

positively associated with tracking into the more prestigious form of tertiary education, such that 

a one-level increase in father’s education is associated with an 84% increase in the odds of 

attending university and a 50% decrease in the odds of attending post-secondary vocational 

education.   

 For women, mother’s education is positively and significantly associated with making the 

transition from vocational secondary school to a post-secondary vocational institute.  Given that 

most vocational secondary students do not progress on to tertiary education at all, this result is 

not inconsistent with the overall finding that parental education is positively associated with 

making more prestigious educational transitions.  The coefficient on mother’s education is 

positive for the transition from vocational secondary to university as well, but is not significant.  

For female general secondary students, both parents’ education is positively associated with the 

transition to university and negatively associated with the transition to a post-secondary 

vocational institute, although most of these coefficients are significant only at the 0.05 level.  

The magnitude of the association is such that for women, a one-level increase in mother’s 

education is associated with a 43% increase in the likelihood of attending university and a 28% 

decrease in the likelihood of attending a post-secondary vocational institute.   
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Table 2.7: Logistic Regression Coefficients for Completion of Main Schooling Stages and Atypical Transitions, 1977 – 1988 Birth Cohorts: 

Men, ELMPS 2006 Round                        

  
Pre-tertiary transitions 

Transitions from vocational 

secondary 

Transitions from general 

secondary 

  
Primary 

Prepara-

tory 

General 

secondary 

Vocational 

secondary 

Post-

secondary 

vocational 

University 

and above 

Post-

secondary 

vocational 

University 

and above 

Father education 1.058 *** 0.514 ** 0.535 *** -0.389 *** 0.059   0.364   -0.697 *** 0.613 *** 

 
0.171 

 
0.154 

 
0.067 

 
0.064 

 
0.160 

 
0.206 

 
0.190 

 
0.170 

 
Mother education 0.927 *** 0.882 ** 0.598 *** -0.557 *** 0.247 

 
0.360 

 
-0.077 

 
0.219 

 

 
0.227 

 
0.258 

 
0.064 

 
0.063 

 
0.175 

 
0.200 

 
0.157 

 
0.114 

 
Cohort 5: 1983-88 0.230 

 
-0.057 

 
0.186 

 
-0.271 

 
-1.967 *** -2.181 * -0.494 

 
-0.737 * 

 
0.272 

 
0.304 

 
0.186 

 
0.170 

 
0.518 

 
0.861 

 
0.416 

 
0.367 

 
Urban Govs. 0.318 

 
0.086 

 
0.209 

 
-0.298 * 0.771 * 0.338 

 
0.104 

 
-0.301 

 

 
0.186 

 
0.231 

 
0.137 

 
0.130 

 
0.380 

 
0.390 

 
0.308 

 
0.263 

 
Urban Upper -0.140 

 
0.038 

 
-0.027 

 
0.145 

 
0.094 

 
-0.654 

 
-0.246 

 
-0.436 

 

 
0.184 

 
0.252 

 
0.149 

 
0.140 

 
0.420 

 
0.536 

 
0.375 

 
0.281 

 
Rural Lower -0.108 

 
0.321 

 
0.139 

 
0.003 

 
-0.248 

 
-0.700 

 
-0.349 

 
-0.383 

 

 
0.162 

 
0.231 

 
0.146 

 
0.137 

 
0.440 

 
0.523 

 
0.362 

 
0.270 

 
Rural Upper -0.439 ** -0.161 

 
-0.066 

 
0.069 

 
-0.438 

 
-1.260 

 
0.066 

 
-0.582 

 

 
0.158 

 
0.222 

 
0.154 

 
0.142 

 
0.481 

 
0.701 

 
0.372 

 
0.298 

 
Cohort 5 *Fath 

edu -0.038  -0.014  -0.079  0.086  0.603 ** 0.429  0.557 ** -0.419 * 

 
0.227 

 
0.210 

 
0.082 

 
0.078 

 
0.226 

 
0.305 

 
0.189 

 
0.180 

 
Prep. school shifts 

  
-0.043 

 
-0.471 *** 0.360 *** 

        

   
0.139 

 
0.092 

 
0.087 

         
Computers in 

prep.    0.479 ** 0.313 ** -0.165          

   
0.162 

 
0.093 

 
0.088 

         
Sec. school shifts 

        
0.125 

 
-0.538 

 
0.100 

 
0.043 

 

         
0.270 

 
0.333 

 
0.256 

 
0.193 

 
Computers in sec.  

        
0.042 

 
0.508 

 
0.313 

 
-0.489 ** 

         
0.270 

 
0.313 

 
0.227 

 
0.169 

 
(Intercept) -0.693 * 0.499 

 
-2.418 *** 1.776 *** -3.230 *** -3.803 *** -1.233 ** 1.308 ** 

  0.317   0.369   0.189   0.175   0.496   0.573   0.459   0.420   

Pseudo R
2
 0.113   0.074   0.172   0.121   0.090   0.163   0.046   0.124   

N  4,389   3,605   3,316   3,316   1,829   1,829   1,276   1,276   

Note: Robust standard errors in italics. Significant at ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001 
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Table 2.8: Logistic Regression Coefficients for Completion of Main Schooling Stages and Atypical Transitions, 1977 – 1988 Birth Cohorts: 

Women, ELMPS 2006 Round 

 
Pre-tertiary transitions 

Transitions from vocational 

secondary 

Transitions from general 

secondary 

 
Primary 

Prepara-

tory 

General 

secondary 

Vocational 

secondary 

Post-

secondary 

vocational 

University 

and above 

Post-

secondary 

vocational 

University 

and above 

Father edu. 1.341 *** 0.379   0.534 *** -0.431 *** 0.138   0.073   -0.333 * 0.288 * 

 
0.234 

 
0.204 

 
0.067 

 
0.064 

 
0.150 

 
0.266 

 
0.169 

 
0.142 

 
Mother edu. 1.508 *** 1.025 ** 0.744 *** -0.653 *** 0.615 *** 0.404 

 
-0.318 * 0.355 ** 

 
0.267 

 
0.302 

 
0.068 

 
0.066 

 
0.164 

 
0.289 

 
0.147 

 
0.108 

 
Cohort 5: 

1983-88 

0.265 
 

-0.692 
 

0.209 
 

-0.220 
 

0.180 
 

-1.444 * 0.116 
 

-1.065 ** 

0.323 
 

0.372 
 

0.190 
 

0.174 
 

0.433 
 

0.658 
 

0.465 
 

0.378 
 

Urban Govs. 0.221 
 

-0.405 
 

0.200 
 

-0.385 ** 0.031 
 

-0.299 
 

0.415 
 

-0.640 ** 

 
0.171 

 
0.286 

 
0.134 

 
0.127 

 
0.281 

 
0.408 

 
0.283 

 
0.243 

 
Urban Upper -0.365 * -0.369 

 
-0.109 

 
0.015 

 
-0.561 

 
-1.016 

 
-0.158 

 
-0.406 

 

 
0.173 

 
0.318 

 
0.152 

 
0.143 

 
0.359 

 
0.565 

 
0.353 

 
0.279 

 
Rural Lower -0.544 *** -0.268 

 
-0.077 

 
0.100 

 
-0.683 * -0.977 * -0.445 

 
-0.336 

 

 
0.149 

 
0.284 

 
0.141 

 
0.133 

 
0.327 

 
0.484 

 
0.363 

 
0.262 

 
Rural Upper -1.365 *** -0.759 ** -0.442 ** -0.063 

 
-1.409 ** -2.183 * 0.043 

 
-1.087 *** 

 
0.147 

 
0.288 

 
0.167 

 
0.151 

 
0.458 

 
0.868 

 
0.407 

 
0.292 

 
Cohort 5 * 

Father edu. 

-0.009 
 

0.266 
 

-0.044 
 

0.032 
 

-0.248 
 

0.550 * 0.248 
 

-0.099 
 

0.288 
 

0.274 
 

0.084 
 

0.080 
 

0.208 
 

0.281 
 

0.179 
 

0.151 
 

Prep. in shifts 
  

-0.205 
 

-0.411 *** 0.316 *** 
        

   
0.158 

 
0.095 

 
0.089 

         
Computers in 

prep.  
  

0.442 * 0.198 * -0.138 
         

  
0.185 

 
0.098 

 
0.092 

         
Sec. in shifts 

        
0.022 

 
-0.580 

 
0.232 

 
-0.014 

 

         
0.223 

 
0.350 

 
0.242 

 
0.193 

 
Computers in 

sec. 
        

0.093 
 

0.579 
 

-0.042 
 

0.300 
 

        
0.229 

 
0.341 

 
0.234 

 
0.173 

 
(Intercept) -1.715 *** 1.524 ** -2.535 *** 2.080 *** -3.321 *** -3.389 *** -1.375 ** 1.179 ** 

  0.368   0.527   0.188   0.177   0.403   0.581   0.424   0.360   

Pseudo R
2
 0.204   0.087   0.221   0.162   0.063   0.115   0.047   0.108   

N  4,693   3,573   3,364   3,364   1,845   1,845   1,323   1,323   

Note: Robust standard errors in italics.  Significant at ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001 
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2.5 Discussion and conclusions 

 

In this chapter I applied the educational transitions model to data from the 1988, 1998 

and 2006 rounds of the Egypt Labor Market Panel Survey in order to assess generational change 

in the importance of class background as a determinant of educational attainment, with a 

particular focus on the association between class background and tracking at the secondary and 

tertiary levels.  The results indicate that the main mechanism behind rising educational 

attainment for both men and women over the course of the twentieth century was a rapid increase 

in the likelihood of primary school completion. Transition rates to higher levels of schooling 

increased only slightly across the 1943 – 1988 birth cohorts, but from levels that were already 

fairly high.  The large increase in the number of students entering the school system was 

therefore sufficient to generate significant change in the overall distribution of educational 

attainment across the cohorts under study.  

Nevertheless, the widespread increase in schooling did not reach all social groups to the 

same degree.  With the rapid rise of educational attainment also came considerable variance in 

the distribution of education, particularly among women; among cohorts born in the early 1980s 

10 – 20% had not completed any schooling at all whereas another fifth had completed tertiary 

education.  Two-way mobility tables for parents’ and children’s education by sex suggest that 

this was at least in part a consequence of immobility in educational attainment among the 

children of parents who did not have any education.   

 The results of the educational transitions model indicate that the association between 

parental education and the likelihood of completing primary education did decline significantly 

across successive cohorts, i.e. there was a reduction in class inequality in access to the schooling 

system.  As the formulation of the educational transitions model isolates trends in equality from 

the expansion of the educational system, this trend could not have resulted only from the 

increasing availability of schools.  Rather, it may indicate that the perceived value of education, 

whether for its economic or social returns, rose significantly enough over this period to 

encourage parents of diverse class backgrounds to send their children to school.33   

Changing perceptions of the value of education, as well as resource discrimination within 

households, may also explain the finding that the association between class background and 

primary completion only began to weaken significantly for girls about a decade or so after it 

began to weaken for boys.  A lag time in the increase in primary completion rates for girls is also 

apparent for cohorts born after 1943, although girls subsequently began to catch up to their male 

peers quickly and nearly halved the gender gap in primary completion rates over the next forty 

years.  One group that appears to have been left behind this trend, however, is the daughters of 

uneducated parents, for whom educational immobility appears to have been particularly strong.   

 Despite the decline in class inequality in primary completion, class background remained 

a significant predictor of successfully making a given educational transition through advanced 

stages of the schooling system.  Interestingly, while both parents’ education was significantly 

associated with transitions through the secondary level for both men and women, father’s 

education appeared to be somewhat more predictive for men and mother’s more so for women.  

The major exception to this trend was primary completion, for which father’s education was 

more significant for children of both sexes.  Nevertheless, what this suggests is that the 

importance of mother’s education for children’s schooling outcomes may not only result from 

                                                           
33

 Enforcement of mandatory schooling is usually not very rigorous in Egypt, so is unlikely to have had much of an 

effect on enrollment rates.   
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the fact that mothers are often the ones helping children with their schoolwork, as is suggested 

by Assaad (2010).  Instead, I would argue that mother’s education is also capturing some of the 

unmeasured (and likely un-measurable) family propensity to educate girls.  Particularly given the 

fact that a relatively small percentage of the survey respondents had mothers who had completed 

any level of education, those mothers who were educated are likely to be a select group whose 

families were unusually inclined to support their daughters’ schooling (and to be willing to bear 

the costs of that schooling).  If the family’s underlying propensity to support girls’ education is 

reproduced through generations, this might explain why mother’s education is relatively more 

important for predicting daughters’ educational outcomes (cf. Basu 1999 on preferences for 

women’s education and the operation of marriage markets).   

 In contrast to this change at the primary level, class background appears to have been a 

persistent predictor of tracking outcomes at the secondary and tertiary levels throughout the 

period under study.  For both men and women, parental education was significantly positively 

associated with the likelihood of tracking into the more prestigious general secondary track and 

negatively associated with the likelihood of tracking into vocational secondary school.  The 

magnitude of these associations did not change significantly over time, indicating that the 

structure of tracking at the secondary level has continued to reinforce class inequality in 

educational attainment.34  An analysis of more recent cohorts further indicated that parental 

education is a significant predictor of tertiary tracking outcomes for general secondary students.  

That parental education remains an important predictor of their children’s outcomes at this 

advanced stage of the schooling system, outcomes that are determined almost entirely by scores 

on standardized exams, reinforces the argument that the poor quality of education and associated 

expenditures on private tutoring are undermining the egalitarian aims of the educational system.   

 These results with regards to tracking confirm the findings of previous research on 

educational inequality in Egypt (El Hamidi 2006; Assaad 2010).  Yet this study also finds that 

parental education remains significantly associated with tracking outcomes even when measures 

of school quality are taken into consideration.  This finding calls for further research on the 

relationships between parental education, school quality, and the use of private tutoring.  It is 

likely that children with lower-educated parents are concentrated in certain rural areas and urban 

neighborhoods.  If these neighborhoods also suffer from poorer school quality and are more 

likely to have schools that operate in shifts, the children who grow up in them will be doubly 

disadvantaged.  The effective outsourcing of education to the private tutoring system will of 

course only compound these effects.  The results of this analysis suggest that the major point of 

inequality in educational access in Egypt has shifted over the past sixty years from primary 

school enrollment to secondary school tracking, and unless these challenges to the integrity of 

the school system are met this is likely to remain the case for the foreseeable future.  

                                                           
34

 See Ajayi (2012) on how reforms of the way in which tracking is implemented at the secondary level may have 

significant effects on class differences in educational outcomes.   
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Chapter 3: “Girls Can Work Anything Now”: Generational Change and Schemas of 

Women’s Work in Cairo 

 

The decline in women’s participation in wage work that has occurred in Egypt over the 

past twenty years is well understood by scholars, and attention has turned to the causes of this 

decline and how labor market conditions could be made more attractive for women (see, e.g., 

Barsoum 2004; Assaad and Arntz 2005; Sieverding 2012b).  Yet in this chapter, I demonstrate 

that women’s own perceptions of change in women’s work stand in contrast to the well-proven 

statistical trend that participation in wage work has declined.  Based on a set of interviews with 

mother-daughter dyads in Cairo, I show that the majority of women I spoke with over the course 

of my research thought that women are more likely to work today than they were a generation 

ago.  I argue that the narratives women used to explain the greater propensity of women to work 

today – an assertion that is statically incorrect – demonstrate understandings, or schemas, of 

women’s work that reflect broader social anxieties surrounding the desire for a modern, 

globalized Egypt versus nostalgia for a past seen as simpler and less fraught with social ills.  I 

also argue that how change in women’s work, or other social-demographic phenomena, is 

perceived by social actors may be as important as a reference point for individual decision 

making as actual statistical trends in these phenomena.   

 Drawing on Sewell’s concept of cultural schemas and previous literature that has applied 

this concept to the intersection of work and family, I discuss six inter-related schemas 

surrounding women’s work that appeared in my discussions with 42 mother-daughter pairs in 

Cairo.  These sometimes contradictory schemas encapsulate the ideas, respectively, that girls can 

work in any field now, that there is a respectable type of employment for women, that the 

younger generation is a product of progress and greater freedom for women, that the younger 

generation is lazy and spoiled, that women today work for self-actualization whereas in the past 

they worked out of economic necessity, and that women today work because they must due to 

difficult economic conditions.  I also illustrate tensions in how women employed different 

schemas in their discussions of change in women’s work, as well as tensions between the 

schemas they articulated and their own life experiences.  On a broader level, I argue that these 

schemas surrounding women’s work reflect a social anxiety over the desire for  a “modern,” 

globalized Egypt and a nostalgia for a past era in which Egypt was in its heyday and social ills 

were fewer.   

 

3.1 Schemas and materials in the study of family and gender  

 

One of my main arguments in this chapter is that common academic (or practitioner, or 

media) explanations for social phenomena such as declining FLFP may or may not correspond 

with how actors themselves perceive their changing societies.  In doing so, I make use of the 

concept of cultural schemas, which a growing body of sociological and demographic literature 

has employed to examine how actors make sense of their social worlds in areas including family 

planning use (Watkins 2000), fertility patterns (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2011), the reconciliation of 

work and family roles (Mary Blair-Loy 2001; 2005), the division of housework (Pinto and 

Coltrane 2009), the value of women’s education (Read and Oselin 2008), marital relationships 

(Quinn 1996), religion and moral judgment (Vaisey 2009), and gender roles (Gallagher 2007; 

Read and Oselin 2008).   
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The definition of schemas adopted in this paper, as well as much of the literature on work 

and family that employs the concept, derives from Sewell’s (1992) theorization of structure as 

dually constituted through the interaction of virtual and material elements.  In this chapter, I 

largely follow the conceptualization of these virtual and material elements proposed by Johnson-

Hanks et al. (2011), as their interpretation of Sewell’s work is specifically oriented toward its 

application to the analysis of family change.  Schemas, according to this conceptualization, are 

“the largely underdetermined, and often taken-for-granted, ways of perceiving and acting 

through which we make sense of the world and motivate our actions” (Johnson-Hanks et al. 

2011, 2). In other words, schemas are the means through which culture manifests itself in our 

mental processes, in our ideas of what is right and wrong, valuable or insignificant, what we 

ought to do and what is usually done in a certain situation.  They are the frameworks through 

which we process the world, including how we categorize and interpret new situations we are 

exposed to and observations we make about the world around us.  Yet the influence of schemas 

on our thought processes as social actors is largely unconscious; we learn schemas through 

interaction and observation more than direct instruction, and are often unaware of how deeply we 

hold some of their precepts (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2011; Vaisey 2009).  

The distinction made by Johnson-Hanks et al. between the two ways in which schemas 

operate in the lives of individual actors as cognitive frameworks for (a) understanding the social 

world and (b) making decisions, is an important one for my purposes.  Much of the literature on 

work and family that has used the concept of schemas has focused on the second function, i.e. 

how cultural schemas shape how women make, and then justify, decisions about paid work  (M. 

Blair-Loy 2005; Gallagher 2007; Hennessy 2009) or the division of housework (Hochschild and 

Machung 1989; Pinto and Coltrane 2009).
35

  In this analysis, in contrast, I am concerned 

primarily with how individuals use schemas as interpretive frames for understanding their social 

world.  In other words, my focus is less on how schemas inform individual decision making than 

on how they shape how actors comprehend, interpret and evaluate social change.  Rather than 

focusing on how individual women make decisions about work and family, I use the concept of 

schemas to illustrate how women interpret societal-level change in women’s work.   

 The concept of schemas moves away from monolithic views of culture in that it 

emphasizes the multiplicity of cultural models in most areas of social life.
36

  Culture in this view 

is not a single structure, but rather is comprised of many, often overlapping, structures that apply 

to different areas of social life.  Some schemas are “deep,” underlying many domains of life in 

an entire society, whereas others are “shallow,” pertaining to a much more restricted set of 

domains, whether geographically or substantively (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2011, 4–5).  

Importantly, because multiple schemas are active in any given domain, structures are also 

changeable.  In order to maintain their relevancy, schemas must be reproduced, and in that 

reproduction accrue benefits to those who are enacting them.  If actors no longer perceive any 

reward in the deployment (whether conscious or unconscious) of a given schema, they will 

abandon it for others (Sewell 1992, 13).  
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 Although Hochschild and Machung (1989) do not use the term schemas, in my reading of their analysis the 

concepts of “traditional” and “egalitarian” marriages that they draw from their respondents’ perspectives on the 

division of housework are essentially describing schemas of marital relationships (cf. Quinn 1996).   
36

 This aspect of schemas as an analytic tool for understanding how culture affects individual life courses is, in my 

view, particularly important in discussions of the MENA region, as monolithic and totalizing perspectives on culture 

in this region – particularly as relates to the role of Islam – abound in the social science literature.   
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That social actors derive benefit from the reproduction of schemas brings us to the second 

element of the dual structure model, materials.  Materials include not only actual physical 

objects, but also the capabilities embodied in humans (such as human or social capital, to use 

popular development examples), and the codified legal and administrative structures of a society 

that can be employed by actors for a given end (Sewell 1992, see also discussion in Johnson-

Hanks et al. 2011).
37

  Yet to be a material in Sewell’s sense, an object, code or ability must not 

only exist, but must also be given value by its utilization through one or more schemas.  Literacy 

is only useful in the context of schemas that validate certain forms of written knowledge and 

communication.  Automatic washing machines and refrigerators are practical, but obtain another 

form of value in the context of schemas that encourage young couples to aspire to modern, well-

equipped households.  In sum, structures are comprised of materials and schemas that 

(re)produce each other, and require each other for their perpetuation.  

The perpetuation of structures is, however, not guaranteed.  As Sewell notes (1992: 19) 

the intersection of structures allows for different interpretations and mobilizations of sets of 

resources, as well as the transposition or adaptation of schemas from one structure to another.  

Increasing employment opportunities for women, under different schemas, can be viewed as 

progress towards women’s empowerment or as undermining the role of the male breadwinner.  

Thus, “structures are at risk;” their reproduction requires continuous validation through the 

deployment of schemas and materials that produce positive outcomes for social actors. When the 

constant process of reproduction and affirmation needed to sustain this relationship breaks down, 

schemas, the value of materials, or entire structures are subject to change (Sewell 1992; Johnson-

Hanks et al. 2011).   

This risk to the perpetuation of structures is heightened by the fact that some domains are 

the site of many overlapping structures (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2011).  The intersection of work 

and family is one area of social life in which the intersection of structures is particularly 

complex.  This is in part because both work (in the sense of capitalist wage labor, but also in its 

many other forms) and family are in and of themselves complex structures that are fundamental 

to the organization of life in most contemporary societies.  A plethora of schemas and resources 

are organized around the perpetuation of these structures in their dominant forms.  Work and 

family are also areas of social life that are incorporated into many deep schemas surrounding 

gender relations, religion and the fundamental mode of economic production.  The intersection 

of work and family is therefore an area of social life that is thick with cultural schemas.   

Not all of the schemas that operate at the intersection of work and family, or indeed in 

any complex social domain, are reinforcing.  Many exist in tension with one another, and many 

contain elements that are mutually contradictory.  As Johnson-Hanks et al. (2011, 7) state, “most 

of the time we cohabit easily with these contradictions, unaware or unconcerned that our 

preferences cannot be strictly ordered.”
38

  Yet at times social actors are forced to confront 

contradictory schemas, which may lead to the privileging of one over the other, an uneasy 

compromise between the two, or even the outright abandonment of schemas that cannot be 

reconciled with the situation at hand.  These moments of tension are where structural change 
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 Johnson-Hanks et al. (2011) use the term materials where Sewell uses resources; in this paper I use the former 

term.  
38

 In his discussion of how American teenagers express moral judgments, Vaisey (2009) also gives examples from 

interview data of respondents making contradictory statements about how they know right from wrong in the same 

interview.  Although his explanation of this phenomenon adopts a more cognitive approach to schemas than I take 

here, Vaisey’s argument is an illustration of the point that social actors are commonly unaware of and seemingly 

untroubled by a degree of dissidence in their thoughts and words.   
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becomes possible, although it is by no means guaranteed; the reproduction of existing structures 

is always another possible outcome of these tensions.   

The illustration of conflicting cultural schemas, or cultural schemas that continue to be 

salient to social actors but for which the constituent material basis has been weakened, has been 

a particularly fruitful area of research on work and family.  In a qualitative study conducted in 

the mid-1990s of female executives in the United States with high-powered careers, Blair-Loy 

(2001; 2005) describes the competing tenets of what she terms work and family devotion 

schemas.  She argues that her respondents felt conflicted, to varying degrees, between a work 

devotion schema that demanded single-minded focus on career in exchange for a high level of 

financial and psychological reward, and a family devotion schema that required an equal level of 

commitment to mothering.  The incompatibility between these schemas lay not only in their 

competing demands, but in the organization of high-powered executive careers, which demanded 

long hours in the office.   

A related literature has looked at changing schemas of American marriage over the past 

several decades, which among other things have been affected by the increase in labor force 

participation among women in the United States.  Hochschild’s (1989) seminal research on the 

division of housework among dual-career couples in the San Francisco Bay Area during the 

1980s identified traditional and egalitarian “ideals” of marriage.  These ideals, like schemas, 

capture different models of who should do the housework and whose career should be 

prioritized. Many of the couples interviewed by Hochschild were split in their adherence to one 

or the other schema and many, particularly the wives, were themselves conflicted between the 

two.  Based on a small set of interviews with couples conducted in North Carolina during the 

early 1980s, Quinn (1996) offers a slightly different interpretation of changing schemas of 

marriage.  She argues that her respondents embraced both the idea that marriage should last (a 

more “traditional” schema) and the idea that it should be fulfilling (a more progressive, or 

“therapeutic” model closer to the model of an egalitarian marriage illustrated by Hochschild).  

Yet respondents who felt their marriages were or could be unfulfilling also strove to make these 

marriages lasting through the idea of “working on” their marriages.  Quinn argues that this idea, 

based in the deeply rooted American schema that hard work generates rewards, illustrates the 

extent to which social actors actively strive to reconcile conflicting schemas of family life.   

All three of these studies illustrate powerful schemas of work and family that prevailed 

for a predominantly white, middle and upper-middle class population in the 1980s and 1990s. A 

number of more recent studies have complicated this picture by pointing to differences in how 

schemas operate across factors such as race and class, while also demonstrating the power of 

some of the deeper schemas that may originate from a dominant (or simply different) social 

group but extend to others over time.  Taken together, this literature makes three points that are 

particularly important for my analysis: the relevance of a given schema depends highly on the 

material conditions of a social group, the perceived origin of a schema may be a source of 

resistance to it, and generational change may be associated with the rising or falling power of 

certain schemas.  

The importance of material conditions for the strength and influence of a certain schema 

among different social groups is illustrated by literature on work and family balance among 

ethnic minorities and working class families in the United States.  In a recent study of poor, 

mostly single mothers in the urban Northwest, Hennessy (2009) argues that Blair-Loy’s schemas 

of work and family commitment are salient for her respondents, but with modifications.  For the 

poor women in Hennessy’s study, work commitment is not about devotion to career, but rather 
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independence from the welfare system and a demonstration of responsibility to one’s children.   

Although some of the mothers interviewed by Hennessy expressed stronger adherence to the 

family commitment schema, the changing material realities of welfare-to-work programs meant 

that, unlike for Blair-Loy’s socioeconomically privileged respondents, staying home to fulfill the 

demands of this schema was not a choice they could make.   

Read and Oselin (2008) examine the role of schemas in women’s decisions about work 

among ethnic minorities, examining the case of Arab-American women, who have low rates of 

labor force participation for their educational attainment relative to other ethnic groups in the 

United States.  The authors argue that among Arab-Americans, the “mainstream” American 

schema of female achievement equating educational success with career investment has been 

modified, and her respondents instead adopted a schema equating educational success with 

women’s achievement in the family domain.
39

  Read and Oselin also argue that some of the 

younger women in their sample exhibited agency by challenging the idea that married women 

should stay home and that paid work should not be combined with raising children.  However, 

the extent to which these young women were drawing on mainstream American cultural schemas 

of work and family reconciliation in exerting this agency at the same time that they reject other 

aspects of those schemas is not fully discussed by the authors.  

Both Read and Oselin’s and Blair-Loy’s arguments suggest that “progressive” schemas 

of work, family and gender relations are more widely adhered to by younger women whereas 

older women’s decisions are shaped more by “traditional” schemas of gender roles.  Their 

analyses thus imply a model of social change through generational replacement rather than 

period change across generations. In other words, they are implying that individuals tend to 

adhere to the same schemas of work and family throughout their lives, and that change occurs as 

younger generations that have been brought up with new schemas reach the labor market.  A 

model of period change, in contrast, would argue that as new schemas of work and family gain 

greater cultural salience they are likely to diffuse across different generations of working women 

(see, e.g., the literature on lowest-low fertility in Europe for theories of schema change using this 

model).  The question of which of these models of change in cultural schemas is more relevant in 

the case of women’s work in Egypt is an important one for my analysis.   

A third important point about schemas that is touched upon in Read and Oselin’s analysis 

of Arab-American perspectives on women’s work is that schemas perceived as somehow 

“foreign” to a community may encounter more resistance than those perceived as “traditional” or 

“local.”  This point is made more explicitly by Watkins’ (2000) discussion of schemas (or in her 

terms, models) of fertility control in rural Nyanza province, Kenya in the 1990s.  In Nyanza, 

local schemas of reproduction in which large families were seen to be wealthy were contrasted 

with foreign schemas in which small families were seen to be richer and more modern.  Watkins 

argues that the Western schema of fertility control faced resistance in part because of its 

imported nature until positive associations with small families were incorporated into models of 

fertility that were perceived to be local.  Once fertility control became perceived as part of a 

“Kenyan” schema of reproduction, use of family planning was de-stigmatized.  Such resistance 
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 Although Read and Oselin present these schemas as ideal types and they are therefore overly simplified, in 

previous research I found a similar perspective among middle and upper-middle class female university students in 

Cairo (Sieverding 2008).  I argued that for these students, education was seen as an investment in a class identity 

that encompassed both career prospects and a middle class family life.  In both my prior research and the interviews 

for this paper it was clear that the schema of women’s education as an investment in the quality of children is quite 

prominent across social classes in Cairo.  
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to schemas perceived as foreign is an important factor to keep in mind in Egypt, where 

resentment of perceived Western, and particularly American, hegemony is widespread and there 

is often considerable backlash against ideas or programs perceived to be Western impositions.
40

  

 These examples of how schemas are adopted and reformulated across class and ethnicity, 

generations, and contact between societies in which material conditions may be radically 

different draws attention to the important question of what changes first: schemas or materials?  

The case of Blair-Loy’s and Hochschild’s mothers attempting to balance work and family is one 

in which schemas have changed faster than materials; the schema of career commitment for 

women is there, but not the institutional structures needed to support working mothers.  On the 

other hand, some of Hennessy’s poor mothers are forced by the changing material conditions of 

the U.S. welfare system to adapt their schemas of devotion to family.  In Watkins’ analysis, the 

material conditions necessary for family planning were put in place before schemas were 

adopted that allowed for their widespread use.  This question of whether schemas or materials 

surrounding women’s work are changing faster is another issue that is key for my discussion of 

change in women’s work in Egypt.   

 

3.2 Data and method 

 

The discussion in this chapter is based on a set of in-depth interviews conducted with 

mother-daughter dyads in Cairo, the capital of Egypt.  Both theoretical and practical factors led 

to the selection of Cairo as the study site within Egypt.  From the theoretical side, Cairo is a 

particularly interesting location in which to examine the interplay of class, education and 

generation in women’s decisions about employment.  Cairo is a bustling mega-city of 18 million 

people.  The city’s population has grown rapidly, due both to high fertility rates and the influx of 

migrants from rural areas.  The city’s infrastructure has been severely strained by this growth, 

and many informal housing areas, known as ‘ashwa’iyyat in Egyptian Arabic, have sprung up to 

absorb the population growth (see, e.g., Ismail 2006 for a discussion of life in the 'ashwa'iyyat).  

Urban growth has occurred largely without planning, contributing both to a perpetual 

transportation problem bemoaned by all Cairenes, and to the development of an urban landscape 

in which wealthy and poor neighborhoods are often situated close together.  The neighborhood 

from which one comes is an important part of local Cairene identity, and a key part of the 

conception of class used to define this sample.   

In addition to the diversity of class backgrounds, the range of educational and 

occupational opportunities present in Cairo is unique in Egypt. This is particularly true for 

women, due both to the concentration of the large government agencies in Cairo and the fact that 

in most small cities and rural areas the formal private sector is almost nonexistent.  Cairo, in 

contrast, is the main commercial hub and the center for most of the newer industries, such as 

telecommunications.  Cairo is generally considered to be socially more open than most of the rest 

of Egypt, although the social norms surrounding gender relations vary by class and community.  

                                                           
40

 This may be particularly true in the realm of gender relations.  One such example is the popular and political 

backlash against the women’s empowerment and women’s rights agenda after the January 25
th 

revolution.  Such 

programs were often championed by the former First Lady of Egypt, Suzanne Mubarak.  After her husband was 

deposed during the revolution, this association of the women’s empowerment agenda with the reviled former first 

lady and her husband’s regime – which was widely perceived to be subservient to the United States – facilitated the 

reframing of issues such as Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting (FGM/C), women’s reproductive health, and recent 

amendments to family law as the attempt of Mubarak’s regime to impose a Western agenda over traditional 

Egyptian family life.   
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From the practical side, Cairo was also the only feasible location in which to conduct the 

research, particularly after the January 25
th

, 2011 revolution, which occurred when my fieldwork 

for this project was planned to start and resulted in a six month delay in beginning the interviews.  

The general climate of uncertainty following the revolution, an increasing suspicion of foreigners 

(which was actively promoted by the Supreme Council for the Armed Forces (SCAF) in the 

aftermath of the revolution) and the deterioration of the security situation in many locations, 

made it impossible for me as a foreign, female researcher to work outside of Cairo.  The effects 

of the revolution on the research in terms of identifying interview respondents will be discussed 

further below.   

The interview sample was structured around mother-daughter pairs in order capture some 

of the household-level factors that affect women’s decisions about work, particularly 

socioeconomic status and the degree of support for (or opposition to) women’s work among 

member of the household.  To the greatest extent possible, the paired structure allowed me to 

control for some of the household-level variation in preferences for women’s employment that 

has a strong impact on women’s actual decisions about work but which can be very difficult to 

capture, particularly in quantitative studies.  The mother-daughter structure also allows for a 

consideration of how respondents’ immediate reference points for generational change – those 

within their own families – may relate to their perceptions of generational change in the society 

at large.  Finally, interviewing both mothers and daughters gave me some insight on how 

daughters reflected on their mothers’ life experiences in making their own decisions about work 

and marriage, and how mothers sought to influence their daughters’ employment and marriage 

outcomes.   

Selection criteria for the sample were set based on theoretical considerations and then 

refined over the course of the fieldwork based on a model of theoretical saturation, i.e. the 

determination of important factors of variation as the interview process progresses, and then the 

selection of cases to capture this variation (Small 2009).  At the outset of the study, criteria were 

set such that pairs would be selected to correspond with the pre- and post-liberalization 

generations identified in the introduction, i.e. where the mother was of age to enter the labor 

market during the era of the public employment guarantees and the daughter was of age to enter 

the labor market after the implementation of the ERSAP.   I therefore set the criteria that 

daughters should be age 21 – 33 at the time of the interview.  I also decided that all of the 

interviews would be conducted with mother-daughter dyads in which the daughter had 

completed post-secondary education or vocational secondary school, because this is the 

population that the elimination of the public employment guarantees has impacted most.  As the 

limited recent research that has examined the attitudes of young Egyptian women towards work 

suggests that there are significant differences by class (Barsoum 2004; Sieverding 2008), the 

final initial criteria was that the sample would be split between families from the ‘popular,’ or 

sha’abi, and middle classes.
41
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 The adjective sha’abi is widely used in Egypt and is derived from the word sha’ab meaning “people” or “nation.”  

In the context of Egyptian colloquial Arabic, sha’abi denotes something that is local, of the regular people, and in a 

sense authentic. The term is widely used to denote what in English we would call the working-class and poor 

classes, particularly in terms of neighborhoods, although it may also be used to describe cultural forms.  

Ethnographic study of sha’abi – commonly translated as “popular” – neighborhoods in Cairo has been fairly 

extensive and has somewhat institutionalized the term (see, e.g.,Singerman 1995; Hoodfar 1997; Ghannam 2002; 

Ismail 2006).   It should also be noted that by “middle class” I do not mean the middle class as in the true median 

segment of society in terms of income as we commonly understand the term in Western countries.  Rather, I 

understand the middle class as the relatively small segment of (mostly urban) society in many developing countries 
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 The remaining sample criteria were refined in the field according to the theoretical 

saturation approach.  Over the course of the fieldwork it became clear that, particularly among 

the popular classes, the rapid expansion of educational opportunities from the mothers’ to the 

daughters’ generation had an important differentiating influence on generational change.  In 

particular, both mothers’ and daughters’ perspectives on generational change differed 

consistently based on the mother’s level of education.  I therefore decided to split the sample of 

families from the popular classes into those in which the mother had little education (with less 

than a secondary degree) and those in which she had a higher educational attainment (a 

secondary degree or above, and therefore eligible for the government employment guarantees).   

Finally, within each of the three class groupings – middle class, popular class/mother low-

educated and popular class/mother high-educated – the sample was distributed between families 

in which the daughter was married and those in which she was not.  This decision was made 

based on a combination of prior research and experience in the field.   As discussed in Chapter 1, 

prior research has indicated that marital status is a key factor affecting women’s labor force 

participation, notably in the fact that women working in the private sector appear to have high 

rates of drop-out from the labor force (Amin and Al-Bassusi 2004; Assaad and El Hamidi 2009; 

Population Council 2010).  During the fieldwork, it became clear that the relationship between 

marriage and work was also conditioned by the respondents’ class, as is the case in many 

contexts, so an attempt was made to achieve a fairly even ratio of married to unmarried 

daughters within each class category.  

 Although I have categorized the families into three socioeconomic groups, it is important 

to note that there is of course a continuum of socioeconomic status across the families.  This is 

particularly true for the popular class families in which the mother was high-educated and the 

middle class families. The class categories should therefore be regarded as an analytic tool rather 

than a rigid classification of socioeconomic status.  I did not employ indicators of class based on 

income or an asset index, which in an ideal situation would produce more precise results, for the 

simple reason that I did not expect most respondents to answer questions about these measures 

truthfully.  I therefore chose to take an approach to class based on the more ethnographic aspects 

of the project, both in terms of how I defined my class groupings and how I determined which 

category to place each family in.  Although I do not have a precise indicator of wealth it is 

important to note that, based on my observations, this varied widely among the families I spoke 

with.  Most of the sha’abi families in which the mother was low-educated likely fall into the 

40% of Egyptians who live near or below the poverty line.
42

 The other sha’abi families likely 

come closer to approximating the true median of the wealth distribution in Cairo, whereas the 

middle class families are probably closer to the 80
th

 percentile in terms of income.   

 My coding of a family’s class status was determined primarily by their neighborhood of 

residence and my observations of the family apartment during the interview, as nearly all 

interviews were held in the respondents’ homes.  My classification method was also closely tied 

to my means of accessing respondents, which was primarily through research assistants.  At the 

outset of the project, I attempted to locate respondents through a snowball sampling technique 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
that can afford a somewhat consumerist lifestyle and that aspires to a more globalized identity tied to education, 

consumption and employment in “modern” fields (see Liechty 2002; Cohen 2004; and Fernandes 2006 for 

discussions of the middle class in the Global South during the neoliberal era).     
42

 Prior to the revolution, in 2005, the poverty rate in Egypt reached 19.6% with an additional 21.0% near poor.  

Combining the poor and near-poor categories approximates the commonly used $2 per day international poverty 

standard (World Bank 2007).   
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starting with personal acquaintances.  This approach worked well for women in the daughter 

generation, who were generally quite open to talking to me, but I found that many were 

unwilling to introduce me to their mothers, saying that the mothers would be shy or suspicious of 

the interview.  Due to the high rate of mother refusals, after several months of fieldwork I 

realized that the only way to gain access to both generations would be to have an introduction 

from someone who knew the family.  I therefore hired several research assistants to help me in 

identifying respondents, make the initial contact to explain the project, and then accompany me 

to the interview to make introductions and help with note-taking.  I had two main research 

assistants, one of whom was a 25-year-old, unmarried middle class woman who had a BA but 

was unemployed.  I met the majority of the middle class families through this young woman, and 

for that reason most of the families resided in middle class areas of Masr Gedida (Heliopolis).  

Several of the other middle class families who I was introduced to by friends were located in 

more mixed middle class and popular neighborhoods, such as Shubra and Masr Qadeema, and 

for these families my determination of class position was based largely on my observations of 

the household.     

The second research assistant was a professional fieldworker from Helwan, a popular 

class suburb of Cairo that is connected to the city center by metro and bus, a commute of 

approximately 45 minutes.  Most of the families contacted through this research assistant, 

particularly the ones in which the mother was low-educated, lived in this area.  Helwan is one of 

the more industrial areas of Greater Cairo, and is the location of a number of factories, many of 

which used to be government-owned but have been privatized since the 1990s.  Many members 

of the mothers’ generation in Helwan were migrants from rural areas; these households 

constituted the majority of those in which the mother was low-educated.  The daughters’ 

generation had grown up in the city and benefitted from the educational opportunities there, as 

well as the more accepting attitudes towards girls’ education.  However, in general the families 

in this area also still adhered to some degree to the more conservative customs regarding 

women’s mobility that prevail in rural parts of Egypt.   

Some of the popular class families in which the mother was high-educated, both residing 

in Helwan and elsewhere, were also contacted through this second research assistant.  The others 

were contacted through a combination of friends and other fieldworkers I knew who worked with 

me for short periods of time, mostly introducing me to relatives and close friends of theirs who 

were willing to participate in interviews.  As a result, the families in this class were less 

concentrated residentially, coming from a variety of central, older Cairo neighborhoods, such as 

Shubra, as well as a few in the more outlying areas of Masr Gedida and Giza.   

In total, I had nine different “entry points” through which I gained access to interview 

respondents.  Although having fewer entry points may have simplified the analysis somewhat by 

generating a less diverse sample in terms of socioeconomic status, the diversity of the sample 

may also be a strength in that I was able to compare the perspectives of a broader spectrum of 

Cairene families.  Again following Small’s (2009) method of theoretical saturation, I continued 

interviewing until each additional interview was not producing new information, i.e. the 

respondents were largely repeating perspectives that had already been articulated in previous 

interviews. The homogeneity of Egyptian society in terms of ethnicity and, to a lesser extent, 

religion (the vast majority of the population is Muslim) meant that this point was reached with a 

smaller sample than might have been required in more diverse contexts, particularly given the 

fairly large number of class-employment-marital status combinations included in the sample.  

The use of many entry points was, ultimately, also a matter of necessity given the difficulty of 
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locating families willing to participate in an interview during the uncertain period following the 

January 25
th

 revolution.  

The interviews for both generations briefly covered the respondent’s educational 

background and considerations of linkages between education and employment before moving 

on to a more extensive discussion of employment. This discussion included why the respondent 

chose to work and/or stay home (many had not participated in the labor force continuously, 

particularly among the younger generation), employment histories, criteria for accepting a job, 

and the advantages and disadvantages of working and staying home.  Interviews also included a 

comparative section in which I asked respondents to explain their opinions on whether they 

thought women were more or less likely to work now than when the mother was young, whether 

job opportunities for women were better now or at that time in the past, and whether men of the 

younger generation were more or less likely to support women’s work than men of the older 

generation.  Interviews were conducted separately for the mother and the daughter, but in many 

cases they were present for each others’ interviews.  During some of the interviews sisters who 

did not fit the criteria for my sample were also present.  While this is likely part of the reason 

that many daughters were less open regarding their opinions of their mothers’ employment 

choices, with the generational comparison questions in particular the presence of other women in 

the interview at times sparked a lively debate.  Interviews lasted approximately an hour for the 

mothers who were employed and most of the daughters, but interviews with mothers who were 

housewives and those who were low-educated tended to be shorter.   

Interviews were conducted by myself, accompanied either by one of the research 

assistants or by a mutual friend, between July 2011 and February 2012.  The bulk of the 

fieldwork was completed between November and February.  When the respondent consented, I 

tape recorded the interviews, and when she did not consent I and the research assistant took notes 

during and after the interview.  About 90% of the interviews were tape recorded.  All interviews 

were conducted in the Egyptian dialect of Arabic.  Recorded interviews were transcribed into the 

Egyptian dialect of Arabic by one of my research assistants, and coded in the original language 

by myself using the software program Atlas.ti.  An open coding approach was adopted in which 

codes were derived from the content of the interviews and refined as the coding process 

progressed.  All translations of interview excerpts are my own.  

 

3.3 Characteristics of the sample 

 

The final interview sample consisted of 42 families.  In five of the families two daughters 

were interviewed, resulting in a total sample of 42 mothers and 47 daughters.  The sample 

included 18 families with 20 daughters from the middle classes, 12 families with 14 daughters 

from the popular classes in which the mother was high-educated and 12 families with 13 

daughters in the popular classes in which the mother was low-educated.   The characteristics of 

the families by age, education and employment status of the mother and daughter, as well as the 

marital status of the daughter, are shown in Table 1.
43

   

 As can be seen from the table, the ages of the daughters ranged from 22 to 33, 

representing the 1979 – 1990 birth cohorts.  The class inequality in educational attainment 
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 Religion was not a sampling criteria for the study.  Of the 42 families, 40 were Muslim and two Christian. One of 

the Christian families was middle class, the other popular class with a low-educated mother.  Based on the 

interviews, there were no discernible effects of religion on women’s decisions or perceptions about work.  Rather, 

both Christian families expressed views that were in line with those of the other families in their class.   
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discussed in Chapter 1 can be clearly seen in the educational attainment of the daughter 

generation. All but one of the daughters in the middle class, who had a post-secondary vocational 

degree from an arts institute, had Bachelor’s degrees.  Eleven of the 14 daughters in the popular 

class/mother high-educated group also had BAs, whereas the remaining three had post-secondary 

vocational degrees.  Among the daughters from the popular class/mother low-educated group 

educational attainment was much more mixed; four had a vocational secondary degree, five had 

a post-secondary vocational degree, and four had completed university.  This means that most of 

the daughters would have completed education and been able to enter the labor market full-time 

around the age of 22, with some having completed their education as young as 18.  The majority 

would therefore have entered the labor market between 1999 and 2011, well after the public 

employment guarantees were effectively cancelled.   

 Married daughters were more difficult to contact than unmarried ones for several reasons 

and are therefore somewhat underrepresented in the sample.  The difficulty in contacting married 

daughters stemmed in part from time constraints, given their greater household responsibilities, 

and in part from the fact that daughters leave their parental home upon marriage to live with their 

husbands, often in a different neighborhood.  Coordinating an interview for both the mother and 

daughter therefore became considerably more difficult than for the unmarried daughters, all of 

whom were living at home.   

 Altogether, the sample included 10 daughters who were employed and married, 15 who 

were employed and unmarried, 10 who were not employed and married, and 12 who were not 

employed and unmarried.  As indicated in the table, a number of the daughters who were not yet 

married were engaged, and others had had prior engagements that were broken off, which is 

fairly common in Cairo.
44

  One daughter in the popular class/mother high-educated group was 

widowed without children, her husband having died in a car accident.  Of the daughters who 

were not employed, all of those in the popular class/mother low-educated group were out of the 

labor force (OLF).  In the popular class/mother high-educated and middle class groups, the 

daughters who were not working were equally and somewhat more likely, respectively, to be 

unemployed
45

 as to be OLF.  However, the majority of those who were unemployed were also 

not married.  Of the daughters who were working, nine worked in the public sector, 15 in the 

private sector, and one was self-employed but had previously worked in the private sector.  

Unmarried daughters were more likely to be employed in the private sector than married ones, 

which is consistent with the literature on women’s employment patterns in Egypt.   

As can be seen from the table, whereas mothers were essentially split between those who 

worked in the public sector and those who were out of the labor force, the daughter generation 

had much more varied labor force experiences.  Most of the daughters had also switched labor 

force statuses between finishing their education and the time of the interview; many of those who 

were working at the time of the interview had been unemployed at some point, and many of 

those who were not currently working had had a form of wage employment at some point in the 

past.  Of those who had left the labor market or were unemployed but had worked previously, all 

had worked in the private sector.  Seventeen of the daughters were employed in the private sector 
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 Engagement is considered a formal stage in the marriage process in Egypt (see Chapter 4) and affected 

respondents’ decisions about employment, but those who are engaged are considered never married. 
45

 I determined daughters to be unemployed if they expressed a desire to work at the time of the interview, were able 

to work and were looking for a job.  However, job search methods among these young women were quite limited, as 

is the case for female youth in general (Sieverding 2012b), so many would likely be considered discouraged 

unemployed by standard definitions.   
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at the time of the interview.  These daughters worked or had worked in a range of fields, the 

majority in administrative or secretarial positions of some sort located in small companies 

operating in fields that included tourism, financial services, sales and advertising. There were 

also several teachers and one young woman who worked in a nursery, all of which were in the 

private sector.  One young woman was an engineer, another had been a lawyer before leaving the 

labor force and the one young woman who was self-employed worked in computers.  It is also 

important to note that only three or four of the young women working in the private sector had 

formally contracted jobs.  The rest, like the majority of Egyptian youth, were informally 

employed without contracts or social insurance registration.  This likely contributed to the high 

rate of job turnover among many of those who had worked for several years.   

Of the nine young women working in the public sector, five were in a medical field; two 

of the middle class daughters were a doctor and a pharmacist, respectively, and three of the 

popular class daughters with low-educated mothers worked as nurses or technicians.  The health 

sector appeared to be one of the few sectors in which public sector jobs had been available to 

most graduates of relevant specializations until fairly recently.  The other four daughters who 

worked in the public sector had administrative positions, all on temporary rather than permanent 

contracts, and for three of the four obtained through personal connections.  The fourth daughter 

worked in artifact restoration and had managed to get a public sector job by graduating at the top 

of her university class in this very specialized field.   

 The age range for mothers was fairly wide, which is not surprising given variation in age 

at marriage by educational attainment and the fact that fertility in Egypt was quite high for this 

generation and daughters’ places in the family birth order varied.  Mothers’ ages ranged from 45 

to 65, with the majority in their early- to mid-50s.  The mothers therefore represent the 1947 – 

1967 birth cohorts, and those who obtained enough education to qualify for public employment 

would have entered the labor market between 1965 and 1985, at height of government hiring. 

The employment patterns of this generation also reflect the educational discontinuity in labor 

force participation generated by the public hiring schemes.  Among the mothers with less than a 

primary education, which included all of the mothers in the popular class-mother uneducated 

group as well as two mothers in the middle class group,
46

 only two were working and one was 

retired.  The two employed mothers worked in the public sector as janitorial staff, and the retired 

mother had worked on the assembly line of a state-owned factory.   

 The educated mothers from the popular classes were evenly split between those who had 

a BA and those who had a vocational degree. Labor force participation among this group was 

high, with only three of the twelve mothers out of the labor force.  One mother in this group had 

recently returned to work, and was the only mother in the entire sample who was working in the 

private sector at the time of the interview.  The remainder were either employed in or retired 

from life-long careers in the public sector.  The middle class mothers were about evenly split 

between those who were out of the labor force and those who were employed in the public 

sector.  The majority (11) had a Bachelor’s degree, another five a vocational degree, and, as 

noted above, two were uneducated.  The mothers in these two class groups who worked in the 

public sector were mostly teachers or employed in administrative positions at various levels.   
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 The two mothers in the middle class who were uneducated were an unusual case, and they were categorized as 

middle class despite their low educational attainment due to the other characteristics of their households.  These two 

women were sisters-in-law, having married two men who were brothers.  The husbands were both well-educated 

and financially very comfortable, but had taken uneducated wives from the rural area from which their family 

originated. 
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Table 3.1: Mother-Daughter Interview Sample, by Age, Education and Labor Force Status 

  Daughter 
 

Mother 

  
Age Education 

Labor Force 

Status 

Marital 

Status  
Age Education 

Labor Force 

Status 

Middle Class Families 

s 23 BA Unemployed Married 

 

51 BA OLF 

 

24 BA OLF Married 

 

46 BA OLF 

 

25 BA Public sector Married 

 

50 BA OLF 

 

25 BA OLF Married 

 

54 BA Public sector 

 

26 BA Public sector Married 

 

51 BA OLF 

 

27 BA Private sector Married 

 

59 Voc. Institute Public sector 

s 30 BA OLF Married 

 

62 Primary OLF 

 

32 Voc Inst. Unemployed Married 

 

62 Voc. Institute Retired (public) 

 

32 BA Public sector Married 

 

65 BA Retired (public) 

s 25 BA Unemployed Engaged 

    

 

26 BA Private sector Engaged 

 

52 Voc. Institute Public sector 

 

28 BA Private sector Engaged 

 

53 Primary OLF 

s 22 BA Unemployed Never married 

    

 

23 BA Unemployed Never married 

 

49 BA OLF 

 

23 BA Private sector Never married 

 

47 Secondary Public sector 

 

23 BA Unemployed Never married 

 

59 BA Public sector 

 

25 BA Private sector Never married 

 

45 BA OLF 

 

25 BA Private sector Never married 

 

61 Secondary OLF 

 

27 BA Private sector Never married 

 

59 BA Public sector 

 

33 BA Private sector Never married 

 

62 BA Retired (public) 

Popular Class Families, High-Educated Mother 

 

23 Vo. Inst. OLF Married 

 

45 Secondary OLF 

 

26 BA OLF Married 

 

49 Voc. Institute Public sector 

s 28 Voc Inst. Private sector Married 

 

55 BA Public sector 

 

29 BA Public sector Married 

 

49 Secondary OLF 

 

22 BA OLF Engaged 

 

47 BA Public sector 

 

24 BA Unemployed Engaged 

 

55 BA Public sector 

 

22 Voc Inst. Private sector Never married 

 

50 BA Public sector 

s 22 BA Public sector Never married 

 

54 BA OLF 

s 23 BA Private sector Never married 

    

 

25 BA Unemployed Never married 

 

57 Voc. Institute Public sector 

 

26 BA Private sector Never married 

 

46 Voc. Institute Private sector 

s 27 BA Unemployed Never married 

    

 

33 BA Public sector Never married 

 

65 BA Retired (public) 

 

33 BA Private sector Never married 

 

59 Voc. Institute Retired (public) 

Popular Class Families, Low-Educated Mother 

 

22 Secondary Private sector Married 

 

59 Primary Public sector 

 

22 Secondary OLF Married 

 

55 None Public sector 

s 25 Voc Inst. OLF Married 

 

60 None OLF 

 

26 BA Private sector Married 

 

50 None OLF 

s 30 Secondary Public sector Married 

    

 

31 BA OLF Married 

 

53 Some prim. OLF 

 

32 Voc Inst. Public sector Married 

 

64 None OLF 

 

32 BA OLF Widowed 

 

60 Primary OLF 

 

25 Vo. Inst. OLF Engaged 

 

60 Primary OLF 

 

31 BA Self-employed Engaged 

 

60 Preparatory OLF 

 

22 Voc Inst. Public sector Never married 

 

52 Some prim. OLF 

 

23 Voc Inst. Private sector Never married 

 

50 None Retired (public) 

  32 Secondary OLF Never married   63 None OLF 

Notes: OLF = Out of Labor Force. “S” in the first column denotes that the daughter is one of the sister pairs.  
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3.4 Schemas of women’s work in Cairo   

 

 Of the 89 individuals interviewed for this study, 76 said that women are more likely to 

work today than they were when the mother generation was the daughters’ age, an assertion that, 

as shown in the introduction, is statistically inaccurate. Ten respondents said that women were 

less likely to work in the past and three that there was no change.  Eight of these thirteen women 

were middle class, but otherwise there was no noticeable pattern in these responses about 

women’s likelihood of working by background characteristics.  My discussion of the interview 

data therefore focuses on why, across class, generation and employment status, the majority of 

my respondents perceived change in women’s work in a manner that is so divergent from 

statistical trends.  I argue that in their discussions of why women’s work has changed, women 

articulated several interrelated schemas about the types of work that women can now perform, 

changing times and women’s motivations for work.  Several schemas about men’s acceptance of 

women’s work were also evident in their discussions.  Finally, I illustrate how women used a 

language of exceptions and sub-optimal solutions to reconcile conflicts between the schemas 

they articulated and their life experiences.   
 

3.4.1 “Girls can work anything now” vs. the appropriate job 

  Many of the schemas surrounding women’s work in Cairo are evaluative, i.e. they 

outline ideas of what is acceptable, moral, shameful, right or wrong (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2011, 

5).  Two such schemas revolved around evaluations of what types of wage work are acceptable 

for women in Egypt today.  On the one hand, a number of respondents argued that a wider range 

of fields are open to young women today than were available to their mothers when they entered 

the labor market.  Thus, because “girls can work anything now,”
47

 they are more likely to work 

period.  On the other hand, criteria for what constitutes “acceptable” work for women still played 

a strong role in shaping both the types of work that women of the daughter generation were 

willing to accept and the jobs that their families were willing to let them take.  Thus, while girls 

are perceived to have more occupational choice, a schema of appropriate work for women that is 

still heavily based on standards set by the public sector meant that some respondents did not 

evaluate those expanded employment opportunities positively, or would not accept them for 

themselves or their daughters.  

 The schema that more fields are now open to girls stemmed from the fact that the private 

sector has expanded whereas the government has stopped hiring. Respondents saw that this 

resulted in girls having moved away from “traditional” fields in the government and teaching.  

Although this move into the private sector has in many respects been a forced one due to labor 

market conditions, among some of the daughters it was also interpreted in terms of greater 

female achievement:  

 

Daughter:…I think my mom, I mean [back then] women who worked were 

mostly in the government, but now women work in different things, pretty much 

any field.  But it used to be that women worked in the government, as teachers, 

what else?  Those kinds of things, the very traditional things.  But now the idea of 

work is much more, who used to work so much before?  

I: Do you think more girls work now than before?  
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In colloquial Egyptian: “El binat mumkin yeshtaghalu eya haga dalwa’ti.”  
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Daughter: Yes, now women work more and we have a percentage, unmarried 

girls like us for example, who work and they get married and they’re more 

successful than before [ie than the older generation]. 

-Daughter, middle class, 27, unmarried, employed in private sector  

 

Like this young woman, a number of other daughters, particularly those from the middle class or 

popular class/mother high-educated groups, discussed the expansion of fields for young women 

in terms of their greater ability to “be like boys.” As one married middle class daughter who was 

employed in the public sector said, “Girls didn’t take their rights in work before, there weren’t 

many places where she could find work, but no, now you find more work for girls than for 

boys.”  

 For others, the idea that all types of work are now acceptable for girls was rooted more in 

the argument that there is greater social and familial acceptance of women’s work today than 

there was when the mother generation was young.  One of the popular class daughters, age 33 

and married and whose mother was illiterate, described this is terms of what is considered 

shameful in her community, saying “people’s ideas have changed, it used to be that it was a 

shame (‘aeyb) that you [fem.] go work…there were many types of work that it was a shame for 

you to do, but now there are many things that are no longer a shame.”  Daughters from the 

popular class in particular argued that women of their generation were more likely to work 

because during their mothers’ time many families did not allow their daughters to work. 

Interestingly, this argument was particularly common among popular class daughters whose 

mothers were high-educated, which was the class group for which labor force participation was 

in fact highest among the mothers.  Perhaps for this reason, whereas the low-educated popular 

class mothers were generally in agreement with their daughters that social acceptance of 

women’s work has increased,
48

 only one of the high-educated popular class mothers said that 

there were more employment opportunities for young women now than there were a generation 

before.  With this group of mothers’ high level of reliance on public sector employment, the 

majority of them, as well as a number of the middle class mothers, were adamant that 

employment opportunities for women are worse today than in their time because the system of 

government appointment has been cancelled.    

 Although many respondents, and particularly daughters, said that more fields are now 

open to women, the public sector also continued to play a strong role in shaping schemas of 

appropriate employment for women.  In this respect, it is important to note that the decision of 

whether or not to work is not an individual one for most Egyptian women.  Prior to marriage, 

most need to obtain their parents’ and sometimes brother’s permission to take a certain job.  

After marriage, they need their husband’s permission work in general as well as to take a certain 

job, and even while engaged many of the daughters had taken their fiancée’s opinion on their 

                                                           
48

 It is important to note here that two other factors likely influence the perception of change in women’s work 

among the families in which the mother was low-educated. First, as discussed in the introduction, opportunities for 

wage employment are largely restricted to women with at least a secondary degree, so structurally these mothers had 

very limited opportunities for wage work. Second, most of the mothers in this group were rural migrants, so grew up 

in areas and families (and had husbands) that, on average, are likely to have been more conservative than those 

experienced by the women who were raised in Cairo.  A number of these women said that it had never even 

occurred to them to work outside the home, because this was not something women in their families did.   
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employment into consideration.  Several had left jobs during current or prior engagements
49

 

because their fiancée did not approve of the work, and a number of married women in both the 

daughter and mother generations did not work because their husbands had refused.  

 Due to these household dynamics, the criteria that the daughters saw as important in a job 

were often indistinguishable from the criteria that their families, including their mothers, would 

see as necessary in order to allow their daughter to accept a given position. Of the criteria women 

said were important for a “good” job, the most commonly mentioned by both generations was 

the hours of work.  Ideal hours were seen by most to be from 8:00 or 9:00AM until 2:00 or 

3:00PM (the hours most government employees work), and at the very latest 5:00PM.  Daughters 

were more open to working longer hours if their families allowed it, but most agreed that once 

married, they should be able to come home before their husband in order to take care of children 

and housework before he returned from work.   

 In addition to liking the job, distance to work was also an important consideration for 

both generations, particularly given the poor state of public transportation in Cairo.  Popular 

class mothers and daughters from the popular class whose mothers were low-educated were also 

particularly concerned with being treated well at work, and working at a respectable, appropriate 

location.  Appropriateness was related both to the potential for contact with men and to having a 

position that was suited to one’s educational level.  One low-educated mother demonstrated these 

criteria in her discussion of why she encouraged her daughter to work:  

 

I: Do you encourage your daughter to work?  

Mother: Yes, because her work will be clean and respectable…there won’t be 

bullying or swearing or insults, there won’t be anything that will take away from 

her dignity or her personality.  Why did I educate her?  So that she can be 

something good, and have a good job, she’ll be a [government] employee,
50

 she 

won’t be a factory worker, there’s a difference.  

-Mother, popular class, low-educated retired factory worker, on her 23-year old 

daughter (vocational post-secondary degree) 

 

Thus, for these class and generation groups, the idea of a respectable job was directly tied to 

being a government employee. This mother had also rejected a number of positions her daughter 

was offered in the private sector because they were either too far away or in a location she 

deemed unsuitable.   

For middle class mothers and daughters, as well as popular class daughters with high-

educated mothers, the appropriateness of a job was more closely linked to its suitability to one’s 

educational qualifications.  In the face of Cairo’s difficult employment conditions, they preferred 

to work in the field of their studies, but many were not able to find such a job.  Mothers of all 

classes strongly rejected the idea of working in a small private company, as these were seen as 

being closed, insecure environments, and were directly contrasted with the government, which 

entails large, monitored workplaces in which one “takes one’s rights” as an employee. In 
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 Breaking off engagements is fairly common in Cairo, as the engagement period is typically when the couple get to 

know each other.  Several of the daughters had thus left jobs because of a fiancée who disapproved, only to have the 

engagement fail later on.  
50

 The mother here used the term muwazzafa, which literally means employee, but in Egyptian Colloquial Arabic is 

used to denote government employees in particular.  
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general, the idea that a private sector employer can “send you away at any time” figured 

prominently in many mothers’ discussions of work in this sector, which most mistrusted deeply.   

At the same time, the material basis of this schema equating appropriate work with 

government employment has been eroding for some time.  Daughters from the middle class and 

popular class with high-educated mothers – most of whom had some prospect of finding a 

private sector job that fulfilled at least some of their desired criteria – noted that public sector 

wages are low, and most public sector jobs these days are given on a temporary rather than 

permanent basis. Workers on temporary contracts, although their contracts may be renewed for 

years, do not enjoy all of the maternity and unpaid leave benefits, or the security of employment, 

that permanent government employees do, which significantly reduces the material benefit of 

these positions.  This was particularly true for daughters who were unmarried, who cared less 

about the shorter hours and other concessions that make government employment family-

friendly.  Several had even refused to try to obtain a job in the government, which they saw as 

boring and poorly paid, to the chagrin of their mothers:  

 

Mother: Work in the government is good, it’s comfortable, you have a pension, 

you feel secure.  If you’re working in any private company, say a private school, 

it could close at any time, they could let the teachers go at any time, but of course 

the government is very good. 

Daughter: For me, work in the private sector with a higher salary is better than 

government work with its routine.  And all work has its benefits and its 

disadvantages, but if I had to choose I would choose the private sector.  

Mother: No, I’m sorry but if you had better thinking and awareness you would 

choose the government…the government has more benefits than disadvantages, 

its only disadvantage is that the salary is low.  

-Middle class mother (housewife) and 23-year-old daughter (unemployed) 

 

 

Nevertheless, most of the employed, married daughters in these class groups did work in the 

public sector, and about half of the unmarried daughters employed in the private sector said they 

were unsure if they would be able to work after marriage. In the end, the realities of balancing 

work and family, particularly with the expectation that their husbands would do little at home, 

still had a notable impact on the employment patterns and expectations of the daughter 

generation.  In light of this, some of the older daughters who were married or had been in the 

labor force longer were more measured in their consideration of the benefits of government 

employment:  

 

So if we talk about the government and the private sector, the private sector is 

great for girls when they’re young because of the money, she’ll be comfortable.  

For sure, I used to make a good amount outside [in the private sector] and in the 

government the amount is very small…but after age 30 at least she has to go to 

the government, whether she’s married or hasn’t married because the government 

spoils you…if you have a baby my goodness!  You can take a rest for two years 

and stay at home, raise the child until it gets old enough for school, and then you 

want a pension but you don’t want to work you can take half time. So the 
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government is better for girls, there isn’t any money in it, but it’s comfortable.  To 

be honest, it’s really comfortable.   

-Daughter, popular class/mother high-educated, 33, unmarried, employed in 

public sector 

 

3.4.2 “Times change,” and women change with them 

 Another set of schemas surrounding women’s work involved evaluative interpretations of 

social change over the past several decades.  One of these schemas extended the claim that 

women now have more options in terms of fields of employment to the idea that young women 

today enjoy a greater realm of choice in many areas of life than their mothers did at the same 

age.  From mobility around the city, to use of technology, to talking back to one’s parents, 

numerous examples were given of how young women today have expanded horizons for 

information gathering and independence.  This view of social change was often expressed using 

terminology common to the global development arena and women’s empowerment agenda, such 

as “progress,” “development,” “equality” and “freedom.”  Others, and particularly mothers, 

simply said – often with some sense of amazement – that the times have changed.  As one 

employed, middle class mother said, “...it used to be very little that they would let girls look for 

work in the private sector, but the times change and the era changed, it didn’t used to be like it is, 

not at all….with the net and computers, no the world has changed.” 

 Although this schema of progress in the Western development-driven sense was 

discussed in positive terms by daughters from the popular class/mother high-educated and 

middle class groups, and by a smaller number of the popular class daughters with low-educated 

mothers, the views of mothers themselves were more mixed.  Some, and particularly the high-

educated popular class mothers, also explained women’s work in terms of this schema of 

progress.  A minority of mothers across classes, however, thought that a disturbing moral decline 

had accompanied the spread of greater personal choice and the material conditions of 

globalization.  The ideas expressed by these mothers constituted a schema evaluating the 

younger generation as spoiled and irresponsible.  Interestingly, a couple of daughters even 

agreed with this perspective, saying that their generation of women isn’t willing to “sacrifice” 

themselves for employment as their mothers did.   

 The schema of progress attributed the greater propensity of women to work to both 

material and schematic elements.  On the material side, respondents pointed to the rising 

educational attainment of the female population and to the spread of technology as factors that 

have created opportunities for young women to have greater independence and mobility.
51

  They 

saw these material conditions as leading to an increase in women’s employment through the 

mediating factor of greater social openness.  Greater openness was described both in terms of the 

external environment, in the sense of society having progressed and there being greater 

acceptance of women’s roles outside the home, and in terms of young women’s mental horizons.  

The claim that exposure to education and media has opened up new ideas and aspirations for 

young women projects an imagine of women who have themselves progressed, similarly to how 

some of the more highly educated daughters interpreted women’s move into less traditional 

fields of employment as a marker of female achievement.  As illustrated in the quotes below, the 
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 Internet penetration among the daughter generation in this Cairo-based sample was very high; even in some of the 

poorest households I visited the children had a very old desktop and a dial-up internet connection.   A number of the 

mothers clearly found their children’s habit of “sitting at the computer” somewhat bewildering, although nearly all 

urban Egyptian households have TVs.   
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mothers who explained change in women’s work through this schema saw the same factors as 

being the ones that distinguished their generation from their daughters’:  

 

In our generation now, there is more openness in that, no we have to work, in that 

we have to have equality, as they say…but before they didn’t have that, it was 

only rarely that someone [fem.] would work.  It used to be that girls, no you can’t 

go out, no you can’t go out by yourself, they were more strict in a way…. 

-Daughter, popular class/mother high-educated, 29, employed in public sector 

 

I: What do you think makes girls want to work more now than before?  

Mother: Of course the development, the difference between us and them is 

they’ve progressed in education.  The level of their education is better than we 

had, and all the new things that have come, like computers, the mind has opened 

more and thoughts have changed and broadened.  So of course all that makes 

them have to work, what will she do sitting at home?  She wants to benefit from 

all these things she knows now.  

-Mother, popular class, high-educated, 55, public sector employee 

  

 These statements that girls now “have” to work echo the assumptions in many global 

development and women’s empowerment narratives that education is an investment towards 

future labor force participation.  The schema of women’s progress also adopts the idea implicit in 

many of these development narratives that work outside of the home is part of being an educated, 

modern woman in a world full of new technologies and opportunities.   In many ways this 

schema of progress was thus asserting a generational identity for young women – particularly 

those of higher educational and class backgrounds – based on broader schemas of what 

constitutes a modern woman, and one element of this schema was work.  Daughters explicitly 

contrasted the progress and modernity of their generation with a schema of the traditional 

Egyptian woman who came of age in an era when women “just got married and stayed home.”  

As with the general explanation of progress, this was attributed to change both internal and 

external to women themselves, but ultimately resulted in the idea that the changing times 

entailed a different life course for young women that involved at least a period of work between 

school and marriage.  

 The idea that young, modernized women pursued different life courses from their 

mothers was also attributed to some of the attitudinal change that came with women’s progress.  

In this sense, young women distinguished themselves from the generation who married even 

before they could finish school in terms of their orientations towards being housewives in 

addition to the status of actually being a housewife:  

 

No, girls now aren’t housewives like the housewives of before, it used to be that you’d 

find housewives that liked to cook, and do this and that, and raise kids, that kind 

of thing. No, now girls want to go out and have fun and come and go… 

-Daughter, popular class/mother low-educated, 25, engaged, OLF  

 

The schema of women’s progress thus captured the idea that a globalizing Egypt has produced a 

new type of young woman who is better educated, versed in new technologies and information, 

and who works outside of the home.  This type of young woman corresponds to the general 
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progress seen in Egypt towards a development model in which there is greater gender equality 

and choice for women at the societal level.   

 Not all respondents, however, evaluated this more independent, mobile female figure 

positively.  Although in a minority, a number of mothers, most of whom were employed, 

associated these same traits with the daughter generation being spoiled and unable to handle 

responsibility.
52

  These mothers said that young women were no longer as well-mannered and 

delicate as they used to be, that they had acquired a degree of roughness that was unbecoming, 

and that they no longer heeded their parents as they used to.  They also criticized young women 

for being overly focused on frivolous things such as going out and having fun, as opposed to the 

responsibilities of adulthood and married life.  As a consequence, mothers who had themselves 

balanced the competing demands of work and family argued that their daughters would be 

unable to handle so much responsibility.   

 

She [the girl today] doesn’t know how to manage a household, she wants to go 

out and spend money and get dressed up and have fun, she doesn’t think about 

what the basis of married life is. The basis of married life isn’t going out and 

having fun!  

- Mother, middle class, 46, employed in public sector 

 

The frivolity of the current generation was contrasted with the strength and resilience of the 

mother generation, who had sacrificed themselves in order to perform the duties of a mother 

while keeping a job.
53

  Young women by comparison were considered spoiled and somewhat 

incompetent when it came to running a household:  

 

In the old generation, women were active.  The woman was active, not like now, 

now women do a little bit of something and then she’s tired and can’t continue 

and all that.  The woman of before was active in what she wanted to do, I mean it 

used to be that when women gave birth she still did everything for her [other] 

sons and daughters. 

- Mother, popular class, low-educated, 55, employed as janitor in public sector 

 

I: It’s difficult for girls today to balance [between work and home]? 

Mother: It’s difficult for her to balance because she hasn’t been used to all that 

from the beginning, if she had been used to it life would have gone on and she 

would get up early and take care of everything, make food, give the kids 

breakfast, clean her home and then go to work.  

I: And you don’t think that girls these days can do that?  

Mother: Girls these days are spoiled.   

-Mother, popular class, low-educated, 50, retired from public sector factory 
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 This negative evaluation of the younger generation also extended to male youth, who were criticized by a number 

of mothers and daughters as irresponsible and no longer real men, in the sense of the traditional breadwinner model, 

in the way that the father generation was.   
53

 Although perhaps somewhat dramatic, the mothers’ arguments regarding their generation of women’s sacrifices 

were consistent with their experiences with work and family.  The majority had had little help with housework or 

childcare from their husbands, and when asked whether a mother’s work might come at the expense of her children, 

a number responded that it did not because mothers made sure to make up for their time working outside of the 

home.  As a result, they argued that women’s work came rather at the expense of her own health.   



 

63 

 

 

 This schema of the sacrificing woman of old, like the schema of the progressive young 

woman of today, can be contextualized within a broader view of the nature of the times.  Many 

mothers, as well as a few daughters, expressed the view that life was simpler when the mother 

generation was young.  For the popular class respondents in particular this was linked to the 

rising cost of living, and many gave examples of how life used to be less expensive, necessities 

more plentiful and there were more “blessings” in life.  This nostalgia for a simpler life was also 

reflected in statements about how Cairo used to be less crowded, the pace of life was slower, 

people had better morals and manners, family life was whole and children were raised properly.  

The same mother quoted above on how young women today are not able to handle the 

responsibilities of work and family as her generation did, expressed nostalgia for an era in which 

the traditional family model prevailed:  

 

You don’t find that life is easy the way it used to be, life used to be simple. 

Really, life used to be simple and easy.  There was free time for the mother and 

father to sit with their children and talk, and go out and enjoy themselves, but now 

there isn’t. Life has become faster, the rhythm has become one of speed.... it used 

to be that life was simple, women used to stay home and the man was the one who 

had total responsibility for providing for the family.   

- Mother, middle class, 46, employed in public sector 

 

In short, this schema of the changing times held that the increasing pressure of modern life – 

rather than producing a generation that rises to this pressure – has produced a generation that is 

overly focused on new entertainments and shrinks from the responsibilities of family life.   

 

3.4.3 Working for money vs. working for self  

 Closely tied to these schemas surrounding how women have changed with changing 

times were schemas related to women’s motivations for work.  On the one hand, across class and 

generation, the idea that young women today work in order to “realize themselves” by 

developing independent lives and personalities was commonly expressed.  This psychological, as 

opposed to material, motivation for work confirms the modern identity of a generation of young 

women who “have” to work because of their exposure to education, media and technology.  Self-

actualization as a desire of the young generation was contrasted with the mother generation’s 

reasons for working, which were argued to be primarily financial.  At the same time, the 

increasing pressures of contemporary life in Cairo were attributed in large part to the high cost of 

living.  Difficult economic circumstances were the single most commonly cited reason for why 

young women today are more likely to work than their mothers were a generation ago, and was 

mentioned across all the three class groupings.  Economic necessity was also the primary reason 

that young men were seen to support women’s work more than men of the fathers’ generation, 

although opinions on men’s support were in general quite mixed.   

 Both mothers and daughters considered the idea of working for self-realization (ahaqaq 

thati) to be a characteristic of the younger generation.  Self-realization encompassed a number of 

factors related to having an identity that was independent of the household; simply getting out of 

the house on a regular basis, exposure to different ideas and situations, financial independence 

and a sense of personal accomplishment.  Women who worked were widely seen by both 

generations to be better able to deal with people and situations that they encountered in daily life 
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and to have stronger personalities (i.e. greater assertiveness and self-confidence) than those who 

stayed home.  Yet despite the fact that many mothers mentioned these factors as advantages of 

working, the idea that women would specifically decide to work in order to develop such 

stronger, actualized personalities was only attributed to the younger generation:  

 

I: So in general, if we compare between your generation and your mother’s 

generation do you think the percentage of girls who work is higher now or lower?  

Daughter: No, it’s more now, now is more than before.  There didn’t used to be 

the idea that you [fem.] work, this idea wasn’t there for many women, because 

anyways they got married before they graduated.  Now I think a woman can 

refuse to get married until she graduates and works and establishes her 

personality, and after that she can think of marriage.  Before – you’re taking about 

a difference between me and my mom of 20 years or 20-something years – the 

ideas were completely different.  The idea that you had your own being was never 

an important idea [back then], if you agreed with your husband then ok you could 

work in the government but otherwise, no, that’s not [work isn’t] required of you.   

-Daughter, middle class, 23, employed in private sector 

 

…We used to work mostly for financial reasons, but now even if they [young 

women] have money they want to realize themselves, they’re going [to work] 

more to realize themselves. 

-Mother, popular class, high-educated, 55, employed in public sector 

 

 The fact that working for self-realization was seen as a characteristic of the daughter 

generation did not mean that it was evaluated positively by all women from either generation.  

For young women who evaluated this schema of women’s motivations for work positively, it 

was a sign of the progress and modernity of their generation.  Others, in contrast, thought that 

this attitude was misguided and argued that they could achieve the same sort of self-realization 

by fulfilling their roles as wives and mothers.  Several mothers also expressed this opinion, 

attributing the idea of working for self-actualization to a similar sort of irresponsibility among 

the daughter generation that would make it difficult for them to balance work and family.  As 

one popular class, high-educated housewife, age 45, said, “women today will tell you ‘I want to 

realize myself, I want to realize my place, why did I study?  To sit at home?’ Ok, but you learned 

for your children.  Benefit your children instead of going out and benefitting other people but 

affecting your children [negatively].”  

 Although the daughter generation’s desire to work for self-actualization was contrasted 

with the mother generation working for economic reasons, respondents universally complained 

of the difficult economic conditions in Egypt today stemming from the rising cost of living and 

lack of (good) jobs.  The rising cost of living was the single most commonly mentioned reason 

for the increase in women’s participation in wage work.  It was also a lens through which many 

women commented nostalgically on the simpler days of the past, as well as how daughters 

described the easier days of an era they had not actually experienced:  

 

Before we grew up in a society that was – it was a quiet upbringing, not expensive 

– you grew up in your parents’ house, you didn’t have any problem with money, 

with food, clothes, going out. So for me working wasn’t necessary for everyday 
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life.  But I think you [young generation] have to work to help your husbands, you 

have to work to help your households, it’ll be better for you to have a second 

income. 

-Mother, middle class, 50, housewife 

 

You see, life used to be simple, much simpler than this.  Maybe now a higher 

percentage of girls want to work because life is much more expensive than before.  

Before, if you made 20 LE it would be enough to eat and drink from and you 

could save too, but now if you make 2000 LE it won’t be enough.  So maybe back 

then women didn’t really want to work like now because she didn’t want the 

money…but now most men when they get married they aren’t able to provide for 

the household by themselves, so maybe the girls work to help him.   

-Daughter, popular class, mother-high educated, 28, married, employed in 

private sector  

 

For popular class families, young women’s work was described as an absolute economic 

necessity, and the living conditions of a number of the families in which the mothers were low-

educated strongly suggested that it was.  For middle class families, young women’s work was 

seen as a necessity of keeping up with rising material expectations in terms of a standard of 

living.  Several of the high-educated mothers from the popular classes also complained about the 

rising material aspirations of the young generation, particularly in terms of setting up houses for 

marriage, arguing that in their day couples were willing to start with the basics and then slowly 

accumulate whereas today young people want everything at once.   

Across classes, the argument that young women today have to work because of economic 

conditions was closely linked to the decline of a deep schema in Egyptian society, that of the sole 

male breadwinner.  In Egypt the ideal of male providership is still widely held by both genders 

across classes.  Even in households in which the wife works, their husbands are still expected to 

provide for all of the household necessities and the woman’s wages are considered her 

discretionary income.  In reality, of course, women often contribute to household expenses and 

in many popular class households their income is essential.  Given the difficult employment 

conditions and low salary levels faced by young men, such challenges to the male breadwinner 

schema were discussed openly by women.  Both mothers and daughters said that the majority of 

young men simply cannot support households on their own these days, and this was seen as a 

major motivation for their young wives to work.   

  The weakening material basis for the male breadwinner model was also the main reason 

women gave for why men of the young generation support women’s work more than men of the 

older generation.  Although men’s support for women’s work was seen as very mixed among 

both male generations, just over half the respondents said that young men were in the end more 

supportive of women’s work because they were compelled to allow their wives to work due to 

the prevailing economic conditions.  Relatively few women said that young men were more 

likely to support women’s work today because they were convinced of its benefits; most said that 

young men, like their fathers’ generation, generally preferred their wife to stay home if they were 

financially able to get by without her income.  In fact, of the 12 daughters who were out of the 

labor force, eight were not working because of their husband’s or fiancée’s refusal.  That the 

majority of these were daughters from the popular class, and particularly the popular class with 

low-educated mothers, suggests that in the conflict between preferences and economic need, the 
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latter did not always prevail in men’s actual decisions about their wives’ work.  However, a 

detailed discuss of how women perceived men’s support of women’s work is beyond the scope 

of the current chapter.
54

 

 

3.4.4 Tensions and exceptions 

 The women I spoke with often expressed opinions and provided explanations regarding 

women’s increasing propensity to work that were consistent with different schemas that were in 

tension with one another.  It also frequently occurred that women drew on schemas to describe 

perceptions of generational change in women’s work that conflicted with the events of their own 

lives.  As has been noted in the literature on schemas, women did not generally show any 

awareness that their statements were in tension with one another, or even outright contradictory.  

In this section, I discuss these two types of tensions between different schemas and between 

schemas and life events.  

 One common tension between schemas that appeared was the argument that there are no 

jobs in Egypt today, but that young women today are much more likely to work than their 

mothers were at the same age (the period during which government hiring was available).  When 

pressed about how it can be that women are more likely to work when there are no jobs, 

respondents explained this through a language of sub-optimal solutions.  As one daughter from 

the popular class/mother high-educated group, who was employed in the public sector said, “so 

we, girls from our generation, take whatever jobs they find until they find something suitable.”  

Another young woman, from the same class group but employed in the private sector, used 

similar terms to describe how young women find jobs when there are no opportunities: “They 

work anything, in anything, for example you can find graduates of commerce and literature and I 

don’t know what working in a stationary store, a clothing shop, they work anything, if they want 

to work, they work.”  This means of reconciling the two schemas indicates that there is another, 

less positive, side to the claim that girls can work anything: that girls now work anything not 

only because of greater achievement and social acceptance, but because they have no other 

choice if they want to work at all. 

 Yet when it came to applying this solution to the opportunities problem to their own lives 

or the lives of their daughters, women often made different statements.  This points to the other 

form of tension that emerged in the interviews, that between the schemas women referred to 

(often positively) and the events of their own lives. The following example illustrates two 

statements made by the same mother, who invoked the schema that girls can work anything 

when describing labor force trends in general, but that of appropriate work when making actual 

decisions about her own daughter’s employment:  
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 The majority of women in both generations also continued to hold the schema of male providership as an ideal.  

Even those who were working or wanted to work viewed the provision of the household’s basic needs as their 

(future) husband’s responsibility, whether or not he was adequately fulfilling that responsibility in reality.  With the 

exception of some of the popular class mothers who were low-educated, the opinion that women should not work 

except in cases of financial necessity was not expressed by many respondents.  However, men’s right to refuse to let 

their wives work was largely unquestioned.  In general, women expressed the opinion that men who wanted their 

wives to stay home had the right to tell her to do so (although the issue of her work should ideally be discussed 

before marriage, at which point a woman could reject a suitor with whom she did not agree on the subject), but that 

a man who required his wife to work was a bad character who did not want to accept his responsibility to provide for 

the household (suitors who would require or pressure their brides work should be swiftly rejected).   



 

67 

 

Now women work in all fields, it used to be that there were only limited fields for 

girls, but now it’s the same for her as for men. 

 

She [daughter] has to be in my sight, under our control because I’m not 

comfortable when she goes somewhere far, what could happen to her?  The public 

transportation, I don’t know if someone bothers her or doesn’t bother her.  When 

she’s [working] in our area I’m worried but I’m reassured that she’s close…but 

after she marries, it’s between her and her husband [to decide].  

-Mother, popular class, low-educated housewife, with a 22-year old unmarried 

daughter.   

 

 In this particular case, the family had allowed the daughter to work only because she was 

able to obtain a job in the same public hospital where her father worked, so he could check on 

the circumstances of her employment.  Yet in other families, mothers who in general said that 

times have changed and girls now work in any field had refused to allow their daughters to take 

certain jobs because of the type of employment.  Other cases in which respondents positively 

evaluated certain schema in general, but had rejected them in their decisions or thinking about 

their own lives, were not uncommon.  This was also the case for many young women who said 

that women today have to work because of progress and self-actualization, but who either did not 

work themselves or who planned to leave the labor market after marriage.  One married, middle 

class daughter, age 24, explained change in women’s work through the schema of women’s 

progress, saying “today in 2012, women and girls can’t just be housewives, that’s over, that was 

a long time ago, a woman has to have her personality and her own being, just like men.” Yet this 

young woman was herself a housewife at the time of the interview.  Other women of both 

generations said that young men now want wives who are working, while the daughter’s husband 

or fiancée had not allowed her to work.   

 

3.5 Conclusion: Making sense of a changing world  

 

 The tensions between different schemas women evoked to explain change in women’s 

work, and between those schemas and the courses of their own lives, highlight the changing 

nature of social structures surrounding women’s work in Egypt.  Although many respondents 

made contradictory statements within the context of the same interview, these statements all 

draw on schemas of women’s work that are tied to changing material realities.  The material 

conditions of women’s labor force participation have changed considerably in Egypt over the 

past twenty years, as have those of education, and for many urban populations family size and 

age at marriage.  At the same time, exposure to media has increased dramatically.  Satellite TV, 

mobile phones, computers and the internet have become widely accessible to young people in 

Cairo, exposing them to a range of ideas, tastes and material goods that were not available to 

their parents’ generation.   

  The rapid pace of social change in urban areas of Egypt has created conditions under 

which the sometimes contradictory schemas elaborated surrounding women’s work do not 

indicate cognitive dissidence among my respondents, but rather competing trends in the society 

they inhabit.  Some of these apparent contradictions are a reflection of materials changing faster 

than schemas, whereas others suggest that schemas may be changing faster than materials.  
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Material changes have also had different impacts on different classes, which may contribute to 

variation in the schemas women used to explain change in women’s work.   

In terms of the types of work that women can perform, it is clear that the material basis of 

public sector employment has eroded significantly.  Yet, as previous research has suggested, the 

schema that public sector employment is the most appropriate for women has been much slower 

to change.  My research indicates that this schema has changed little, if at all, for the older 

generation of mothers and for poorer and less well-educated women of the current daughter 

generation.  Only among the middle class daughters and a few daughters in the popular 

class/mother high-educated group with better educational credentials has this schema begun to 

change, likely at least in part because these daughters do have some reasonable employment 

opportunities in the private sector (see Table 3.2 for a summary of schemas surrounding 

women’s work by generation and class).   

At the same time, it is true that the daughter generation has worked in a wider range of 

fields than the mother generation.  Although the majority of positions held by women of both 

generations were administrative in nature, among the daughter generation these jobs were 

located in many different types of establishments whereas all but one of the mothers worked for 

the government.  To a great extent, women work in more fields now than a generation ago 

because they have no choice; as respondents themselves acknowledged, given prevailing labor 

market conditions girls who really want to work must to be willing to take whatever jobs they 

can get.  Yet this diversification by necessity has also required a greater degree of openness to 

working in new fields on the part of daughters who have remained in the labor force, as well as 

on the part of their families, and it is this greater openness that was seized upon in women’s 

expressions of the schema that girls can now work anything.  Among women of both generations 

from the popular class group in which the mother was low-educated, as well as daughters in the 

popular class/mother-high educated group, this was attributed to greater social acceptance of 

women’s work.  Among middle class women, and particularly daughters, it was tied more to an 

idea of women’s achievement.  Popular class mothers with high educational levels and middle 

class mothers were the least likely to invoke this schema in explaining change in women’s work, 

possibly because these were the two groups that had benefitted most from the public employment 

guarantees and still held strong to the idea that this was the best type of work for women.   

The two schemas of women’s motivations for working can also be linked to changing 

material conditions.  It is certainly the case that many Egyptian households face significant 

economic pressures, which have been compounded by rising material aspirations.  The idea that 

women work because of financial necessity – if only the necessity of meeting their own 

expectations for a certain standard of living – is therefore grounded in a material reality.  At the 

same time, it is true that many mothers who worked in the past worked for the same economic 

reasons.  Ethnographies from the 1980s have highlighted the role that wives’ employment in the 

public sector played in securing a lower-middle or middle class status for many househlds 

(MacLeod 1991; Singerman 1995).  It is also very possible, indeed likely, that women of the 

younger generation do work for self-actualization in addition to working for economic reasons.  

The idea that women in the past did not work for self-actualization is more difficult to evaluate, 

but the view that this motivation is prevalent among the younger generation as opposed to 

previous ones conforms with other schema of the progress of women over time towards more 

independent actions and attitudes.  

Finally, the schema of women’s progress draws on broader schemas of development, 

modernization and gender equality that are prevalent in Egyptian media and civil society.  These 
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broader schemas are far from uncontested, in part because they are seen by many to be Western 

imports, but they are easily accessible in Cairo, particularly to educated youth.  It is not 

surprising then that it was daughters from the middle class and popular class/mother high-

educated groups who evoked this schema most frequently and positively.  These daughters 

argued that women are more likely to work today than in their mothers’ youth because women 

themselves have different attitudes and life orientations, which were contrasted with the schema 

of the traditional housewife.  Women of the mother generation and daughters from popular class 

families in which the mother was low-educated were less likely to draw on this schema in 

explaining change in women’s work.  For these groups, the model of young woman posited by 

the schema of progress was less appealing; the changing material conditions that underlay the 

model were for these women either seen as irrelevant (as in the case of many mothers and use of 

new media) or experienced negatively (in the case of the poorest daughters, who had few 

opportunities for quality private sector employment).  

 

 

Table 3.2: Schemas of Women's Work by Generation and Class 

  

Girls can 

work 

anything 

now  

The public 

sector 

defines 

acceptable 

employment 

Times 

have 

changed 

The young 

generation 

is spoiled 

Women today 

work for self-

actualization 

Women 

today work 

due to 

economic 

necessity 

Daughters, middle 

class some some yes no some yes 

Daughters, popular 

class/mother high-

educated yes yes yes no some yes 

Daughters, popular 

class/mother low-

educated yes yes some no some yes 

Mothers, middle 

class some yes few few some yes 

Mothers, popular 

class/high-educated no yes some few some yes 

Mothers, popular 

class/low-educated yes yes few few some yes 

 

These narratives of women’s progress highlight three important ways in which the 

concept of schemas is useful in understanding why women’s participation in wage labor is 

perceived to have increased over the two generations encompassed by this study whereas 

statistically the opposite is true.  For, in the end, even though all of the schemas women drew on 

to explain change in women’s work are based in material realities, these schemas were used to 

justify a conclusion that is empirically incorrect.  The first key point is that many respondents did 

not distinguish clearly between women’s opportunities for work, their desire to work and 

whether or not they were actually working.  When I realized this during the interview process I 

began asking about these three dimensions of women’s work specifically, but found that women 

still talked about them interchangeably, particularly when it came to wanting to work and 

working in fact.  I would argue that this lack of distinction is in part attributable to work outside 

of the home having been incorporated into the schema of women’s progress as part of the 

identity of a young, modernized woman.  In other words, women may say that female youth are 
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more likely to work today than their mothers were a generation ago because they see that the 

young women around them want to work, even if they do not actually do so.    

 Wage work has been incorporated into a schema of women’s progress that women 

themselves, and particularly younger women from higher socio-economic backgrounds, would 

like to reflect material realities but that in many respects does not.  Adherence to this schema can 

explain the tension in women’s statements about change in women’s work in general and their 

own decisions in particular. Take, for example, the young woman quoted above as saying that in 

2012 women could no longer be housewives, despite the fact that she herself was a housewife.  

This apparent contradiction may be due to this young woman, like others in her socioeconomic 

circumstances, attributing an identity to her generation that was based on this schema of 

women’s progress.  Thus, because she had worked in the past and thought she might work at 

some undefined point in the future, and because working was part of what women of her 

generation do, this young woman did not actually think of herself as a housewife.  For her, the 

identity of housewife was tied to an older generation of women who were content at home 

because they did not want to work (see Frye (2012) on aspirational assertions of individual 

identity in a developing country context).   

 Schemas of how work relates to the identities and motivations of different generations 

may affect more than how women interpret social change.  This brings me to my second 

argument, that schemas may not only affect women’s views of social change; they may also 

affect women’s actions if the trends that women perceive to be true around them are the ones 

they (or their families) use as a reference point for their own decision-making processes.  For 

example, one middle class daughter, age 25 and employed in the public sector, explained why 

her mother encouraged her to work:  

 

She felt bad that I spent four years studying, and I really studied hard and 

especially because all those years I got good grades, so she said you have to work.  

And also she saw that the world had changed around her and that everyone works 

now, women have a role in the society, so she said ok go try it and if you don’t 

like it stay home, it’s enough that you tried.   

 

If schemas of change in women’s work are the reference point for how women and their families 

think about work, and those schemas suggest that work is, unlike in the past, something that all 

women do now, then these schemas – and the materials that support them – are a much more 

relevant focus for the study of how women make decisions about work than statistical trends.  

 On the other hand, it is unclear to what extent the material basis for the schema of the 

modern young woman as one who works has developed.  Employment conditions remain 

difficult even for well-educated and socioeconomically privileged young women.  Many women 

also argued that young men, whose permission most young women will need if they are to work 

after marriage, are at best ambivalent about the idea of their wives working.  Narratives of 

women’s progress thus in many ways represent a case of schemas changing more rapidly than 

material conditions.  Although the cultural salience of this schema for those young women who 

have been exposed to education, technology and the media has grown, the material conditions for 

having the kind of life envisioned by this schema, including a modern job in which one can 

realize oneself, are not necessarily there.  Yet women may continue to express adherence to this 

schema as a definition of identity for the young generation because this generation is seen as 

wanting to work, for reasons distinct from those of their mothers.  
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 Finally, schemas offer a means through which to examine how broader narratives that 

shape social consciousness are reflected onto the issue of women’s work.  This can be seen in 

expressions of the schema that the current youth generation is spoiled and irresponsible.  As I 

have argued, this schema is part of a pervasive nostalgia in Egyptian society for a bygone era in 

which life was simpler and people were more content than today.  This schema reflects wide 

concern with the high cost of living, the decline of public morality and the failure to fulfill 

essential elements of the gender roles entailed by the deeply held schema of male providership.  

This nostalgia stands in contrast to the quest for modernity expressed through the schema of 

women’s progress, which is a reflection of a broader desire among many urban, educated 

Egyptians for a modern, developed Egypt that has its place in an interconnected world.  Social 

anxiety surrounding these competing desires for a simpler past and a global future is projected 

onto the issue of women’s work through these schemas that are used to positively and negative 

evaluate social changes that are seen to have led more women to enter the labor force (cf. 

Kholoussy (2010) on how the marriage crisis in Egypt at the turn of the 20
th

 century became an 

issue through which social anxiety surrounding British colonialism and changing gender roles 

was expressed).   

Although the analysis of schemas of women’s work does not in and of itself explain why 

young women in Egypt today are less likely to work than they were a generation ago, in focusing 

attention on these competing cultural trends and ideals it does point to a number of broader 

factors that ought to be taken into consideration in the study of labor force trends.  The literature 

on this topic in Egypt thus far has been dominated by economic perspectives, which, while 

certainly useful, have led to an overly utilitarian focus on increasing women’s labor force 

participation in order to empower women.  Although there is no question that improving 

employment conditions in Egypt would have a tremendous impact on the quality of life of young 

women who want to work – as indeed it would for young men – this analysis shows that the 

issue runs deeper than enforcing labor law.  Employment has become a contested part of 

generational identity for women in a manner that is based nearly as much on the desire to work 

in the abstract (in certain types of jobs) as it is on actually working.  Women’s employment has 

also become one social realm onto which contested visions of a globalizing Egypt are projected, 

as the issue is deeply tied to gender roles on a broader social level. Because women do not make 

decisions about work in a vacuum, but rather in a process that involves their family members, in 

this context simply encouraging women to work is neither an effective nor beneficial approach to 

their empowerment.  Rather, the value placed on women’s work in the international development 

field needs to be re-examined, and greater emphasis placed on building an agenda that supports 

young women in achieving some of the more aspirational aspects of their perceived generational 

identity, whether or not that includes employment.   
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Chapter 4: The Relationship between Women’s Employment and their Marriage Outcomes 

 

One of the reasons my respondents cited for why young women today are more likely to 

work than their mothers were a generation ago was change in marriage.  The perception that 

there is a “crisis” in marriage is widespread in Egypt, and perhaps particularly in urban areas.  

Popular opinion holds that the cost of marriage in Egypt has risen significantly over time, 

causing young people to postpone marriage or even forcing them to forgo marriage altogether. 

Although marriage remains nearly universal among Egyptians, popular culture nevertheless 

abounds with representations of frustrated young men and women either unable to marry or 

suffering through the trials and tribulations of “salon marriage” – in which potential suitors are 

typically introduced by mutual acquaintances and received by the bride’s family at her home for 

initial scrutiny – at above-ideal ages.
55

  Concern with rising ages at marriage and the inability to 

find suitable spouses is perhaps most acute when it comes to young women, for whom the ideal 

age at marriage is still widely perceived to be in the mid-20s in urban areas.   

As the high cost of marriage is such a prominent issue in the minds of young Egyptians, I 

expected saving for marriage to be a more common reason that young women cited both for their 

own labor force participation and for the increasing propensity of women to work in general.  

Although the rising cost of living and the fact that young men are increasingly unable to support 

households on their own was mentioned by a large number of respondents as motivations for 

women’s work, saving for marriage specifically was mentioned by relatively few, particularly 

when it came to their own reasons for working.  This may be due to the fact that about half of the 

sample was financially comfortable enough that they could expect their families to cover their 

entire marriage costs.  As it is a social expectation that families, and particularly fathers, will be 

able to cover their daughters’ marriage expenses (Salem 2011), I also suspect that some of the 

young women who did provide for their own marriage expenses were reluctant to say so.  Those 

few young women who said directly that they had worked in order to pay for their gihaz, or 

marriage trousseau, were all from popular class families in which the mother was low-educated.   

Yet other aspects of the marriage process also played into perceptions of change in 

women’s work.  A number of respondents mentioned that young women work more now 

because “there is no marriage,” so girls are left with a long period between finishing their 

education and becoming wives and mothers.  Work was seen as a way for young women to fill 

this time while they wait to marry.  Some respondents also claimed that young women work 

during this intermediate period in order “to be seen” by potential grooms, and, in effect, catch a 

husband.  This strategy was clearly seen as an inappropriate reason for working – and certainly 

not something that any of the respondents or their daughters would ever do themselves – but its 

reported existence emphasizes the general concern among women about the perceived decline in 

marriage.  

These different ideas about how marriage may be a motivation for women to work 

highlight the importance of examining the relationship between employment and women’s 

outcomes at the point of marriage, in addition to the questions of labor force participation and 
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 See Salem (2011) on media and popular discussion of the current “marriage crisis” and Kholoussy (2010) on 

media discussion of a marriage crisis among middle class men at the turn of the 20
th

 century.  Kholoussy 

persuasively argues that discussion of the marriage crisis was, in addition to serving as a means through which to 

protest British colonialism, an expression of social anxiety regarding the construction of gender identities in 

changing times.  She also argues that poor economic conditions figured prominently in this discussion of the 

marriage crisis, which is also the case with the contemporary marriage crisis.   
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fertility rates after marriage that are a more common focus of the literature on MENA.  Thus far, 

much of the attention to the rising costs of marriage in Egypt and elsewhere in MENA has 

focused on young men, and the challenges they face in accumulating sufficient funds to marry, 

particularly given the difficult labor market conditions in the region (Assaad and Ramadan 2008; 

Assaad, Binzel, and Gadallah 2010).  In a region where marriage is central to conceptions of a 

successfully established life, the combination of high unemployment, low wage levels, and 

increasing marriage costs has been identified as a key component of the stalled transition to 

adulthood among youth, with important social, demographic and political ramifications 

(Singerman 2007; Dhillon, Yousef, and Dyer 2009).   

Yet despite the considerable attention focused on the stalled transition to adulthood in 

MENA, relatively little is known about how young women's employment is associated with their 

contributions to marriage costs, age at marriage, or other marital outcomes. Given the low rate of 

female labor force participation in the region and the high rate of unemployment among female 

youth, this is an important gap in the literature on how work and marriage interact in young 

women’s transitions to adulthood.  Whether or not employment prior to marriage improves 

women’s marriage outcomes has important implications for their incentives to work and long-

term commitment to the labor force, as well as their welfare within marriage.  

In this chapter I examine the relationship between women’s participation in wage labor 

prior to marriage and three key marriage outcomes: women’s and their families’ contributions to 

total marriage costs, the timing of marriage and the quality of grooms.  I find that brides who are 

wage employed prior to marriage do in fact contribute a larger percentage of the total cost of 

their marriages. While a substantial portion of this individual contribution goes to offset some of 

her family’s contribution, when the bride is employed the total bride-side contribution to the cost 

of marriage is still increased by a small amount. Yet this increased bride-side contribution does 

not appear to result in a more rapid transition to marriage; employed brides do not have shorter 

engagement periods than brides who are not employed, and they experience a significantly 

longer period between school exit and marriage. Furthermore, neither women’s employment 

prior to marriage nor the percentage of the total cost of marriage contributed by the bride’s side 

are associated with the likelihood of making an educationally hypergamous match.  My analysis 

in this chapter thus produces no evidence that participation in wage labor prior to marriage is 

associated with advantageous marriage outcomes for women.   

 

4.1 Marriage transfer systems 

 

Interest in marriage transfers has been growing among demographers and economists as 

the extent and magnitude of such transfers worldwide has been recognized.  As awareness of the 

economic significance of marriage transfers has increased, the implications of these transfers for 

intergenerational wealth distribution (Botticini and Siow 2003), the functioning of marriage 

markets (Rao 1993; Bhat and Halli 1999; Dalmia 2004; Anderson 2007a), marriage timing 

(Singerman 2007; Desai and Andrist 2010; Salem 2011), investment in girls' education (Amin 

and Huq 2008; Elbadawy 2009) and women's well-being (Zhang and Chan 1999; Srinivasan 

2005), have been explored.  Although much of this literature has focused on South Asia, 

marriage transfer systems have also been documented in Sub-Saharan Africa (Dekker and 

Hoogeveen 2002) and East Asia (Zhang and Chan 1999).  In the Middle East, attention has fairly 

recently turned to the modern phenomenon of rising marriage costs (Singerman and Ibrahim 

2003; Singerman 2007; Kholoussy 2010; Salem 2011; 2012).  



 

74 

 

Marriage transfers are of two types: transfers from the bride’s side to the groom’s side, 

commonly referred to as dowry, and transfers from the groom's side to the bride’s side, 

commonly referred to as brideprice.  However, as Anderson (2007a) emphasizes, rights to these 

monetary or property transfers may lie either with the bride and groom themselves or with their 

families, with important implications for the welfare and incentives of all four parties.  Marriage 

transfers that go directly to the bride and groom’s families are, properly speaking, termed 

brideprice and groomprice, respectively, whereas transfers that stay with the bride and groom are 

dowry and dower, respectively.  Egypt, where both the bride and groom’s families invest in 

providing materially for the new couple, is a dual dowry and dower system.  

 

4.1.1 The structure of marriage transfers and bride-side contributions 

The structure of a given marriage transfer system is closely related to which bride and 

groom characteristics are particularly valued on the marriage market.  One of the earliest 

explanations for why different marriage systems come to be structured in a particular way arises 

from an argument about women's employment.  Boserup (1970) posited that brideprice systems 

are often associated with higher female productivity in agriculture and dowry systems with lower 

female productivity, i.e. dowry is essentially a payment to the groom’s side for taking an 

unproductive member into the household.  Boserup’s theory has been used to attempt to explain 

the well-noted shift from brideprice to dowry in India, but in a review of this literature, Bhat and 

Halli (1999) suggest that empirical evidence for the theory is weak.  In a long-term ethnographic 

study of the Indian province of Karnatka, Caldwell et al. (1983) also observed that many rural 

families are willing to pay higher dowries in an attempt to secure wage employed grooms and 

thus shield their daughters from a life of agricultural labor.  The causality between female labor 

and dowry levels is thus unclear.  

Theories of marriage transfer systems based on female productivity have generally fallen 

out of favor in more recent years, giving way to theories based on demographic and marriage 

market dynamics.  Again, much of the relevant debate has focused on the issue of dowry spread 

and dowry inflation in India and elsewhere on the Asian subcontinent.  Demographers have 

argued that the shift to a dowry system has resulted from the emergence of a marriage squeeze 

against women (Rao 1993; Bhat and Halli 1999).  Even in societies with a sex ratio over 1.0, the 

fact that men tend to marry women who are younger than them means that the rapid population 

growth witnessed in much of the developing world over the past fifty years often leads to a 

surplus of marriageable women over marriageable men.  Reductions in adult mortality may also 

reduce the supply of widows and widowers on the marriage market, which, in societies where 

widowers remarry at higher rates than widows, will exacerbate the marriage squeeze against 

women.
56

  As a result of the marriage squeeze, it is argued that women’s families are forced to 

pay higher dowries in order to secure good marriage matches (Bhat and Halli 1999).  

Economists, in contrast, have leaned toward the view that marriage transfers are a pure 

marriage-market equilibrating function (Dalmia 2004; Anderson 2007a; Anderson 2007b).  

Anderson (2007b) argues that the marriage squeeze will not cause dowry inflation but rather an 

increase in the average age at marriage, because brides who do not match at the ideal marriage 

age will re-enter the marriage market when they are older.  As brides will only be willing to 

delay marriage if they anticipate paying lower dowries in the future, Anderson argues that the 

marriage squeeze scenario is only consistent with a situation of dowry deflation.  Her 
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 This point is also applicable in Egypt, where, as in South Asia, widowers remarry at considerably higher rates 

than widows. 
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explanation for the empirical phenomenon of dowry inflation is that modernization has brought 

about greater differentiation among grooms of the same social class through education and wage 

employment.  Women and their families are thus prepared to pay higher dowries in order to 

make more advantageous matches within the same social stratum.  It is notable that this 

explanation could be broadly applicable to the case of Egypt, where job quality varies widely and 

obtaining high-quality employment has been shown to be a key predictor of marriage timing 

among men (Assaad, Binzel, and Gadallah 2010; Salem 2011).  Women may thus be willing to 

contribute more to the cost of marriage in order to secure high quality grooms.  

Rapid increases in educational attainment among many populations in the Global South 

have also led to important questions about how education and marriage transfers may 

complement or substitute for one another.  Dalmia and Lawrence (2005), for example, find that 

both bride’s and groom’s education are positively associated with dowry size in India.  They 

argue, like Anderson, that for brides this association reflects hypergamous marriage matching.  

In Egypt, Elbadawy (2009) similarly argues that education does not appear to substitute for 

bride-side contributions to the cost of marriage, and suggests that the cause may be that more 

educated brides are achieving more advantageous marriage matches.  

Several studies also suggest that educated and uneducated women operate in fairly 

separate marriage markets.  In a mixed-methods study of two villages in Bangladesh in 2000, 

Amin and Huq (2008), find that while less educated women will go against the ideal of 

educational hypergamy and marry down in order to reduce their dowries, once a woman obtains 

a secondary degree this option is no longer socially acceptable and she must face the likelihood 

of paying a higher dowry.  Dalmia (2004) presents a fairly similar argument for uneducated 

women in India, arguing that dowry serves a marriage matching function.  However, for 

educated women, for whom she finds that dowry is largely unresponsive to groom’s 

characteristics, Dalmia argues that dowry is operating as a pre-mortem bequest from families.  In 

the very different contexts of medieval Florence and modern-day Taiwan, Botticini and Siow 

(2003) and Zhang and Chan (1999), respectively, likewise argue that dowries are actually pre-

mortem bequests to daughters.  Although Botticini and Siow focus on the function of dowries as 

a means for altruistic parents to provide a bequest to daughters who otherwise did not have 

inheritance rights, Zhang and Chan argue that dowries also improve the non-monetary welfare of 

women in marriage.  They find that, among employed wives in Taiwan in 1989, a larger dowry is 

associated with greater husband time spent in housework.  In the context of Egypt, however, 

Salem (2011) finds only mixed evidence that work increases women’s decision-making power in 

marriage through the mechanism of greater expenditures on marriage.   

In comparison to education and groom’s employment, relatively little attention has been 

paid to the role of bride’s pre-marital employment in increasing or reducing bride-side marriage 

transfers.  Amin and Huq (2008) do mention that in the villages they studied, girls were 

sometimes allowed to continue their schooling if it was thought that they had a chance at 

securing good employment afterwards, as they could thereby reduce their dowries.  In a cross-

regional study of India, in contrast, Desai and Andrist (2010) find that in regions with higher 

female labor force participation, girls tend to marry younger.  They hypothesize that this link 

may be due to the fact that families in these regions are afraid that if their daughters work outside 

the home they will be exposed to damaging rumors about their reputations that could raise their 

dowry payments.  
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4.1.2 The cost of marriage in Egypt 

Although Egypt generally follows a dower system, both the bride’s and groom’s sides 

contribute to the overall cost of marriage following pre-defined traditions.  The ideal held 

through these expenditures at the time of marriage is that the newlywed couple should be 

established with a fully-equipped joint residence.
57

  Typically, the groom’s side is responsible for 

securing housing for the couple, as well as purchasing jewelry gifts for the bride and, in some 

cases, paying mahr, the Islamic brideprice. The bride and groom’s sides usually divide the cost 

of furnishings, electronics, kitchenware, and other household goods for the new couple’s 

residence.  This division follows a gendered pattern, with the groom primarily responsible for 

purchasing the appliances and most of the furniture, and the bride responsible for purchasing 

linens, kitchen items and other smaller household goods.  In some areas, the bride’s side will also 

provide one room of furniture.  The cost of marriage celebrations is also split, with the bride 

responsible for the engagement party and the groom responsible for the much larger wedding 

(Salem 2011).  Although there is a standard understanding regarding which parts of these 

household and celebration costs should be covered by the bride’s side and which by the groom’s 

side, negotiations over the exact amounts and division of the costs of marriage are often 

protracted, involving the couple and both of their families (Singerman 1995; Hoodfar 1997; 

Salem 2011).  

The high cost of marriage (COM) in Egypt is a continual subject of popular, and 

increasingly, academic, discussion.  In what is likely the first statistical treatment of the issue, 

Singerman and Ibrahim (2003) calculated that, as of 1999, Egyptians spent approximately 13 

billion Egyptian pounds (LE) annually on marriage costs, or USD 3.87 billion.  This massive 

sum exceeded both total United States economic aid in 1999, at a price tag of USD 2.1 billion, 

and foreign remittances from the 1.9 million Egyptian migrant workers abroad (USD 3 billion). 

Yet surprisingly, despite the popular discourse on rising marriage costs, in an analysis of the 

ELMPS, Singerman (2007) found that the real cost of a marriage in Egypt has actually declined 

substantially over time.  My own analysis of the ELMPS, presented below, confirms this finding. 

Nevertheless, Singerman argues that in the context of a general real increase in the cost of living 

in Egypt, the cost of marriage still presents a significant financial burden on families.  

The extent of the burden that marriage costs represent for young Egyptians and their 

families is demonstrated by the fact that, for marriages taking place between 1990 and 2006, it 

took the average groom 29 months of saving his full salary to cover his 38% of the total marriage 

costs.  For males in the lowest wage quartile this reached 37 months, or just over three years.  In 

addition, the groom's family's contribution to the total COM represented, on average, 14 full 

months of the father's earnings.  The time required for families to save varied much more than 

the time required for the groom himself, ranging from 51 months for fathers in the lowest wage 

quintile to only nine months for fathers in the highest wage quintile (Singerman 2007).  

The high cost of marriage appears to play an important role in delaying marriage, as a 

1996 rental law reform that effectively reduced the cost of obtaining a rental contract for an 

apartment appears to have had a significant effect on reducing the median age at marriage among 

men in Egypt.
58

  Median age at marriage for men, which rose from 26 for the 1960 birth cohort 
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 In reality, co-residence with the groom's family following marriage is not uncommon, particularly among youth of 

lower socioeconomic backgrounds and those residing in rural areas (Population Council 2010).  
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 Due to strong tenant protection and rent control clauses in Egyptian property law, many landlords insist on 

charging a large up-front fee, known as key money, before renting out an apartment. This dramatically increases the 

cost to young men of obtaining even a rented apartment before marriage (Assaad, Binzel, and Gadallah 2010). 
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to a peak of 29 for the 1970 birth cohort, declined back to 26 for cohorts born in the late 1970s, 

who were marrying in the early 2000s after the new rental law went into effect (Assaad and 

Ramadan 2008; Assaad, Binzel, and Gadallah 2010).  The delaying effects of marriage costs are 

also evidenced by the relationship between men’s employment and marriage timing. Analyses of 

the ELMPS have shown that obtaining a job, and particularly a high-quality job, significantly 

increases young men’s hazard of marrying in the immediately following years (Assaad, Binzel, 

and Gadallah 2010; Salem 2011). In short, for young men, a secure income is the route to 

marriage.  

 

4.1.3 Bride characteristics and marriage outcomes 

To the extent that women's marital outcomes have been examined with respect to their 

pre-marital characteristics, most of the attention has focused on education.  A number of scholars 

have suggested that returns on the marriage market are an important motivation for girls’ 

schooling in Egypt (Lloyd et al. 2003; Mensch et al. 2003), in that more educated and wealthier 

men may prefer educated women as wives.  Given the low rate of female labor force 

participation in Egypt, this preference is largely based on the perception that more educated 

wives raise higher quality children, rather than on a wife’s potential labor market earnings 

(Elbadawy 2009).  An analysis of the ELMPS by Elbadawy (2009) confirms that young women 

with university degrees are in fact significantly more likely to marry a higher quality husband 

than young women with a secondary degree.  However, she does not find that the families of 

more educated brides contribute less to the total COM, i.e. education does not seem to be a 

substitute for bride-side marriage transfers.  

In terms of employment, it is unclear to what extent competition for husbands and the 

cost of marriage have created an incentive for women to work before marriage, or how 

employment is valued as a characteristic of women on the marriage market.  Using data from a 

1999 national expenditure survey of 405 households, Singerman and Ibrahim (2003) did find that 

women’s contributions to the COM have been increasing over time.  This was particularly true in 

regions where women had more employment opportunities, and the authors suggested that this 

may be linked to working women’s increasing ability to contribute to marriage costs.  Using the 

ELMPS, Singerman (2007) more recently found that the total cost of marriage for housewives 

and employed women is quite similar, and that among working women married in 1990 or later, 

the bride contributed on average 6% of the total COM, which took her seven months of wages to 

save.  However, these results do not control for the bride’s education or class background, and it 

is thus unclear whether women’s contributions to the cost of marriage are acting as a substitute 

for or complement to other characteristics that are desirable on the marriage market.  It is also 

possible that women’s employment income is increasing their share of marriage costs relative to 

the share contributed by their families, rather than the share contributed by the groom’s side.  

Qualitative research has yielded somewhat mixed indications of whether employment is a 

benefit to women in terms of marriage outcomes.  Amin and El Bassusi (2004) found that saving 

for marriage was an important motivation for working among young women with mid-level 

educational attainment, who saw their ability to contribute to their marriage costs as a means to 

speed up the marriage process.  Among unmarried, wage employed women surveyed in the 

ELMPS, 21.9% gave saving for marriage as the primary use of their income, and 30.9% cited it 

as the secondary use.
59

  My own findings about how the rising cost of living is seen as one of the 

primary reasons for young women to work today are also broadly consistent with the idea that 

                                                           
59

 Author’s calculations from the ELMPS.  



 

78 

 

the weakening material basis for the male breadwinner schema – whether in terms of providing 

for marriage or supporting a family thereafter – is creating an important incentive for young 

women to work.   

On the other hand, employment prior to marriage may not benefit women in terms of 

marriage matches.  Barsoum (2004) found that young working class women in Cairo feared 

losing good marriage prospects because potential husbands might disapprove of their work or 

working conditions.  Among youth aged 15 – 29, the 2009 Survey of Young People in Egypt 

found that 31.8% of males and 46.8% of females agreed with the statement “when a girl works 

she will get better marriage opportunities,” reflecting a split opinion among Egypt’s younger 

generation as to whether or not women’s employment improves their marriage prospects 

(Population Council 2010).
60

  My own interviews also revealed somewhat contrasting opinions 

on this subject.  As noted in Chapter 3, although several of the mothers claimed that young men 

now actively look for an employed bride because she would be able to help him with the 

household expenses, men were more generally seen to accept women’s work only reluctantly as 

an economic necessity rather than a real positive.  The fact that a number of the daughters had 

left either specific jobs or the labor force altogether due to the opposition of their husbands or 

fiancées also suggests that how young men evaluate their (potential) spouses’ labor force 

participation may in fact be quite mixed.   

To summarize, employment may help women cover the costs of marriage, but it may also 

increase their expected contribution.  It is also unclear whether an increased contribution from 

the bride will substitute for groom-side expenditures or expenditures on the part of the bride’s 

parents.  Women’s ability to contribute to marriage costs may allow them to marry younger, or to 

have shorter engagement periods, but could also lead them to lose potential matches due to social 

disapproval.  In order to question some of these potential relationships between women’s 

employment and their marital outcomes, in this chapter I examine the association between 

women's pre-marital labor force participation and five marriage outcomes: (1) The bride’s 

individual contribution to the total COM, (2) The overall bride-side contribution to the total 

COM, (3) The number of years between the bride’s exit from school and her marriage, (4) The 

number of months between the couple’s informal engagement and their wedding, and (5) The 

likelihood of making an educationally hypergamous marriage match.   

 

4.2 Data and method 

 

The data used for the paper are taken from the 2006 round of the Egypt Labor Market 

Panel Survey (ELMPS), which was described in detail in Chapter 2.  The ELMPS is one of the 

first and largest surveys in the MENA region to collect detailed data on the costs of marriage and 

marriage timing. The marriage module of the ELMPS was administered to all ever-married 

women age 16 – 49.  This resulted in an N of 6,661, equivalent to 69.7% of women in the 

relevant age bracket.  I restrict the analysis in this paper to marriages taking place in 1980 or 

later for comparability.  This resulted in an N of 6,024.   

The ELMPS module separates marriage costs into the most common components of 

brideprice (mahr), brideprice payable upon divorce (mu’akhar), jewelry gifts for the bride 

(shabka), the bride’s trousseau (gihaz, which includes kitchenware, linens, carpets and clothes), 
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furniture and appliances (‘afsh), housing costs, and celebration costs.  Expenditures on the afsh, 

gihaz, housing, celebrations and total marriage cost are also divided into the percentages 

contributed by the bride, the bride’s family, the groom and the groom’s family.  In this paper, I 

focus on the association between the bride’s employment and the percent of the total marriage 

costs contributed by her, her family and the combined bride’s side.  

Marriage timing indicators available in the ELMPS record the number of months that 

passed between each of the major stages of marriage in Egypt: the informal engagement (qirayat 

el-fatiha), the formal engagement (khutuba), the signing of the marriage contract (katb el-kitab) 

and the actual wedding (dukhla).  I use the total months between the informal engagement and 

the wedding as a marriage timing variable.  Given the concern with delayed marriage among 

youth in Egypt, I also use a variable that measures the number of years between when the bride 

completed or dropped out of school and when she married.  This variable captures the timing of 

the transition to marriage while accounting for the fact that more educated women tend to marry 

later.  For women who never attended school, the age of drop out is set to 16, the legal age of 

marriage for women in Egypt at the time of the ELMPS survey.
61

  

A key estimation challenge in this analysis is that the bride’s and groom’s socioeconomic 

characteristics, namely education and employment, must be measured prior to marriage in order 

to avoid endogeneity. In order to address this issue in terms of educational attainment, I restrict 

the analysis to brides who exited school either during or prior to the year in which they 

married.
62

  This results in a loss of 7.0% of the sample, leaving a final N of 5,604 women.  Men 

in Egypt are very unlikely to marry while still completing their education, as obtaining wage 

employment is considered the main criterion for being a suitable husband, so I use husbands’ 

highest educational attainment as the indicator of their educational attainment at the time of 

marriage.  Only the educational attainment of husbands who are still present in the household can 

be determined through the ELMPS, as women who were not currently resident with their 

husbands at the time of the survey or whose husbands were deceased were not asked about his 

educational attainment.  For the analysis of groom quality, 11.3% of the sample is therefore 

excluded from the analysis due to missingness on husband’s education.   Making an 

educationally hypergamous match is defined as marrying a husband who has completed at least 

one more level of schooling than the bride.   

For employment, only those respondents who entered the labor force at least a year prior 

to their year of marriage were coded as employed.
63

  Of the 1,765 (31.5%) women in the sample 

who were ever in the labor force, 1,085 entered the labor force before marriage.  Employment 

was also restricted to wage employment, as this is the only type of employment expected to 

influence women’s ability to contribute to marriage costs.  This resulted in a total of 805 women 

being coded as wage employed prior to marriage (14.4% of the total sample, 45.6% of those who 

had ever been in the labor force).  All other respondents were coded as not employed prior to 
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 The legal age of marriage has since been raised to 18 for women. 
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 For respondents who exited school during their year of marriage, the exact sequence of events cannot be 

determined from the ELMPS data.  However, in either case the brides' final educational attainment could be 

considered quite certain before the wedding, and thus both families are likely to have been able to take this into 

account accurately when considering the union.  
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 Respondents who entered the labor force in the same year that they married are coded as not employed, as they are 

unlikely to have had time to accumulate significant savings towards the costs of marriage.   
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marriage.
64

  The dummy variable coded 1 if the bride was wage employed prior to marriage is 

the right-hand side variable of primary interest in the multivariate analyses presented below.   

Additional covariates used in the multivariate analyses include the educational attainment 

of the bride, her father and her mother.  All three educational attainment variables are coded as a 

series of dummies, with illiterate the reference category and dummies for less than secondary, 

secondary, and tertiary educational attainment included in the multivariate models.  Sibship size 

is also included, as large families are faced with the costs of marrying more children and the 

daughters of these families may therefore need to contribute more of the costs of their marriages 

themselves.  Regional controls for the five major geographic regions of Egypt, the Urban 

Governorates, urban Lower Egypt, rural Lower Egypt, urban Upper Egypt, and rural Upper 

Egypt are also included.  Urban Lower Egypt is the reference category in the models.  Finally, 

the women in the final sample were divided into one six-year and four five-year marriage cohorts 

to account for trends in women’s education and employment, as well as trends in the COM, over 

time.  These dummies are included in the models as well, with the 1980 – 1985 marriage cohort 

serving as the reference category.  All analyses are weighted using the 2006 ELMPS sample 

weights.  

 

4.3 Results 

 

As shown in Table 4.1, the percent of the total sample represented by the most recent two 

marriage cohorts, 1996 – 2000 and 2001 – 2006, is substantially larger than the earlier three 

cohorts, with the most recent cohort representing a full third of the sample. This is not surprising 

given the current youth bulge in Egypt, which means that large numbers of young people are of 

marriage age.  Educational attainment also increased substantially across the five marriage 

cohorts, as expected given the trends discussed in Chapter 2, with 61.0% of the 1980 – 1985 

marriage cohort having no schooling, compared to 25.6% of the 2000 – 2006 cohort.  Across the 

same cohorts, the percentage with a secondary degree approximately doubled, to 40.4%, and the 

percentage with a tertiary degree increased threefold, from 7.6% to 21.5%.  This increase in 

educational attainment corresponded with an increase in mean age at marriage.  Mean age at 

marriage rose by about a year per cohort over the earliest three marriage cohort, from 19.6 years 

among the 1980 – 1985 cohort to 21.4 for the 1991 – 1995 cohort, but the increase then slowed 

considerably and mean age at marriage reached only 21.8 among the 2001 – 2006 cohort.  As 

educational attainment has continued to increase over these latter three cohorts and marriage 

during schooling remains rare, this suggests that social norms regarding ideal ages at marriage 

are changing fairly slowly.   

The wage employment rate prior to marriage has not followed a monotonic trend across 

the five marriage cohorts under study, increasing from its lowest point at 10.6% among the 1980 

– 1985 cohort to its peak at 16.2% among the 1991 – 1995 marriage cohort. Wage employment 

prior to marriage then declined substantially to 12.6% among the 1996 – 2000 marriage cohort 

before rising again somewhat to reach 14.4% among the 2001 – 2006 cohort.  These fluctuations 

are consistent with the broader trends in women’s participation in wage employment discussed in 
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 I conducted an additional set of analyses using the characteristics of the bride’s first job as a proxy for the quality 

of her job at the time of marriage using a modified version of the index developed by Assaad, Roushdy and Rashed 

(2009).  However, job quality was so highly correlated with sector of employment that this essentially resulted in a 

comparison between women working in the public and private sectors.  This, combined with the small number of 

women who were wage employed prior to marriage, led me to drop this analysis from the final version of the paper.   
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Chapter 1.  Whereas the cohorts who married during the late 1980s and early 1990s were those to 

benefit the most from the expansion of higher education and the public employment guarantees, 

those who married in the late 1990s, immediately after the beginning of structural adjustment, 

appear to have been particularly affected by the poor labor market conditions that prevailed in 

Egypt during that period.  The uptick in wage labor participation among the most recent marriage 

cohort then reflects the gradual adjustment of the labor market to the conditions of privatization.  

 

Table 4.1: Selected Bride Characteristics by Marriage Cohort 

Marriage 

cohort 

Percent 

of 

sample 

Wage 

employed 

prior to 

marriage 

(percent) 

No 

schooling 

(percent) 

Less than 

secondary 

(percent)  

Secondary 

(percent) 

Tertiary 

(percent) 

Mean age 

at first 

marriage 

Cohort 1: 

1980 - 1985 15.7 10.6 61.0 13.8 17.8 7.6 19.6 

Cohort 2: 

1986 - 1990 13.0 16.0 47.3 13.5 24.9 14.3 20.7 

Cohort 3: 

1991 - 1995 15.0 16.2 37.0 16.1 32.6 14.2 21.4 

Cohort 4: 

1996 - 2000 22.8 12.6 33.4 14.4 37.7 14.6 21.4 

Cohort 5: 

2001 - 2006 33.6 14.4 25.6 12.5 40.4 21.5 21.8 

 

 

The educational composition of the women who did and did not work prior to marriage 

also reflects the effects of the public employment guarantees; 63.3% of women in the sample 

who were employed prior to marriage worked in the public sector.  This percentage declined 

slightly over time, from 49.7% among the earliest marriage cohort to 43.0% among the most 

recent.  The effects of the employment guarantees can also be seen in the educational 

composition of the two groups; 81.5% of the women who were wage employed prior to marriage 

had a secondary degree or above, compared to 45.9% of those who were not.  Given that the 

educational composition of the two groups is so different, it is not surprising that the wage and 

not wage employed are also quite different on a variety of other socioeconomic characteristics. 

As shown in Table 4.2, women who worked before marriage had on average a secondary degree 

and married at age 25.0.  Women who did not work prior to marriage, in comparison, had on 

average some schooling but less than a secondary degree, and married at age 20.6. The fathers 

and mothers of women who worked were also on average slightly more educated than the 

parents of those who did not. Sibship size was slightly smaller among those who worked before 

marriage, at 4.5 siblings, compared to 4.9 among those who did not work.  This is likely a 

reflection of the fact that women who worked prior to marriage were concentrated in urban areas, 

with 44% residing in the Urban Governorates, compared to 22% of those who did not work prior 

to marriage.  
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Table 4.2 Mean and Standard Deviation of Right -and Left-Hand Side Variables 

by Bride's Pre-Marital Employment Status 

  

Full 

sample 

Not employed 

prior to marriage 

Employed prior to 

marriage 

Right-Hand Side Variables  

Age at marriage 21.2 20.6 25.0 

 

4.1 3.6 4.5 

Education 2.27 2.13 3.11 

 

1.12 1.08 0.99 

Father education 1.41 1.34 1.84 

 

0.86 0.79 1.13 

Mother education 1.17 1.13 1.41 

 

0.57 0.50 0.86 

Sibship size 4.8 4.9 4.5 

 

2.2 2.2 2.2 

Urban Governorates 0.25 0.22 0.44 

Urban Lower Egypt  0.10 0.10 0.12 

Urban Upper Egypt 0.07 0.07 0.09 

Rural Lower Egypt 0.33 0.35 0.24 

Rural Upper Egypt 0.25 0.27 0.10 

Left-Hand Side Variables       

Total cost of marriage 54,654 51,241 76,007 

 

70,527 66,812 87,442 

Bride’s % of COM 2.1 1.2 7.3 

 

7.5 6.0 12.3 

Bride’s family % of COM 29.3 29.6 27.7 

 

15.9 15.9 16.0 

Bride-side % of COM 31.4 30.8 34.9 

  15.60 15.70 15.10 

Engagement period (months) 14.4 14.2 15.8 

 13.2 13.2 13.6 

School to marriage (years) 4.6 4.4 6.0 

 4.1 4.0 4.2 

Hypergamous match 0.30 0.32 0.20 

Note: Standard deviations shown in italics for continuous variables.   Educational 

categories are coded as 1 = No completed schooling, 2 = Less than secondary, 3 = 

Secondary, 4 = Tertiary and above.   

 

 

4.3.1 Marriage outcomes 

 The bottom panel of Table 4.2 shows differences in marriage outcomes by the bride’s 

pre-marital employment status.  The average cost of marriage for the whole sample was 54,654 

Egyptian pounds (LE), but there was large variance in the COM both for the sample as a whole 

and by pre-marital employment status.  All COM figures are given in constant 2006 LE; the 

average for the full sample was equal to approximately $9,555 at current exchange rates.
65

  The 

average cost of marriage for women who worked prior to marriage was about 25,000 LE 

($4,300) greater than for those who did not work prior to marriage.  However, it is important to 

remember that this may be a composition effect due to the higher educational attainment of 

women who worked (as education correlates with class status) rather than the fact that they were 

working.   
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 http://www.xe.com/currencytables/?from=EGP&date=2006-11-15 



 

83 

 

Employed brides contributed on average 7.3% of the cost of their marriage, compared to 

an average of 1.2% on the part of brides who were not employed.  These low percentages are 

driven by the fact that only 10% of brides reported personally contributing to the cost of their 

marriages at all.  Women who were working prior to marriage were considerably more likely to 

contribute to their marriage costs; only 5.6% of non-employed brides contributed, compared to 

36.3% of employed brides.  Among those who did contribute, their mean contribution was 19.6% 

of the total COM.  The families of employed brides contributed a smaller percentage of the COM 

than the families of brides who were not employed, at 27.7% and 29.6%, respectively.  This 

suggests that much of brides’ personal contributions to the COM are offsetting contributions on 

the part of their families.  Nevertheless, when the bride was employed her side did contribute a 

greater total percentage of the COM, at 34.9%, compared to 30.8% by the bride’s side when the 

bride was not employed.   

 Turning to the other marriage outcomes, the engagement period of women employed 

prior to marriage was 1.6 months longer than for those who were not.  The difference in timing 

from school exit to marriage was greater, however, with women who did not engage in wage 

work marrying on average 4.4 years after leaving school compared to 6.0 years among women 

who did work prior to marriage.
66

  Overall, 30% of the sample made an educationally 

hypergamous match, 32% of those who were not employed prior to marriage and 20% of those 

who were.  This is likely at least in part attributable to the fact that women who were employed 

were more educated so had less room for marrying up.  

Table 4.3 shows trends in these marital outcomes by cohort.  Contrary to popular 

perception, once adjusted for inflation the cost of marriage actually declined considerably from 

over 100,000 LE for women marrying in the 1980 – 1985 cohort to just over 44,000 for women 

marrying in the 1991 – 1995 cohort.
67

   Since the 1991 – 1995 cohort, the cost of marriage has 

remained fairly steady, fluctuating around 40,000 LE (approximately $7,000).   The widespread 

claim among Egyptians that the cost of marriage has increased over recent years is thus not held 

out by the data.  However, it is possible that the erosion of real wages over time and rising 

material aspirations have contributed to the pressures young couples feel in terms of 

accumulating funds for marriage.  

Bride-side contributions to the total COM have been remarkably constant over the 26-

year period under study; the combined contribution of the bride and her family ranged from 

30.0% – 31.1% from the 1980 – 1985 through the 1996 – 2000 marriage cohorts.  The bride-side 

contribution rose slightly to 33.1% among the 2001 – 2006 cohort.  The bride’s average 

individual contribution ranged from 1.8 – 2.5%, peaking for the 1991 – 1995 cohort, which was 

also the cohort with the highest rate of pre-marital wage employment.  The percentage of the cost 

of marriage contributed by the bride personally is not closely correlated with the total bride-side 

contribution, further suggesting that brides’ contributions offset those of their families’.   

Average engagement periods rose only slightly over the period under study, from just 

over 13 months to slightly under 15 months.  The period between school exit and marriage also 

changed very little, remaining between four and five years.  However, given the increase in 

average years of schooling at the population level, this is still consistent with the increase in 
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 Using the subset of respondents in the 1998 – 2006 ELMPS panel, Salem (2011) also finds that women working 

in higher quality and public sector jobs (two measures that are closely correlated) in 1998 married later than other 

women.  Given that the majority of working women in my sample were engaged in public sector work, these 

findings are consistent.   
67

 These surprising results confirm those obtained by Singerman (2007), also based on the ELMPS.  



 

84 

 

mean age at marriage shown in Table 4.1.  Finally, the percentage of women making an 

educationally hypergamous match declined steadily from 40% among the 1980 – 1985 marriage 

cohort to 22% among the 2000 – 2006 birth cohort.  This is likely also a result of increasing 

female educational attainment, which means that, at the population level, the number of possible 

matches in which the husband is more educated than the wife has declined.     

 

Table 4.3: Bride's Marriage Outcomes by Marriage Cohort (Mean)  

Marriage 

Cohort 

Total 

COM  

Bride 

% 

Bride's 

family’s 

% 

Bride-

side % 

Engage. 

period 

School 

exit to 

marriage 

Educationally 

hypergamous 

match 

Cohort 1: 1980 - 

1985 105,065 1.8 29.3 31.1 13.1 4.4 0.40 

Cohort 2: 1986 - 

1990 73,489 1.8 28.5 30.3 14.1 4.5 0.36 

Cohort 3: 1991 - 

1995 44,149 2.5 27.5 30.0 14.6 4.8 0.31 

Cohort 4: 1996 - 

2000 38,139 2.0 28.6 30.6 15.0 4.8 0.30 

Cohort 5: 2001 - 

2006 40,144 2.1 31.0 33.1 14.7 4.5 0.22 

Note:  Total COM in constant 2006 LE.   

 

4.3.2 Who pays for the cost of marriage? 

Figure 4.1 shows the division of the major components of the cost of marriage in Egypt, 

with the exception of the shabka, which is entirely the responsibility of the groom’s side.  The 

total costs are divided into the percentages that are covered the bride, the bride’s family, the 

groom and the groom’s family.  The figures demonstrate the low average individual contribution 

to marriage costs on the part of brides, as well as the customary division of the different 

components between the bride’s side and the groom’s side.  Housing is almost entirely covered 

by the groom’s side, with the bride’s side covering less than 10% of housing costs regardless of 

whether or not she was employed.  Approximately one-third of the afsh, which consists of 

furniture and appliances, was covered by the bride’s side.  The overall portion of the afsh that 

was covered by the bride’s side was slightly higher when the bride was employed, which was the 

result of an increase in her personal contribution.  The division of the total cost of marriage was 

quite similar to the division of the afsh, with the bride’s side covering approximately one-third of 

the total expenditures.   

The gihaz, which is most comparable to the Eurasian tradition of dowry, is the one 

component of the COM that is primarily a bride-side responsibility, with approximately two-

thirds of the cost being covered by the bride and her family.  On average, employed brides 

covered 14.8% of the cost of their gihaz, compared to 1.8% on the part of brides who were not 

employed.  The corresponding increase in the percentage covered by the combined bride’s side is 

not nearly as large, however, indicating that employed brides’ individual contributions largely 

went to replace some of their parents’ expenditures on their dowry.  Division of the costs of 

marriage celebrations reflected the standard practice in which the bride’s family pays for the cost 

of the engagement party and the groom’s family pays for the wedding.   Correspondingly, the 

bride’s side typically covered about 20% of the total celebration costs.  Brides’ individual 

contributions to celebration costs were very low, regardless of their pre-marital employment 
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status.  In sum, when brides contributed more to the cost of their marriages, this contribution was 

primarily spent on the purchase of household items and furniture.  

 
Figure 4.1: Division of the Costs of Marriage by Bride’s Pre-Marital  

Employment Status 

 
Source: Author’s calculations from the ELMPS.  

 

Multivariate analysis using OLS regression was conducted in order to separate out the 

associations between female education and employment and bride-side contributions to the 

COM.  First, however, Table 4.4 shows the results of regressing the total cost of marriage in 

Egyptian pounds on the same bride characteristics used in the models for the division of the 

COM.   Model 1 shows that employed brides are predicted to have a total cost of marriage that is 

3,787 LE higher than brides who are not employed, but the result is not statistically significant.  

Both the brides’ and her parents’ education, in contrast, are positively and significantly (with the 

exception of fathers with less than a secondary education) associated with a higher COM relative 

to having no completed schooling, which almost certainly reflects the effects of social class.  The 

multivariate results also confirm the descriptive finding that the COM has actually decreased 

significantly over time compared to the total COM for the 1980 – 1985 marriage cohort.  Model 

2 includes an interaction effect between wage employment prior to marriage and having a 

tertiary degree, in order to try to separate out the association between wage work and the COM 

from the fact that employed women tend to be more highly educated.  Although the results are 
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not significant, they suggest that the total COM may be higher for employed brides with less 

than a tertiary degree but lower for those who do have a tertiary degree.   

 
Table 4.4: Ordinary Least Squares Regression Results for the 

Total Cost of Marriage on Bride’s Characteristics 

  Model 1 Model 2 

Employed before marriage 3,787.8 

 

7,634.6 

 

 

3,519.7 

 

4,334.9 

 Bride, less than secondary 14,103.9 *** 14,050.3 *** 

 

2,558.7 

 

2,563.6 

 Bride, secondary 25,833.0 *** 25,480.2 *** 

 

2,168.4 

 

2,193.7 

 Bride, tertiary 35,060.4 *** 38,001.4 *** 

 

4,051.0 

 

4,387.0 

 Father, less than secondary 5,428.8 

 

5,369.6 

 

 

3,129.2 

 

3,135.4 

 Father, secondary 13,090.3 ** 13,205.2 ** 

 

4,682.6 

 

4,685.5 

 Father, tertiary 29,852.3 *** 29,807.5 *** 

 

8,497.2 

 

8,466.5 

 Mother, less than secondary 15,256.4 ** 15,402.5 ** 

 

5,764.8 

 

5,762.4 

 Mother, secondary 25,127.2 * 25,070.4 * 

 

11,955.3 

 

11,980.1 

 Mother, tertiary 23,164.8 * 23,252.4 * 

 

11,505.7 

 

11,450.5 

 Sibship size 8.8 

 

6.2 

 

 

401.0 

 

400.9 

 Urban Governorates 7,009.4 * 7,109.5 * 

 

3,310.9 

 

3,322.0 

 Urban Upper Egypt -22,243.5 *** -22,089.3 *** 

 

2,778.8 

 

2,780.2 

 Rural Lower Egypt -6,167.5 * -5,949.1 * 

 

2,682.3 

 

2,694.2 

 Rural Upper Egypt  -21,495.4 *** -21,171.1 *** 

 

2,580.4 

 

2,591.4 

 Cohort 2: 1986 - 1990 -36,162.6 *** -36,178.0 *** 

 

4,897.8 

 

4,896.4 

 Cohort 3: 1991 - 1995 -67,794.5 *** -67,667.3 *** 

 

4,191.3 

 

4,170.4 

 Cohort 4: 1996 - 2000 -75,947.4 *** -75,924.5 *** 

 

4,209.7 

 

4,203.1 

 Cohort 5: 2001 - 2006 -79,431.5 *** -79,536.4 *** 

 

4,182.6 

 

4,189.0 

 Tertiary edu. * employment 

  

-11,018.9 

 

   

7,337.5 

 Constant  99,131.4 *** 98,744.3 *** 

  4,814.9   4,780.4   

Note: Robust standard errors in italics.  Significant at ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < 

.01; ∗∗∗ p < .00 

 

Table 4.5 shows the results of OLS regression for the same two model specifications for 

three outcomes: the bride’s individual contribution to the COM, the bride’s family’s contribution 

to the COM, and the total bride-side contribution to the COM, all of which are measured in 
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percentage points.  The basic model for the bride’s contribution shows a strong positive 

association between the bride’s premarital employment and the percentage of the COM that she 

covers.  All else held equal, an employed bride is predicted to contribute 5.26 percentage points 

more to the total COM than a non-employed bride, significant at the 0.001 level.
68

  Once 

employment is accounted for, no other characteristics of the bride are significantly associated 

with the percentage of the COM she personally contributes except for residence in an Urban 

Governorate, which is likely due to the fact that this is the region in which employed brides are 

concentrated.   

Model 1 for the bride’s family’s contribution shows that when she is employed, her 

family is predicted to contribute 3.90 percentage points less of the total cost of marriage, also 

significant at the 0.001 level.  This again confirms the result from descriptive analysis indicating 

that much of an employed bride’s increased contribution to the COM goes to offset part of her 

family’s contribution.  But not all of it does.  The model for total bride-side contribution reveals 

that when the bride is employed, her side is predicted to contribute 1.36 percentage points more 

to the total COM, although this result is not quite significant at the 0.05 level, with p = 0.059.  

The interaction effects in Model 2 are not significant for any of the three right-hand side 

variables, suggesting that the associations between bride’s employment and the division of the 

COM do not vary by her educational level.    

In addition to some of the regional effects, which likely reflect differences in local 

customs regarding the division of marriage costs, marrying during the 2001 – 2006 period was 

positively associated with the bride’s side contributing a somewhat larger percentage of the total 

COM.  The bride having a secondary or tertiary education was also associated with a 1.35 and 

2.37 percentage point increase in the predicted bride-side share of the total COM, respectively.  

This agrees with Elbadawy’s (2009) finding that bride’s education does not serve as a 

substitution for bride-side contributions to the COM.  However, neither analysis accounts for 

marital matching; as Elbadawy also shows that more educated brides get better quality husbands, 

it is important to consider that they and their parents may be investing in the COM in order to 

secure a higher standard of living. The fact that when the bride is employed prior to marriage her 

side appears to contribute a slightly higher percentage of the total COM may also indicate either 

that employed brides are at somewhat of a bargaining disadvantage in the marriage market, or 

that when the bride is employed, she and her family prefer to contribute more to the COM.  

Whether employed brides may prefer to contribute more of the total COM because it allows 

them to marry earlier or to obtain better quality husbands will be examined in the following 

sections.   
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 Using the ELMPS 1998 – 2006 panel, Salem (2011) similarly finds that women who were employed in 1998 and 

subsequently married contributed a larger percentage of the cost of their marriages than women who were not 

employed in 1998.  However, she does not examine the associations between the bride’s employment and her 

family’s or the total bride-side contribution to the COM.   
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Table 4.5: Ordinary Least Squares Regression Results for the Division of the Cost of Marriage on Bride's 

Characteristics 

  

Percentage of COM 

contributed by bride 

Percentage of COM 

contributed by bride's 

family 

Total bride-side percentage 

of COM 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

Emp. before 

marriage 

5.26 *** 5.41 *** -3.90 *** -3.67 *** 1.36 

 
1.73 

 0.52 

 

0.64 

 

0.77 

 

0.99 

 

0.72 

 

0.92 

 Bride, less 

than sec. 

0.01 

 
0.01 

 
1.08 

 
1.08 

 
1.10 

 
1.09 

 0.32 

 

0.32 

 

0.78 

 

0.78 

 

0.76 

 

0.76 

 Bride, 

secondary 

0.20 

 
0.19 

 
1.15 

 
1.13 

 
1.35 * 1.32 * 

0.25 

 

0.25 

 

0.60 

 

0.61 

 

0.59 

 

0.59 

 Bride, 

tertiary 

0.82 

 
0.94 

 
1.55 

 
1.73 

 
2.37 ** 2.66 ** 

0.51 

 

0.52 

 

0.84 

 

0.92 

 

0.81 

 

0.88 

 Father, less 

than sec. 

0.24 

 
0.24 

 
1.23 

 
1.23 

 
1.48 

 
1.47 

 0.47 

 

0.47 

 

0.83 

 

0.83 

 

0.81 

 

0.81 

 Father, 

secondary 

0.37 

 
0.37 

 
-2.07 * -2.07 * -1.70 

 
-1.69 

 0.55 

 

0.55 

 

0.99 

 

0.99 

 

0.92 

 

0.92 

 Father, 

tertiary 

0.73 

 
0.73 

 
-0.83 

 
-0.83 

 
-0.09 

 
-0.09 

 0.99 

 

0.99 

 

1.27 

 

1.26 

 

1.23 

 

1.23 

 Mother, less 

than sec. 

-0.12 

 
-0.11 

 
2.16 

 
2.16 

 
2.04 

 
2.05 

 0.70 

 

0.70 

 

1.19 

 

1.19 

 

1.10 

 

1.10 

 Mother, 

secondary 

-0.95 

 
-0.95 

 
0.13 

 
0.13 

 
-0.83 

 
-0.82 

 0.88 

 

0.88 

 

1.47 

 

1.47 

 

1.55 

 

1.54 

 Mother, 

tertiary 

-1.50 

 
-1.49 

 
4.49 * 4.50 * 3.00 

 
3.01 

 1.52 

 

1.52 

 

2.04 

 

2.03 

 

2.05 

 

2.05 

 Sibship size 0.03 

 
0.03 

 
0.01 

 
0.01 

 
0.03 

 
0.03 

 
 

0.05 

 

0.05 

 

0.11 

 

0.11 

 

0.10 

 

0.10 

 Urban Govs. 2.52 *** 2.52 *** -0.91 

 
-0.91 

 
1.60 * 1.62 * 

 

0.38 

 

0.38 

 

0.74 

 

0.74 

 

0.70 

 

0.70 

 Urban Upper 

Egypt 

-0.16 

 
-0.15 

 
-7.99 *** -7.98 *** -8.15 *** -8.13 *** 

0.28 

 

0.28 

 

0.72 

 

0.72 

 

0.70 

 

0.70 

 Rural Lower 

Egypt 

0.18 

 
0.19 

 
-0.96 

 
-0.95 

 
-0.78 

 
-0.76 

 0.28 

 

0.28 

 

0.66 

 

0.66 

 

0.63 

 

0.64 

 Rural Upper 

Egypt  

-0.01 

 
0.00 

 
-9.75 *** -9.73 *** -9.76 *** -9.73 *** 

0.27 

 

0.27 

 

0.75 

 

0.75 

 

0.73 

 

0.73 

 Cohort 2: 

1986 - 1990 

-0.19 

 
-0.19 

 
-0.95 

 
-0.95 

 
-1.15 

 
-1.14 

 0.35 

 

0.35 

 

0.95 

 

0.95 

 

0.94 

 

0.94 

 Cohort 3: 

1991 - 1995 

0.44 

 
0.44 

 
-1.72 

 
-1.71 

 
-1.28 

 
-1.27 

 0.36 

 

0.36 

 

0.90 

 

0.90 

 

0.88 

 

0.88 

 Cohort 4: 

1996 - 2000 

0.19 

 
0.19 

 
-0.79 

 
-0.79 

 
-0.61 

 
-0.60 

 0.32 

 

0.32 

 

0.83 

 

0.83 

 

0.81 

 

0.81 

 Cohort 5: 

2001 - 2006 

0.06 

 
0.06 

 
1.59 

 
1.58 

 
1.64 * 1.63 * 

0.31 

 

0.31 

 

0.81 

 

0.81 

 

0.79 

 

0.79 

 Tertiary edu 

* emp.   

-0.43 

   

-0.65 

   

-1.09 

 
  

1.10 

   

1.56 

   

1.46 

 Constant  0.19 

 
0.17 

 
32.44 *** 32.41 *** 32.63 *** 32.59 *** 

 

0.40 

 

0.40 

 

0.99 

 

1.00 

 

0.96 

 

0.96 

 N 5,496   5,496   5,496   5,496   5,496   5,496   

R-squared  0.10   0.10   0.081   0.081   0.11   0.11   
Note: Robust standard errors in italics.  Significant at ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .00 
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4.3.3 Marriage timing 

The descriptive analysis presented above indicated that brides who were employed prior 

to marriage had slightly longer engagement periods than those who were not, but experienced 

considerably longer periods between completing their schooling and marrying.  Multivariate 

analysis using Cox proportional hazards regression confirms the finding that wage employment 

is associated with a longer period between school exit and marriage.
69

  With all other variables 

held constant, being engaged in wage employment reduced a woman’s yearly hazard of getting 

married by 50.3% (see Table 4.6).  As shown in Figure 4.2, the corresponding survival function 

for years to marriage following school exit shows a shallower curve for employed women 

relative to their non-employed counterparts.  By five years after school exit, over 70% women 

who were not employed had married, compared to just under half of women who were 

employed.  It takes until the nine year mark for two-thirds of employed women to marry, by 

which point only seven percent of non-employed women remain unmarried.  

 The hazard model results for engagement period, in contrast, show no difference in the 

monthly hazard of marrying once engaged for women who were and were not employed prior to 

marriage.  As Figure 4.3 illustrates, the survival curves for months to marriage once engaged are 

practically identical for the two groups.  This analysis thus does not lend support to the popular 

idea that young women may work during their engagements in order to help their fiancées 

accumulate the necessary household goods, and thereby bring about a sooner wedding.   

The interpretation of the association between employment and marriage delay following 

school exit is, however, less clear.  On the one hand, it may be that women whose families 

cannot afford to pay the full bride-side cost of marriage for them are delaying marriage in order 

to save the necessary funds.  This would conform to the findings of other qualitative studies, as 

well as the statements of some of my respondents from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, that 

young women work in order to save for their trousseaus (‘alshan tigahhiz nefsaha).  Given the 

perceived incompatibility between women’s work in the private sector and family 

responsibilities, it is also possible that women who prefer to work may delay marriage so as to 

keep their jobs longer.  However, I found nothing in my qualitative fieldwork to suggest that 

young women saw employment as a reason to delay marriage.  A somewhat weaker version of 

this argument, made by Salem (2011), is that women who are employed can afford to be more 

selective about their spouse and therefore marry later.  

 It is also possible, on the other hand, that delayed marriage is leading to employment 

rather than vice versa.  In other words, it may be then that women who happen to not find 

marriage matches shortly after finishing school are the ones who are entering the labor market 

and remaining employed until they do marry.  This causal direction would agree with my 

respondents’ arguments that young women are more likely to work today because marriage is 

delayed, and they need a way to spend their time while waiting for a suitable match.  Regardless, 

there is no evidence to support the argument that women are speeding up the marriage process by 

working prior to marriage and contributing more to the cost of their marriages.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
69

 Note this is a somewhat unusual application of the Cox proportional hazards model in which all respondents 

experienced the event of interest, i.e. marriage, by the definition of the sample. 
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Table 4.6: Cox Proportional Hazards Model Coefficients for 

Engagement Period and Years between School Exit and Marriage 

  

Years between 

school exit and 

marriage 

Engagement 

period 

Employed before marriage -0.698 *** -0.007 *** 

 

0.001 

 

0.001 

 Bride, less than secondary 0.160 *** -0.184 *** 

 

0.001 

 

0.001 

 Bride, secondary 0.784 *** -0.258 *** 

 

0.001 

 

0.001 

 Bride, tertiary 1.212 *** -0.172 *** 

 

0.001 

 

0.001 

 Father, less than secondary -0.009 *** -0.082 *** 

 

0.001 

 

0.001 

 Father, secondary 0.003 * -0.048 *** 

 

0.002 

 

0.001 

 Father, tertiary -0.079 *** 0.039 *** 

 

0.002 

 

0.002 

 Mother, less than secondary 0.094 *** -0.083 *** 

 

0.002 

 

0.002 

 Mother, secondary 0.415 *** 0.154 *** 

 

0.002 

 

0.002 

 Mother, tertiary 0.489 *** 0.148 *** 

 

0.003 

 

0.003 

 Sibship size -0.004 *** 0.000 

 

 

0.000 

 

0.000 

 Urban Governorates -0.167 *** -0.074 *** 

 

0.001 

 

0.001 

 Urban Upper Egypt 0.133 *** 0.223 *** 

 

0.002 

 

0.002 

 Rural Lower Egypt 0.297 *** 0.072 *** 

 

0.001 

 

0.001 

 Rural Upper Egypt  0.510 *** 0.260 *** 

 

0.001 

 

0.001 

 Cohort 2: 1986 - 1990 -0.120 *** -0.024 *** 

 

0.001 

 

0.001 

 Cohort 3: 1991 - 1995 -0.307 *** -0.078 *** 

 

0.001 

 

0.001 

 Cohort 4: 1996 - 2000 -0.396 *** -0.100 *** 

 

0.001 

 

0.001 

 Cohort 5: 2001 - 2006 -0.386 *** -0.057 *** 

  0.001   0.001   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

91 

 

Figure 4.2: Bride’s Yearly Hazard of Marriage after Exiting School, by Wage 

Employment Status Prior to Marriage 

 
 

Figure 4.3: Bride’s Monthly Hazard of Marriage once Engaged, by Wage 

Employment Status Prior to Marriage  
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4.3.4 Husband quality  

 If women are not speeding up the marriage process by working and contributing to the 

cost of their marriages, it may be that they are making other gains on the marriage market, such 

as matching with higher quality husbands.  This question of marriage matching is perhaps the 

one that has been least addressed in the literature on women’s contributions to the COM thus far, 

yet it has important implications for how marriage transfers may affect women’s welfare in 

marriage.  In particular, as the large majority of women in Egypt do not work after marriage, 

whom they marry typically has a significant impact on their socioeconomic status for the rest of 

their lives.  Matching with a husband of higher socioeconomic class or with more secure 

economic prospects thus holds considerable potential for social mobility.   

In this analysis, I proxy the idea of making an advantageous match by whether or not the 

bride made an educationally hypergamous marriage, i.e. by whether or not she married a man 

who had completed at least one more level of education than she had.
70

  Table 4.7 shows the 

results of the logistic regression analysis for this outcome, which indicate that the bride’s 

employment status prior to marriage was not significantly associated with her likelihood of 

making a hypergamous match.  The same held true in Model 2, in which the percentage of the 

total COM contributed by the bride’s side was added to the model.  This suggests that paying 

more of the cost of marriage is not serving as a means of obtaining a higher-quality groom, or 

potentially as a substitute for other characteristics that may be valued on the marriage market, at 

least when considering the groom’s education.
71

  Higher levels of women’s own education were 

associated with increasingly lower odds of educational hypergamy, again as there is less room 

for upward mobility for these women.  However, having a more highly educated father was 

associated with greater odds of educational hypergamy compared to having a father who did not 

complete any schooling levels.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
70

 For this analysis, both bride’s and groom’s education were measured in the same four categories used throughout 

this chapter: no completed schooling, less than secondary, secondary and tertiary.  Although the groom’s wealth 

would also make a good proxy for marriage hypergamy, the groom’s assets cannot be determined prior to marriage 

using only the 2006 ELMPS round.  They could be determined using the subset of individuals who are in the 1998 – 

2006 ELMPS panel, but this results in a very small sample.   
71

 An additional model was tried that included an interaction between bride’s employment and the bride-side 

percentage of the total COM, but this interaction also proved insignificant.   
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Table 4.7: Logistic Regression Coefficients for Likelihood of 

Making an Educationally Hypergamous Marriage 

  Model 1 Model 2 

Employed before marriage -0.116 

 

-0.115 

 

 

0.126 

 

0.126 

 Bride side % of total COM paid 

  

-0.001 

 

   

0.003 

 Bride, less than secondary -0.482 *** -0.483 *** 

 

0.108 

 

0.108 

 Bride, secondary -1.335 *** -1.336 *** 

 

0.100 

 

0.100 

 Bride, tertiary -2.581 *** -2.579 *** 

 

0.190 

 

0.190 

 Father, less than secondary 0.442 ** 0.443 ** 

 

0.136 

 

0.136 

 Father, secondary 0.974 *** 0.971 *** 

 

0.174 

 

0.174 

 Father, tertiary 0.738 ** 0.728 ** 

 

0.237 

 

0.238 

 Mother, less than secondary -0.016 

 

-0.013 

 

 

0.206 

 

0.206 

 Mother, secondary 0.055 

 

0.057 

 

 

0.263 

 

0.264 

 Mother, tertiary 0.105 

 

0.113 

 

 

0.425 

 

0.425 

 Sibship size 0.053 ** 0.053 ** 

 

0.017 

 

0.017 

 Urban Governorates 0.358 ** 0.361 ** 

 

0.126 

 

0.126 

 Urban Upper Egypt 0.119 

 

0.108 

 

 

0.134 

 

0.136 

 Rural Lower Egypt -0.116 

 

-0.117 

 

 

0.126 

 

0.126 

 Rural Upper Egypt  -0.158 

 

-0.168 

 

 

0.130 

 

0.132 

 Cohort 2: 1986 - 1990 0.030 

 

0.030 

 

 

0.133 

 

0.133 

 Cohort 3: 1991 - 1995 -0.113 

 

-0.116 

 

 

0.130 

 

0.130 

 Cohort 4: 1996 - 2000 -0.089 

 

-0.086 

 

 

0.120 

 

0.120 

 Cohort 5: 2001 - 2006 -0.380 ** -0.377 ** 

 

0.116 

 

0.116 

 Constant -0.336 * -0.307 

 

 

0.163 

 

0.182 

 N 4,929   4,926   

Pseudo R-squared  0.101   0.101   

Note: Robust standard errors in italics.  Significant at ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p 

< .01; ∗∗∗ p < .00 
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4.5 Conclusion: Is Employment an Advantage for Women on the Marriage Market?  

 

In this chapter, I examined the associations between women’s employment prior to 

marriage and a number of their marital outcomes, focusing in particular on bride-side 

contributions to the cost of marriage.  The results indicate that women who were employed prior 

to marriage did make higher individual contributions to the cost of their marriages.  Most of this 

contribution went to offset some of their families’ contributions, but when the bride was 

employed prior to marriage the overall bride-side contribution to the COM was slightly greater.  

The total cost of marriage did not differ significantly between employed and non-employed 

brides, indicating that higher contributions to the COM are not purchasing employed brides a 

higher material standard of living upon marriage.   

Although the magnitude of the increase in the bride-side percentage of the total COM 

when the bride was employed was small, I conducted several additional analyses in order to test 

the hypothesis that employed brides and their families may prefer to contribute a greater portion 

of the cost of marriage in order to obtain other advantageous marriage outcomes.  One of these 

outcomes is a shorter time to marriage, given the widespread concern in Egypt with marriage 

delay.  However, my results indicate that there was no difference in the length of the engagement 

period experienced by brides who were employed and those who are not.  Brides who were 

employed prior to marriage also experienced significantly longer periods between school exit 

and marriage than those who were not.  Finally, being employed prior to marriage and 

contributing a higher percentage of the total cost of marriage were not associated with the 

likelihood of making an educationally hypergamous marriage match.  In other words, 

contributing more to the cost of marriage does not appear to secure women higher-quality 

grooms, a finding that runs counter to the literature on dowry in India (Bhat and Halli 1999; 

Dalmia and Lawrence 2005).   

In sum, women’s employment prior to marriage is associated with larger individual bride 

contributions and somewhat larger bride-side contributions to the total cost of marriage, but this 

does not seem to result in any advantageous marriage outcomes.  The key question raised by this 

study is thus whether contributing a greater percentage of the cost of marriage is, in general, 

positive or negative for Egyptian women’s welfare in marriage.  If women who work prior to 

marriage are able to gain a stronger bargaining position in the marital household – or perhaps 

vis-à-vis their own families or in-laws – by contributing more to the cost of their marriages, then 

their increased contributions may be expected to improve their quality of life later on.  However, 

other research has found that women’s contributions to the COM are not associated with greater 

decision-making power in marriage except among the highest-waged women (Salem 2011).  If, 

then, employed women are contributing more to the COM because they are at a disadvantaged 

position in the marriage market relative to their peers who do not work, this has important 

consequences both for women’s welfare and for their commitment to the labor market following 

marriage.  

 Women’s employment may also be serving a number of functions in relation to the 

marriage market, an issue that is highlighted by the finding that employed women tend to 

experience longer waiting periods between leaving school and marrying.  Popular perception and 

some previous qualitative research hold that young women work prior to marriage in order to 

save for the costs of their gihaz, and thereby speed up the marriage process. Although 

employment does not in fact lead to a more rapid transition to marriage, the fact that much of 

brides’ contributions to the total COM offset contributions on the part of their families suggests 
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that women in difficult socioeconomic circumstances do work in order to cover their marriage 

costs, a process that could take time.  The relationship between employment and marriage delay 

in this case is conditioned by financial circumstances, and would imply that women who work 

prior to marriage are a particularly disadvantaged group, explaining the lack of association 

between pre-marital employment and positive marital outcomes. The fact that the large majority 

of women who were wage employed prior to marriage had a university education does cast some 

doubt on this explanation, as education correlates with social class.  This may be related to the 

geographic distribution of working women; women engaged in wage work were concentrated in 

the Urban Governorates, where education levels are generally high and social norms regarding 

parents’ role in covering the costs of their daughters’ marriages may be weaker than in rural 

areas.   

 On the other hand, a number of women I interviewed proposed an explanation of young 

women’s work that would suggest that marriage is driving labor force participation rather than 

the other way around.  According to this explanation, it is the women who do not marry shortly 

after completing their educations, and who therefore have free time on their hands, who enter the 

labor market.  Work provides these young women with a means through which to occupy 

themselves, a chance to meet a partner, and, at last resort, a source of income in the event that 

they never do marry.  In this case, women’s contributions to the cost of marriage are an almost 

coincidental benefit of employment, allowing them to spare their parents some expense but not 

serving as a critical determinant of their ability to marry.  Under this scenario, there is no reason 

to expect that greater bride-side marriage transfers will allow women to secure better quality 

matches.   

 If this second explanation holds true, it implies that the relationship between 

employment and marriage delay is a function of luck or other, unmeasured characteristics of the 

bride that affect her marriage prospects.  These characteristics are many, including physical 

attractiveness, personality, and the family’s networks, and may trump employment as a matching 

factor on the marriage market.  This is particularly true if – as was often the case among the 

women I interviewed – employment is something that women expect to give up (and are 

expected to give up) if their husbands object.  If women are expected to forgo employment upon 

marriage, whether or not they work is irrelevant as a matching criterion unless men specifically 

look for women with accumulated savings, which seems unlikely.   

 Based on the qualitative fieldwork discussed in Chapter 3 and the fact that a large 

percentage of the women in the ELMPS who engaged in wage work prior to marriage had a 

tertiary education, I would argue that both of these dynamics are in effect but for different groups 

of women.  For many women from low socioeconomic backgrounds, employment prior to 

marriage most likely is a necessity in order to cover the cost of their marriages.  The very fact 

that these women are working out of necessity and not by choice, particularly in a context in 

which employment is only viewed as a positive marriage market characteristic by half of young 

people, argues against the idea that women’s resulting contributions to marriage costs will lead 

to advantageous marriage market outcomes, and particularly advantageous matches.  This 

argument is similar to the one made by some gender scholars that work is not necessarily 

empowering in contexts where women’s work outside the home is seen as inappropriate and 

women who do work do so primarily out of economic necessity (Malhotra and Mather 1997).   

 For women from higher socioeconomic backgrounds, in contrast, paid work may in fact 

serve primarily as a means of occupying time not spent in carework and housework.   This was 

certainly the case for many of the young women I interviewed who were middle class or popular 
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class with high educations and relatively secure financial circumstances.  Boredom and getting 

out of the house were common reasons these young women cited for working or wanting to 

work.  Many treated their income as discretionary, or used it to purchase “extras” for marriage 

rather than the socially accepted necessities of a new home, which were provided by their 

parents.  Although work is not a result of disadvantage for this population, it is also not an 

investment either for the marriage market or married life in general.  In terms of marriage, this 

scenario would predict the null results found for many of the outcomes examined.    

 One similarity between these two arguments regarding why young women work prior to 

marriage is that neither posits any long-term advantage to these women after marriage.  Whether 

women work in order to save for marriage or in order to spend their time before marriage, they 

have no concrete incentive to work after marriage as they might if there were evidence that being 

employed was seen as a desirable characteristic in a wife.  There is therefore no reason to expect 

that women who work prior to marriage, and particularly those who work in the private sector 

where working conditions are often not compatible with women’s household responsibilities, 

will continue to work after they marry.  Encouraging young women to enter the labor market will 

thus have little effect on their long-term commitment to working unless the incentives for work 

after marriage – for both women and for their husbands – begin to change.   
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Conclusion: Employment and Empowerment 

 

In the previous chapters, I discussed changes in women’s work, education, and marriage 

patterns in Egypt that have led to significant differences between the life courses of young 

women today and those of their mothers a generation ago.   In Chapter 1, I described the effects 

Egypt’s shift from a state-led development model to a market-oriented one have had on the labor 

market.  I focused on how this shift led to a sharp decline in hiring in the public sector, which 

was once the engine of Egypt’s employment policy.  Educated women, who have been 

disproportionately reliant on the public sector as a source of employment, were particularly hard 

hit by the near freeze in hiring.  As a result, young women in their 20s and 30s today are 

significantly less likely to be wage employed than their mothers were at the same age, given the 

same educational attainment.  This decline in women’s participation in wage labor, and how it 

has affected their perspectives on work, is the backdrop for my analyses of education and 

marriage as well as employment.  

In Chapter 2, I traced long-term trends in educational attainment among both men and 

women in Egypt.  As educational attainment is the key factor determining opportunities for wage 

employment for women in Egypt, these trends in education are particularly important for 

understanding change in the labor market.  Using the educational transitions model that has been 

widely applied in research on social stratification in the Global North,  I find that the magnitude 

of the association between class background and the odds of progression through the school 

system did in fact decline over time, largely due to a rapid increase in rates of primary school 

completion.  However, class background remained a significant predictor of successfully making 

a given educational transition through advanced stages of the schooling system.  Children from 

more advantaged backgrounds are also more likely to be tracked into the more prestigious 

general education track rather than into vocational education.  The association between class 

background and educational outcomes, particularly tracking, holds even when school quality is 

taken into consideration.  These findings suggest that the major point of inequality in the 

Egyptian educational system has shifted from primary school enrollment to tracking and school 

quality at the secondary level.   

Chapter 3 then turned to a discussion of how Egyptian women themselves perceive 

change in women’s work over the past 30 years.  I focus on class differences in these perceptions 

and how they are shaped both by material conditions, including inter-generational educational 

mobility, and cultural understandings.  I argue that perceptions of how women’s work has 

changed in Egypt can be understood through Sewell’s (1992) concept of cultural schemas, or the 

mental constructs through which actors interpret their social worlds.  Based on in-depth 

interviews with mother-daughter pairs in Cairo, I identify six schemas surrounding women’s 

work that encapsulate the ideas, respectively, that girls can work in any field now, that there is a 

respectable type of employment for women, that the younger generation is a product of progress 

and greater freedom for women, that the younger generation is lazy and spoiled, that women 

today work for self-actualization whereas in the past they worked out of economic necessity, and 

that women today work because they must due to difficult economic conditions.  I argue that the 

tensions inherent in these schemas of women’s work reflect broader social anxiety over the 

desire for  a “modern,” globalized Egypt and nostalgia for a past era in which Egypt was in its 

heyday and social ills were fewer.  This anxiety is apparent in terms of women’s thinking about 

the direction of Egyptian society, as well as in their conceptions of the identities of different 

generations of women. 
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In Chapter 4, I examined a specific explanation for women’s work that is common in 

both the media and popular opinion in Egypt, namely that women now work because of the 

rising cost of marriage.  I examine the relationship between women's participation in wage labor 

prior to marriage and several key marriage outcomes, finding that brides who are wage employed 

prior to marriage do in fact contribute a larger percentage of the total cost of their marriages. 

Although a substantial portion of this individual contribution goes to offset some of her family's 

contribution, when the bride is employed the total bride-side contribution to the cost of marriage 

is still increased by a small amount. Yet this increased bride-side contribution does not result in a 

more rapid transition to marriage or an increased likelihood of making an educationally 

hypergamous match.  I therefore argue that employment among unmarried women may be 

serving two different functions in relation to the marriage market for different classes of women.  

For women from low socioeconomic backgrounds, employment prior to marriage is a result of 

disadvantage and their parents’ inability to provide for the costs of their marriages.  For women 

from higher socioeconomic backgrounds, in contrast, employment is a means for young women 

to spend their time while waiting for a suitable marriage match, rather than a marriage market 

investment.  In either case, there is no basis for the expectation that working prior to marriage 

will be associated with advantageous marriage outcomes for women. 

Taken together, these findings call for a more critical approach to the positive 

relationship between women’s work and their empowerment that is often assumed, explicitly or 

implicitly, in the field of international development.  Women’s low rates of labor force 

participation, and particularly their low rates of participation in wage work, are commonly cited 

as a problem in development and academic literatures focused on women’s “status” in the 

Middle East.  Reflecting the circularity present in many attempts to conceptualize and measure 

women’s empowerment (Kabeer 1999), employment is often treated in this literature both as a 

source and as an indicator of women’s empowerment.  The view that women’s employment is 

necessary for their individual empowerment, as well as for the productive use of their 

educational investments, is epitomized by the 2005 Arab Human Development Report’s 

conclusion on the topic of women’s low rates of labor force participation:  

 

It is thus impossible to realize individual levels of advancement, much less 

general human welfare, without the participation of Arab women in the labor 

force.  The failure to use human capital, especially highly educated women, curbs 

economic development and squanders important energies and investments, which 

might otherwise contribute to achieving economic development for all (UNDP 

2006, 92).  

 

This view that low rates of female labor force participation (despite rising educational 

attainment) is one source of slow regional advancement in terms of gender equality and 

development more broadly is by no means restricted to the AHDR (see, .e.g.,Moghadam 1998; 

Hausmann, Tyson, and Zahidi 2009; Rauch and Kostyshak 2009).  At the same time, other 

studies have used labor force participation as a measure of the level of gender equality in MENA 

and other Muslim-majority countries (see, e.g.,Spierings, Smits, and Verloo 2009).   

Regardless of the direction of causality posited, these approaches imply that a positive 

relationship between work and empowerment holds for women in general in the MENA region.  

The resulting policy conclusion is that measures should be adopted to encourage women to enter 

the paid labor force.  However, the results of my research suggest that such an approach over-
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simplifies the role of employment in women’s lives, and ignores many of the dynamics of their 

households.  Although the benefits of rapid improvement in educational opportunities have been 

many for women in Egypt, including those I spoke with, it is much less clear that employment 

does or could play a similar role on the national level.  

 To be sure, many women derive considerable social, economic and psychological 

benefits from work, a fact that was well-recognized by many of the women I interviewed.  

Working women were seen as having the chance to develop stronger personalities, form wider 

networks of personal relationships, keep updated with current events and social changes, and 

generally have a life that was separated from the home.  Among the younger generation of 

women, who were fairly recently out of school, working was also seen as a means of benefitting 

from the time and energy they had invested in their educations.  In addition, the benefits of 

financial independence and a second income – both for women themselves and for their families 

– were of course important to many.    

My point is therefore by no means to argue that work is not beneficial for women in 

Egypt and MENA more broadly; it certainly can be, in a variety of ways, many of which 

conform to how the development field conceptualizes empowerment.   Rather, my argument is 

that the potential benefits of employment are conditional on many other intermediating factors 

that are often overlooked in the focus on women’s participation in paid labor.  Women do not 

make decisions about their employment alone, but in consultation with other members of their 

families, and in some contexts they may not even be the primary decision-maker when it comes 

to the question of whether or not they will work outside of the home.  Family involvement in 

such decisions is not peculiar to the MENA region – one can hardly imagine that most married 

women in the United States, for example, decide to enter or leave the labor market without 

consulting their spouses – but in much academic literature, whether or not a woman works tends 

to be treated as a decision that she makes in a vacuum.  This approach is misleading not only in 

that it ignores the role of family members in influencing women’s decisions about work, but in 

that it fails to consider other factors, such as social disapproval, economic need and employment 

conditions, that may dramatically affect the extent to which women are empowered through their 

work.  

The various ways in which these intermediating factors can affect if and to what extent 

paid labor is empowering for women are amply demonstrated by the experiences of the women I 

interviewed.  As noted in Chapter 3, a number of women in both the mother and daughter 

generations had exited (or never entered) the labor market due to the opposition of their parents 

or husbands.  In some cases the opposition of family members to the idea of the interviewee 

working was absolute, and in other cases it was based on the conditions of the particular job in 

question or family circumstances at a given moment in time.  Although a woman’s insistence 

upon working despite such opposition could be interpreted as empowerment, in that she had 

asserted her desires over that of others in the family, such a move would certainly not be without 

consequence.  One of the illiterate mothers in my sample had been beaten by her husband when 

he discovered she had gone to work in a factory for the day without his permission, and other 

respondents cited with disapproval examples of female acquaintances or relatives who had 

worked against their husband’s will and were therefore seen to have caused unnecessary marital 

problems.   

Less extreme consequences of women’s work in the context of minimal family support 

were seen in the double burden that work outside of the home placed on many of the married 

working women I interviewed.  Although many husbands did allow their wives to work, this did 
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not necessarily mean that they supported their wives in terms of sharing the burden of housework 

at home.  As one of the married daughters who was employed in the public sector explained, her 

husband did not oppose her working as long as her work did not impact the home.  If she found 

that she was unable to take care of the childcare and housework, their agreement was that she 

would leave her job (not that he would help out more at home).  The expectation that women 

would bear the bulk of the responsibility for childcare and housework whether or not they were 

employed was nearly universal among women of both generations.  Awareness of the 

consequences was quite striking among the working women in the mother generation, many of 

whom stated that women’s employment does not come at the expense of her children, but rather 

at the expense of her own health.  Recognizing the extent of this burden, a number of the 

unmarried working daughters said that they planned to leave the labor force once they married 

because they could not manage the double demands of work and home.   

The negative consequences of work outside the home may be even more significant for 

women who must work out of economic necessity.  Many of the poorest women I interviewed 

came from migrant families that still held the more conservative customs of the rural areas from 

which they originated as ideals.  Several of the working mothers in this group faced significant 

opposition from their natal families – to the point of cut ties in some cases – because of their 

employment, even though their husbands allowed it.  Others continued to work despite the 

apparent damage the double shifts of paid work and housework was causing to their health, 

either because their household could not do without the second income or because marital 

instability led them to hold on to their jobs out of fear of what they would do if abandoned.  

These situations highlight the complexity of the relationship between work and empowerment; 

on the one hand, these working women who were in unstable marriages and/or whose husbands 

were not adequately providing for the family had a greater level of economic security than a 

housewife would have had in the same situation.  Yet on the other hand, if these women are 

working because they must due to poverty or unstable family situations, to what extent can their 

employment be considered a positive source of empowerment?  

Factors external to the household and family may also affect the degree to which paid 

employment is associated with empowering outcomes for women.  Working women in 

communities that disapprove of women’s work outside the home or that disapprove of the 

particular type of work they are performing may face various forms of social censure, similar to 

that faced by the women whose extended families disapproved of their employment (cf. 

Malhotra and Mather 1997).  Although this did not appear in my research, it has been suggested 

by other ethnographic accounts in Egypt that women may, for example, fear losing marriage 

prospects due to disapproval of their work (Barsoum 2004).  More broadly, the schema of male 

providership still holds strongly across classes in Egypt, and, as some of my respondents 

mentioned, in some communities a wife’s work is interpreted as a sign of her husband’s inability 

to fulfill the demands of this schema.  Although respondents saw the idea of shame in a wife’s 

work as associated primarily with the older generation, the ideal of providership was still 

mentioned by some as a reason for young men’s opposition to women’s work.  For such families, 

the feeling that they are not adequately upholding the gendered demands of a deeply held schema 

could lead to significant strain.   

Lastly, employment conditions in much of Egypt’s private sector today can hardly be 

seen as empowering for many women or men.  The daughter generation, like their male peers 

(see also Sieverding 2012a), complained consistently of poor and degrading treatment, low 

salaries, long hours, and lack of vacations and other benefits in the private sector.  For women 
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these conditions are compounded by prevalent sexual harassment both at work and during the 

commute to and from work.  In a labor market characterized by high unemployment and low 

levels of regulation, young women felt that employers had all the power and they were forced to 

accept whatever work they could find, both in terms of the actual job and treatment at that job.  

While those who worked in the private sector continued to see the financial and psychological 

benefits of work – if not, they certainly would have withdrawn from the labor force as others had 

– under these conditions it is difficult to see the emergence of an empowered class of working 

women as a political or social force, as is sometimes envisioned in the development literature 

(see, e.g.,Moghadam 1998).
72

   

To reiterate, my point in highlighting these issues is by no means to argue that women 

should not work under difficult or disapproving conditions, nor to argue that they do not derive 

financial and psychological benefit if they do work under such conditions.  Instead, it is to argue 

for a reexamination of way in which women’s work is promoted in the international development 

field, not because women’s work is not valuable to them, their families, and societies as a whole, 

but because its consequences are often more complex than is acknowledged in the standard 

development view.  To simply assume that paid work will empower women and contribute to 

positive development outcomes on the individual and societal levels leads to oversimplified, and 

therefore likely ineffective, policy conclusions.   

The most important step in rethinking the relationship between work and empowerment 

is the recognition that the benefits of women’s employment may be complex and varying across 

societies and classes.  This is evidenced, for example, by the finding that employment prior to 

marriage is not associated with positive marital outcomes for women.  I argue that for young 

women from higher socioeconomic backgrounds this may indicate that employment is serving as 

a time-filler between school exit and marriage, whereas for young women from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds employment may actually indicate social disadvantage in that they 

must work and save money in order to be able to marry at all.  

 Such a divergence between the relationship between employment and marriage for 

women from different classes has several implications for how we think about work and 

empowerment.  First of all, employment (like most anything) always has negative as well as 

positive consequences for the employee, and these consequences are likely to differ across social 

groups.  For some groups, the balance of these consequences may not be empowering in the 

common development sense; if, for example, a young woman from a poor family is working 

under poor conditions and in despite of social disapproval in order to pay for her marriage, is she 

really being empowered?  She is certainly benefitting financially, but whether a broader 

approach to relieving household poverty, which might have made it possible for her to never 

enter the labor market at all, would ultimately have made her better off is open to question.   

Second, work may have very different consequences for women at different stages in the 

life course.  A young middle class woman who works prior to marriage – even if only to pass the 

time – may certainly derive a range of benefits that conform with development notions of 

empowerment.  Yet the balance of benefit and disadvantage derived from work may change 

dramatically once she is married and facing the double burden of paid work and housework, as 
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 Although many labor protests have occurred during the period since the January 25
th

, 2011 revolution, to my 

knowledge none of these have focused on or been driven by women workers and their demands.  In general, the idea 

that the post-revolution period is “not the time” for the assertion of women’s gender-specific demands has prevailed; 

for example, a women’s march on International Women’s Day in 2011 was met with heckling and harassment. See, 

among others: http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/mar/08/rival-protesters-clash-women-tahrir 
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well as a different set of expectations regarding her gendered social and familial roles.  That the 

disadvantages may well outweigh the benefits at this stage is seen in the high rates of labor 

market exit upon marriage among women working in the private sector.   

Improving employment conditions in the private sector is certainly one route towards 

making paid work a more attractive choice for married women, and is a policy objective that 

should be pursued for this as well as many other reasons.  But working is still a choice that 

women make within a complex social environment.  For women to work, and to benefit from 

their work, they must be able to work while fulfilling, to their satisfaction, the other social roles 

that they desire to fulfill and that are also important to their identities.  Most of the women I 

spoke with said that their roles as wives and mothers took priority over paid work, and they 

derived considerable satisfaction and social benefit from the fulfillment of those roles, which is 

empowering in its own way.  The aim of initiatives promoting women’s participation in paid 

employment should therefore not be the assertion of the identity of worker over that of wife and 

mother, but the reconciliation of the two.   

Perhaps the most essential link in the reconciliation of women’s work and family roles is 

men.  The mothers I spoke with whose husbands genuinely supported their employment, both 

emotionally and in terms of help provided with housework and childcare, were those who had 

been able to enjoy the benefits of paid work while minimizing the strain on their family 

relationships, own health and sense of fulfillment in terms of their family roles.  In a context in 

which husbands and male relatives have considerable influence over women’s employment 

decisions, men’s support is an essential but often overlooked aspect of the relationship between 

work and women’s empowerment.  

Another, better recognized, aspect of work-family reconciliation is of course employment 

conditions.  The subject of a huge international literature, the promotion of “family-friendly” 

employment for women (and increasingly men as well) has been noted in the Egyptian and 

broader MENA contexts, particularly with respect to the large gap between women’s 

participation in the public and private sectors.  Other forms of work, however, should also be 

considered.  In light of prevailing employment conditions, and at times family disapproval, I 

would argue that many of the young women I interviewed saw self-employment in the form of 

home-based “projects” as more empowering – in the development field’s sense of the word – 

than paid employment.  Even for highly educated women, the flexibility and independence of 

projects, and the ability to conduct them at home while also taking care of the household, was 

highly attractive.   The micro-finance movement has of course reached Egypt, and these findings 

suggest that entrepreneurship programs may be appealing to many women.  On a broader level, 

the fact that it was the home-based nature of most small-scale self-employment that made it 

attractive to respondents suggests that the focus on wage employment outside of the home needs 

to be expanded.  

Finally, the complexity of the relationship between employment and empowerment 

suggests that the development field’s focus on this relationship is perhaps too narrow.  

Employment plays many roles in women’s lives, depending on age, class, education, household 

structure and social context, not all of which should be considered sources or indicators of 

empowerment.  As I argue in Chapter 3, employment has become a contested part of 

generational identity for women from different social classes, as well as social realm onto which 

competing visions of a globalizing Egypt are projected.  But employment is only one aspect of 

this generational identity, and must be viewed as part of a broader set of changes encompassing 

education, marriage practices and expectations, fertility decline, technological advancement, 
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exposure to media and political (dis)enfranchisement.  A development agenda that truly focuses 

on women’s empowerment should therefore aim to support young women in achieving some of 

the more aspirational aspects of their generational identity, whether or not that includes 

employment.   
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