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CHAPTER FOUR 

RAMADAN LEISURE ACTIVITIES 

 

 

In el-Nabaa newspaper, 16th September 

2007 issue, I came across a very 

interesting comic strip (See image 3).  It 

showed contrasting images between 

Ramadan in the old times and how it is 

practiced today. The cartoon basically 

implied that long ago Ramadan was 

comparatively more based on spirituality 

and that people dedicated most of their 

time in prayers and reading of the Koran. 

In contrast, the comic suggested that Ramadan in modern times has become more 

mundane-oriented and that people focus their free time in worthless activities such as 

television viewership, smoking shisha and playing backgammon. In other words, the 

comic holds modernization responsible for secularization or loss of religion in relation to 

leisure practices during the holy month. While this view is held by many Egyptians and 

religious preachers, my examination of young women’s leisure during the holy month 

draws a different picture.  

Young women dedicate most of their leisure time to religious practices in 

Ramadan, in comparison to other months of the year. Informants express preferences and 

did in fact devote themselves to acts of worship, reading of the Koran, attendance of 

religious classes, volunteering at philanthropic projects and adopting sunna traditions at 

the iftar and sahur meals.  However, those ‘religious’ activities and the spaces where 

they are practiced are not only restricted to the sacred realm. They also include profane 

practices related to socialization and commercialization. One of the main arguments in 

this thesis is that activities and spaces that are usually defined as sacred and profane do 

not lose their specific character in Ramadan. Rather, they become connected to one 

Image 3: Ramadan in the past and 
Ramadan today 
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another through the leisure activities that occur at various spaces and, in some instances, 

in how young women reflect on their leisure pursuits.  

 As a first step in developing my argument, in this chapter I describe all the leisure 

activities that young Egyptian Muslim women dedicate their free time to during the holy 

month. In doing so, I explore the various fulfillments derived from the informants’ 

participation in all activities. It will become clear that it is not only spirituality that 

motivates women to join Ramadan meals, conduct prayers at the mosque and charity 

work. These activities are also enjoyable and useful occasions for networking and 

personal development. I will also describe how the commercial culture shapes and is 

shaped by nearly all Ramadan leisure traditions or activities.  I will explore how 

commercial companies shift their promotion strategies to sponsor charity projects and 

sports tournaments, launch special Ramadan advertisements and also re-design their 

products’ packaging to match some key Ramadan icons like the lantern.   

My main argument in this chapter is that processes of modernization have 

developed new settings, experiences and meanings attached to young people’s Ramadan 

leisure. Not only have new forms of leisure arisen among young women such as breaking 

the fast at international fast-food chains like McDonalds. But also many of the virtues 

and recommended Ramadan practices stated in the Koran and/or ahadith, as presented in 

chapter two, have become drawn into other modern discourses. The virtue of practicing 

charity during the holy month has become drawn into other modern aspirations such as 

career development, community empowerment and long-term sustainable development. 

The same applies to how young women perceive sporting and maintaining a healthy 

lifestyle as recommended in Islam. This demonstrates that modernization does not merely 

provide conditions in which Ramadan leisure practices are (re)invented, they also 

reaffirm religion by interlinking Islamic beliefs to modern ambitions.   

 

1.  Religious Activities: Prayers and Classes 

 

Almost all young women I interviewed assured me that religious activities were the most 

important and meaningful form of leisure for them during the holy month.  They stated 

that they dedicated most of their free time to prayers, reading/listening to the Koran and, 
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in some cases, attending religious sessions at home, in the mosque or at other public 

venues.   

Female respondents noted that Ramadan greatly motivates them to engage more 

intensely in worship and other religious acts to primarily fulfill spiritual needs. I, 

however, argue that women’s participation in religious activities in Ramadan serves both 

spiritual and mundane purposes, such as socialization. This notion that religious practices 

overlaps with profane fulfillments corresponds with what philosopher Josef Pieper 

(1963:56) argued, that the core or soul of leisure lies in religious practices.126

 

  In this 

section I present the two main religious activities that young affluent women engage in 

during the holy month. I then explain their main motivations for intensifying, generally 

all, religious activities during the fasting month.  

1.1 Tarawih prayers at the mosque  

 

Tarawih prayers, performed after the obligatory night prayers are special Ramadan 

prayers during which long portions of the Koran are recited.127

The tarawih prayers attract an immense number of people at Cairo’s renowned 

mosques.  At the time of these special Ramadan prayers, areas around the mosques 

 In many mosques one juz’ 

(30th part) of the Koran is recited each night in tarawih.  The prayer can be very 

long (well over an hour), during which one stands upright to read from the Koran and 

performs many cycles of movement.  After each four cycles, one sits for a brief period of 

rest before continuing. The tarawih prayers can be performed at home, alone or in 

congregation, or at a mosque. Regardless of gender, it is a sunna for Muslims to attend 

the tarawih prayers in the mosque and pray in congregation. Accordingly, almost all my 

informants stated that they attended tarawih prayers at least twice a week during the holy 

month.  

                                                 
126 Pieper (1963) in researching religious celebrations, concluded that these festivals do not only  draw 
people spiritually closer to God through ritual processes but also offer recreation opportunities  
127Tahajjud (Night prayers performed after sahur meal) are also special Ramadan prayers but not as 
commonly practiced as tarawih.  Tahajjud means to make an effort and strive.  Surely waking up during 
the night and going out for prayers requires determined effort and persistence.  Most of the participants I 
spoke to said that they frequently performed tarawih prayers, but rarely conducted the tahajjud prayers 
since they have to wake up early (In Ramadan, work hours start about an hour earlier than usual) for work 
the next day.   
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become highly congested with cars, public buses and people. The large number of 

worshippers that the mosques attract during prayer time also draws a large number of 

commercial vendors. Particularly at the entrance doors designated for females, vendors 

cluster around selling all sorts of commodities ranging from Islamic ones such as prayer 

beads, prayer mats and head scarves, to hair-bands, combs and accessories. In a 

discussion with a street vendor who sells religious books and CDs, he affirmed that 

tarawih is the time when sales of his merchandise reach their peak. Also during tarawih 

hours, beggars flock the major mosques in the city asking people for money.   

The chaotic noisy scene around the mosque during prayer time stands in sharp 

contrast to the soothing and calm atmosphere within the mosque itself. Once the prayers 

begin, the only sound that could be heard is that of the imam (prayer leader) and people’s 

bodily movements as they stand shoulder to shoulder conducting prayer postures (stand, 

bow, prostrate and sit) in a coordinated way.  Most of the worshipers become so deeply 

focused in their prayers that they loose track of time and, at certain moments, may 

collapse in tears.  

Some respondents report an almost euphoric state of joy and pleasure in the 

process of worship. The result, as one respondent concluded, is a feeling of 

‘flying….escaping from life’s burdens and embracing an indescribably spirituality’. 128

There are certain unique aspects that enhance those positive emotions of ‘flow’ 

according to participants. The ‘soothing voice’ of the imam and the mass enthusiasm of 

the worshippers taking part in the ritual serve as gateways to flow. The historical 

significance, Islamic architecture and calligraphic art of the mosques were also noted as 

adding to the unique spiritual experience at the mosque. This notion that the experience 

of flow is dependant on the historical or spatial context of the mosque, supports Geertz 

 

This pleasurable and fulfilling experience has been referred to as ‘flow’ in the leisure 

literature, which is defined as an ‘optimal experience’ of deep focus that occurs when 

people engage in tasks that demand intense concentration and commitment (Russell, 

1996:93 and Kelly and Godbey, 1992:190).   

                                                 
128 For many Muslim respondents, each prayer is conceived of as a symbolic spiritual trip to heaven in 
imitation to the Prophet’s nightly ascension to heaven on the horse Buraq.  
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(1993) statement, that moods become meaningful in relation to the context to which they 

are perceived to exist.  

Besides the spiritual significance of the tarawih prayers, it becomes apparent that 

the mosque becomes an important place for socialization as well. People walking in and 

out of the mosque greet each other warmly and ask about each other's families and well-

being.  Many interviewees noted that they greatly enjoy going to tarawih at their 

neighboring or most frequented mosques as they get to re-gain touch with family and 

friends they haven't seen for long.  Some of the girls told me how they have been going 

to the same mosque in Ramadan since they were children. It becomes some sort of 

‘ritual’ for them every Ramadan to go to the same mosque and meet their childhood 

friends.  The mosque becomes a ‘meeting point’ for seeing friends, where they pray and 

then together head off to a café or restaurant for drinks, shisha and sahur. Moreover, the 

mosque is also a place for people to make new friends and expand their social network.  

It is perceived by many of the girls that people there are ‘supportive, friendly and open’ 

and thus it becomes easy making new friends.   

Some young women also get marriage proposals through their participation in 

prayers at the mosque.  Some older women conducting prayers there may approach 

‘beautiful and polite-looking young girls’ to see if they would be interested in meeting 

their sons or a male relative of theirs.  A young girl doing tarawih proves a good prospect 

for marriage as it gives a positive impression on her moral values. Also, the older match-

making women or khatba present at the mosque are generally viewed as credible and 

unthreatening.  Meeting people through the mosque stands as a striking contrast to 

meeting someone at a bar or nightclub.  The mosque is perceived as a sacred place, while 

a nightclub is filled with all kinds of forbidden profanities like alcohol.  

The overall atmosphere at the mosque is one of warmness, cooperation and 

exchange of knowledge as observed at the women prayer section.  During prayers breaks, 

even though they last for no more than 15 minutes, the women chat together, updating 

one another on their latest news, providing advice on religious issues such as where to 

attend Koran sessions, correct prayer postures etc. During one visit, I arrived late and 

immediately one lady moved to make some space for me, while another pointed to a 

place where I could leave my belongings and another whispered to me the prayer 
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number/order so that I could follow-up.  During the break a woman stranger volunteered 

to show me the correct bowing posture during prayer, and another woman told me that I 

should not leave a gap between me and the person(s) standing next to me.129

At Karim Badr Salam mosque I witnessed numerous shortcomings at the women 

section in the mosque during tarawih prayers. Before the prayers commenced some 

women competed hard to pray in the front rows, assuming that whoever prays in front 

gets more credits.  Some women also reserved places to their friends, who were to catch 

up later, which some people objected to.  A few women also brought their toddlers and 

children along who sometimes cried, ran and played games while people were trying to 

concentrate on their prayers.  In these instances some women warningly eyed the 

mothers, hushed the children and some clearly made an effort to ignore the disturbing 

noises. Some other women that came prayed half the tarawih and spent the rest of the 

time chatting with their friends sitting next to them or on their mobile phone. Some 

ladies’ cellular phones kept on ringing which was obviously a source of distraction for 

many.  During the break one woman called out to everyone present asking them to turn 

off or put their phones on silent.  Negative incidents like these explain why a few people 

prefer conducting tarawih in the privacy of their homes.   

 

To conclude, the mosque in Ramadan does not become a strictly sacred venue for 

spiritual fulfillment and, for some, attaining flow. It also becomes a place for 

socialization, networking, marriage prospects, commercial activities and other profane 

interests.  Interconnection between sacred and profane is further re-affirmed at the 

mosque and other places where religious classes are held.  

 

1.2 Religious classes 

 

In Cairo many mosques arrange religious lectures after the tarawih prayers.  While there 

has been a noticeable increase in attendance of religious classes in contemporary Cairo as 

documented by Saba Mahmood (2005) in her book Politics of Piety, the increase in 

attendance of these sessions are especially prominent during the holy month.  These 

                                                 
129 It is recommended in HA (2:0682) for believers conducting congregation prayers to stand shoulder to 
shoulder. In another hadith (HA 1:666) it is stated that the Prophet advised Muslims praying in groups not 
to leave gaps in between so as not to allow the devil to intrude. 
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classes usually comprise of Koranic recitation and exegesis (tafsir) of the holy book 

and/or ahadith.  Many girls express keenness to attend these classes as they regard their 

participation as an integral part of their religious obligations during the holy month.   

 Classes are offered in a wide array of places; predominantly mosques, sporting 

clubs, companies and homes.  In Ramadan, mosques post  a listed schedule of religious 

lectures at their bulletin boards.  The popularity of the preacher mainly determines the 

size of the audience. For example, accountant turned preacher Amr Khaled, who now 

lives in exile, has been symbolically called the ‘pied piper’ for the large audience he 

attracts whether live or on television.130

 Religious sermons held at Abou Bakr Siddiq mosque in an affluent district in 

Cairo, Heliopolis, attract masses of upper-middle class female youth.  The mosque’s 

popularity is attributed to the fame of the preachers that deliver classes there and to its 

strategic location. Not only is the mosque located in a prestigious area in Cairo and thus 

easily accessible to upper class youth, it is also close to the most popular cafes most 

young people like to hang out at after they are done with the classes.  

  Many fans of Khaled recall how the empty 

streets of 6th October, a new suburb on the outskirts of Cairo, would suddenly become 

packed when he came to speak at a mosque there during Ramadan a few years ago.    

 Some of the female youth I spoke to said that they sometimes preferred attending 

religious classes in private homes. They explained that at public places like mosques and 

sporting clubs, the preachers are restricted by certain guidelines on the kinds of topics 

they are allowed to discuss. It is generally believed that in its effort to combat terrorist 

groups from recruiting individuals at mosques, the government has instructed random 

spies to attend and report topics discussed at lectures.  Some informants told me that the 

preachers and they themselves felt more at ease openly discussing religious or social 

issues in the privacy of homes. 

 Also during Ramadan, some commercial companies designate a room for 

religious lectures and discussions within its premises.  Junior level employee Soha works 

for a large international mobile service provider in Egypt. She told me that in Ramadan 
                                                 
130 It is alleged that the Egyptian authorities-apparently alarmed that people who are learning from Amr 
Khaled are multiplying in numbers among the ranks of influential and wealthy families-are believed to 
have forced him into exile. Khaled stated on ‘Mahmoud Saad's’ Talk show al-Youm al-Sabea (The Seventh 
Day) that the Egyptian authorities told him that if he would like to stay in Egypt he has to stop any public 
appearance, which he refused.  
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she attends religious classes at her company after working hours.  She herself coordinates 

the organization of the classes by sending mass e-mails to fellow co-workers to inform 

them of the classes’ time, place (room number) and registration.  The classes are free of 

charge and are taught by the senior finance department manager at the company.  I did 

not have a chance to interview the finance manager but Soha stated that he considers 

himself more as a facilitator than a teacher. She said that he is widely knowledgeable and 

interested in Islamic studies.  Every meeting, the class discusses a topic related to Islam 

and, particularly, Ramadan practices and the manager/facilitator opens the floor by 

providing background information and recommending readings. Attendees get a chance 

to reflect and discuss the topics with the facilitator and among themselves. The classes 

are gender-mixed and, according to Soha, allow the company employees to expand their 

religious knowledge and also network together.   

 For some to whom time is a major constraint that hampers participation in 

religious classes, the internet becomes a convenient option. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, the internet serves as an extended public space for religious discourses among 

Egyptian youth where they have the option not only to search or select which information 

to access, but also to engage in online open-forums.  This observation supports 

Anderson’s (2003) argument that the internet has become an important sphere in the 

contemporary Muslim world that allows wider circulation, access and interpretation of 

religious scriptures and information.  Previously, such information was circulated 

through smaller groups mainly through mosque-university (madrasa) and religious 

lodges (zawiya) but today they are available online. It is also noteworthy to mention that 

in many religious websites, there are commercial advertisements mainly promoting 

Islamic commodities.  

 To sum up, several boundaries shift in examining public venues where religious 

classes are held during the holy month. Due to Muslims’ high demand for religious 

classes during Ramadan, classes are not only held at the mosque but also in profane 

places such as commercial companies and sporting clubs. Moreover, all public venues 

where religious classes are held, including the internet, become main attractions for 

commercial advertisements and products’ sales.  
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1.3 Main motivations for intensifying religious activities 

 

Following Geertz’s (1993:97) argument that religious acts formulate pervasive and long-

lasting motivation (aspirations and values held) where these motivations become only 

meaningful with reference to the ‘ends which they are conceived to conduce’, I will 

examine the main motivations that young affluent women informants reported on for 

engaging more intensively in Ramadan religious activities based on the purposes or goals 

they are perceived to serve. These motivations do not only apply to tarawih prayers and 

religious classes, but also include reading the Koran, ahadith and exegesis of the sacred 

texts.  

Muslims consider Ramadan as the blessed month (shahr el-moftarag), where the 

gates of heaven open and the gates of hell close so that the jinn, the demons are 

temporarily locked and, thus, the spiritual connection between Allah and humans is 

stronger.131

 

  Accordingly, people put more effort in religious practices to largely attain 

spiritual fulfillment. Some respondents noted that during the holy month Allah blesses 

believers with forgiveness and rewards.  Below an 18-year old female participant, 

explains that she is more motivated to engage in religious activities during Ramadan 

since she perceives the fasting month as the time for attaining forgiveness from God for 

some of the sins she has committed in the past:   

Ramadan for me is the month I give my all to Allah through spending more time with Him in prayers and 

reading the holy Koran. I am more inspired to do these activities in Ramadan, as it is a blessed month… the 

doors of heaven are open, Allah is more accepting, responsive and forgiving.  

 

Also, through prayers and reading/listening to the Koran, some girls stated that they 

experienced inward calm of silence and peaceful concentrations.  They described their 

experiences as ‘re-vitalizing’, ‘highly enjoyable’ and ‘renewing the soul’.  Some of the 

participants also described their religious activities as a ‘rare opportunity to reflect on 

                                                 
131 Abu-Hurayrah related that the Apostle once said: ‘when the month of Ramadan arrive the gates of 
paradise are flung open while those of Hell are closed.  At the same time all the devils are put in chains and 
a herald crieth out, O thou who seekest good come hither, and thou who desireth evil desist’ (Ibn Majah, 
1349 quoted in Al-Ghazzali 1968: 3). 
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life’.  They explained that in the hurried lifestyles they lead, they do not have enough free 

time to reflect on matters beyond physical aspects of survival such as money and work 

matters. Ramadan offers individuals more free time for worship, mediation and 

reflections on spiritual values, beliefs and to understand existence beyond the scope 

necessary to provide basic needs. This observation complements Russell’s (1996) 

affirmation that worship, as a form of leisure, promotes philosophical reflections on life.  

For some of the female informants, Ramadan does not only serve as the time for 

reflection but also for making personal resolutions on how to improve oneself. As one 

girl said, for her Ramadan resolutions are like the New Year ones. They are not only 

confined to spiritual matters but also include worldly ones such as loosing weight and 

stopping smoking.  

Many of the respondents said that they looked to the Koran for strength and 

patience in fasting, especially in the last couple of hours before sunset.   They explained 

that the last few hours before breaking the fast are the most difficult as one’s energy level 

reaches rock bottom.  It gets worse when one is in coffee and cigarette withdrawal.  They 

added that the horrific Cairo traffic, that starts about two hours before the fast break, 

exhausts them even further and makes them lose their temper easily. One observes that 

about two hours before fast break Cairo streets are congested with automobiles, traffic 

jam and quarrels. Some people resort to reading the Koran or listening to Koranic 

recitations in their cars or headphones to maintain self-control.       

 Furthermore, some respondents felt the need to intensify their religious activities 

to pray for God to save their ‘victimized’ Muslim brothers and sisters, and safeguard the 

future of Islam.  The ongoing wars in Iraq, Palestine and the recent upheavals that arose 

in Muslim countries after the incident of the Pope Benedict XVI, who delivered a lecture 

in September 2006 where he used an analogy to link Islam to violence and criticized the 

Prophet Muhammed, and the satirical cartoons of Prophet Muhammed published in 

Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten (September 2005), have stirred feelings of resentment 

towards the West.  Consequently, the notion that all Muslim need to unite and pray for 

Islam and fellow Muslims was a major topic of discussion tackled by the media, religious 

preachers at some mosques and among Egyptians during Ramadan.  
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 In a lecture I attended at Sakiat El Sawy, Culture Wheel, preacher Hisham Fathy 

pleaded ‘People! Pray for the terrorized Muslims in Iraq and Palestine! Pray for them all 

the time….especially in Ramadan, the blessed month’.132 An article titled ‘Miserable 

month: Traditional Ramadan celebrations are barely present in Gaza as the population 

suffers under torturous economic sanctions’, in Ahram Weekly (28 Sept.- 4 Oct., 2006), 

sheds light on the misery Muslim Palestinians continue to experience, even during the 

holy month.   This article was shown to me by 21 year old Dina who is a political activist 

and enrolled as a medical student at Cairo University .133

Interestingly, some lower classes women youth I interviewed in Boulaq stated 

that the Koran is a necessity in the last few hours before fast breaking but on another 

level.  They explained that on a daily basis they face all sorts of economic hardships such 

as lack of money to pay for basic necessities, ‘horrific’ public transportation, high taxes, 

bad work and housing conditions etc.  With a low per capita income, most Egyptians 

have to struggle to make ends meet and, thus for many individuals, religious activities 

represent an outlet for ‘strength’ and ‘inner-peace’ to help overcome poverty.  Besides, 

this social stratum cannot afford to purchase modern conveniences, like air conditioning, 

up-to-date kitchen appliances, and private cars that make fasting easier.   

 With agony Dina expressed her 

disappointment regarding the ‘anti-Muslim’ sentiment launched by the Americans, 

Zionists and some Western countries. Dina went on showing me part of her wide 

collection of articles and news-clips from local and international print media that draw 

attention to the hardships Muslims face during the holy month under the occupation of 

Americans in Iraq and Israelis in Palestine.  Similar to Dina, many Egyptian youth 

expressed criticism towards increasing anti-Muslim sentiment and felt obliged to direct 

prayers to those Muslim ‘victims’ suffering from military occupation and negative 

publicity.   

 To conclude, young upper-middle class women’s motivations to engage more 

deeply in religious acts during the holy month is intertwined with  personal, social, 

                                                 
132 Hisham Fathy is a petroleum engineer and chooses to give religious classes during his free time. In the 
lecture he stated that he is determined to ‘contribute to his umma’ which entails spreading the message of 
God. He added that his life goals are to spread the message of God and continue being an honest hard-
working engineer.   
133 Dina heads a political club that organizes lectures, discussion groups and other activities related to key 
political issues related to Egyptian economy and politics.  
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political and other mundane ambitions. As for the lower-classes, Ramadan also serves as 

the time for them to pray to God to alleviate them from economic hardships they 

encounter daily.  

 

2.  Charity Work 

 

The penchant for volunteerism is unique during Ramadan.  During the holy month, many  

people give out the voluntary charity or sadaqa like providing free-meals or transferring 

money to charitable organization. During a session titled ‘Ramadan: A Time Free of 

Poverty’ in Ramadan 2007, Dr. Refat El-Awady (Professor of Economics at the Faculty 

of Commerce at Azhar University) presented some findings of his research stating that 

the total charity value during one year in Egypt is about LE 18,000 Million 

(€2406,881,186); where charity activities peak during the holy month of total value of LE 

2,000 Million (€267,431,242), thus each poor individual takes about LE 150 (€20) in 

Ramadan.   

For my research group, however, philanthropy in Ramadan takes less the form of 

money donations.  This is because the majority of my focus group are either university 

students, receiving allowances from their parents, or junior low-paid employees.  They 

noted that their father or husbands were the ones mainly responsible for giving out the 

zakat al-fitr (special religious tax to be paid before the end of Ramadan) every year.  

Most of my informants instead defined their charitable contribution during Ramadan in 

terms of volunteerism at social organizations.  Unlike other times of the year, young 

women dedicate much of their free time to philanthropic projects in Ramadan.  

Accordingly, in this section I will draw focus on what volunteerism means for my 

research group and the types of charity projects they take part in during the holy month.  

Finally, I will discuss how Ramadan’s charity projects are used by commercial 

companies and governmental entities for the purpose of publicity. 



140 
 

 

2.1  Ramadan charity projects 
 
The kinds of charity work carried out in Ramadan chiefly include the traditional types 

with short-term benefit.134 Most of the projects focus on providing immediate provisions 

of food meals and other basic commodities to last during the holy month.  This 

preference was mainly based on the hadith that a person who feeds the needy receives 

great thawab from Allah.135

 I have visited a number of youth organizations to learn more about the kinds of 

activities they organize each Ramadan. One main charity project is the preparation and 

distribution of Ramadan food packages before or during the first week of the holy month. 

These packages include key food staples such as oil, butter, nuts, dates, rice, pasta etc.  

Another activity that youth organizations organize is raising funds to support poor 

families in paying their children’s school tuition fees and other expenses related to 

schooling. As I mentioned before, Ramadan in recent years began at approximately the 

same time as the new school year. Furthermore, some of the young professionals choose 

to offer their services free of charge or for a minimal fees during the holy month. One 

young female informant, who is enrolled in medical school, for example assists at a 

  Moreover, informants stated that with the high increase of 

prices, especially in Ramadan, many poor families are incapable of buying enough food 

to prepare a nutritious and filling iftar and sahur meals.  In relation to the ‘harsh 

economic circumstances’ that many low-income Egyptians face, female youth volunteers 

express the urgent need to conduct comprehensive charity work during the holy month.   

                                                 

134 There are two types of social welfare activities, the traditional type with short-term benefits and another 
that focuses on sustainable long-term accomplishments.  Lei Sparre and Juul Peterson (2007) make a clear 
distinction between, short and long-term development oriented social work: ‘whereas the charity-oriented 
approach refers to traditional and often short-term almsgiving and service provision in the form of material 
or financial aid, health services and caring, social development refers to the longer term achievement of 
social and economic rights and self-sustainability, emphasizing participation and empowerment in the 
process of getting there’ (Lei Sparre and Peterson, 2007:33).    

135 Cf. the hadith according to which the Messenger of Allah has said, ‘Whoever feeds a fasting person be it 
a date, or a sip of water or a gulp of milk, and the month is one the beginning of which is mercy, the middle 
of which is forgiveness and the end of which is freedom from the fire: whoever lightens the load of his 
subordinates, Allah will forgive him and free him from the fire… And whoever quenches the thirst of a 
fasting person Allah will give him drink from a special pool and he will never feel thirst until entry into 
Jannah (Paradise)’ hadith al-Tirmidhi. 



141 
 

public hospital for free during the holy month.   In the next section I will provide an 

overview of some other main charity projects that the young women take part in during 

Ramadan.  

 

2.1.1 Stable collective mawa'id al-Rahman 

 

Throughout Cairo, tables 

known as mawa'id al-

Rahman (Sl. ma'idat al-

Rahman) or banquets of the 

Merciful, line many streets 

in Ramadan.  They are 

public eateries for the poor 

that serve free meals and 

drinks during iftar time.   

Dr. Muhammed 

Shawky El-Fangary, 

Professor of Islamic 

Economics, divides mawa'id 

al-Rahman into there types. 

First are the large mawa'id al-Rahman that cost between a million and 3 million Egyptian 

pounds (€127,000 and €380,100) in one month and these are about 15 in number.  

Second there are the middle mawa'id that cost half a million pounds (€63,400) and these 

are 50 in Cairo and finally there are the small mawa'id that cost between 10 and 20 

thousand pounds (€1,300 and €2,500) a month (El Fakharany, 2007).  According to my 

interviews with about five different mawa'id hosts, the price of organizing a ma'idat al-

Rahman has increased more than 100% in the last two years, which they explain is the 

main reason for the gradual decrease in the number of mawa'id over the years.  Hajj 

Helmy one of the many sponsors of mawa'id at Tahrir square (downtown Cairo) noted 

Image 4: People breaking fast at a ma'idat al-Rahman 
in Boulaq area, Ramadan 2006. 
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that the ma'ida that hosts 200 people costs about LE 5000 (€669) per day since the prices 

of meat, rice, pasta and amar ed-din drink has increased immensely.136

I joined two different groups of volunteers who were responsible for organizing, 

raising funds and serving meals at the banquets.  One ma'ida was located in Boulaq area 

and the other one was hosted in an affluent area in Cairo called Heliopolis (See image 4).  

The differences between the two mawa'id were highly noticeable in terms of the quality 

of food served, furniture, appearances of the people eating there and nature of interaction 

occurring between the people  

   

 The ma'ida in Boulaq was mainly sponsored by four wealthy shopkeepers who 

arrange this project every Ramadan as a source of charity to help the needy in their area.  

Hajj Ahmed, one of the sponsors, told me that he greatly enjoys organizing the ma'idat 

al-Rahman as the thawab (credit) for feeding someone fasting is great and it brings 

people of his area (Boulaq) together.  Certainly, the banquets bring people together not 

only at iftar time but also during the initial preparation phase.  The ma'ida becomes a 

public venue where children, women and almost anybody can take part in its preparation.  

About an hour before the time to break the fast, both men and women volunteers stood 

side by side vigorously preparing the meals in one of the sponsor’s kitchens.  There was a 

sort of assembly line formation in the kitchen, where someone had the responsibility of 

frying the meat, while someone else placed it on plates and another on the ma'ida table.  

Children also helped out in preparing fresh fruit juice by adding water, sugar and 

chopped fruits in a large pot before filling them in cups.  From time to time they took a 

break, playing football and hide and seek.   

When the time for breaking the fast came, the sponsors and volunteers humbly 

helped serve the food and drinks to more than sixty poor people who came from all over 

Boulaq to eat at the banquet. A kind of social-class role reversal took place. The wealthy 

sponsors and volunteers were serving those from lower social stratums, same ranks as 

their domestic labors. For instance, one of those eating at the banquet was the caretaker 

(bawwab) for one of the sponsors.  

The iftar at the ma'ida was also a social event where people, who reside in Boulaq 

and already know one another, were at ease chatting, joking and into deep discussions. 

                                                 
136 Hajj is a title typically used for a Muslim who completed the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. 
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One person even told me that he likes to come to the ma'ida for the great social company 

rather than anything else.  Once people finished eating their iftar, they thanked the 

sponsors and volunteers warmly and prayed for God to safeguard their health, work and 

children. A group of men then went to a nearby café to smoke shisha and continue their 

chat. 

 The sponsors of the Heliopolis banquet of the Merciful were two businessmen, 

owners of some fast-food restaurants in the city.  The sponsors were not present at the 

ma'ida but their names were written on a large sign positioned at the entrance of the 

place.  The sign said ‘Hajj Muhammed and Hajj Salem, wish you a Ramadan Karim’. 

Catering at the ma'idat al-Rahman was done mainly by a group of young upper-middle 

class volunteers who enthusiastically seated and served more than eighty people all 

coming in at about the same time (approximately half an hour before iftar time).  In 

comparison to the ma'ida in Boulaq, this one served more food items, in larger quantities; 

and the tables and chairs were made of plastic instead of worn-out wood.  It was obvious 

that more money had been invested in preparing for that ma'idat al-Rahman.  The iftar 

meals arrived in ready-made boxes, prepared at the sponsors’ restaurants, in a large van.  

The drinks served were ready-made amar ed-din that also arrived in four large glass 

flasks.  Unlike the ma'ida in Boulaq, most people did not know one another and thus it 

was relatively quieter there. 

  Similar to domestic iftar, the atmosphere at the ma'idat al-Rahman hosted 

religious and mundane activities.  The ma'ida does not only symbolize the sacred 

Ramadan facet for charity and breaking the fast collectively, but it also comprises 

profane acts of celebration and mass consumption of food.    

 

2.1.2 Mobile mawa'id al-Rahman 

 

The mobile or mutaharrika ma'idat al-Rahman is comprised of ready-made iftar meals 

prepared in boxes and distributed to people at their homes.  This type of charity targets 

poor people who are incapable to access the stable mawa'id such as the elderly who are 

physically unfit to move or street policemen who are working during iftar time.  Unlike 

the stable ma'ida where a large number of people gather together to eat iftar on the street 
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side, the iftar at the mobile ma'ida is eaten at the convenience of people’s homes.  These 

meals are usually distributed by energetic young people, preferably children and male 

teenagers. The young women were mainly involved in the meals’ preparation and overall 

organization of the project.   

 Sixty-year old sheikh Aly, a religious and highly-respected man living in Boulaq 

and managing a community service there, said that from his long experience in running 

Ramadan charity work, the mobile ma'ida are sometimes more successful than the stable 

ones.  Sheikh Aly explained that the main advantage of the mobile banquet is that it is 

more socially acceptable and convenient in terms of wider distribution or reach:   

 
I think the mobile ma'ida works better. Many people get embarrassed to have iftar at the stable ma'idat al-

Rahman, in fear that neighbors and friends would see them and learn about their lack of money and their 

inability to buy their own iftar meal.  Another good thing about the mobile one, is that children are the ones 

who distribute them.  This age group has easier access to entering houses as they are not as visible as grown 

ups… residents and caretakers don’t usually notice or question kids when they go into building.  Besides, it is 

less embarrassing and sensitive for a grown up to accept a meal from a child than a grown-up.  An adult is 

more likely to show expressions of pity towards those in need, unlike children.  Children usually enjoy the 

task of going out and distributing food around…they even jokingly compete to see who distributed more 

packages. 

 

Part of sheikh Aly’s explanation draws attention to the social appropriateness of 

providing/accepting charity within the public sphere versus private domain.  While there 

are more charity projects visible during Ramadan in the public sphere the feeling of 

uneasiness to accept charity prevails.  During my field work, most people were reluctant 

to be photographed when they were seated at the stable ma'ida.  One woman sitting at a 

banquet, who caught a glimpse of me taking a close-up photo of the ma'ida, shouted ‘Do 

you want to scandalize us?’ Also, when I sat at the stable banquet I noticed several 

people explaining to others seated next to them that they were unable to catch iftar at 

their homes (due to long work hours or bad traffic) and were thus ‘obliged’ to eat at the 

ma'idat al-Rahman.   

 Some of my upper class female informants expressed preference to distribute 

meals in public venues such as streets over going to people’s homes. They noted that they 

fear going to ‘homes of strangers’ that may hurt them in some way. The job of food 
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distribution to private homes was usually left to the volunteer males.  Having upper-

middle class volunteers, whether boys or girls, hand food packages to individuals 

residing in poor districts was also believed to be more desirable. That is because these 

volunteers do not live in the districts they distribute food at, thus the people receiving the 

food feel less embarrassed or ashamed accepting the packages.   

 The success of the mobile ma'idat al-Rahman touches on an important 

relationship between charity and space. The public space is where division between the 

rich and poor is mostly visibly, mainly in terms of the exclusion of those affiliated with 

the lower classes from those venues that caters for the rich.  Examples include the 

exclusion of the poor from private sporting clubs, beaches at elitist resorts and kheyam 

Ramadan.  The same distinction between social classes also becomes apparent in public 

charity venues. The poorly-dressed people are seen rooming the streets of Cairo right 

before iftar time trying to find the ‘best’ kind of banquet to break their fast at. Finally 

they are seen eating for free at (clearly-labeled) stable ma'idat al-Rahman. Delivering 

free iftar meals at the poor’s private houses, safeguards their sense of dignity and image 

of being needy or helpless and, as a consequence, the mobile ma'idat al-Rahman are 

highly demanded by the poor. 

 

2.1.3 Stand mawa'id al-Rahman 

 

The stand  mawa'id are a kind  of take-away food booths set at street corners that offer 

passerbys free snack and drinks where no seating is available.  The food and drinks are 

usually prepared in boxes that the volunteers hand out to people running late for iftar.  

About half an hour before the time to break the fast, one witnesses many of these 

food/drink stands, where volunteers insistently hand over dates or juice to those stuck in 

the traffic or on their way home.   

 The stand mawa'id symbolize charity and goodwill, perceived by many as key 

virtues of Ramadan.  As twenty-one year old Doaa noted, this kind of work where 

volunteers give without expecting anything in return is part of Ramadan’s blessings.  Yet 

the stand mawa'id are also social places for people to get together. Sometimes when the 

iftar time comes and hope of getting home on time is lost, people gather around these 
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stands to have iftar.  In these instances, one finds people from all walks of life eating 

together and sharing whatever food/drinks they have. One observes upper-middle class 

volunteers mingling and serving the needy and affluent on equal basis.  Thus not only do 

religious and social aspects interact at these mawa'id but also social class boundaries 

become suspended.  

 

 2.1.4 Community Empowerment 

 

‘Give a man a fish; you have fed him for today. Teach a man to fish; and you have fed 

him for a lifetime’ is one famous anecdote that a young female volunteer used to express 

the importance of long-term oriented social work. A growing initiative in Ramadan 

among social organizations is to integrate community engagement and empowerment 

initiatives with some of those short-term Ramadan projects described earlier. In Ramadan 

2008 Waqfeyat (Endowments) All Maadi Community organization, for example, 

Image 5: Hand in Hand women volunteers giving out free Ramadan packages 
and conducting a ‘needs assessment’ interview with a poor unemployed woman.  
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distributed food bags to poor families in the outskirts of Maadi, like Ezbet El Safeeh in El 

Maasara village.137

Hand in Hand student club, at the American University in Cairo, adopts the same 

developmental approach in their Ramadan charity projects. Students do not only give out 

free Ramadan food packages at poor areas in Egypt, but also conduct thorough 

assessment interviews with those that are unemployed and live in poverty (See image 5). 

Volunteers then contact companies, recruitment agencies and other social organizations 

to help find suitable jobs for the unemployed.  

 Along with that, volunteers conducted ‘Needs Assessment’ research 

to determine the village’s requirements in regards to health, education, employment.  

Once the assessment was successfully conducted and analyzed, the organization launched 

Waqf min Ramadan li-Ramadan  (endowment for service all year round) to start in 

Ramadan and contribute to the health and education of the needy all year long, meaning 

from this Ramadan to the next Ramadan.   

Other kinds of long-term charity projects held, most frequently in Ramadan, are 

career-development courses. These courses are offered to the poor unskilled or 

unemployed Muslims, and thus, help resolve problems such as employment, apathy and 

the poor quality of higher education in Egypt. Young successful executives and 

university lecturers teach courses in subjects like computer, languages, management etc. 

They do so for free or a minimal fee as both organizers and lecturers work as volunteers. 

The courses are usually held after iftar time, at mosques and social organizations.  

 

2.2  Motivations for Volunteerism 

 

Young women volunteers express a wide range of motivations in relation to their 

initiated/increased participation in charity work during the sacred month. Many of the 

reported aspirations that I will present in this section can be attributed to the concept of 

‘serious leisure’.  

                                                 
137 The Waqfeyat All Maadi Community organization defines itself as ‘an Islamic structure for social 
philanthropy that is sustainable and can be used as an effective developmental mechanism and live forever 
as a sadaqa jariya contributing to enhance the quality of peoples lives through education, health security, 
job creation etc’. 
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Serious leisure is defined as the ‘systematic pursuit of an amateur, hobbyist, or 

volunteer core activity that is highly substantial, interesting, and fulfilling and where, in 

the typical case, participants find a career in acquiring and expressing a combination of 

its special skills, knowledge, and experience’ (Stebbins, 1992: 3).  According to Stebbins, 

participants in serious leisure derive the deepest sense of self-fulfillment that is non-

existent in other forms of leisure such as casual leisure.138

Based on the strength in motivation and belief in the objective(s) of the charity 

project, many informants expressed the need to intensify or persevere in a`mal el-kheir or 

charitable work during the holy month.  Despite some participants’ pleasant memories of 

their involvement in such activities, there are times when they encounter tough situations 

such as difficulties in collecting funds, finding sponsors or processing formal paper work. 

Yet the positive feeling of overcoming obstacles to reach a bigger goal makes many 

volunteers continue in this line of serious leisure. Accordingly, volunteers express 

various pursuits in their participation such as ‘feelings of accomplishment’, ‘self-

expression’, ‘fulfillment’ and a sense of ‘euphoria’ and pride when the ‘seeds’ of their 

hard work blooms.   

 Serious leisure is distinguished 

from casual leisure by six characteristics found exclusively or in highly elaborated form 

only in the first. These characteristics are the 1) need to persevere at the activity, 2) 

availability of a leisure career, 3) need to put in effort to gain skill and knowledge, 4) 

realization of various special benefits, 5) unique ethos and social world, and 6) an 

attractive personal and social identity. These six attributes will serve as a theoretical 

foundation in examining volunteers’ motivations.      

Many of my informants derive numerous personal skills through volunteering in 

charity work to the extent that some decide to make careers of it. Some girls said that 

                                                 
138 Casual leisure is immediately intrinsically rewarding, relatively short-lived pleasurable activity requiring 
little or no special training to enjoy it. It is fundamentally hedonic, engaged in for the significant level of 
pure enjoyment, or pleasure, found there Stebbins, (1997). It is also the classificatory home of much of the 
deviant leisure discussed by Rojek (1997: 392-393). Among its types are play (including dabbling), 
relaxation (e.g., sitting, napping, strolling), passive entertainment (e.g., TV, books, recorded music), active 
entertainment (e.g., games of chance, party games), sociable conversation, and sensory stimulation (e.g., 
sex, eating, drinking). Casual volunteering is also a type of casual volunteer as is ‘pleasurable aerobic 
activity’, or casual leisure requiring effort sufficient to cause marked increase in respiration and heart rate 
(Stebbins, 2004). Casual leisure is considerably less substantial, and offers no career of the sort just 
described for serious leisure. In broad, colloquial language casual leisure, hedonic as it is, could serve as 
the scientific term for doing what comes naturally.   
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they wish to work in NGOs or open their own social welfare organization once they 

graduate from university. Even when informants do not wish to work long-term in 

philanthropy, the skills attained in volunteerism becomes highly useful in other work 

fields. Some knowledge attained through volunteer work are managerial, communication, 

fund-raising, time-management and other skills that are essential in a competitive 

marketplace. Hence, charity work can be viewed as a source of empowerment to young 

volunteers.  

In relation to community empowerment, most volunteers expressed favor towards 

engaging in Ramadan philanthropy projects that are sustainable, with an effective 

developmental mechanism. Volunteers defined this developmental approach to charity 

work as a form of sadaqa jariya or regular charity. They perceived community 

engagement and individual empowerment as inspired and dictated by Muslim values.  

As a matter of fact, one key quality that some social welfare volunteers share is a 

common ethos or belief that doing charity is a key essence in Islam.  Respondents noted 

that Islam is about good deeds that benefit one’s community in a proactive manner 

mainly through charity work. They attributed higher importance to doing good deeds in 

comparison to appearances. As one informant said, ‘God does not judge according to 

your bodies and appearances but he scans your hearts and looks into your deeds.139

                                                 
139 Allah does not look at your pictures (shapes) and bodies but He looks at your hearts (and your deeds) 
(HM) 

 The 

sunna of the Prophet Muhammed in relation to good deeds were frequently pointed out 

to. Some informants for example recited some ahadith where the Prophet has been 

narrated to advising Muslims to remove anything harmful they have seen, and how He 

took care of his old neighbor even though this neighbor was never good to him.  They 

noted that all Muslims must emulate the Prophet who was known to be most giving and 

benevolent during the month of Ramadan. They added that a Muslim who does good 

deeds is promised divine rewards or thawab, which in turn secures one a place in 

paradise. Charity for the informants is predominantly motivated by Islam, and so they 

frequently referred to their donations or volunteer efforts ‘fi sabil Allah’, or their noble 

contributions are for the sake of God who never forgets His followers. Informants were 
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quick to stress that specifically during the holy month, doing charity work is more 

desirable and credible.   

Besides following the sunna of the Prophet, a number of girls said they wanted to 

follow the virtuous pathways of the Prophet’s wives such as Khadijah, Zainab and other 

prominent women who were known to be the most giving.  Khadijah the Prophet’s first 

wife was known to be very generous and charitable to all those in need. They recounted 

how whenever a beggar came to Khadijah’s house she would always give them food or 

money. Zainab was also known in Islamic history to tend for the needy, especially 

orphans. 

Lastly, participants in serious leisure tend to identify strongly with their chosen 

pursuits. Female volunteers spoke enthusiastically and proudly about the charitable work 

they contributed to. Many of those who volunteered in good causes were excited to talk 

to me about their motivations and accomplishments in charity work.  Besides the 

realization of positive feelings of accomplishment, charity work also re-affirms a positive 

social identity. Social interaction with fellow volunteers is referred to as the main source 

of enjoyment for the female informants.        

 One time I was invited to help in packing free-food boxes to be prepared before 

the start of the holy month.  We met at a volunteer’s house to do the packing.  People 

were joking, chatting and socializing as they worked hard on the packaging.  When the 

job was done, all volunteers went out for dinner and drinks at a near by café.  A number 

of my informants said that they built the best friendships through the social organizations 

they volunteer at.  They explained that it is easier ‘clicking’ or getting along with people 

with the same interest, in this case charity work.       

 To conclude, charity work serves religious, career and social purposes. It was 

particularly interesting to see how young women interpreted religious texts and actions of 

key Islamic figures (The Prophet, Khadijah and Zainab) to support their high engagement 

in the public sphere for charity purposes.  
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2.3 Charity and Publicity 

 

While youth organizations and volunteers contribute immensely to charity work during 

the holy month, other public entities play a vital role as well. Multinational companies 

and government organizations are, as I will demonstrate, fund/organize Ramadan charity 

projects to build a positive public image and promote themselves.  

 During, the holy month, multinationals compete highly in initiating and 

organizing philanthropic projects by themselves or through youth organizations.  

Vodafone, one of the leading mobile network providers in Egypt, is also one of the most 

active companies that has provided various donations during the holy month.  In a press 

release that appeared in el-Mosawer Magazine (29 September, 2006), the company has 

assigned part of its profits to the renovation of 150 schools in various Egyptian 

governorates.  In the press release it was pointed out that every Ramadan, Vodafone is 

keen in not only providing new offers to its clients but to helping the entire Egyptian 

community.  In another press release, that appeared also in el-Mosawer Magazine (6 

October, 2006), Vodafone distributed ‘thousands of school bags to students,  that came 

from low-income families, all over Egypt in Ramadan.  Information in the press release 

was not only limited to the company’s charity work, but also included general 

information on the discounts and range of the services offered.  The press release also 

included two pictures of school children holding and hugging the bags donated by the 

company.  It is important to note that the bags are red in color (Vodafone’s logo color) 

and carry the company’s logo and name.  Vodafone is also known for hosting a khaymat 

Ramadan for orphanages that comprised of free meals and live entertainment for 

children.  The Vodafone public relations campaign thus sought to promote the company 

as a credible, charitable organization, keen in helping those in need during the holy 

month that has high spiritual significance to its target Egyptian market.   

  Multinational company Coca Cola also promotes its brand highly during 

Ramadan through distributing Cola cans to all those in the streets who are late or on their 

way to iftar (See image 6). Similar to the stand mawa'id al-Rahman, in Ramadan 2006 

Coca-cola sent out many of its sales teams carrying large bags of free Cola drinks that 

were distributed to people a few minutes before iftar time. The sales persons were placed 
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at major intersections and streets in Cairo.  

Their outfits and bags carried the Coca-cola 

brand name and logo to promote the 

company's products.  It the press media, it 

was reported that in Ramadan 2007 Coca 

Cola’s sales team  succeeded to distribute 

about a million complimentary cans to people 

within 750 districts in Cairo and 250 districts 

in Alexandria (Mahran, 2007).  It is obvious 

that international brands like Coca-cola adjust 

their sales promotion and marketing, overall, 

according to the context or season.140

Government organizations and official 

also try to win mass support by organizing 

some Ramadan charity projects of their own. The minister of Social Welfare, Dr. Aly El 

Meselhy, announced in Ramadan 2007 the provision of extra food supplies (Ramadan 

packages) to low-income citizens (Farouk, 2007).  Key politicians and religious figures 

(Senior Coptic Priest El-Baba Shenouda III and Sheikh of al-Azhar) are also known to 

host mawa'id al-Rahman every year. These banquets are highly publicized in most 

Egyptian national newspapers.   

  

To conclude, various entities play a role in philanthropic work during the holy 

month. There are, commercial companies and governmental institutions that support 

and/or fund charity work.  Some of these acts are motivated by spiritual purposes and 

others by publicity or political interests.  More on this issue will be dealt with in the next 

chapter.  

 

 

                                                 
140 During the summer time one witnesses Coca-cola sales employees distributing free cans at main 
entrance and exit gates of  elitist resorts on the north-coast in Egypt.  For instance, complimentary cans are 
distributed at sunset time at the exit gates at Marina private resort. This the  time when people are getting 
out of the beaches and, in most cases , delighted to be offered a free drink to quench their thirst after 
spending the day in the sun. 

Image6: A Coca Cola employee about to 
hand out free cans to people at iftar time.  
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3.  Iftar Meal 

 

At sunset time, a cannon-fire from the Citadel, the twelfth century fortress above the 

city’s sea of towers and minarets, announces the maghrib or sunset, signaling the end of 

the day’s fast.141

 

 The mu’adhdhins  cries exultantly: Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar! La 

illaha illa Allah! (God is the greatest! God is the greatest! There is no god but the one 

God!) At this point all fasting Muslims then break their fast with the iftar meal.  In this 

section I will present how the iftar meal becomes an important time for families to bond, 

celebrate traditions and honor the sunna of the Prophet.   

3.1 Domestic iftar 

  

The call for prayers to break the fast is something that almost all fasting Muslims look 

forward to during the day in Ramadan.  Not only because it is the time to break their fast 

after a long day of hard work but also because the Ramadan iftar is a feast in itself where 

a great quantity of lavish meals are prepared and served in the ‘best’ kitchen ware and 

where families and friends get together in a festive atmosphere.   

 The social nature of the iftar meal stands as a major contrast to other months of 

the year.  During other times of the year it is difficult for many families and friends to 

coordinate their work or study schedules and find the time to share a meal together.  At 

the iftar table, people share more than food. They also share stories, jokes and exchange 

advices on cooking, religious, career and studies issues. The iftar is an aspect of leisure 

that is not only an enjoyable and fulfilling process, it also helps develop intimacy and 

                                                 

141 The ‘Cannon of Iftar’ (Midfa َ al-Iftar), is an Egyptian tradition that was implemented as a tool to 
announce the official daily sunset for the people too far away to hear the maghrib prayers that announces 
the breaking of the fast. The tradition is believed to have been introduced more than two centuries ago, 
when Egypt was governed by the Ottoman Khosh Qadam, more than two centuries ago (Abdullah, 2007). 
The story goes that Qadam had been given a cannon as a gift, which he was testing during iftar of the first 
day of Ramadan. When he fired it, the whole of Cairo reverberated with the sound of the cannon. 
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understanding between group members which I argue in later chapters is a key ingredient 

for sustaining family unity in the Egyptian society.142

Mothers of the house are usually responsible for preparing the iftar meal for the 

entire family.  Working mothers are the ones who get most sympathy in Ramadan since 

they have to juggle between work and domestic demands, particularly food preparation, 

in a short time period.  Twenty-two year old Rehab, a working mother of one child, told 

me that she greatly enjoys the getting together of all family members for iftar.  However, 

she always feels much stressed before iftar time.  Her source of stress is the pressure to 

prepare a large amount of food for the iftar (at about 6 pm) after coming back from work 

at about 3:30 pm.  

    

Certainly, I have witnessed many women friends  preparing the iftar meal under 

stressful conditions. They run around in the kitchen performing more than five tasks at 

the same time such as preparing numerous food dishes, while speaking on the telephone 

to order missing food ingredients from the supermarket and attending to their children.  

To relieve themselves from some of the stress some mothers prepare their food the night 

before and re-heat them the next day.  

At all the houses I visited for iftar belonging to middle and upper class families, 

residing in urban Cairo, the amount of food served by far surpassed the number of 

invitees.  Some respondents explained that it is an Arab tradition to prepare extra food, 

especially when guests are invited over. This is interpreted as a sign of generosity and 

hospitality.  The left-over food was stored in the fridge, offered to the caretaker, driver or 

beggars or, in some cases, thrown away.  

As for the food served they included traditional dishes and drinks such as amar 

ed-din.  A dish of dates is served at almost all iftar tables since most people like to follow 

what has been narrated in the ahadith that the Prophet broke his fast with a date. In many 

cases the hosts wore traditional gallabiyyas which they chose to wear during Ramadan 

time only.  As some informants noted, Ramadan is perceived by many as an authentic 

month that celebrates Islamic and local traditions.   

                                                 
142Kelly and Godbey (1992); Cheek and Burch (1976) discuss how social interaction within leisure settings 
re-affirm bonding and understanding between members.   
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What becomes apparent here during iftar is that those customs that are defined as 

sacred and profane do not lose their specific character but become inter-connected. The 

religious obligation to break the fast at the maghrib prayers and the sunna of breaking the 

fast with dates are not practiced in a strictly sacred setting.  Rather, these religious 

activities become linked to the profane realm, whereby the iftar becomes a festive social 

gathering, comprised of sharing food, stories and jokes with family and friends.   

 

3.2 Restaurant Iftar 

 

Like many young people, nineteen year old Mona admitted that she loves eating out and 

anxiously awaits Ramadan every year for the rich array of traditional food dishes and 

desserts available.  All her favorite restaurants such as international food chains like 

Chili’s and TGI Friday’s and fast-food joints like McDonalds offer special Ramadan 

menus that she greatly fancies (See image 7).143

One time I went with Mona and some of 

her university friends to Chili’s to have 

iftar together.  We had made reservation 

about three days ahead, specifically 

requesting to have our table close to the 

open-buffet to beat the crowd when the 

time to break the fast comes.  The buffet 

per person cost about LE 75 (€10) which 

Mona and her friends didn’t seem to 

mind.  We arrived about 45 minutes 

before the time to break the fast. Unlike 

the pop music usually played at Chili’s, 

Koranic recitations were played in the 

background.  The places were decorated 

with Ramadan lanterns and the buffet 

   

                                                 
143Chili’s and TGI Friday’s are American-owned casual dining restaurants whose menus include items such 
as hamburgers and fajitas.  

Image 7: During the holy month, 
McDonald’s offers special iftar meals 
and its venues are decorated with 
traditional Ramadan icons. 
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tables were covered with Islamic-inspired patchwork quilts.   

Unfortunately, the waitress at Chili’s had been unable to reserve us a table close 

to the buffet.  She informed us that we had made reservations too late and all the 

‘strategic’ tables were already taken. With a few minutes away from breaking the fast, 

our energy level was low and we sat quietly listening to the Koran. When the time came 

to break the fast we drank karkade (hibiscus) juice, had a few dates and headed quickly 

towards the buffet which was an interesting blend of typical Chili’s dishes, such as 

hamburgers, on one side and traditional Egyptian food on the other side.  The queue was 

long and going slow as people piled their plates with food.  The waiters hurriedly ran 

around to replace food trays on the buffets, take drinks orders and clean up.  About an 

hour later after the call for prayers when everyone had eaten enough food and regained 

their energy the restaurant was bustling with conversations, loud laughter and the famous 

candidate camera show aired on national television.   

Almost all restaurants in Egypt offer special Ramadan buffet menus during the 

holy month to cater for the high demand of people wishing to break their fast outside the 

home.  Restaurants that usually serve international cuisine tend to substitute or add 

Ramadan banquet staples such as oriental grilled meats, vine leaves, stuffed vegetables 

etc. to their menus. To further add to the ‘traditional ambience’ some restaurants turn 

their TVs to Ramadan shows and some may have classic Arabic songs playing in the 

background.  Since all people have to eat at a specific hour, restaurants have open 

buffets.  Some restaurants have become so famous for their set gourmet iftars and 

traditional ambience that reservations may take up to two weeks in advance, particularly 

in weekends.   

 Similar to domestic iftar, breaking the fast at public restaurants also becomes a 

social event where people not only share meals but also bond together. I wish to also 

highlight the trend of international food chains or restaurants re-positioning themselves to 

match the local market’s taste for the ‘authentic’ during the holy month. As mentioned, 

restaurants readjust their menus and overall ambiance by including traditional food, 

music and decorations.  This trend becomes also apparent at restaurants serving the pre-

dawn snack or sahur.  
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4. Sahur Meal 

 

At dawn one can hear the distant voice of the mesahharati (pl. mesahharatiyya) or 

trumpet player calling people to wake up and eat the sahur meal, a late-night meal 

intended to stave off morning hunger during fasting.144

 

 The mesahharati would sing 

while keeping a rhythm on his small drum: Esha ya nayem…Wahed ed-

Dayem….Ramadan karim…Esha ya nayem… Wahed er-Razzaq… (Awake, oh faster and 

praise Allah. Welcome to you Ramadan, month of forgiveness). The mesahharati is the 

name given to the person who walks and beats a drum in residential areas to wake people 

up to eat their sahur before the fajr or dawn prayers. In this section I will provide an 

overview of the celebratory atmosphere surround the sahur meal at home and other 

popular public venues in Egypt. I will also describe how people relate to a very important 

Ramadan figure, the mesahharati, and major differences between that figure in affluent 

parts in Cairo and Boulaq. Contestations pertaining to variations in how the 

mesahharatiyya dress and behave, in upper-class neighborhoods in comparison to 

Boulaq, will be dealt with in a later chapter.   

4.1 Domestic Sahur 

 

It is about 3 am when 22-year old Mona is woken by the alarm set on her cellular phone 

and her mum’s voice asking her to get up for the sahur meal.  While washing her hands 

and face before helping her mother and the maid prepare the meal she hears at a distant 

the mesahharati’s voice calling for people to wake up and have their sahur. While Mona 

doesn’t rely on the trumpet player to wake her up for the pre-dawn meal, his faint voice 

never fails to bring a smile to her face. She recalls how she is used to hear the 

mesahharati’s voice every Ramadan since she was a child. After helping finish prepare 

an abundant meal of baked beans, yoghurt, cheese, scrambled eggs (salty food is avoided 

                                                 
144 Abdel Aziz (1987:53-56) gives a historical insight on the way people were woken up for sahur has 
changed throughout the ages.  During the Prophet's era, Bilal Ibn Rabah, with his angelic voice used to call 
out for sahur meal.  During 238 Hegira, Egyptian used to go on foot to the Omar Ibn El As Mosque from 
El-Moaskar city and call out for sahur.  During the 8th century Hegira, lamps were lit on top of the mosques 
to notify people that they still had time for eating sahur. To announce the start of the fast, these lamps were 
switched off.   
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as it makes one thirsty), Mona and her family sit at the dining table to enjoy the meal 

while joking and chatting together.  In the background there is a television playing a 

Ramadan-special Egyptian sitcom that Mona occasionally catches a glimpse of.   During 

Ramadan the local Egyptian television and Arabian satellite channels air entertainment 

shows and soap operas that last till the early morning hours.   

The sahur meal and time carries special significance to upper class women youth 

like Mona.  They generally explained that the meal is a sunna which all Muslims are 

encouraged to have before starting the fast.  However, based on my observation and 

respondent’s reflections on their sahur experience, it becomes apparent that taking the 

meal is not strictly a sacred act but has profane connotations as well.   

 The sahur meal is an important family occasion that helps bond family members 

together.  The participants emphasized how it was necessary that all members of the 

household wake up to eat sahur and perform prayers together.  The meal is not only to 

fill stomachs and prepare oneself for the sacred duty of the fast but to also solidify the 

family.  One female informant explained that the effort of waking up at dawn to perform 

the sunna of sahur, draws a person closer to God and family as well.  Another female 

told me that even though it is sometimes tedious preparing the sahur meal for her family 

everyday during Ramadan, it is all ‘worthwhile’ as she enjoys spending precious time 

with her family.  

 In mentioning sahur or commenting on the overall festive Ramadan atmosphere, 

participants often mentioned the trumpet player or the mesahharati. Often the 

mesahharati is accompanied by the children of the neighborhood who enjoy helping him 

to beat his drums and call out for people to wake up.  The old and young eagerly wait to 

hear or see the trumpet player at sahur time and before going to bed.   

Traditionally, the mesahharati’s job was to wake people for sahur. Yet, today, 

this  practice seems to be in decline.  With modern technology, most people count on 

their clocks, watches or cellular phone alarms to fulfill the function of the traditional 

mesahharati.  Besides, today most buildings are high rise thus occupants residing at top 

floors are unable to hear the calls of the trumpet player.   

However, for different reasons, all generations continue to appreciate the presence 

of the mesahharatiyya in Ramadan.  For the young children the trumpet player represents 
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a mysterious figure who roams the streets in the dark calling out and beating his drum.  

Interestingly, two young female informants attending a private university told me that the 

mesahharati reminds them of ‘father Christmas’. Reflecting on the trumpet-player based 

on a foreign Christmas figure, clearly show the great influence of hegemonic Western 

television in the Egyptian community. An eighteen year old girl told me that the 

mesahharati who, theoretically speaking, provides services to people without taking 

anything in return, represents the key Ramadan notion of charity.   

For the older people the mesahharati revives their past memories.  With a deep 

yearning expression, a 66 year old man told me that the mesahharati reminds him of the 

‘good old days’ when he was a child and the mesahharati used to wake him up for sahur 

by calling out his name. Older generations attach stronger sentimental emotions to 

Ramadan traditions, due to their long history with these traditions,  in comparison to 

younger age groups. This may explain why this social group particularly opposes the 

decline or modifications of old Ramadan practices.   

Similar to iftar, many families and friends invite one another for sahur at their 

homes.  In recent years there is the growing trend of young Egyptians holding a 

gallabiyya sahur party at home. The host and invitees are expected to wear the traditional 

gallabiyya, traditional Ramadan food and drinks are served and finally classical Arabic 

music is played in the background. Some of the young female respondents associated the 

gallabiyya sahur party to Halloween, in the sense of ‘dressing up’ to celebrate a special 

local occasion.  

It thus becomes clear that the sahur meal is a festive social event that bonds 

family members together. Another key point examined is the role the mesahharati plays 

today. Even though his key responsibility for waking people up for sahur is no longer 

needed due to modern technology, he remains a key symbol for a golden authentic past as 

principally noted by the older generations. For the cosmopolitan affluent young women, 

the traditional Ramadan figure (mesahharati) is sometimes connoted with a non-Muslim 

and non-Arab figure, Santa Claus. Also, Western Halloween celebration has triggered the 

invention of a new Ramadan tradition, gallabiyya sahur party. 
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4.2 Kheyam Ramadan serving sahur 

 

It is Friday afternoon  and Mona is eagerly browsing the al- Ahram newspaper to check 

out the latest advertisements promoting kheyam Ramadan (sl. Khaymat Ramadan) or tent 

of Ramadan so as to decide which one she will go to along with her friends.  Kheyam 

Ramadan are late-night leisure venues were sahur meals and live entertainment are 

offered.145

 The Ramadan tents I have attended were ‘`Geet ya Ramadan’ (Ramadan came) 

and ‘el-Atabah Gazaz’ (the doorstep is glass) in 2006 and another unnamed one at 

Concorde Salam hotel in 2007 (See image 8).  The minimum charge or ticket price per 

  Especially 

during the weekends, 

popular Egyptian or 

Arabian singers are known 

to hold major concerts at 

some of the most 

renowned kheyam 

Ramadan in Cairo.  Mona’ 

decision criteria lie first 

and foremost on the 

singer(s) performing there 

at the tents.  She explained 

to me that modern pop-

singers like Tamer Hosny 

and Amr Diab, popular among the young or shabab population, greatly appeal to her. 

When she goes with her parents and older brothers, however, they usually pick those 

kheyam with classical-type singers like Iraqi singer Kazem El-Saher.    

                                                 
145 The kheyam Ramadan have originally been adopted from Bedouin culture where after the nightfall 
(isha'a) prayers during Ramadan, Bedouins gather in tents to socialize, reach agreements and discuss 
political matters (Omran, 2006).  This tradition has continued from hundreds of years ago, yet has greatly 
changed in features and objectives today. One relatively new trend for the kheyam is for doling out food at 
iftar time. 
 
 

Image 8: Khaymat Ramadan `Geet ya Ramadan, 2006.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nightfall�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isha%27a�


161 
 

person ranged between 200-300 Egyptian pounds (€25-€38) that included sahur meal and 

live performances.  At the three tents the menu included traditional Arabic food and 

drinks that were tasty and made with high-quality ingredients.  The menu consisted of 

traditional cooked beans (ful and ta`miyya ), boiled eggs, kebab (meat prepared with 

special spices) and oriental drinks (tamr hindi and amar el-din).  Shisha or water-pipes 

were also provided there.  Some of the waiters wore the traditional gallabiyya and turban. 

The decorations were also traditional in nature whereby Arabic calligraphy and Islamic 

art covered the walls of both tents.  Parts of the tents had traditional meal seating with 

low table or tablia and seats were replaced by cushions on the floor.   

 Live entertainment plays a very big role at kheyam Ramadan.  Before the lead 

singer arrived at the tents, there were bands and DJ playing oriental music of legendry 

singers Om Kalthoum, Abdel Halim, etc.  At `Geet ya Ramadan tent, the teenage boy-

band group WAMA held a live performance singing their latest hits.  The band members' 

wore jeans, t-shirts and their hair-dos were styled in a fashionable way.  Nicole Saba, a 

Lebanese superstar, performed at el-Atabah Gazaz tent.  Saba is generally known for her 

fashionable style and seductive dress-style and performance (belly-dancing moves).  She 

has been criticized in the past for dancing at a similar khaymat Ramadan as reported in 

Ruz al-Yusuf magazine in 2006.  However, at the tent where I saw her she wore long 

sleeves and did only slight dance moves.  At Concorde El-Salam teenage heart-throb 

Tamer Hosny performed his sole Ramadan concert there.146

 At the tents the crowd clapped cheerfully, especially when the live singers sang 

their latest hits.  Tamer Hosny’s presence drew mass crowds and public excitement, 

  Hosny launched his first 

religious album at this time of the year, and free gifts of his new CDs was distributed to 

all those at the concert.  The album named ‘Heaven in Our House’, especially made for 

the holy month includes songs like ‘Ramadan month’, ‘God I am tired’ and other spiritual 

songs.  

                                                 
146 In Tamer Hosny’s effort to become more religious during Ramadan, he decided to launch a religious 
album in Ramadan 2007 and decided not to perform many concerts.  For more on the story, see Nady 
(2007:15).  In fact, many Egyptian pop singers refuse to hold any concerts during the holy month as prefer 
to dedicate their entire time to sacred duties and regard kheyam Ramadan as sinful venues.  Egyptian singer 
Hany Shaker is one of those artists who refuses to perform in any kheyam Ramadan noting that ‘things that 
occur in kheyam is similar to a nightclub without alcohol’ (Mahmood, 2007: 16).   
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especially from the youth segment.  Young girls, in particular, were screaming, singing 

along, throwing him roses and some even burst out crying with exhilaration.  At some 

point during the concert, the singer asked for volunteers from the crowd to join him on 

the stage. Two boys and two girls, within the age range of 17-20 agreed to join the singer 

on stage.  They danced around Hosny while the crowd cheered for them.  At this concert, 

Hosny only sang his most popular romantic songs and none from his new religious CD.  

The people attending the sahur and entertainment shows at the three tents were 

dressed in fashionable clothing and many arrived in expensive cars.  People from all ages 

were present.  There were groups of teenagers, families, young children and elderly 

people.  A friend of mine noted that, unlike night clubs, kheyam Ramadan are appropriate 

for all age groups since no alcohol is served and everyone is expected to maintain a 

modest attitude.  Commercial companies that sponsored the tents gave away free samples 

of their products, placed billboards and posters carrying their companies’ name/logo to 

promote themselves.  At some other Ramadan tents I have been to, sponsors announced 

that part of the tents' proceeds will go to Ramadan-related charity projects, such as 

providing free iftar meals at orphanages.   

Other types of Ramadan tents that have risen in popularity are the ones that 

include technological entertainment equipment. There is a famous one called the Rizq 

(blessings) tent with big screens where soccer matches are played, play station and 

Nintendo games are available for public use. This tent is highly publicized on facebook 

website and popular among young Egyptians.    

Moreover, a few years ago there became established some tents in Cairo, known 

as sadikat el-bee’ah (environment friendly) ones that are smoke-free.  For example the 

Andalus Nights tent at a youth center in Zamalek is well-known among the young people 

who prefer to have sahur in a non-smoking tent.  These smoke-free tents meet the 

growing demand among contemporary juvenile groups who prefer to lead healthy 

lifestyles. Female informants who frequent these tents also describe them as suitable for 

the Ramadan spirit since they consider smoking as haram as it damages human health 

and the environment. 

 One can conclude that the kheyam Ramadan are venues that unite religion with 

the material world (din wa dunya).  Certainly, the festive atmosphere at kheyam Ramadan 
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does not congregate structurally different spheres of religion and the material world.  

They are instead united together in one venue.  Thus having sahur still remains a 

religious act of sunna, yet having sahur at kheyam Ramadan becomes a recreation event 

comprised of socialization, music, watching soccer matches, playing computer games and 

trying out new products’ samples provided by commercial sponsors.    

 

5. Television  

 

During Ramadan, television transmissions last 24 hours a day and viewership greatly 

increases to include newly-produced entertainment programs.  Viewership is so high that 

a 30-second TV spot to run after iftar can fetch up to 60,000 Egyptian pounds, or about  

€7,500 -- nearly double what it does otherwise during the year (El-Rashidi, 2006). 

Television serials, game shows and advertisements are specifically produced to be 

broadcast just during Ramadan, a prime time when audience’s size is much larger than 

any other times of the year (Gharib, 1992).  In Ramadan 2009 Egyptian media tycoon 

Tarek Nour launched a television channel Al-Qahira wa-l-Nas  (Cairo and the People) to 

be aired only during the holy month, where soap operas, shows and commercials ran all 

day.147

Television is a great opportunity for businesses to promote their services and 

products during the holy month.  Commercials and sponsorship of television shows and 

contests greatly increase during the holy month.  Products are advertised with new jingles 

and themes to attract the audience and match the overall festive and religious 

characteristics of the month.   Marketers make use of Ramadan to promote their products 

by integrating traditional Ramadan symbols (example, lantern and trumpet-player) with 

jingles and female models in their commercials. Thus for example mobile phone provider 

Mobinil presented images of the trumpet player, man preparing traditional konafa sweet 

pastry and other popular Ramadan icons in their 2008 television campaign during the 

holy month.  Food and drink products are also advertised as quenching thirst, helps 

digestion and other features that the majority of the population demand at that time.  

  

                                                 
147 In an interview with Tarek Nour in Al-Qahira wa-l-Nas channel he stated that the main reason why he 
decided to broadcast the channel only during the fasting month, is due to the fact that viewership reaches 
peak in Egypt and other Muslim Arab countries at this time.  
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Various companies also advertise on television (and elsewhere) their new special 

Ramadan packages that take the shape of the lantern, canon or other motifs associated 

with the holy month.  

Before Ramadan begins some music Arabic channels announce that they will stop 

airing video clips which include dancing and girls behaving or appearing seductively. 

However, with the start of the sacred month these channels continued to air these videos 

(Khamis, 2007).  Mohsen Ahmed, Media Manager at Melody channels, told a reporter 

from Washwasha magazine that the channel initially intended to only air religious video-

clips during the holy month however it wasn’t able to do so (Khamis, 2007).  The reason 

provided is that the total number of religious songs (16 in number) can not fill the entire 

air time for the channel. 

 There are extensive channels aired in Cairo that cater to the wide array of 

consumer tastes during the holy month. Watching the Risala (message) and al-Nas 

(people) channels were repetitively mentioned by my young informants as a favorite 

past-time leisure activity during the holy month.  These channels air Koranic recitations, 

discussions and invite religious scholars for live shows.  The majority of local and 

satellite channels however dedicate more air time to entertainment shows and soap operas 

that range from humor to social melodramas.  

After iftar time people rush to their television sets either at home or at cafes to 

follow-up on their favorite soap operas, entertainment and religious shows. What is aired 

on television becomes a main subject for discussions among Egyptians as we shall see in 

the next chapters. At workplaces, public transportation systems and other public venues I 

overheard people giving their opinion on the latest soap operas and filling each other out 

on those serials that some missed watching.   

 

6.  Sports 

 

Sports become very popular in Ramadan regardless of class or gender.  Organized sports 

tournaments held at sporting clubs in Cairo increase immensely in number during the 

holy month.  In Cairo, right before iftar time and during the evening, most streets become 

highly crammed with male youth and children utilizing the space as football fields.  They 
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use rocks to mark the goal and use chalk to mark the field. In poor districts, children who 

cannot afford to purchase a rubber football use a ball of cheap cloth (tied together) 

instead.148

 Sports tournaments held in Ramadan are usually sponsored by multinational 

companies and public figures. To promote their products, business sponsors place large 

boards with their names written on them and distribute free sample gifts to people 

attending the event.  At a youth sports tournament held at the Ahly Club in Nasr City in 

2006, political figures Gamal and Ala Mubarak (Sons of President Mubarak) participated 

and organized the event (Alattar, 2006). In another tournament I attended in 2008 at the 

Gezirah club in Giza, after iftar, I witnessed people (mostly males) of all ages participate 

in all sorts of sport matches that were teamed according to age segments and gender.  The 

tournament started at about 8 pm and lasted till midnight.  The players all seemed to be in 

high spirit were they helped one another out, shook hands at the end of the match, 

cheered, joked with one another etc.  A friend of mine, Nancy (17 year old) who attended 

the tournament along with me said ‘it is so nice to see people come together and enjoy 

each other company…rather than being lonesome and busy. This is the beauty of 

Ramadan’.   

  At sporting clubs and at public gardens one observes young girls and women 

walking or jogging around the track.  For upper class Egyptian females sporting in 

Ramadan carries a unique experience, meaning and set of guidelines and as for 

commercial companies, it becomes a good time to promote themselves.  

Once during Ramadan I sat with three girls, at the Seid sporting club in 

Mohandiseen (an up-scale neighborhood in Cairo), who reflected on their involvement 

and experience in sports during Ramadan.  Heba, Suzan and Gehan are in their first 

semester at the German University in Cairo and members in Seid club.  The three girls 

are also members at the club’s handball team and continue to practice the sport in 

Ramadan as well. Heba who participates in special handball tournaments organized at the 

Seid Club in Mohandissen during Ramadan stated ‘For me, playing handball in Ramadan 

(after sunset) is particularly more important than at any other time of the year. After 

fasting all day, I feel the need to re-energize myself physically by playing handball. 

                                                 
148 In keeping with the Ramadan spirit of forgiveness, neighbors tolerate disturbances caused by those 
playing football in the streets.  However during other times of the year, sporting in public streets is not 
accepted in many Cairo neighborhoods.    
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Sports give me more strength to fast the next day and help me digest the large iftar meal 

that my mum cooks (laughs).  It also helps me relieve myself from study stresses’.   

Suzan added that since in Ramadan they are granted more free time, their parents are 

more flexible in terms of granting them permission to go out for sports and recreation.   

She explained that they get off classes earlier than the usual and since sexual harassment 

generally decreases in Ramadan, their parents are more lenient in allowing them to sport 

till late hours.  Heba also noted that sport activities strengthen the friendship bond 

between her, Suzan, Gehan and the rest of the sports team.  The three of them started 

telling me excitingly how they have been playing handball together since they were 

children.  They noted that playing handball in Ramadan at the club has become connected 

with joyful childhood memories that they cherish and continue to pursue.  

 Heba and Suzan’s views on handball reflect on how sports are vital mediums for 

physical, emotional and social development.  Ramadan in particular motivates young 

people to practice sport activities as it offers them more free time and is perceived as a 

necessity to burn extra calories consumed in the heartily iftar and sahur meals. Also, for 

some women sports is believed to offer physical strength to be able to withstand the fast. 

Socially, sport activities are seen as  important venues for networking in a challenging 

and fun atmosphere.    

 Gehan who wears the veil and is known among her shella or group of friends as 

the most religious one gave some interesting insight on the essentials of sports for 

Muslim females. 149

                                                 
149 For the shella or group of friends, ‘most religious girl’ exemplifies the one who wears the hijab, prays, 
does not date men and is well -knowledged on Islamic texts.   

  Gehan said that she believed that Allah encouraged Muslims, 

including women, to do sports and to be physically and mentally strong.  Gehan made 

reference to one surat (verse) in the Koran which says: Against them make ready all your 

strength to the utmost of your power (Surat al-Anfal 8:62). She interpreted that sura to 

mean that God wants Muslims to be strong physically and mentally.  Thus, as a Muslim 

she tries to take care of her body through exercise and her mind by reading/learning and 

expanding her knowledge. She added that her role model Aisha, the Prophet’s favorite 

wife, used to foot-race with the Prophet.  She interpreted this to show that women in 

Islam are encouraged to engage in recreation and exercises. Suzan added that one hadith 
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(referring to HM 37:6623) says that a Muslim should dedicate some time for serious 

work and some time for useful recreation; meaning that Islam is about balance and 

sensibility.  Half-jokingly Heba said that those people who lazily sit home after eating a 

large iftar are the ones opposing the spirit of Islam and Ramadan, not those who practice 

sports.  

 Gehan was quick to remind me and Heba that even though sports is encouraged in 

Islam there are certain criteria that Muslim women should adhere to.  She stated that girls 

should not to provoke excitement among men when practicing sports.  Accordingly, they 

are expected to be wearing headscarves and modest outfits when sporting in gender-

mixed leisure spaces. Sports like swimming and gymnastics where the female costume is 

tight and seductive should be avoided all together or done in female-only venues, Gehan 

added.  Those sports that demand extensive body movements, such as dancing and 

aerobics, are also expected to be practiced in female-only domains.  

While girls are careful on not looking seductive during Ramadan, they are also 

keen on not gaining weight during Ramadan so as to fit nicely into their favorite outfits 

once the holy month is over.  In fear of putting on weight during Ramadan, some 

informants expressed the importance of exercising to burn off the high-calorie meals and 

sweets consumed. For the girls, while spirituality plays an important aspect in their lives, 

particularly during Ramadan, maintaining an attractive appearance is crucial as well. For 

Gehan, Suzan and Heba, working on their bodies and overall appearance to look like 

their favorite celebrities is part of their day to day talks as I came to witness.  

 But after a long day of working and fasting, especially following a heavy iftar, 

many people find it a real challenge to workout and rather drowse on the couch in front 

of the television.  To tackle this problem, the Egyptian media offers health and religious 

advices to keep healthy and avoid overeating.  Nutritionists offer endless tips on the types 

of high-calorie food to avoid, recommended healthy recipes and encouragement to 

exercise.  Under the sub-title of ‘Staying Healthy in 2005 issue and ‘Exercise Excuses? 

Not this Ramadan!’ in 2006 issue, Egypt Today magazine offered tips on how to stay 

healthy without piling on the pounds during Ramadan.  Moreover, religious scholars are 

interviewed or invited to write articles to stress on the fact that Ramadan is a month of 

spirituality and self-sacrifice, a chance for one to cleanse both body and soul.   Many 
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articles pointed out the sunna of prophet Muhammed to break his fast with a few dates 

and delay his iftar until after the prayers.  Some religious scholars also noted that sports 

and exercise are in fact encouraged by Islam since God commands Muslims to maintain a 

healthy spirit and body.   

 To conclude, sporting in Ramadan serves both religious and more mundane 

purposes.   Not only is it an enjoyable activity that enhances one’s social network, but 

also some believe that they are religiously commanded by God to exercise, granted that 

this is done within the framework of modesty. Some others also find it essential to 

maintain an ideal weight to look attractive. Finally, commercial companies resort to 

sponsoring sports tournaments as a promotional tool for their goods and services.  

 

7.  Cultural Leisure at al-Husayn Area 

 

An important aspect of the ‘authentic magic’ of Ramadan is visiting al-Husayn area 

which houses renowned al-Husayn mosque, Khan el-Khalili market and several restored 

Islamic monuments that have recently been transformed into cultural centers.150

 People’s desires to lead an authentic or taqlidi lifestyle during the holy month 

thus draws them to the al-Husayn renowned for its Islamic history and traditional 

recreation facilities offered.  During the holy month, al-Husayn becomes overcrowded 

with various classes of Egyptians and tourists alike who yearn for a taste of the past by 

 The area 

is also known for having the best restaurants that serve traditional Egyptian food and 

classic-type cafes or ahawi.  As a matter of fact, the al-Husayn area is considered as the 

Mecca of leisure during Ramadan for many Egyptians and Arabs elsewhere, regardless of 

social position.   

                                                 
150 The al-Husayn Mosque was built in the Fatimid period in the year 1154 and modified in the year 1236.  
The mosque is named after al-Husayn , the son of Aly Ibn Aby Taleb, the forth Khalifa (Deputy of the 
Prophet Muhammed).  It was totally renewed during the reign of Khedive Ismail in the beginning of the 
20th century. The Khan el-Khalili market dates back to 1382, when Emir Djaharks el-Khalili built a large 
caravanserai (khan in Arabic) in Cairo under the Burji Mamluk Sultan Barquq; the eponymous khan is still 
extant.By the time of Barquq, the first Circassian Mamluk Sultan (1382- 1399 A.D.) a lot of reconstruction 
needed to be done within the walls of the city in order to repair the damages incurred as a result of the 
plague. In (1384 A.D.) When Barquq started his madrassa in Bayn el-Qasrayn, markets were rebuilt, and 
Khan el-Khalili was established. In addition, several Islamic houses and monuments, representing the 
Ottoman era, have been restored by the government and recently opened to the public. These buildings 
mainly include: Beit El Harawi, Beit el Soheimi, Kasr El Ghouri, Wikalet El Ghouri and Prince Taz palace.  
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enjoying the historical architecture, traditional meals, cafes and overall authentic 

atmosphere there.  Observing the wide variations in social classes and nationalities 

present in the area during Ramadan is truly impressive.  One can overhear many 

nationalities shopping, eating traditional snacks, smoking shisha and sightseeing. At the 

parking space in front of the area one sees luxurious cars like BMWs, Mercedes etc. 

parked. Also present are villagers wearing traditional clothing arriving by public 

transportation to enjoy the unique Ramadan spirit celebrated there.  

 I accompanied a group of upper-class Egyptian youth girls and boys to al-Husayn 

area one Ramadan for a fun time they promised me.  I met this group through a volunteer 

organization I have taken part in throughout fieldwork time. Rolla and Shereen, two of 

the girls I became close to invited me once to join them and their friends to al-Husayn.  

Our trip started at a mosque in Heliopolis where we performed tarawih prayers together, 

before heading off to downtown Cairo where the al-Husayn area is located.  The drive to 

the area was exhaustive as the roads leading there were heavily congested with traffic.  

Nevertheless, the festive time we spent there was worth the long tiring ride.  

 Surrounding the al-Husayn mosque it was very crowded with poor people sitting 

on mats eating, chatting and napping while children played around.  Some of the mats 

were actually previously used as prayer rugs during the tarawih prayers.  Since the 

demand for tarawih prayers at the al-Husayn mosque reaches peak, some individuals 

resort to praying outside the mosque.  Around the mosque various merchandise stores 

and stands displayed a wide array of commodities. There were people selling religious 

books, bokhor (incense), candies and even lingerie.  One street vendor selling sweet 

candy said that lingerie retailers were in the habit of using the mosque’s fence to display 

their merchandise but were forced to stop due to criticism from the public, particularly in 

Ramadan.151

 After walking by al-Husayn mosque we decided to head off to Khan el-Khalili 

bazaar for some shopping. The ancient market is known for selling some of the country’s 

finest collection of traditional Egyptian-style cloth, spices, souvenirs and ethnic jewels, 

 Some people found it inappropriate and disrespectful to openly display 

lingerie merchandise close to a sacred site and particularly in Ramadan.  

                                                 
151 I observed street vendors at el-Atress market that use Sayeda Zeinab historic mosque walls to display 
their lingerie merchandise. This common trend, however, comes to an abrupt halt in Ramadan. 
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perfumes, belly-dancing costumes, oriental musical instruments and Pharaonic-style 

souvenirs. For the occasion of the holy month, manufacturers have produced a wide 

variety of Ramadan lanterns.  At the market one can also find the highly demanded 

bokhor or incense and a wide variety of the famous sweet Ramadan pastries.  Almost all 

commodities sold there are over-priced and bargaining is crucial. Most of the sellers in 

the souk speak many foreign languages. They try to tempt tourists into buying their 

products by stating that their merchandise is 100% made in Egypt (versus Chinese 

products that have flocked the Egyptian souvenir market) and point to the historical or 

spiritual significance of their products.  

 By the time we were done shopping and walking around the area we were tired 

and hungry so we decided to head off to the famous ‘Fatatri el-Husein’ shop for a meal.  

The shop was crowded with people from all walks of life. It took us about an hour until 

our order was ready. We ordered all kinds of fatira.152

Afterwards we decided to go for tea and shisha at the Fishawy café.  The 

traditional café owes its popularity to its connection with Noble Prize winner Naguib 

Mahfouz, who is known to have written some of his best-selling books at this café; his 

famous novel 

 They were stuffed with sausages, 

beef, seafood, cheese, vegetables etc.  For a drink we had sugar-cane juice and amar ed-

din. We concluded our meal with the famous Egyptian dessert Omm `Ali composed of 

butter, milk, cream and nuts.   

Midaq Alley is set in an alley in Khan el-Khalili.  The café is the traditional 

type in sense that it serves shisha, all types of Egyptian drinks like Tamr Hendi, 

decoration (seats, tables and overall design is old and inspired by Egyptian Islamic art) 

and its location in al-Husayn area.  The overall ambience at the Fishawy café stands in 

stark contrast to the Westernized-type ones that the young informants frequent 

throughout the year.  Rolla was quick to remind me that the Fishawy café is still a 

‘touristic’ café not ‘the pure traditional one’.  She said the traditional ones were to be 

found in non-touristic area like Boulaq were the glass of tea cost 30 piaster (€0.04) and 

not 4 pounds (€0.507) like Fishawy.  Certainly prices of the goods and service at these 

                                                 
152  Fatira is a local Egyptian dish that’s described alternately as pizza or pancake. It’s somewhere between, 
but not actually either, of the two. The dough is very light and surrounds the filling like a calzone (but 
much thinner). 
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cafes are at least five times higher than the traditional ones.  The cafes in al-Husayn 

mainly attract upper-class Egyptians and tourists who can afford their exaggerated prices.  

 Attending shows, plays, concerts and exhibitions at several renovated Islamic 

monuments/cultural centers at al-Husayn area is another popular pastime during 

Ramadan. The Egyptian Ministry of Culture (Intellectual Development Division) 

organizes extensive traditional performances within these historic culture centers. The 

Ramadan schedule of the events is posted on the ministry’s official website. The holy 

month is the only time of the year when performances run daily at these cultural centers. 

In Beit el-Harawi, for instance, popular cultural and classic performances are staged such 

as folklore dancing, Nubian music, and classical songs by Egyptian legendary artists like 

Abdel Halim Hafez.153

 While the activities described in al-Husayn differ in terms of purposes (ranging 

from fulfillment of religious duties to shopping) and spatial context (hosting sacred 

mosques and profane marketplace, theatre etc.), some key common characteristics can be 

noted. First of all, a ‘dedifferentiation of consumption’ takes place whereby consumption 

patterns related with different spheres are interconnected (cf. Bryman, 1999:33).   The al-

Husayn area offers a wide array of possibilities such as prayers, live entertainment, 

shopping, eating etc. These various spheres become ‘inextricably interwoven’ in 

experiencing the special Ramadan atmosphere (Bryman, 1999).  Similarly, tangible 

products like the prayer mats serve dual purposes. They are used as prayer rugs, and also, 

treated as picnic cloth for people to sit on and enjoy snacks.  

 Ticket prices at these culture centers vary considerably. They may 

be free of charge or range between LE 10 to LE 30 (€ 1.34 to € 4), depending on the 

popularity of the artist(s) performing. Although the prices of these performances are 

reasonable and can be afforded by most Egyptians, they mainly attract upper-middle class 

Egyptians and tourists.  

 
8. Conclusion 
 
In this chapter I have described various instances in which boundaries are suspended to 

accommodate for the unique character of Ramadan.  Firstly, the boundary defining the 

                                                 
153 Beit el-Harawi is a house that was built in 1731 during the Ottoman era.  This house is one of a few that 
remained in good shape over the years because it was restored several times by the French ‘Comite de 
Conservation’ between 1920 and 1950.  
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sacred from the profane becomes blurred so that both become interconnected. Due to the 

high demand for religious classes, profane places like sporting clubs and commercial 

companies host religious classes to the Muslim members. Sacred places like the mosque, 

also become for women a place not only for worship, but also socialization, networking, 

marriage prospects and discussion of worldly matters. The mosque, specifically during 

the tarawih prayers, also offers the opportunity to shop for all kinds of commodities from 

street vendors. As a matter of fact, the commercial culture is evident in almost all leisure 

activities addressed in this chapter. 

Commercialization takes various manifestations in both religious and profane 

Ramadan leisure spaces and activities. It can be observed in the activities of vendors 

selling Islamic or everyday commodities at the mosques and places where religious 

classes are held. They also comprise of the sales and marketing of the famous Ramadan 

meals and delicacies consumed during the iftar and sahur meals. Restaurants and fast-

food chains re-adjust their menus to include the highly demanded special Ramadan food 

items. Packages for consumer products, such as cooking oils and washing detergents, are 

also changed to take the shape or design of the famous Ramadan icons such as the 

lantern. Even the television commercials for some products are changed to include classic 

Arabic music and icons or key figures associated with Ramadan traditions such as the 

mesahharati and konafa-maker.  The same applies at kheyam Ramadan, charity projects 

and sports tournaments where commercial sponsors adopt various promotion techniques 

to market their brand names and services. 

Similar to young people’s leisure all year long, leisure during the holy month is 

also diverse in terms of accommodating to assorted tastes, religious beliefs and lifestyles. 

So for example, the kheyam Ramadan carried many types, the ones with musical 

entertainment, smoke-free ones and others with video games.  Also religious classes in 

contemporary Cairo are held at different locations for the purpose of convenience. For 

example, some of the people who work long-hours and do not have time to attend 

religious classes greatly appreciate the availability of classes at their company’s premises 

or sporting clubs.  In other words, it becomes more realistic in the modern lifestyle 

people lead today to put together various activities under one roof so that, for instance, 

the sporting club does not only offer exercise facilities but also a prayer area and a place 
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to hold religious classes.  Also the ma'idat al-Rahman today takes various forms, such as 

the stand ma'ida for those who are stuck in the horrific Cairo traffic at the time of the 

iftar or are obliged to be working at this hour such as policemen. The stable collective 

banquets of the Merciful type meet the demand of those poor people who wish to break 

their fast in a fun atmosphere of socialization. Finally, the ma'idat al-Rahman include the 

mobile ones to cater those who are unable to get to a stable ma'ida because of health 

issues, feelings of shame or embarrassment of accepting charity publicly.   

Other important boundaries that shift in Ramadan are those defining social 

classes.  More of this crucial issue will be probed into in the next chapters. What I wish 

to stress at this point is that Ramadan leisure activities sometimes unify people from 

different socio-economic stratums and at other times re-affirm class differences.   

In addition, in Ramadan the past is brought to the present in artificial 

consumption settings. During the holy month, people develop strong desires to lead an 

authentic lifestyle, as apparent in their behavior patterns at al-Husayn area and some iftar 

and sahur venues. This in turn motivates leisure providers to re-construct their products 

and services to fulfill the modern consumers’ desire for a so-called ‘golden pristine past’.   

Finally, it became apparent that the process of modernization introduces not only 

new forms of leisure but also novel forms of identification. Throughout this chapter it 

was shown how young women informants drew various complementary associations 

between religious virtues or Ramadan traditions and some modern discourses. Ramadan 

for some girls was the time to make resolutions just like the ‘New Year resolutions’; the 

mesahharati was associated with Christmas’s Santa Claus, sadaqa jariya connoted with 

sustainable development; some religious scripts interpreted as recommending 

participation in sports. Thus one can conclude that some conditions of modernization 

may contribute to the sustenance of religious values and local traditions, where both 

belief systems are interpreted to corroborate one another.  This key point is further 

exemplified in the next chapter where I explore how piety is perceived and attained, and 

in some instances challenged, within the modern-consumer context.  

 

 

 




