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NOTES ON TRANSLITERATION 
 
 
 
For the Arabic words in the text that are Cairene colloquial expressions, I have a 
transliteration system that comprehends Egyptian Arabic pronunciations. I follow the 
system introduced by El-Said Badawi and Martin Hinds in A Dictionary of Egyptian 
Arabic (Beirut: Librarie du Liban, 1986). I have however used a simplified version of the 
Arabic alphabet transcription by using less diacritic signs, in order to make it more 
accessible to readers who are not familiar with the language.  Accordingly I use: 
 
[s] for  ╪  and ▄  
[h] for ح and ′  
[t] for  ░ and ╙ 
[d] for  ╦ and ▌  
[z] for ╩ and ▒ 
[sh] for ╬  
[kh] for ╣ 
[gh] for ► 
[`] for ▓ 
[Ë ] for ┐ but not at the beginning of the word, like muË addab 
 
Long vowels are represented by double vowels; double consonants are similarly 
represented by double consonants in English.  
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ENGLISH SUMMARY 

 

This thesis, ‘Ramadan Culture in Modern Cairo: Young Females’ Leisure Patterns and 

the Politics of Piety, Unity and Authenticity’, analyses shifts in affluent young women’s 

leisure behavior with the advent of Ramadan, and contestations surrounding those 

practices. It focuses on contestations pertaining to Ramadan leisure practices as points of 

crystallization for more crucial issues in contemporary Egyptian society.  I specifically 

explore how piety, unity and authenticity are perceived, sought and contested in the 

context of leisure and in relationship to new modern conditions.  

 In discussing modernization, attention is directed towards critical transformations 

of Egypt’s socio-economic, political and spatial circumstances since late President 

Sadat’s Infitah or open-door policies in the early 1970s.  Sadat’s policies are believed to 

have marked major changes in Egyptian social mores and lifestyles. His policies led to 

the emergence of a new mass culture in Egypt associated with the consumption of 

Western goods; acceleration of the rate of social mobility; and spatial modernity based on 

the exclusion of those less economically privileged. These changes have altered people’s 

consumption preferences, lifestyles and ambitions to climb the social ladder. It has also 

affected how they experience Ramadan nowadays. At the time that Egypt was opening its 

borders to the Western world and culture capitalism in full momentum, a self-conscious 

Islamic identity, its practices and paraphernalia were also gaining hegemony. The Islamic 

revival or Islamic awakening (al-Sahwa al-Islamiyya) movement began roughly 

sometime in the 1970s and remains popular to the present day.  The general prevailing 

feelings among many Egyptians that the moral and spiritual foundations of their society 

has weakened, including Ramadan’s religious practices, is in fact a ground stone of the 

Islamic revival movement. These contextual modern alterations underlie the main 

contestations related to Ramadan practices.   

 In examining Ramadan leisure patterns at the present time, a number of issues 

come to the fore. Many of the existing Ramadan leisure activities are mentioned and 

recommended in the Koran and, particularly, the ahadith of the prophet Muhammed. 

These activities primarily include the iftar meal, sahur meal, tarawih prayers and charity 

work. Nevertheless, almost all of the forms and functions of these activities have become 
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modified and reinterpreted to fit modern life styles. In addition, some religious and 

traditional meanings are experienced as ‘outdated’, and new conceptualizations of leisure 

spaces or activities are invented to cope with the changing modern circumstances. For 

instance, the novel kheyam Ramadan arose to accommodate for new consumer-driven 

demands of the elites. Through the adaptation of existing leisure activities and the 

invention of new ones, Ramadan traditions and religious beliefs continue to provide a 

meaningful system for affluent Egyptians Muslims in contemporary times.  

What has also become manifest in this research, is that Ramadan leisure culture is 

a product of cultural hybridization, where global discourses blend with local religious 

beliefs and traditional practices. That process of hybridization has in turn created new 

cosmopolitan expressions, which young female elites assign to their Ramadan leisure 

experiences.  

More specifically, I have documented how Ramadan has become a highly 

commercial month where the attainment and expression of piety and global consumption 

go hand in hand. Piety is embedded in, and shaped by global consumerist discourses, 

which, in turn, are adapted to match the desire for piety. Dominant Islamist voices oppose 

the blending of religious and consumerist values, and argue that it weakens the religious 

character of Ramadan practices and undermines their core values. Nonetheless, for the 

young affluent women, consumption has become an important self-technique to construct 

and experience a religious self. This is particularly apparent in their high consumption of 

Islamic commodities during the fasting month.  

The sacralization of everyday life allows religion to emerge in public spaces that 

were previously marked as secular. The popularity of Islamic products, spread of 

television, the internet and other technological mediums have supported the spread of 

religious ideas and symbols in the public sphere. Moreover, during the holy month many 

profane products’ packing, advertising campaigns and public leisure venues are modified 

to accommodate religious motifs, Ramadan culture icons and thus appeal more to the 

Muslim target market. 

 Furthermore, it becomes evident that the notion of umma (unity and social 

cohesion) is becoming redefined within the changing modern context of capitalism, social 

mobility, and city-structure.   Generally, consumption has facilitated the acceleration of 
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the pace of life and has enhanced individualization within families. Another implication 

of the prevalence of consumerism is that young people are more reluctant in spending 

much time in charity work. They prefer to invest their free time in activities that solely 

focus on personal and career growth. On the contrary, the collective, religious and 

charitable nature of the holy month slows the pace of life and encourages social cohesion. 

During Ramadan, youngsters engage more in family leisure activities, mingle with the 

local community and invest more time in philanthropic projects. The relatively new trend 

of Islamic social philanthropy, that encourages long-term sustainable development, 

simultaneously empowers unprivileged communities as well as the affluent volunteers. 

Through engagement in this particular type of charity, young volunteers develop their 

business and social skills while realizing the religious virtue of charity that is highly 

recommended for Ramadan.  

The collective nature of Ramadan leisure may, particularly, serve as a source of 

empowerment for women. Women’s increased access to the public leisure sphere during 

the holy month introduces them to new sets of knowledge, allows them to form 

solidarities and to resist some social constraints. On another level, the commercialization 

of many Ramadan leisure activities and spatial modernity of Cairo leads to the exclusion 

of low-income groups. The high rate of social mobility in the last few decades 

predominantly explains intense feelings of frustrations of the poor, for their inability to 

access many Ramadan-related commodities and public leisure spaces. 

 The quest for authenticity becomes particularly intense during the fasting month. 

Ramadan is the time for people to re-enchant their world, through reviving what they 

perceive as original forms of their religious and cultural heritage. People’s nostalgia for 

the ‘glorious’ past Islamic civilizations triggers the aesthetication of local traditions. 

During the holy month, affluent women appropriate products that are usually associated 

with the poor and rural population. In the process, such low-culture products are 

transformed in order to be able to stand for new positive and aesthetic values, and appeal 

to the wealthy social classes. These traditional items are re-modeled to match global 

fashion tastes, hygiene and health preferences, and finally, people’s rushed lifestyles. 

Another modernist trend is based on economic development and social progress. The 

nation-state and its subsidiaries intensely promote during Ramadan an image of the 
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authentic Egyptian-Muslim citizen who is economically progressive, and yet remains 

committed to local traditions and religious values. The government also imposes various 

policies during the holy month to combat political activities of extremist Islamist groups 

and preserve the modern image of the city.   

 The results of this research point to the cultural politics surrounding Ramadan 

leisure practices in contemporary Cairo. It examines the contested roles and 

understandings for the definition of religion, authentic traditions, gender roles and social 

justice. These contestations are grounded in power relations. Power dominators such as 

commercial companies, local customs, nation-state’s authorities and its Islamic critics 

contest how public leisure spaces should be organized, which social groups are entitled to 

access these spaces, and how people should behave within these venues. During 

Ramadan, these various parties attempt to delimit a set of proper social performances to 

promote their own aims. Amongst other things, they prescribe how the ‘ideal’ Egyptian 

Muslim women citizen/consumer should dress, behave and consume in public leisure 

spaces. My discussion of young elite women’s leisure patterns during Ramadan illustrates 

that power is not unilateral and that people negotiate their power positions as they resist 

dominant discourses. It becomes evident that the communal leisure context of Ramadan 

serves as an ideal site for collective resistance and empowerment for underprivileged 

social groups.    
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DUTCH SUMMARY 

 

Dit proefschrift, ‘Ramadan cultuur in hedendaags Cairo: Patronen van vrijetijdsbesteding 

onder jonge vrouwen en de politiek van vroomheid, eenheid, en authenticiteit’, analyseert 

verschuivingen in vrijetijdspatronen onder gegoede jonge vrouwen tijdens de 

vastenmaand Ramadan en de discussies die deze ten gevolge hebben. Het besteedt vooral 

aandacht aan deze discussies in zo verre ze dienen als katalysator van meer cruciale 

kwesties in de hedendaagse Egyptische samenleving. Ik onderzoek in het bijzonder hoe 

vroomheid, eenheid, en authenticiteit worden opgevat, nagestreefd en bevraagd in de 

context van vrijetijdsbesteding en in relatie tot de hedendaagse levensomstandigheden. 

Wat modernisering betreft, richt ik de aandacht vooral op de veranderingen in 

/transformaties van de socio-economische, politieke en ruimtelijke omstandigheden die 

zich hebben voorgedaan sinds de Infitah of het opendeurbeleid van wijlen President Sadat 

begin jaren zeventig. Het beleid van Sadat wordt gezien als de inleiding tot grote 

veranderingen in Egyptische maatschappelijke omgangsvormen en levensstijlen. Het 

leidde tot de opkomst van een nieuwe massacultuur in Egypte die samenging met het 

verbruik van westerse consumptiegoederen, verhoging van de sociale mobiliteit en 

modernisering van de openbare ruimte door middel van uitsluiting van de economisch 

minder bevoorrechten. Door deze veranderingen hebben mensen andere voorkeuren 

gekregen in levensstijl en op consumptief gebied, evenals nieuwe ambities om te stijgen 

op de maatschappelijke ladder. 

De maatschappelijke ontwikkelingen hebben uitwerking gehad op de manier 

waarop door hen tegenwoordig de Ramadan ervaren wordt. In dezelfde tijd dat Egypte 

zijn grenzen opende voor de westerse wereld en het cultureel kapitalisme op volle sterkte 

gekomen was, begon ook een zelfbewuste islamitische identiteit, met bijbehorende 

gebruiken en parafernalia, de overhand te krijgen. Het Islamitisch Reveil (al-Sahwa al-

Islamiyya), een slamitische opwekkingsbeweging, kwam omstreeks de jaren zeventig op 

en is tot de dag van vandaag populair. In feite is het onder veel Egyptenaren heersende 

gevoel dat de morele en spirituele grondslagen van hun maatschappij verzwakt zijn, 

inclusief de religieuze handelingen van de Ramadan, een hoeksteen van de beweging van 
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het Islamitisch Reveil. Deze veranderingen in de moderne Egyptische samenleving liggen 

ten grondslag aan maatschappelijke discussies met betrekking tot Ramadan gebruiken. 

Bij de bestudering van huidige patronen van vrijetijdsbesteding tijdens Ramadan 

springen een aantal zaken in het oog. Veel van de vrijetijdsbezigheden tijdens Ramadan 

worden genoemd en aanbevolen in de koran en, in het bijzonder, in de ahadith van de 

profeet Mohammed. Deze bezigheden omvatten hoofdzakelijk de iftar en de sahur 

maaltijden, de tarawih gebeden en liefdadigheid. Toch zijn bijna alle vormen en functies 

van deze activiteiten gewijzigd en geherinterpreteerd om ze aan moderne levensstijlen 

aan te passen. Bovendien worden bepaalde religieuze en traditionele gebruiken en 

interpretaties daarvan als ouderwets ervaren. Ook worden nieuwe concepten van 

vrijetijdsbesteding en daarvoor geëigende ruimte gecreëerd die aansluiten bij de 

veranderde, moderne omstandigheden. Zo kwam bijvoorbeeld de nieuwe kheyam 

Ramadan in zwang ten behoeve van nieuwe consumptieve verlangens onder elite 

groeperingen. Door middel van aanpassing van de bestaande vrijetijdsbezigheden en het 

ontstaan van nieuwe gebruiken, kunnen de tradities en geloofspraktijken rond Ramadan 

in het huidig tijdsgewricht hun betekenis behouden voor welgestelde moslims in Egypte. 

In deze studie wordt eveneens duidelijk dat de vrijetijdscultuur tijdens de Ramadan een 

product van culturele hybridisering is, waarbij wereldwijde discoursen zich vermengen 

met plaatselijke geloofspraktijken en tradities. Dit hybridiseringsproces heeft op haar 

beurt weer nieuwe kosmopolitische uitingsvormen gecreëerd waarvan de jonge 

vrouwelijke elite gebruik kan maken bij haar vrijetijdsbesteding tijdens Ramadan. 

Meer in het bijzonder heb ik gedocumenteerd hoe de Ramadan maand een hoogst 

commerciële aangelegenheid geworden is, waarbij uitingsvormen van vroomheid en 

ongebreidelde consumptie hand in hand gaan. Vroomheid is ingebed in – en wordt 

gevormd door – mondiale discoursen over consumentisme, die op hun beurt weer aan de 

hang naar vroomheid zijn aangepast. Dominante islamisten verheffen hun stem tegen de 

vermenging van religieuze waarden en die van het consumentisme en stellen dat dit het 

religieuze karakter van Ramadan gebruiken aantast en haar kernwaarden ondermijnt. 

Niettemin is consumptie voor bemiddelde jonge vrouwen een belangrijke zelftechniek 

geworden om een religieus zelf te construeren en te ervaren. Dit blijkt vooral duidelijk uit 

hun grootverbruik van islamitische goederen tijdens de vastenmaand. 
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Door middel van sacralisering van het dagelijks leven wordt religie zichtbaar in 

publieke ruimten die voorheen als seculier waren aangemerkt. De populariteit van 

islamitische producten, de algemene verbreiding van televisie, het internet en andere 

technologische media hebben de verspreiding van religieuze ideeën en symbolen in de 

publieke ruimte bevorderd. Bovendien verschijnen er op de verpakking van veel profane 

artikelen, in advertentiecampagnes en in openbare vrijetijdscentra tijdens de heilige 

maand religieuze motieven en iconen van de Ramadan cultuur om zo de moslim 

doelgroep des te meer aan te spreken. 

Verder blijkt dat de idee van de umma (eenheid en sociale cohesie) herdefiniëring 

ondergaat binnen de veranderende context van het hedendaags kapitalisme, de sociale 

mobiliteit en de moderne structuur van de stad. In het algemeen heeft consumptie een 

verhoging van het levenstempo mogelijk gemaakt en de individualisering binnen de 

familie geïntensifieerd. Een andere implicatie van het heersende consumentengedrag is 

dat jonge mensen minder snel genegen zijn veel tijd aan liefdadigheid te besteden. Liever 

investeren ze hun vrije tijd in activiteiten de uitsluitend gericht zijn op persoonlijke groei 

en bevordering van hun carrière. Echter, vanwege het collectieve, religieuze en 

charitatieve karakter van de heilige maand, wordt tijdens Ramadan het levenstempo 

vertraagd en de sociale cohesie aangemoedigd. In overeenstemming hiermee richten 

jongeren zich tijdens de vastenmaand meer op bezigheden binnen de familie, begeven 

zich meer onder de lokale gemeenschap en besteden meer tijd aan filantropische 

projecten. De snel aan populariteit winnende nieuwe trend van op duurzame 

ontwikkelingen gerichte islamitische filantropie, stimuleert zowel de empowerment van 

achtergestelde gemeenschappen als die van de welgestelde vrijwilligers. Door dit type 

liefdadigheid in het bijzonder aan te gaan, ontwikkelen jonge ondernemers hun 

vaardigheden op zakelijk en maatschappelijk gebied en verwezenlijken ze tegelijkertijd 

de religieuze deugd van de caritas die zo aanbevelenswaardig is voor de Ramadan. 

De collectieve aard van de bezigheden tijdens de Ramadan kan bij uitstek dienen 

al bron van empowerment voor vrouwen. De allengs vrijere toegang die vrouwen 

gedurende de heilige maand krijgen tot vrijetijdsbesteding in het publieke domein 

verschaft ze toegang tot nieuwe kennisgebieden, biedt ze gelegenheid tot het vormen van 

solidariteit en tot verzet tegen bepaalde maatschappelijke beperkingen. Op een ander 
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niveau leidt de commercialisering van veel Ramadan activiteiten evenals de fysieke 

ruimtelijke inrichting van het moderne Cairo tot uitsluiting van lage inkomensgroepen. 

De hoge maatschappelijke mobiliteit van de laatste jaren is de voornaamste verklaring 

voor de diepe gevoelens van frustratie onder de lage inkomensgroepen over hun 

onvermogen om ook toegang te krijgen tot veel van de aan de Ramadan gerelateerde 

consumptieartikelen en openbare ruimten. 

Vooral gedurende de vastenmaand neemt de hang naar authenticiteit toe. De 

Ramadan is voor mensen de tijd bij uitstek om hun wereld nieuwe luister bij te zetten 

door datgene wat zij als oorspronkelijke vormen zien van hun religieus en cultureel 

erfgoed nieuw leven in te blazen. De algemene nostalgie naar de ‘glorieuze’ islamitische 

beschavingen uit het verleden zet de esthetisering van lokale tradities in gang. Tijdens de 

heilige maand eigenen welgestelde vrouwen zich producten toe die gewoonlijk worden 

geassocieerd met de arme plattelandsbevolking. Gaandeweg worden dergelijke low-

culture producten getransformeerd en worden er nieuwe positieve en esthetische waarden 

aan toegekend welke appelleren aan de rijkere maatschappelijke klassen. Deze 

traditionele producten worden opnieuw vormgegeven teneinde ze aan te passen aan 

internationale modetrends, aan nieuwe eisen ten aanzien van hygiëne en gezondheid, en 

ten slotte aan de moderne, haastige levensstijl. Nog een modernistische trend is gebaseerd 

op economische ontwikkeling en maatschappelijke vooruitgang. Met name 

staatsinstellingen promoten gedurende Ramadan intensief het beeld van de authentieke 

Egyptische moslimburger die economisch progressief is maar trouw blijft aan lokale 

tradities en religieuze waarden. De regering vaardigt gedurende de heilige maand ook 

diverse beleidsmaatregelen uit om politieke acties van (extremistische) islamistische 

groeperingen tegen te gaan en het moderne beeld van de stad in tact te houden. 

Dit onderzoek wijst op de invloedrijke culturele politiek als de motor voor de 

dynamiek waardoor vrijetijdsbezigheden tijdens Ramadan in het hedendaagse Cairo vorm 

worden gegeven. Het beschrijft en analyseert maatschappelijke discussies in Egypte over 

de rol en betekenis van religie, ‘authentieke’ tradities, gender opvattingen en -

verhoudingen, en sociale rechtvaardigheid in het moderne tijdsgewricht. Deze discussies 

zijn ingebed in specifieke machtsverhoudingen. De machtigste spelers in het veld zoals 

commerciële ondernemingen, verdedigers van lokale tradities, de autoriteiten die de 
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natiestaat vertegenwoordigen, en hun islamitische critici proberen elk invloed uit te 

oefenen op hoe openbare recreatieve ruimten dienen te worden ingericht, welke 

maatschappelijke groeperingen toegang tot deze ruimten moeten krijgen, en hoe men zich 

daar dient te gedragen. Tijdens de Ramadan proberen deze verschillende partijen een 

combinatie van gewenste maatschappelijke handelingen neer te zetten teneinde hun eigen 

doeleinden te bevorderen. Zo schrijven ze onder andere voor hoe de ‘ideale’ moslima 

zich als Egyptisch burger/consument dient te kleden en gedragen en hoe ze hoort te 

consumeren in openbare recreatieve ruimten. Deze verhandeling over patronen van 

vrijetijdsbesteding bij jonge vrouwen uit de elite tijdens Ramadan laat zien dat 

machtsuitoefening geen eenrichtingsverkeer is, maar dat mensen onderhandelen over hun 

eigen positie in bepaalde machtsverhoudingen, tegen dominante discoursen in verzet 

komen en deze naar hun eigen hand zetten. Duidelijk blijkt dat de context van de 

gemeenschappelijke vrijetijdsbesteding tijdens de Ramadan kan dienen als de ideale 

voedingsbodem voor collectief verzet en empowerment van achtergestelde 

maatschappelijke groeperingen. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 INTRODUCTION 

 

Nineteen year old Nadia studies Business Administration at a prestigious private 

university in Cairo.1

Meanwhile, Nadia’s relationship with Hany has to be ‘put on hold’ as Ramadan is 

approaching and her free time will be dedicated to other more important things.  Before 

Ramadan begins her focus shifts to preparing herself for the fasting month.  She needs to 

start the ‘process of purification’ or tahara by cleaning herself, putting away the ‘usual’, 

tight and revealing clothes she wears and replace them with more modest outfits.  

Moreover, she has to make up for those fasting days missed in the previous Ramadan.  

Finally, Nadia bids farewell to some leisure activities and places she is accustomed to go 

to all year long.  These include restaurants or bars that serve alcohol, swimming in her 

bikini and cruising around with Hany in his car.   

  She has just gotten back from her summer vacation that she spent in 

an elite private resort in the north coast of Egypt.  Nadia describes her summer as 

completely riwish (slang Arabic word for fun and fashionable youngster or lifestyle) with 

no school work and lots of free time.  She recalls the pleasurable time at the beach with 

family and friends, swimming, dancing and socializing.  She describes her parents as 

‘open-minded’ who let her go out with friends, impose a late curfew during summer 

(mid-night) and allow boys to call her at home.  They are, however, strict when it comes 

to matters like going out with a boy alone and staying out late at night.  Her parents are 

worried that the neighbours will start bad-mouthing her and put her reputation at stake.  

Nadia shyly tells me about her ‘summer love’ stories with a boy she met one night at a 

cafe.  His name is Hany and she describes him as funny, considerate and, as she quickly 

assures me, from a good respectable family.  She hopes that her relationship will evolve 

to end in marriage.   

Ramadan for Nadia and many others represents an interesting blend of fun and 

piety or as she referred to it as shahr dehk wa le`b wa gad wa hob to imply that Ramadan 

                                                 
1 Nadia is a fictional portrait where several real persons are collapsed into a condensed portrait for the sake 
of illustration. I use this condensed portrait in this context to highlight the main changes in leisure behavior 
that occur, among upper-middle class female youth, with the advent of Ramadan and contestations that are 
triggered as a result.   
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is the month of laughter, play, seriousness and love. 2

One of Nadia’s favourite past-time activities in Ramadan is participation in the 

tarawih prayers with friends.

  She explained that Ramadan in 

Egypt is the time for increased recreation, primarily family outings, television viewing, 

eating bountiful of food and visiting cultural or Islamic heritage sites. At the same time, it 

is a pious month that demands worship and service to Allah, the ‘ultimate love’ she 

explains. 

3  She sends mobile-phone text-messages to her friends 

whenever she is going to pre-arrange a meeting point and fix a time so that they can meet 

and go together.  She also attends religious classes at friends’ houses that are not only 

confined to reading the Koran and hadith (pl. ahadith) but also socialization and 

exchange of information on studies, summer job opportunities abroad etc.4  She learnt 

about these religious classes through an announcement posted on Facebook, a social 

networking internet website.  As for charity work, Nadia volunteers in a ma'idat al-

Rahman in Boulaq area, which is very different from the elite Heliopolis district where 

she resides.5

                                                 
2 Dehk wa le`b wa gad wa hob is a phrase borrowed from legendary Egyptian singer Abdel Halim Hafiz’s 
title song, which is highly favored among the Egyptian public.  Unlike Nadia’s referral to ‘love’ as an 
expression of gratitude to God, Hafiz used the word love to express romantic emotions towards his 
beloved.   

  For Nadia, Ramadan is not only about prayers and fasting, but also 

community engagement and individual empowerment.  Surely community work does not 

only enable people like Nadia to develop their communities but also to expand personal 

and professional skills, like managerial and communication, that are essential for 

successful business entrepreneurs. Nadia’s ambition is to graduate with honours and to 

work in the marketing field at high stature multinational corporations, such as P&G or 

Unilever. She sees Islam as a source of support and not an obstacle to her career 

ambitions.   

3Tarawih are special supererogatory prayers carried out in Ramadan. According to Prophet Muhammed: 
‘Whoever observes night prayer in Ramadan as an expression of his faith and to seek reward from Allah, 
his previous sins will be blotted out’ (Hadith Muslim). 

4 Ahadith are the oral traditions relating to the words and deeds of the Prophet Muhammed.  
 
5 Ma'idat al-Rahman or the banquet of the Merciful, is a philanthropic service offering free meals at fast-
breaking time during Ramadan.  The name refers to a Koran account (5:112-115) of how God (merciful) 
sent ‘a table set with food’ to Jesus and his disciples. 
  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tradition�
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Nadia considers the shift in her leisure habits as the ‘usual and recommended 

mode’ or haga `adeya wa marghoba to achieve a higher state of piety. Nevertheless, 

many members of the older generations, particularly lower-middle classes, disagree with 

how Nadia’s age-group understand and realize piety.  They describe the noticeable 

change in youth’s behavior as ‘hypocritical’ and suspect that it lacks longevity and, in 

connection to this, a thorough understanding of religion. Females’ behavior, in particular, 

attracts high attention among the public, as they are perceived as the main cultural and 

religious pillars of society.  In addition, members of the older generations disapprove of 

youth’s leisure as it is believed to have become more individualized. They explain that 

Ramadan should yelem el-nas or gather people more through shared meals and other 

communal activities.  Umma or unity is a key virtue of Islam that is commonly perceived 

by some as losing its essence due to the rushed lifestyles that youth lead nowadays. Also 

some people criticize youth’s leisure for emasculating older ‘authentic’ Ramadan 

traditions.  All these common perceptions shared by a large segment of the Egyptian 

population are based on the notion that religious values and traditional practices have 

become undermined in contemporary times.  My analysis of Ramadan practices in Cairo 

reveal that modernization has not simply led to the demise of religion and traditions, but 

rather redefined their functions and structure to provide a meaningful system for affluent 

Muslims nowadays.6

 

   

This book documents the leisure patterns of young upper-middle class women 

like Nadia with the advent of the holy month.  This research is, however, not only 

confined to mapping out youth’s behavior in Ramadan, but rather takes on contestations 

pertaining to their leisure as points of crystallization for more crucial issues in 

contemporary Egyptian society. Ramadan in particular serves as a unique setting to study 

societal discourses on religion and modernization. Crucial social issues that become 

highlighted in the fasting month mainly pertain to (1) Realization, challenges and 

motivations for achieving a higher state of piety within the profane and consumerist 

                                                 
6 I avoid the use of the term ‘modernity’ because of its epochal connotations with Western Enlightenment, 
positing that science, technology and rationality would gradually liberate people from the supposed 
constraints of kinship, tradition, religion and superstition. Modernization instead stresses on the dynamism 
of modernity as bounded in a particular context. 
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context Ramadan is embedded in (2) Re-affirmation and/or leveling of both social class 

and gender distinctions in relation to access to leisure resources (3) Re-positioning of 

‘authentic’ leisure commodities, activities and spaces relative to the global/market culture 

and nation-state ambitions.  In other words, I explore how piety, social cohesion and 

authenticity are perceived and realized in relationship to new modern conditions. In 

discussing modernization, attention will be directed towards the crucial changes in social, 

economic and political circumstances in Egypt that have altered understandings of 

religion, national identity and, finally, social structure in the past few decades. 

Predominant spatial transformations in urban Cairo that have influenced access to public 

leisure spaces and re-affirmed social inequalities will also be explored.  These contextual 

alterations underlie the main contestations related to Ramadan leisure, the forms and 

functions of which have become modified, reinterpreted and (re)invented to fit modern 

living.  

 

1. Ramadan: A Time for Piety and Festivity 

 

The holy Muslim month of Ramadan is a significant time for believing Muslims.  It is the 

period that presents the idealized Islamic way of life where key virtues of Islam such as 

umma (unity), taqwa (piety), sadaqa (charity), gufran (forgiveness) and iltizam 

(discipline) are emphasized and practiced. Ramadan thus does not only comprise of 

fasting or abstaining from food, drink and sexual relations from dawn to dusk.  Rather, it 

includes intensified participation in other acts of religious obligations, called `ibadat in 

Islamic jurisprudence, that are believed to realize key Islamic virtues. These include 

increased involvement in prayers, particularly salat gama`a (congregation prayers), 

reading the Koran, attending religious classes and philanthropy. These religious activities 

are complemented by persistent attempts to abstain from vices, such as alcohol 

consumption, and other misdeeds that may threaten one’s ability to achieve a high level 

of piousness during the holy month.  In other words, people’s leisure time becomes more 

dedicated to religious acts that include contemplation and other meaningful spiritual 

pursuits.  Ramadan for many Muslim Egyptians thus becomes esh-shar el-`ibada (month 
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of worship), esh-shar el-karim (noble of distinguished month) and esh-shar el-mubarak 

(blessed month).  

The sacred nature of the blessed month can theoretically be translated as a state 

which is ‘set-apart’ and ‘protected from the outside’ routine aspect of existence-the 

profane realm. Durkheim (1976) defined the profane as ordinary, earthbound, without 

mystery, ritual or myth. It pertains to material and worldly life concerns.  He considered 

the sacred (from Latin, sacer, untouchable) or holy as objects, places or concepts that are 

believed by followers to be intimately connected with God or a divinity and are thus 

greatly revered. Sacred acts or rituals also stand for the values central to the community; 

the reverence which people feel for sacred objects/activities actually derives from the 

respect they hold for central social values (Durkheim, 1976).  According to O’Guinn and 

Belk (1989: 23), the sacred is powerful, extraordinary and unique; thus inspiring 

‘reverence, awe, commitment, sacrifice, and feelings labeled ecstasy and peak 

experience’.  

 Similar to Buitelaar (1993), I approach Ramadan as a ‘liminal’ ritual, a concept  

developed by Victor Turner (1977) and derived from the Latin word limen which means 

threshold. Liminality is an important transitional phase where individuals undergo 

change, since ‘ritual time and space are betwixt and between those ordered by the 

categories of past and future mundane social existence’ (Turner, 1982).  Thus, normal 

modes of social action are suspended temporarily during ritual phase, and accordingly, it 

can be regarded as ‘potentially a period of scrutinization of the central values and axioms 

of the culture in which it occurs’ (Turner, 1969: 156). During liminality, for instance, 

profane conduct is expected to become erased or incomprehensible, while the sacred is 

emphasized.  In these terms, normal social boundaries defining the sacred from the 

profane are expected to shift during the holy month to accommodate for moral training 

and exceptional piety.   

However, certain key points need to be clarified in defining and applying the term 

‘sacred’ in relation to the context of this research. In Islamic terminology, there are a 

number of nuances for the idea of sacred or holiness, such as muqaddas (transcendence 
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of God) and baraka (God’s benevolent presence and power).7

In presentday Cairo, sacred venues become heavily intertwined with profane 

activities and interests. The mosque, especially during the tarawih prayers is not only 

restricted to prayers; socialization and networking also take place as will be presented 

later in this research. Furthermore, most mosques in Ramadan are decorated with 

colored-neon lights and banners welcoming Ramadan. Commercial vendors selling items 

ranging from ‘Islamic’ to ornamental items flock mosques during tarawih time to benefit 

from the large number of potential customers going for prayers. Indeed, the idea of the 

mosque being a muqaddas place that must be protected from the profane does not hold.  

Interestingly, every-day profane acts gain a spiritual quality during Ramadan.  For 

example, the practice of sharing meals during Ramadan iftar (fast-breaking meal) and 

sahur (meal consumed early in the morning before fasting) is believed to generate baraka 

for those who partake in it. These meals are highly praised in the ahadith as will be 

presented in the next chapter.     

  There is also the idea that 

what is holy must be protected from anything haram (prohibited material or acts), which 

is closest to Durkheim’s conception of sacred. In Ramadan religious acts do not lose their 

unique character. Instead, they become closely connected to the profane. The modern 

context does not ‘set-apart’ sacred time and space from the profane world as clear-cut as 

proposed by Turner.  Accordingly, I propose an emanation model of the sacred rather 

than a protection model to be adopted in examining the holy month in contemporary 

times.   

Drawing particularly on Egyptian experiences, Ibrahim (1982) suggests that the 

month of Ramadan has become an interesting blend of piety and festivity. Ramadan in 

Egypt ‘creates a life-style that is uniquely Muslim, with less than full-time work during 

the day of fasting, followed by evenings in which coffees houses are jammed, television 

programs are provided and social gatherings are organized’ (Ibrahim, 1982: 34). 

Reference to my research on Egyptian Muslim mothers' leisure patters, it was revealed 

that regardless of social class, all the mothers  in the study sample perceived Ramadan as 

offering them the unique opportunity to socialize more often among family and friends, 

                                                 
7 Baraka is defined as divine blessedness transmitted from God or Allah to any creature that God wishes to 
bestow it upon.  See, Geertz (1971:4-55) 
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chatting, joking and exchanging information on food recipes, job opportunities and other 

alternative subjects (cf. Saad, 2005). Ramadan for the mothers was not only a spiritual 

month or esh-shar el-rawhany but also the month of el-lama el-helwa (enjoyable social 

gatherings), el-sahra (staying up late), el-mut`a (joy) and television viewing.   

During the holy month in Egypt, many tents are placed in public areas where 

people can enjoy live music, food and socializing with others.  These tents are called 

kheyam Ramadan and have grown immensely during the last decade in Cairo.8

Another way in which the sacred and profane intermingle is through 

commercialization. To a large extent, the holy month has been transformed into a 

commercial one. The spirit of capitalism is observed in practices such as the noticeable 

rise of marketing on all media vehicles and high consumption of a wide array of 

commodities such as prayer mats, food products, fasting calendars, lanterns and greeting 

cards.  Supermarkets, shopping malls and hotels change the décor, menus and overall 

ambiance of their venues to appeal more to a large market segment seeking an authentic 

traditional experience. Hence, they change their menus to include more Arabic-Egyptian 

delicacies and add lanterns, Muslim calligraphic art decorations and play classical Arabic 

music in the background. Ramadan has thus come to adopt major features of modern 

festivity, including a leap in advertising, which Walter Armbrust (2002) defines as the 

‘Christmasization of Ramadan’. The case of Egypt is particularly interesting to study as 

its many diverse leisure activities have led the way in commercializing Ramadan to the 

rest of the Muslim world (Hammond, 2005: 261).   

 Ramadan 

lanterns also play an integral part in turning the sacred month into a festivity.  Egyptian 

Muslims hang these lamps at their homes, shops and streets to celebrate the ‘nur’ or light 

of sacredness and wisdom Ramadan sheds on them.  Neighbors in many Cairo districts 

get together to raise the money to purchase lanterns and paper-ornaments to decorate 

their streets.  Children also enjoy carrying these symbolic lamps in alleyways and streets, 

singing and asking for gifts and sweets after breaking of the fast.   

Accordingly, some past anthropological studies and respondents of this research 

blame market forces, modern institutions and aspirations for causing a disruption in ritual 

                                                 
8 Kheyam Ramadan are recreation venues were sahur meals are served and music entertainment provided 
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values.9

  

  Proponents of the secularization thesis argue that religious values have been 

replaced by secular ones; another-worldly orientation has been replaced by an inner-

worldly one; and the primacy of religious institutions has been replaced by political and 

economic ones (Schluchter 1990: 250). I take on a difference stance here. I 

predominantly argue that modern aspirations of the Egyptian nation-state, people’s 

desires for a style of life associated with economic development and Western lifestyle, 

along with new spatial changes in urban Cairo have given new meanings, functions and 

forms for Ramadan leisure practices in contemporary times. Concurrently, I argue that 

because of the distinctive spiritual and traditional sentiments Ramadan evokes among 

Egyptian Muslims, some modern and Western discourses are remolded and adapted to 

match local tastes and religious desires.   

2. Rituals of Change and Modernization 

 

Many older theories on religion tend to treat rituals as static, viewing them in any society 

as given, and exploring their functions and meanings. There is, for instance, Durkheim’s  

perspective on how rituals bond society together; that they are indicative of unresolved 

neuroses according to Freud’s psycho-analysis; that they are connected to myths as 

proposed by Cambridge school theories; and finally as Levi-Strauss addressed, rituals 

reflect  the symbolic meanings inserted in structures. While these studies raise important 

notions of rituals, they fail to note how functions, meanings and form of rituals change, as 

social, economic and political circumstances transform. They adopt the essentialist view 

of ‘culture’ as having fixed cultural symbols and ways of behavior, which coherently and 

un-problematically constitute culture of specific national and ethnic collectivities 

(Chatterjee, 1986).  In other words, these studies don’t acknowledge the fact that culture 

is ever-changing as society evolves.10

                                                 
9 For example, in some arguments raised in Alexander and Seidman’s book (1990), modernity is believed 
to have weakened the hold of religion in society.  

   

10 In Turkey, for example, meanings and the rituals of the henna night (the bachelorette party) and dowry 
went through a phase of termination, mainly as a result of women’s changing lifestyles and roles, but then 
were redefined and re-contextualized in harmony with individuals’ modern lifestyles (Ustuner, Ger and 
Holt 2000; Sandikei and Ilhan 2004). Another interesting study on Chinese religious rituals practiced in 
Singapore, shows that because of modern living with new spatial organization, meanings attached to sacred 
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Western cultural imperialism and local appropriation, transmission of foreign 

images in the Egyptian local context and the revitalization of local traditions into new 

forms are all eminent in Ramadan nowadays.  In this perspective, I examine Ramadan as 

a dynamic ritual or what Handelman (2004) defines as ‘dynamic framing’, referring to 

the interweaving process in which the content and elements of ritual constantly interact 

with the various socio-cultural environments involved. Accordingly, in opposition to 

Rook’s (1985) perspective that rituals are extremely opposed to innovation or deviation, 

the ritual patterns of Ramadan are treated in this research as dynamic rituals that have and 

continue to undergo changes as society modernizes. 

I predominantly adopt Knauft (2002:24) modernization perspective which entails 

a core examination between ‘regional or global forces of so-called progress and the 

specifics of local sensibility and response’. Such articulation Knauft (2002) adds, 

provides an ‘ethnographically concrete’ foundation to consider the dialectical relationship 

between the global and local.  This approach is particularly important as it stresses the 

fact that while modernization is a global phenomenon, it develops differently according 

to a particular cultural context. Conditions of modernity are mediated through local 

circumstances, the specific intersection of discourses of modernity with local conditions, 

which become only meaningful when examined in a specific empirical context. 

Modernization thus does not develop into a singular or coherent manner across countries, 

but rather takes different meanings or roles depending on local sensibilities, initiatives 

and responses.  

Anthropology and cultural studies have demonstrated that the influx flow of 

information, capital and labor between places in the world has not created one unified 

culture (Appadurai 1996; Featherstone 1995).  Ramadan festivity in Morocco as 

researched by Buitelaar (1993) and how it is celebrated in Java as presented by Möller 

(2005) takes on features that are different from how it is lived in Egypt. These countries 

have different cultural histories and thus the process of modernization developed 

differently and, consequently, affected the holy month in a dissimilar manner.    

                                                                                                                                                 
space and rituals performed there, had to be reshaped and even substituted with new rituals (Kiong and 
Kong 2000).  
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Moreover, it is important to note that the process of modernization stimulates the 

search for roots, for markers of national and religious identity, hence the search for 

authenticity (Zubaida, 2004a). This pursuit for authenticity becomes particularly intense 

during the fasting month. Ramadan appears to be the ‘ideal’ time for members of the 

umma to revive what they perceive as original and genuine forms of their religious and 

local traditions.  Some specific Ramadan leisure activities in particular may be directed at 

confirming or creating a sense of ‘Egyptianness’, in terms of construction of national 

identity. These include increased visitation to historical or religious sites in the old Cairo 

district, eating local meals or wearing traditional outfits that are perceived as ‘authentic’.   

What becomes evident in this research is that these longer-standing ‘authentic’ 

leisure practices and spaces become commercialized and redefined to match modern 

tastes and lifestyle. Global processes become intermingled with local cultural practices 

within the marketplace (Hall 1991). The result is the notion of culture hybridization that 

fuses modern discourses with religious and local Ramadan traditions, and blurs 

boundaries between the sacred and profane.11 Ramadan traditions, along with religious 

connotations associated with them, and modern discourses interpenetrate and inform one 

another. As I shall demonstrate in the following chapters, the privileged social class 

segments of society get to live a ‘cosmopolitan’ Ramadan culture that encompasses 

cultural plurality and reaffirms their elite social status.12

 

 However, this kind of culture 

discourse does not go about uncontested. 

3. Culture Contested in Modern Egypt 

 

Besides defining culture as non-static, it is important to acknowledge that cultural 

practices, such as rituals, are not applied uniformly by people, but rather their practices 

                                                 
11 In defining hybridization I primarily adopt Canclini’s (1995: xv) approach that the ‘processes of 
production and consumption imply that no realm of cultural production can remain independent of the 
marketplace (and vice versa), it should follow that entering and leaving modernity deconstructs-indeed 
dissolves into hybridity-the very distinction between tradition and modernity’. Hybridity can thus be 
viewed as a continuous process of transculturation, two-way borrowing and lending between cultures. For 
an interesting research on culture hybridization, see Werbner and Modood (1997).  
 
12 Cosmopolitanism, derived from the Greek conjunction of ‘world’ (cosmos) and ‘city’ (polis), describes a 
‘citizen of the world’, member in a ‘universal circle of belonging that involves the transcendence of the 
particular and blindly given ties of kinship and country’ (Cheah 2006: 487). 
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and meanings are contested.  Cultural discourses often resemble a battleground of 

meanings more than a shared point of departure. This perspective is seen by Yuval-Davis 

(1997) as a constructive view of culture rather than viewing it as uniform among all 

individuals in a given society. Yuval-Davis emphasizes that it is important to recognize 

the two contradictory co-existent elements in the operation of cultures: the tendency for 

stabilization and continuity on the one hand; and that of perpetual resistance and change 

on the other.   

Traditions suggest continuity as they connect the past and the future. They are 

normative and moralistic, and thus have binding influence over group behaviors. They 

honor the past and value its symbols, which represent the experiences of their ancestors 

(Giddens, 1990).  Besides, the continuity of traditions provides a feeling of safety and 

thus people hold onto them (Giddens, 1994).  Hobsbawm (1983) and Butler (1995) 

propose that traditions are unselfconscious repetitions of practices that create a set of 

expectations which people eventually view as the natural course of things.  These 

repetitive traditions or customs may appear to be static, but this is only because the 

change with each repetition is slight so that it is hardly detected.  This gives traditional 

societies their belief of continuity, while simultaneously providing the arena for change, 

and allows them to respond to new modern conditions and lifestyles by adapting current 

customs or innovating new ones (Harris, 2006).   

Conditions of modernity are those that represent change. Cultural and symbolic 

influences of modernization, including values that are attached to capitalism, information 

technology , economic progress and development and the emergence of the nation-state 

(Knauft, 2004) along with urbanization of space (Ghannam, 2002) transform societies.  

Foucault (1984: 39) noted that ‘modernity is often characterized in terms of 

consciousness of the discontinuity of time: a break with tradition’. In other words, 

modern values are asserted while traditional values such as tribal honour, solidarity, 

authenticity and traditional gender roles are less emphasized. The assumption that 

traditions are being lost and rituals are losing their meanings appears so ubiquitous today 

among Egyptians.  

The tension between continuity and change has particularly intensified during the 

last few decades of the twentieth century in Egypt, which brought radical transformations 
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of everyday life. Modern means of communication and transportation have had a large 

influence on increasing Cairo’s connectedness to other cities worldwide.13

  The country’s increased exposure to Western capitalism and overall culture is 

perceived by many Egyptians, particularly older generations, as the main reason for the 

prevalence of the market culture, diminishing of Islamic knowledge and practices in 

Ramadan.  For the affluent young Egyptians, however, consumerism and other modern 

discourses are not always seen as opposed to local traditions or religious values. Rather, 

many view them as compatible and inseparable.  

  Late Egyptian 

President Anwar Sadat’s policies, particularly those beginning in 1974, marked the start 

of a strong orientation towards the Western world. The Infitah or ‘open-door policies’ by 

Sadat is believed to have marked major changes in Egyptian social mores and lifestyles.  

Sadat’s policies reversed Nasser’s policies of the 1950s and 1960s that restricted imports 

as well as appeals to Arab unity and socialism. Instead, the so-called economic 

liberalization policies opened Egypt’s borders to the West, primarily importation of 

durable consumer goods that have been integrated in new patterns of consumption. This 

led to the emergence of a new mass culture in Egypt associated with consumption of 

Western goods (Stauth, 1984). 

Other key implications of the Infitah policies that had acute influences on 

Egyptian society were the accelerated rates of social mobility.14

                                                 
13 Egypt has always been connected to the world through trade, diplomacy, travel and pilgrimage.  Egypt’s 
ruler Mohamed Ali (1805 - 1848), regarded as the ‘founder of modern Egypt’,  turned to modernize Egypt 
through developing education, sending educational missions to France, inviting European experts, 
upgrading irrigation systems and finding the  printing press. Among Muhammed Ali's successors, the most 
influential was 

 Sadat’s political-

Ismail Pasha who became khedive in 1863. Ismail's massive modernization campaign 
encompassed the growth of the army, major education reforms, the founding of the Egyptian Museum and 
the Royal Opera House, the rise of an independent political press, a flourishing of the arts, and the 
inauguration of the Suez Canal. Under the parliamentary monarchy until the 1950s, Egypt reached the peak 
of its modern intellectual Renaissance. Intellectuals like Taha Hussein and Tawfiq el-Hakeem delineated a 
liberal outlook for their country. They expressed a commitment to individual freedom, secularism, an 
evolutionary view of the world and faith in science to bring progress to human society. This period is 
looked upon with fondness by future generations of Egyptians as a Golden Age of Egyptian liberalism, 
openness, and an Egypt-centered attitude that put the country's interests center stage (Jankowski, 1990). 
 
14 Social mobility is defined in this context as the degree to which different classes or groups of the 
population move upward or downward in relation to each other. The rise in the rate of mobility started even 
before the 1970s during the Nasserist era of the 1950s and 1960s, including the consecutive land reform 
laws, nationalization and sequestration measure, the increase of wages and income taxes, and the 
enlargement of free education and other social services. However, the era of Infitah or laissez-faire of the 
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economic processes have benefited those families and classes by enabling them to take 

advantage of business opportunities offered at the time; simultaneously it meant serious 

economic and social class decline for the growing majority of the poor. In his book 

Whatever happened to Egyptians (2000) Galal Amin tactically presents how social 

mobility is closely connected with unfulfilled desires, display of piety and wealth and 

other feelings or aspirations Egyptians face today.  This concept of social mobility 

becomes particularly helpful in understanding the discrepancies of Ramadan leisure 

experiences in relation to social class.    

 Moreover, Sadat’s economic openness triggered several spatial transformations 

in Cairo to facilitate the operation of capital and to meet the new emerging demands.  

These included modern (hadith) infrastructures, communication systems and other 

constructions facilities such as hotels to facilitate the circulation of goods and people 

(Ghannam, 2002).  Two key spatial adjustments that Sadat implemented were privileging 

the gaze of the tourists and upper class Egyptians, and the removal of the shabby looking 

quarters that did not represent the ‘modern’ image of Egypt (Ghannam, 2002).  This 

notion that spatial modernity is based on the exclusion of those less economically 

privileged (Mitchell, 1988) extends to Ramadan as well, where the poor feel deprived for 

not having access to several leisure spaces or commodities available to the rich.    

Interestingly, during the 1970s when Egypt was opening its borders to the 

Western world and culture capitalism in full momentum, an Islamic identity and its 

practices (prayers, religious lessons and anti-Christian sentiments) and mediums 

(clothing, cassettes etc.) were also gaining hegemony (Abu-Lughod, 2005).  The veil re-

appeared in Egypt in the 1970s.  It was initially worn by university students in large 

cities, especially women studying applied and medical sciences who represented the core 

of a new tide of Islamism (Badran, 1991). The phenomenon soon spread among broader 

segments of the population. At the time, President Sadat presented himself as al-Rai’is 

al-Mu’min or ‘the Believing President’, and strategically used religion to legitimate his 

rule (Ghannam, 2002). His government supported Islamist groups to weaken the 

Nasserists, Marxists and radical student unions (Waterbury, 1983).  Based on the 

                                                                                                                                                 
1970s seemed to have witnessed a much higher rate of social mobility in comparison to the previous 
decades (Amin, 2000). 
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increased establishment of Islamist groups and in response to the perception that religious 

knowledge, as a way of organizing daily life, had become marginalized under modernity, 

a new movement was initiated. The Islamic revival or Islamic awakening (al-sahwa al-

Islamiyya) movement was launched at the time, based on the religious duty that required 

all members of the Islamic umma to urge fellow Muslims to greater piety and to teach 

one another correct Islamic conduct (Mahmood, 2005). In Ramadan, activities of Islamist 

groups are highly concentrated and a self-conscious Islamic identity is revived to a large 

degree.   

Due to the Islamic revival movements that have swept Egypt since the 1970s, 

there is a powerful new sense of religious knowledge, understanding and practice that an 

increasing number of Muslims have embraced. Simultaneously, the intensification of 

modernization has altered people’s consumption preferences, lifestyles and ambitions to 

climb the social ladder. The tension or conflicting interests between global cultural 

practices and a religious identity, for example, is the most intense in Ramadan.  In one 

incident, there was an American music clip on Melody Hits channel (Satellite Arab 

Music channel), depicting Western leisure lifestyle (clubbing, drinking alcohol and 

gambling), and on the next, there was a religious program presented by a sheikh (Muslim 

scholar) preaching conservative Islamic principles such as sex segregation at public 

spaces.  

For that reason, Marsden (2005) addressed the importance of acknowledging the 

endless disputes and contestations that Muslims interact with.  In their attempt to reach 

higher states of piety, Muslims ‘face, explain and contend with inconsistencies and 

complexities in their attempts to live virtuous lives’ (Marsden, 2005: 261).  Schielke 

(2009) and Soares (2005) also note that the various normative expectations present in 

modern Muslim societies are often inconsistent with people’s daily practices and social 

space. It thus comes as no surprise that Barakat (1990) criticized writings on Arabs that 

ignore the great struggle among conflicting values that historically shaped the culture; a 

struggle of tradition with innovations places people on diverging developmental routes 

and often separates them within themselves.  

 Ramadan will thus be articulated within the prism of competing and/or 

complementary meanings of modernity and those that indicate religious and traditional 
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authenticity. This tension is particularly highlighted when examining how subjects 

negotiate their desire for economic success and social development versus their sense of 

value and commitment to religious and traditional beliefs. This paradox comes to the fore 

particularly strong among youth.  

 

4. Negotiating Discourses and Youth Identity 

 

Egyptian youth are confronted by a multiple, sometimes conflicting, discourses that 

become ever so intense during the holy month.15 Some of the social discourses that 

influence youth behavior and are widely contested are those defining the boundaries 

between sacred and profane; gender expectations, and social class distinctions.  These 

social discourses are subject to wide debates in terms of their realization of the continuity 

of Islamic and national values and change in relation to modernization. Which discourses 

are important at any one time depends on power positions (Bourdieu, 1977). Some 

important power dominators in Ramadan, whose discourses are complexly entangled, are 

those propagated by the Egyptian nation-state, commercial companies, media vehicles 

and da`wa preachers. 16

The work of Marxist Antonio Gramsci and, especially, his development of the 

idea of hegemony is very useful in understanding how power works within leisure 

domains.  Gramsci stressed that power issues from a relationship, an interaction between 

two parties. Power is sought by means of dialectical interactions in which both dominant 

and subordinate parties have active roles to play.  There is an interplay of coercion and 

  

                                                 
15 The use of the concept discourse in anthropology has been greatly influenced by the work of the French 
philosopher Michel Foucault. For Foucault, discourse refers to groups of statements that combine to 
produce a regulatory effect.  They are more complex than ideologies as they are embedded in power 
relations, which simultaneously support and resist them (Mills 2003). Moreover, I choose discourse as its 
analysis transforms the concept of culture into a number of dynamic social processes operating in contested 
terrains in which different voices become more or less hegemonic in their offered interpretation of the 
world (Bhabha, 1994).   
 
16 Da`wa literally means call, invitation, appeal or summons. The roots of the concept are embedded in the 
Koran, connected with God’s call to the prophets and to humanity to believe in the ‘true religion’, Islam.  
While the practice of Da`wa take the form of verbal speeches, in Egypt today it compromises a wide range 
of activities including a percentage increase in mosques, social welfare organizations, Islamic educational 
institutions, and printing presses as well as  advising (through preaching or personal conversations) fellow 
Muslims toward greater religious responsibility.   
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consent which establishes the dynamic of relations. Gramsci’s concept of power relations 

is closely related to Anthony Giddens (1979) structuration theory, where he proposed that 

society is shaped by the interactive processes between social context and human 

behavior.17

Accordingly, Samdahl et al (1999) and Foucault (1980) affirm that individuals are 

not passive, but knowledgeable and capable beings, as they have the power to modify or 

resist structural discourses mainly through negotiation. In defining negotiation, it is 

important to make two distinctions. In the majority of research, constraint negotiation is 

portrayed as the successful navigation of inanimate/static obstacles through a person’s 

sole effort or accommodation (Samdahl et al, 1999).  Accommodation is defined as the 

process in which individuals accept or adapt to existing conditions that are not challenged 

or changed.

  Thus, while the powerful community members may define public discourse, 

they cannot prevent others from resisting, reformulating or negotiating it (Foucault 1980).  

Hegemony is thus a ‘control over public discursive space’, with room for the 

experiencing subject to accept, challenge, or subvert different discourses depending on 

which is salient in a particular context (Ewing, 1997:5) 

18

Wulff (1995:6) points out that ‘when cultural processes are negotiated and formed 

by young people, we are dealing with youth culture’. In confrontation with multiple 

 In contrast, interactive negotiation entails discussions by those involved to 

reach new understandings of social expectations and responsibilities (Samdahl et al, 

1999).  Accommodation is different than interactive negotiation because it quietly hides a 

stressful condition rather than opting for changed attitudes and acceptance. Interactive 

negotiations create new meanings associated with broader cultural discourses, such as 

expectations on motherhood and femininity. Negotiation thus serves as one source of 

agency by which people have the potential to challenge or resist dominant social 

constraints. The communal nature of Ramadan leisure activities appears to provide many 

opportunities for people to interactively negotiate and, in the process, resist restrictive 

social constraints. 

                                                 
17 Giddens refers to this interchanges between context and action as ‘duality of structures’.  Social context 
can be constraining in terms of directing human practices, yet at the same time can be enabling by being 
either re-affirmed or challenged by human behavior.  
 
18 Karsten (1998) for example revealed how mothers used a diary as a tool to manage their time between 
the domains of family, labor and personal leisure. In this view, mothers are accommodating to time 
constraints due to multiple responsibilities towards family, career and personal fulfillments.  
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discourses, we find Egyptian youth accommodating to some discourses and negotiating 

others depending on power relations, internalization of social norms, personal preference 

and available resources. They actively select which discourses to appropriate and which 

to discard.  For example, in opposition to the dominant discourse that Muslim women’s 

leisure should be confined within the home domain, some female youth refer to some 

ahadith or to renowned religious role models to support their right of admission to the 

public sphere. 

Construction of identity is fundamentally based on social discourses appropriated. 

Our ideas of what it means to be a woman, upper-middle class and Muslim are formed by 

discourses and affected by changes in them.  Their meanings are neither fixed nor static 

(Harris, 2006).  In Egypt, the meanings of being a woman have changed as females’ 

participation in the public sphere through education and employment has increased 

dramatically in the last fifty years.19

 It is also important to remember that people’s sense of identity depends both on 

their internal references and on other people’s views of them (Harris, 2006). How upper-

middle class female youth negotiate religious, national and gender aspects of their 

identity within the modern context becomes a key concern for the wider community 

particularly in Ramadan, as we shall see later.   

 The meaning of what it is to be a ‘good’ Muslim and 

the leisure choices made according to that perception, is also actively negotiated. For 

many of the participants in my research, being an ‘ideal’ Muslim in Ramadan is attained 

through active participation in philanthropic projects and adoption of modern 

technological mediums to spread religious messages.  

Moreover, it is important to note that people’s internal reference of their identity 

is not uniform but can be better described as one of internal struggle especially due to 

exposure to a wide array of discourses as noted earlier.  The global age places young 

people in unprecedented contact with cultures other than their own. Interaction with 

foreign discourses on gender expectations, for example, through American magazines 

and the internet, makes people reflect on their own culture. The young individual may 

                                                 
19 Percentage increase of women participation in the labor force in Egypt has increased by 43% between 
1960 and 2000. See, World Bank’s (2004) report on gender and development in the Middle East and north 
Africa.   
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feel an uncertainty about his or her place in the world as a result of a clash between his or 

her personal visions or ambitions and the demands and expectations of the surrounding 

society (Ibrahim and Wassef, 2000).  This can eventually create a sense of social freefall 

defined as identity crises.   

Stuart Hall (1997) conceptualized identity as based on difference and exclusion 

rather than being an entity in and of itself; for this reason identity is a fluid conception of 

‘becoming rather than being’.20

 

  Based on this definition, I will examine youth’s leisure 

behavior as reflective of identity shifts as they actively select which identity to activate or 

establish and which one to reduce in relation to the holy month.  

5. Upper-Middle Class Women Youth Leisure: Bodily Dispositions and Space 

 

Leisure has been commonly defined as a combination of free time (left-over time apart 

from that time a person is obligated to work), recreational activity (non-work activity) 

and attitude (philosophical condition).  For an experience to qualify as leisure, it must 

meet three criteria: the experience is a state of mind; it must be entered into voluntarily;  

it must be intrinsically motivating of its own merit (Neulinger, 1981). In defining leisure 

as free time, free from demands derived from paid work and non-paid work (family and 

child-care responsibilities), religious activities will be included.  In taking leisure as an 

activity, those practices that are considered to serve meaningful purposes, whether 

religious or mundane, are taken into consideration. Some of these fulfilling purposes 

include relaxation, diversion, refreshment and re-creation (Dumazedier, 1974).  Many 

religious activities include these facets among other things.  

Murphy (1974), Pieper (1952) and Kelly (1987) propose that religion itself may 

be a form of leisure since it involves the use of free time with positive anticipated 

outcomes. Religion and leisure provide the opportunity for individuals to satisfy their 

inner desires, minimize negative feelings and develop themselves using inner resources. 

Examples may include rituals of contemplation and pursuits to elevate the spiritual lives 

of subjects.  Moreover, following the objective definition of leisure as a defined set of 

                                                 
20 This notion of becoming rather than being is closely connect to Saba Mahmood’s concept of 
habitualisation which will be dealt with later in the chapter.  This perspective places emphasis that a person 
has to work in order to realize the intended state of piety, for example.  
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activities in a particular period of free time, religious activities such as going to church 

have been included in Western analysis.  

Defining leisure as free time or as a recreational activity yields objective and 

visible results which will become apparent in examining the bodily dispositions of young 

Muslim women in Ramadan.  The analytical framework of ceasing and starting 

participation in leisure activities developed by Jackson and Dunn (1988) is useful in 

analyzing transformations in leisure practices (C.f. Stodolska, 2000).  Jackson and Dunn 

(1988) argue that changes in leisure behavior can only be adequately explained if other 

phenomena, such as initiating new activities, are taken into account. By combining 

patterns of starting and ceasing participation, a more comprehensive picture of leisure is 

brought to the fore. In that perspective, I track the main changes in young women’s 

leisure patterns throughout the year, the month preceding the holy month and, finally, 

Ramadan itself. 

The purpose of this research is not only to map transformations of young 

women’s leisure behavior in Ramadan compared to other months of the year.  It also aims 

in uncovering the meanings young affluent women assign to their Ramadan leisure 

activities, and reasons for ceasing or taking up new practices during the holy month. 

Moreover, the purpose of this study is to examine other social groups’ attitudes towards 

the leisure pursuits of those young women.  Consequently, leisure will also be examined 

in terms of attitude or state of mind.  Kelly (1982:22) notes that leisure is not in the time 

or the action but in the meanings associated to the activities: 

 
Leisure is chosen because the activity or companions or some combination of the two promises satisfaction.  

It is the personal and social orientation of the participant that makes activity leisure or something else.  

Leisure is defined as the use of time and not the time itself.  It is distinguished by the meaning of the activity, 

not its form. 

 

This suggests that leisure is an entire way of being, an opportunity for building purpose 

into life, capable of providing venues for self-expression, self-achievement and self-

actualization.  This approach is derived from Max Weber’s interpretive or symbolic 

interaction theory that focuses on the value systems by which actors make sense of life 

and its social context in a continual process of interpretation.   
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This research will begin with the social actors themselves who in their relative 

self-determination and openness of leisure express their self, appropriate and resist 

discourses of powerful others. Through these social actions, individuals can successfully 

acquire positive values pursued through leisure and highly strived for in Ramadan. 

 

5.1 Youth habitus:  bodily dispositions 

 

Habitus refers primarily to the non-discursive aspects of culture that bind individuals to 

larger groups. Introduced by Marcel Mauss as ‘body techniques’ (techniques du corps), 

habitus can sometimes be understood as those aspects of culture that are anchored in the 

body through daily practices of individuals, groups, societies, and nations. It includes the 

totality of learned habits, bodily skills, styles, tastes, and other non-discursive knowledge 

that might be said to ‘go without saying’ for a specific group;  in that way it can be said 

to operate beneath the level of ideology or worldview. Habitus in relation to leisure 

practices means dispositions of the body (appearance and behavior) in accordance to the 

space or context occupied.  In focusing on practice and the habitus, Pierre Bourdieu 

(1984) further conceptualized that they are neither objectively determined nor products of 

free will. Habitus are cultural structures that exist in people’s bodies and minds.  They are 

learned and internalized bodily dispositions, styles and aesthetic judgments that carry 

social and ethical significance (Bourdieu, 1984). Pierre Bourdieu’s usage of this concept 

to examine symbolic structure of class society may fall short in examining contestations 

revolving around youth’s bodily habitus.  To understand this it is important to view the 

body as a symbol reflecting one’s identity and as an entity that is actively and 

deliberately shaped by subjects (Mahmood, 2005; Schielke, 2006).   

Identity politics places focus on how forms of bodily practice express the self or 

one’s identity.  In this relation the body is generally studied in terms of its symbolism and 

discourses about it as researched – each in their own way – by Mary Douglas, Norbert 

Elias and Michel Foucault. The body is thus seen as socially constituted, interpreted as a 

text or a sign to bear a range of gender, social or political meanings (Roodenburg, 2004).  

Reference to Douglas’ (1966) theory on body symbolism, the body is a social entity that 

‘constrains the way the physical body is perceived’ (1973:93). For bodily technique is 
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learned social behavior; the social system determines how the body is used as a medium 

of expression of perceptions, norms and values.  Douglas also points out that the body is 

a microcosm of the social body, a symbol of society; its boundaries can represent any 

boundaries which are threatened or precarious in. The body is thus regarded as a complex 

structure were functions of its different parts and their relation afford a source of symbols 

for other complex structures (Douglas, 1966: 115).  

According to this approach, distinctive forms of dress-styles and consumption 

preferences all act as forms of expression of religious, national or other identities.  

Related to this study, this means that certain body dispositions or practices in Ramadan 

are regarded by some as symbols for Arab-Islamic identity that differentiate ‘believers 

from non-believers’ and ‘Egyptians/Arabs from foreigners’.  In Ramadan some people 

take pride in wearing traditional costumes as a symbol of their ‘authentic Arab culture’ 

that stands in direct contrast to Western dress-style adopted throughout the year.  Some 

women also like to take up the hijab or headscarf during Ramadan to proclaim their 

increased virtuousness during that period.  Following Miles (1995) recommendation, I 

focus on the meanings young women attach to their appearances, purchased goods and 

activities involved in.  Indeed, these meanings are the ways that individuals communicate 

and establish shared values of their identity.       

Another notion for understanding the contested nature of the habitus is to use 

Saba Mahmood’s concept of habitualisation of morals and ideologies.  Habitualisation or 

the formation of ethical dispositions examines the habitus in terms of its capacity of 

forming and transforming the self through body practices.  Thus rather than focusing on 

codes, commands and prohibitions, Mahmood suggests that it is important to see ways in 

which for example piety is created and practiced.  Morality from this perspective is about 

the conscious nurture of virtues with the aim of developing a virtuous identity.  

Mahmood (2003: 98) explains that ‘what is relevant here is not so much whether people 

follow moral regulations or break them, but the relationships they establish between the 

various constituent elements of the self (body, reason, volition etc.) and a particular moral 

code or norm’.   

Mahmood’s understanding of habitualisation is based on two years of 

ethnographic fieldwork conducted among women’s piety movement at the mosques of 
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Cairo.  She presents how her subjects strive to acquire moral virtues (such as modesty 

and honesty) through a coordination of outward behavior (such as bodily acts) with 

inward dispositions (for example emotional states and intentions) through the repeated 

performance of acts that entail those particular virtues or vices.  Mahmood’s use of the 

habitus in these terms is based on Aristotle’s theory of ethical formation.   Habitus in the 

Aristotelian tradition or moral philosophy is understood to be an acquired excellence at 

either a moral or a practical craft, learned through repeated practice until that practice 

leaves a permanent mark on the character of the person.  In this sense, moral virtues 

characteristic of Ramadan are acquired through a coordination of outward behaviors with 

inward dispositions (intentions or niya) through repeated performance of acts that entail 

those particular virtues.  

The virtue of being more piously strict during the holy month is shared, valued 

and upheld by almost all Egyptian Muslims. Despite the consensus about its importance, 

there is considerable debate about how this virtue should be reflected and habitualised.   

 

5.2 Space inhabited 

 

In forging an understanding of the interrelations between habitus and space, it is useful to 

draw on the framework proposed by Joanne Entwistle, who combines Foucauldian 

insights regarding the body as a socially constituted object with phenomenology’s 

approach to ‘dress as an embodied experience’  (Entwistle, 2000: 12). Entwistle 

highlights the ways in which different spaces operate by different rules that determine the 

norms of self-presentation encountered by individuals as they move into and between 

these everyday spaces of activity.  I argue that these spatial contexts coalesce out of the 

encounters and conflicts of urban life, struggles over representations of identity (religious 

and cultural), gender roles and social class relations. Public leisure spaces in Ramadan 

represent both the inscription of power relations in Egyptian society, and the 

continuously evolving context of the city.   

Many scholars such as Bourdieu (1977), Foucalt (1979) and Lefebvre (1991) 

researched how control of space is vital for the exercise of power to control bodies.  

Power relations become particularly vivid in examining public leisure spheres. Public 
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space is generally defined as an area which is in public ownership and accessible to all 

individuals. It is a space detached from the home domain, where people come into 

contact with others outside family and relatives network. In practice, public spaces are 

not accessible by all individuals equally (Thompson and Whitten, 2006). Public sphere 

should be understood as the site where contestations take place over the definition of 

obligations, rights, and especially boundaries of inclusion and exclusion (Eickelman and 

Salvatore 2004).   

Gender is one key dimension in understanding the form and content of leisure in a 

consumerist society, and the specific experiences of individuals in relation to leisure 

activities and attitudes, particularly within the public sphere (Green et al, 1990).  

Ghannam (2002) provides extensive accounts of how public space is ‘engendered’ at al-

Zawiya al-Hamra district, a poor area in Cairo with few roads, amenities, services and 

with public housing.  Engendered refers to the notion that public space ‘both reflect and 

affect the ways in which gender is constructed and understood’ (Massey, 1994: 179).  

Ghannam (2002) provides details on how women’s interaction and access to public 

spaces is constrained while men practice more freedom due to dominant patriarchal 

expectations.  Ghannam observed that while women are encouraged to visit some spaces 

such as the mosque, the workplace and the vegetable market are perceived in a negative 

manner.  Men tend to frequent major streets, open air squares and coffee shops more 

frequently, where they socialize and exchange information.   

Social class is another key factor that determines access to public leisure spheres. 

Today in Cairo many public spaces are being privatized and controlled through pricing or 

security.  Abaza’s (2006a) research on shopping malls in Cairo observed that a small 

segment, about 20 percent, of the Egyptian population access these venues.  Shopping or 

eating at these malls is relatively expensive to the majority of Egyptians; and strict 

security placed at all doors restricts admission of those who are poorly dressed.   

It will become apparent later on that access to public leisure spheres is not only 

determined by dominant gender expectations and social class affiliations. Commercial 

companies, nation-state, public figures and Islamist groups are other power-dominators 

that struggle over public leisure spaces and negotiate how it should be used, represented 

and accessed.   
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 While public leisure spaces are, to a large degree, shaped by powerful groups they 

are also important sites for resistant behaviors. Foucault (1983) saw resistance – or the 

enhancement of personal power – to be available to everyone through the ever present 

opportunity to challenge the discourse of powerful others, and to create alternate ways of 

communicating and thinking about ‘truth’. Particularly within leisure spaces, individuals 

resist social constraints and challenge forms of oppression imposed by powerful agents. 

Various empirical studies have examined resistance in action, and the ways in which 

individuals have resisted constraints and empowered themselves through or within leisure 

(cf. Dionigi, 2004; Freysinger & Flannery, 1992; Wearing, 1992).21

By focusing on leisure spaces as a site for resistance (and possibly 

empowerment), social and cultural change through contestations towards existing power 

relations are made most visible. Therefore, I take leisure spaces to be particularly 

revealing of culture dynamics.   

  Certainly, within 

leisure domains people confront, play out and together negotiate new meanings 

associated with broader socio-cultural discourses. These include social expectations 

related to womanhood, religiosity, social class distinctions and cultural authenticity, as 

we shall come to see.  

 

6. Research Group:  Upper-Middle Class Women Youth 

 

Egyptian upper-middle class youth are particularly an interesting group to study as they 

fight tough battles between change due to modernity forces and continuity of their 

culture.  Further, since Egyptian women are regarded by society as the gatekeepers of 

traditions and future forces for progress and development (Shakry, 1998) their behavior 

and dress-style are subject to the widest contestations.   

 
                                                 
21  Women, for example, may challenge dominant societal assumptions and beliefs about gender through 
their behavior within leisure spaces. Personal or self-determined leisure, away from domestic 
responsibilities, can be seen to represent a form of resistance against the sometimes constraining roles of 
wife and mother (Wearing, 1990). In addition, women’s participation in male-dominated leisure activities, 
or even friendships with other women, can be seen as resistance because they can be used to challenge 
dominant beliefs or discourses about femininity and appropriate feminine behavior (Auster, 2001).  
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6.1 Young generation 

 

Generation is one form of social identity like social class, ethnicity and gender.  Instead 

of defining generation in linkage to kinship or descent, anthropologists see generations as 

a cohort of people born in the same time period who have experienced the impact of 

shared historical events and cultural forces (Lamb, 2001 and Erlich, 2000).  Generational 

identity is thus established through common social and historical experiences, which 

supply the material of a symbolic culture and offers dissimilar people to feel connected to 

one another (Khosravi, 2008).  Each generation thus differs from other generations in 

terms of certain shared experiences and reactions to these. Based on Karl Mannheim’s 

theory, generational temperament reflects the socio-cultural context in which a generation 

lives and to which it reacts (Khorasavi, 2008).   

Drawing further on Mannheim’s theory and the work of Jose Ortega Y Gasset, 

Haggai Erlich (2000) argues that youth are ‘conceptually shaped’ by the common 

formative experiences they encounter at this time in their lives.  In other words, youth are 

more susceptible to external change in terms of values, norms and perspective shifts in 

relation to older generations.  Erlich (2000) states that experiences or events people are 

exposed to during their youth years mark the way in which they view the world as adults.  

This has long-term consequences on societal change as a whole, as members of a 

generation move into strategic professional positions or become transmitters of culture 

and tradition through their own families.  

Similar to Khosravi’s (2008) research on Iranian youth, collective life-changes 

that Egyptian youth face are reactions to ‘split loyalty’ between traditional patterns of life 

and discourses associated with a singular Western modernity.22

                                                 
22 This notion of singular ‘western modernity’ positions the West as an essentialized ‘other’ as used by 
many of my interlocutors. However, when I use modernization I refer to a context-specific notion to 
modernity that takes into account local sensibility and response.  

  They are torn between 

traditional norms and conflicting aspects of modernity that are apparent in their leisure 

activities during the holy month. Especially upper-middle class youth have the financial 

and educational means to access and make use of global and technological resources such 

as the internet.  Yet many of them by personal choice and/or through family and social 

pressure remain attached to traditional and religious standards.  Consequently, that 
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generation sometimes finds itself in a predicament caught between, what many perceive 

as oppositional, Western modernity and traditional Islamic values.  Their dilemma and 

struggle in coping with the multiplicity of discourses and images becomes vivid in 

exploring shifts in their leisure behavior before and during the sacred month itself.  

Further, Egyptian young people negotiate this dilemma in their attempts to reconcile local 

socio-cultural/religious traditions with their modern lifestyles.  

 

6.2 Upper-middle class 

 

Cairo is the center of urban wealth and activity that contains a relatively large number of 

modest to affluent families.  Timothy Mitchell (1999), after examining household 

expenditures and market size projections of luxury-item manufacturers in Egypt, 

concluded that beyond the state-subsidized super-rich, modest affluence probably extends 

to no more than five or ten percent of Egypt’s population.  The increase in the last fifty 

years in the number of wealthy families comes as a result of migration and employment 

in the Gulf region during the 1970s and Anwar Sadat’s open-door policies (Arvizu, 

2004).  These phenomena helped establish a nouveau rich group of the population who 

experienced a sudden influx of money and introduced a new kind of lifestyle. This 

lifestyle is mainly based on free market values and high consumption.  In Abaza’s (2001) 

research on the increase of shopping malls in Cairo, she notes that consumption patterns 

serve to distinguish those who belong to the upper-middle class and exclude those who 

are financially incapable to access high-expense leisure facilities.       

Social class is thus a strong determinant of one’s ability to access leisure 

resources, such as space and activities (Wearing, 1998, te Kloeze 1998, Saad 2005).  

Macleod (1992) notes that the Egyptian upper, middle and lower classes lead different 

leisure lifestyles which are reflected in their overall consumption patterns.  Upper classes 

in Egypt are generally influenced by Western lifestyles, travel extensively, go on long-

haul holidays and access elitist leisure facilities.  Some of the facilities that upper class 

women referred to in my research on Egyptian mothers’ leisure patterns were private 

sporting clubs, health clubs, private beaches and resorts in the north coast of Egypt. The 

middle classes are relatively more limited in travel mobility and recreation spending.  
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Finally lower classes’ leisure is predominantly based on social gatherings and other low-

cost leisure activities.  In Ramadan, however, social class boundaries are re-affirmed in 

some leisure venues and temporally uplifted in other spaces.     

 While Arvizue (2004), Abaza (2001) and other researchers affirm that upper-

middle classes who migrated or worked in the Gulf region came to adopt new 

consumerist lifestyles, they do not mention that this stratum also adopted other religious 

values. It is also important to acknowledge that many Egyptian families that went to 

conservative Arab countries, especially Saudi Arabia, came to adopt strict religious 

habits. In this perspective, the Islamic Revival movement, that to a large extent is home-

grown, was further facilitated by those Egyptians who resided in the Gulf. For example, 

many Egyptian women who returned from the Gulf started adopting conservative hijab 

dress-styles.  A number of the young women who participated in this research came from 

the nouveau rich segment of the population, whose families used to live in Gulf countries 

and came to adopt conservative religious values. Many of the women described their 

families as ‘liberal and open-minded’ in terms of allowing their children to have friends 

from the opposite sex, go out alone and encouraging them to progress in education and 

careers.  Some others complained that their parents, particularly those who originally 

came from rural Cairo or lived in the Gulf, were very strict in terms of, for example, not 

permitting them to stay out late, travel alone etc.  In fact, many of the youth’s leisure that 

will be presented in this book will stand in direct conflict with some of their family or 

older generations’ values.    

While upper-middle class youth are smaller in number in comparison to other 

social classes, they represent one of the culturally most influential stratums in society.  

Through their wealth and access to a Western education, upper-middle class youth have 

created a space for innovation and development in the cultural, political and economical 

spheres of Egypt (Arvizue, 2004).  These people have the educational and financial 

capabilities to challenge, maintain and modify their socio-cultural and political contexts.  

Most of the women researched in this study have studied or are currently enrolled at 

private education institutes.  Private schools and universities are considered by almost all 

Egyptians as providing higher quality education in comparison to state-owned institutes.  

Some of the universities that participants in my research are affiliated with are the 
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American University in Cairo, British University in Cairo, German University in Cairo, 

Modern Academy etc.  Most of these institutes’ curriculum is based on the mastery of 

foreign languages (principally English), information technologies and other business 

skills necessary for global competitiveness. They also introduce values of punctuality, 

achievement and other industrial characteristics deemed necessary for development.  Due 

to the quality education that members of this social class posses, they are viewed as 

giving the main impetus for the development of the nation as noted by Al Torki 

(1988:52):  

 
The study of the influential and the powerful is essential to our understanding of how current power 

distribution in society is conceived and maintained.  It also guides us in locating the potential for 

transformation and change.  Constituting the peak of the social pyramid, the elite make the decisions that 

affect all other social classes.  There is no doubt comprehended in isolation or independently of those who 

wield economic and political power in the social system. 

 

Moreover, upper-middle classes’ increased exposure and interaction with foreign cultures 

provides interesting insight into processes of cultural hybridization. Their cultural-mix 

kind of leisure attaches this group to global urban youth cultures elsewhere (Arvizue, 

2004).  There are various examples to illustrate the hybridization of cultural elements 

such as the singer Sami Youssef’s songs that adopt modern/Western music, English 

language and lyrics about the Prophet Muhammed and Islam way of life.   

  

6.3 Women 

 

The process of secularization that began in late 19th century Egypt has had a belated 

impact on the position of women in their families. For women, secularization created an 

awkward dichotomy between their role as citizens of the nation-state (watan) and as 

members of the umma. This dichotomy between broader social participation by women 

on the one hand and their precarious familial status on the other can also be observed in 

many other Muslim countries (Timmerman, 2000). Women are the basis of Arab-Muslim 

identity, symbolic representations of the community and markers of tradition and culture:  

Women are central to the social and moral order in the Middle East (Timmerman, 2000). 
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It is up to women to keep intact the honour of the family; where the family is regarded as 

a microcosm of the ideal moral order. Also as mothers, women fulfil a key role in passing 

on Islamic traditions. Women are thus seen as the ‘mothers of the nation’, whereby purity 

of the nation’s women is identified with the purity of the nation itself.   

In the same context, one notices that to honour the traditional domestic and 

familial role of women is often equated with retaining one’s authentic ethnic identity 

(Eickelman and Piscatori, 1996).  In other words, women represent the domain of the 

authentic, because of the connotation between them and the private sphere. Benhabib 

(2002) argues that since in almost all societies the first and firmest bonds developed in 

the private sphere tend to be with mother or other female caretakers, the private sphere is 

identified with women and femininity.  Given that in most societies women also play a 

major role in the first enculturation of children, they are often perceived as the 

gatekeepers of culture and thus tend to symbolize cultural authenticity.   

 This is why the significance that is attributed to cultural symbols as markers of the 

ethnic group diverges for the two sexes. Men can change and retain their authenticity, 

while the burden of continuity is placed upon women. Middle Eastern Muslim women 

appear to be the main embodiment of the dignity and authenticity of the Islamic nations. 

This carries with it a great responsibility, as any immoral or indecent behavior on the part 

of women is seen to reflect badly on society. Particularly, in Islamism women are 

regarded as the embodiment of Islamic originality and, consequently, they have great 

symbolic value in distinguishing Muslim society from the West (Kandiyoti, 1995). 

Especially during Ramadan, women are faced with a larger burden of presenting a 

‘positive image’ of how Islam is to be lived.     

Moreover, the dress and appearance of women in Muslim societies have become a 

symbol or indicator of the progress of nation-state. Practices of veiling and seclusion of 

women in Muslim countries has often been presented in the West as a symbol that 

embodies backwardness of their society and thus tarnishes their own modern image 

(Ahmed, 1992). Reference to colonial history, Western powers, especially Britain, 

developed theories of races and cultures and of a social evolutionary sequence according 

to which middle-class Victorian England, and its beliefs and practices, stood at the 

culminating point of the evolutionary process and represented the model of ultimate 
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civilization. In this scheme, Victorian womanhood and mores with respect to women, 

along with other aspects of society at the colonial center were regarded as the ideal and 

measure of civilization.23

 To sum up, the habitus of Egyptian women is central to controversies pertaining 

to Ramadan, because women are viewed as symbols of the progressive aspirations of the 

modern elites and, simultaneously, cultural authenticity expressed in Islamic terms. This 

group’s leisure patterns magnify contemporary key issues of contestations related to 

religious national identity within the modern context.  

 This perspective draws an essentialist view of an ‘idealized’ 

Western modernity in relation to gender.        

 More recently, Islamist movements, in opposition to colonial and Western 

position regarding Muslim women, have used the veil as a symbol of the dignity and 

validity of Islamic values and traditions. At a more general level, women and the notion 

of family have become the source of Muslim identity and the area for cultural resistance. 

In other words, Western discourses have given new significances to the veil and thus 

created the right conditions for it to become a symbol of resistance (Ahmed, 1992: 164).    

 

7.  Cairo 

 

This study is based on extensive fieldwork in Egypt’s capital, Cairo, conducted between 

2006 up till 2009 with special focus on the month of Ramadan. Cairo is located on the 

banks and islands of the Nile River in the north of Egypt, immediately south of the point 

where the river leaves its desert-bound valley and breaks into two branches into the low-

lying Nile Delta region. With a population that in 2009 reached nearly 18 million people, 

Cairo is in several ways the core of the country. The city was founded about A.D. 969 

when the Fatimids gave her its name, al-Qahira or the victorious one (Rodenbeck, 1998). 

Over the years, the city has been influenced by various civilizations including Arabs, 

                                                 
23 Lord Cromer is quoted to have said that: The degradation of women in the East is a canker that begins its 
destructive work early in childhood, and has eaten into the whole system of Islam. He found it therefore 
essential that Egyptians be persuaded or forced into imbibing the true spirit of western civilization. To 
achieve this, it was considered necessary to change the position of women in Islam, for it was Islam’s 
degradation of women, expressed in the practices of veiling and seclusion that was the fatal obstacle to the 
Egyptians attainment of that elevation of thought and character which should accompany the introduction 
to Western civilization (Ahmed, 1992).   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nile�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nile_Delta�
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Ottomans, Mamluks, French, the British and, more recently, by European and American 

culture.   

The city’s supremacy is reflected to how Egyptians refer to it, mainly Masr 

(Egypt) and Umm al-Dunya (Mother of the World). Cairo serves as the center of power 

for the centralized government state, and is also the cultural center of Egypt and in many 

respects the whole Arab world. Cairo has also long been the center of the region's artistic 

life, and has the oldest and largest film and music industries in the Arab World, earning it 

the name of the ‘Hollywood of the Middle East’.  

Cairo today is infused with emergent hierarchies of consumption, production and 

access to services. These hierarchies of exclusion and segmentation, that have for long 

split Cairo from the rest of Egypt, are evident within the city itself.  Cairo continues to be 

the hub for contestations as increased regional and global flows of labour, investment, 

foreign aid, migration, media and political and legal activism confront its cultures, 

heritage and social, political and economic institutions (Singerman and Amar, 2006).  

Privatization and structural spatial adjustment, and the global flows and networks they 

involve, have had a tremendous impact on the city. Increased privatization of the 

country’s manufacturing sector has, for example, triggered an explosion of ‘new social 

forces, grounded in inequalities and in elitist modes of consuming, displacement and 

residence that strive to match cosmopolitan standards, while the living conditions of the 

many remain very localized, limited, impoverished and isolated’ (Vignal and Denis, 

2006). New circuits of distribution and transportation facilitated by new technologies and 

services, remain limited to the affluent few. Along with these transformations, urban 

development plans, both industrial and residential, have grown increasingly bifurcated. 

Moreover, a largely tourist-driven economy demands that the Egyptian government 

remain attentive to the needs, demand, and desires of its international clients (Singerman 

and Amar, 2006). Meanwhile, government officials’ are widely believed by the Egyptian 

public to disregard major problems that poor communities, residing within the city itself, 

confront.  

Cairo is certainly a cosmopolitan city, as suggested by Singerman and Amar 

(2006) in terms of the diverse consumption patterns, spatial and economic structures it 

hosts.  Walking through the streets of Cairo one is confronted with an interesting blend of 
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old shanty quarter and new Western-style districts, foreign fast-food chains and along 

side it traditional ful and ta`miyya food-carts, people dressed in jeans and others in 

gallabiyya and those riding latest-model cars and those crammed in public transportation. 

During the holy month, as well, one is confronted with similar kinds of cosmopolitanism 

and contrasts as observed in people’s lifestyles and leisure spaces.   

 

8.  Method and Fieldwork 

 

I am a native Egyptian, but have spent my childhood and large part of my teenage years 

in Khartoum, Sudan. At the time (1980s-early 1990s) Ramadan in Khartoum was, and 

continues to be, less recreation and consumer-oriented in comparison to Cairo. In 

Khartoum, there was only one local channel available broadcasting redundant Egyptian 

shows and series and low-budget old American and Indian films.  The satellite dish was 

not available at the time when I lived there. After breaking the fast our only leisure 

options were to go to the local mosque for tarawih, attend religious classes, watch 

television, and socialize with friends at home or the few sporting clubs available.  In 

Khartoum I also missed out on all the other unique Ramadan recreation facilities 

available in Cairo such as the kheyam Ramadan, special Ramadan-produced soap operas 

and television commercials, diversity of traditional sweet delicacies and dishes available 

at numerous restaurants and the unique recreation-historical spirit at old Cairo district. I 

remember the first year I spent Ramadan in Egypt I felt exuberated and overwhelmed 

with all these pastime options.     

However, with such extravaganza came a lot of controversies that I witnessed in 

the Egyptian media, particularly the independent press, and by engaging in informal 

discussions with people. Some low-income people felt excluded from the Ramadan 

leisure spirit as they could not afford to access most of the mundane commodities and 

venues whose prices sky-rocket in Ramadan. Some individuals criticized the availability 

of ‘excess’ recreation commodities and facilities, stating that these profanities distracted 

their attention from attending to religious duties. The arguments are endless but they 

primarily focus on what the ideal is and how it should be realized: what makes one an 

ideal Muslim, Egyptian and woman? And if people agree that the ‘ideal’ Ramadan 



51 
 

lifestyle is based on pursuing piety, honoring local traditions and religious values, the 

case is still not resolved. People would then go into endless debates on how these virtues 

can be realized in relation to modern processes of progress, technology, fashion and 

consumer preferences.  Answers to these complex questions can only be answered by 

having Egyptians reflect on them based on their cultural repertories, historical 

experiences and social context.    

Accordingly, a large part of this research is based on the emic perspective or 

insiders’ point of views.  In that sense I adopted the notion that there are multiple realities 

to explain a phenomenon and that the research process is subjective rather than objective. 

(Jennings, 2001).  This approach is also closely tied to symbolic interactionism; part of 

the interpretive tradition within social sciences that seeks to understand the symbolic 

meaning guiding actors within the social environment (Blumer, 1986).24

                                                 
24 Symbolic interaction paradigm has been employed by a number of leisure scholars (Kelly, 1983; Shaw, 
1985). As Shaw (1985) pointed out, leisure is inherently symbolic in nature. It is laden with meanings, 
symbols, and norms that are given by the individual participants as well as their social environment. Kelly 
(1996) also suggested that leisure is a form of interaction that has rich meanings embedded within the 
experience of participants. He claimed that our definitions of leisure are not solely the product of our 
individual thought, but rather they are derived from our membership in both the micro and macro levels of 
society (Kelly, 1983). Specifically, people internalize what actions are appropriate within their social 
environment and participate in behaviors deemed acceptable based upon these perceptions. Kelly (1983) 
maintained that social norms regarding behavior dictate what activities can be freely chosen and which are 
constrained.  

  Symbolic 

interactionism postulates that human beings act toward things on the basis of the 

meanings those things have for them. It argues that such meanings arise out of the 

interaction of the individual with others, and it states that meanings are handled and 

modified through an interpretative process by the person who is interacting with any 

given object (Blumer, 1986). Within the symbolic interactionist tradition, it is important 

to understand particular motives and the origins of actions a person takes while 

interacting with his or her social environment (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003). Moreover, 

social life is considered to be an ongoing process whereby social actors interpret the 

situations, objects, events, and people they encounter in their lives and act accordingly 

(Blumer, 1986). This approach enabled me to grasp some of the meanings participants 

associate with their overall leisure experience during the holy month.   
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Besides conducting more than forty in-depth interviews, the primary sources for 

this study included notes from participant observations and photographs taken during 

fieldwork conducted between 2006 till 2009.  These were mainly carried out through my 

attendance, and sometimes active participation, at various leisure spheres frequented by 

young women: mosques, philanthropic projects, al-Husayn area in Old Cairo, sporting 

clubs, kheyam Ramadan, cafes, restaurants, cultural centers etc.  

Interviews and participant observation were conducted at some of the city’s most 

elite neighborhoods: Heliopolis, Zamalek, Mohandiseen, Maadi and relatively new 

residential private compounds located on the outskirts of the city.  These are mainly the 

areas were the upper-middle class youth reside and leisure at. However, to get a broader 

perspective on contestations related to this social group’s leisure I chose to conduct some 

interviews with some people residing in Boulaq, a popular working class district with a 

long history.25

In regards to sampling I used snowballing whereby I identified one member of a 

social group and then that individual referred me to someone else and so on. Regarding 

the main focus group of this research, young Egyptian women, I was able to identify 

many through joining social organizations like Sahara Safaris, Rotaract, Leo and other 

 Boulaq today is one of the most densely populated area in Cairo and is 

known for its retail, textile and car-repair shops and its second-hand markets in Wekalat 

al-Balah quarter. I selected that district in particular because of its geographical location. 

It is located just next to ultramodern malls and hotels and other empires of consumption 

along the Nile corniche or banks; and it is also in close proximity to those relatively more 

affluent areas of Zamalek and Mohandiseen. Many of the low-income residents in Boulaq 

express strong feelings of resentment and frustrations towards the extravagant leisure 

consumption of the elites. That feeling of resentment is further fuelled by the continuous 

encroachment of modern construction projects that usually involve the demolition of 

parts of Boulaq. For instance, around five thousand Egyptian families were moved during 

the period of 1979-1981 from Boulaq to public housing projects to ‘beautify the face of 

Cairene society’, the image of the city and make way to more profitable commercial 

projects (Ghannam, 2002).    

                                                 
25 For an overview of the historical significance of Boulaq, see the work of Nelly Hanna. For example, 
Hanna (1983: 32).  
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associations connected to universities. I also relied on my two younger sisters and other 

female relatives who are between the ages of 18 until about the mid-twenties to introduce 

me to friends from their same age group. They in turn introduced me to their families, 

neighbors and others from their social circle.  As for the people of Boulaq district I was 

fortunate to know a family friend who used to live in Boulaq and, as I came to witness, is 

a very popular member in the neighborhood. As I caught on, his popularity came from 

the fact that he was perceived as religious, humorous, hard-working and with no past 

scandal of any type. Through this man (mid-forties) I was permitted access to many 

households in the area.  

Additionally, I have used press articles, comic strips and advertisements from 

various publications to examine and present the main contestations pertaining to 

contemporary Ramadan leisure practices. These publications included lifestyle 

magazines, state-owned and independent newspapers, and other journals issued by 

universities and youth organizations.  I have also kept close eye on the national and Arab 

television channels (satellite) and the local radio which broadcasted special Ramadan 

shows highly favored by Egyptians such as candidate camera, riddles and religious 

programs.  One show that kept me updated on Egyptian news and triggered discussion 

with participants was El-Beit Betak (The House is Yours) aired on Egyptian national 

television, channel two. As for the radio, Arabic-speaking Nejoom FM (Stars FM) and 

English station Nile FM (located in Cairo) were particularly favored among Egyptian 

youth. Furthermore, I found it very helpful to examine the discussion groups launched on 

some social utility websites popular among Egyptian youth such as Facebook and Hi5 

that included announcements on Ramadan-related charity activities, religious classes and 

recreation facilities.   

    

9. Chapters Division 

 

The following chapters aim to direct attention on how Ramadan is lived by upper-middle 

class women youth and to social contestations related to their leisure behavior and spaces.  

Having documented these various social and cultural changes, I draw broader conclusions 
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about the dynamic interrelationships between piety, social cohesion and local traditions 

within the modern Ramadan context.  

Chapter two will provide background on normative Ramadan with reference to 

the Koran and vast ahadith literature. This chapter will not only deal with prescriptions 

related to fasting and general behavior during the holy month, but will also comprise of 

the dominant interpretations of leisure in Egypt. However, to study Muslim societies only 

from the perspectives of normative Islam is not enough, since what Muslims believe they 

are prescribed to do and what they actually do does not always synchronize.  I thus agree 

with Möller (2005) who urges researchers to explore lived Islam, Ramadan practices and 

take part in practical ethnographical work.   

Chapter three and four will offer a third-person description of the shifts in leisure 

patterns with the advent of the holy month.  Focus will be directed on young upper-

middle class females’ leisure practices. Chapter three will provide insight onto young 

girls’ year-long leisure and, additionally, the ‘crucial’ self-preparations activities carried 

out before the holy month begins. Chapter four will present upper-middle class youth 

leisure patterns during the holy month itself.  These two chapters are not only confined in 

mapping out shifts in youth’s leisure behavior, but also spatial transformations to 

accommodate for the new demands of the month. These include commercial, religious 

and national interests that do not necessary complement one another.  It is important to 

stress once more that Cairo’s urban space is never totalized but rather a contested domain 

struggled over by different stakeholders.   

Chapter five, six and seven examine the main issues of contestations pertaining to 

youth leisure habitus and spaces occupied. Chapter five presents how the virtue of piety 

is embedded, shaped and transformed through its interaction with the consumer culture.   

Chapter six discusses how contemporary Ramadan practices re-affirm and, in other 

instances, undermine social cohesion within the Muslim community or umma.  It presents 

how the consumerist nature of some Ramadan leisure facilities and commodities excludes 

those from economically marginalized classes.  It also shows how the communal, festive 

and charitable nature of the holy month allows subordinate groups to actively negotiate 

restrictive social discourses. Finally this chapter touches on how the Egyptian nation-state 

uses some Ramadan leisure facilities to enhance Muslim-Christian relations and promote 
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the idea of national identity.  This notion of national identity sets the stage for chapter 

seven which deals with how the Egyptian modern nation-state and its regulatory practices 

have remodeled ‘authentic’ Egyptian-Islamic identity, to match its modern aspirations for 

development.  This chapter also examines how some Ramadan leisure commodities and 

spaces blend what is considered ‘pure authentic’ with new consumption preferences and 

contemporary lifestyles.   

In the final conclusion chapter of the book I reflect on the theoretical framework 

presented here. I draw main conclusions on how modern spatial, political, economical 

and global discourses have shaped how Ramadan is practiced and contested today in 

Cairo. I argue that Ramadan’s leisure facilities and commodities are cosmopolitan in 

nature, which matches the affluent youths’ identity and the nation-state’s modernist 

ambitions. Also, I highlight the hegemonic struggles that political, economic, ideological 

and cultural power-dominators exert over public leisure spaces and women’s bodily 

dispositions.  Finally, I present how some of these power discourses are resisted and 

modified by the young women, through their participation in some Ramadan leisure 

activities.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

PRESCRIPTIONS ON RAMADAN ACTIVITIES AND LEISURE IN ISLAM 

 

The holy month of Ramadan is very important for every practicing Muslim. The word 

‘Ramadan’ is derived from an Arabic word to mean intense heat, scorched ground, and 

shortness of rations. It is the ninth month of the Islamic calendar and is considered the 

most venerated and blessed month of the Islamic year.  It was in 610 A.D. when prophet 

Muhammed is said to have received revelations from God that later became Islam’s holy 

book, the Koran.  The Koran surat al-Baqara 2:185 states that it was in the month of 

Ramadan that the Koran was revealed as guidance to mankind.26 Another verse of the 

Koran surat al-Qadr 97:1 states that it was revealed ‘on the night of decree’ which 

Muslims generally observe on the night of 26-27 Ramadan.27 The revelation of the holy 

book is not the only reason why Ramadan became a valued month for Muslims. It is also 

the month during which Muslims on March 17, 624 CE won in the battle of Badr against 

the unbelieving Quraish in Mecca (Wagtendonk, 1968).  The victory was attributed to 

divine intervention and the ingenious war strategies implemented under the guidance of 

the Prophet. According to Wagtendonk (1968:80), surat al-Baqara 2:185 accounts as 

‘clear signs of the Guidance and Salvation’ reflects on the importance of Ramadan in 

relation to the Koran and Muslims’ victory in the battle of Badr.     

 One of the basic practices of Ramadan and one of the five key pillars in Islam is 

sawm or fasting.28

                                                 
26 All quotations from the Koran are from Khatib’s (1986) translation of the holy book. The translation has 
the added bonus that it was authorized by al-Azhar religious institution.  

  However, it is important to note that the holy month is not only about 

fasting but also making positive amends that benefit oneself and the Muslim community 

 
27 According to tradition, this night occurs on one of the odd-numbered nights of the last ten days of 
Ramadan, most probably the twenty-seventh night. It is called the Night of Decree because all Divine 
Decrees concerning life, death, provision, calamities or good fortune for the whole year descend to the 
earth’s heaven (Khatib, 1986).  More information on this special night will be presented later on in the 
chapter. 

28 The five pillars of Islam or the five duties incumbent on every Muslim are: Shahada (profession of faith), 
Salah (ritual prayer five times each day), Zakah (Islamic tax or tithing), Sawm (fasting during Ramadan) 
and Hajj (Pilgrimage to Mecca at least once during life). 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Salaht&action=edit&redlink=1�
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Zakaht&action=edit&redlink=1�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sawm�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ramadan�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hajj�
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or umma.  Thus one is encouraged to start or intensify participation in prayers, read the 

Koran, engage in charity work to help unprivileged communities etc.  Many Islamic 

prescriptions stress that Ramadan is the time of giving and mercy, whereby during this 

month Allah blesses the believers with forgiveness and great reward. The sacred nature of 

Ramadan provides a huge opportunity for Muslims to improve themselves and their 

communities and to gain countless bounties and blessings from God.  Ramadan can thus 

be viewed as the time for achievement which is accomplished by positive change in 

behavior (Mahmood, 1969).          

 This chapter will provide a theological overview of what is said in Islamic 

prescriptions about the month of Ramadan, fasting and other activities that Muslims are 

encouraged to participate in or abstain from during the holy month.  It will also provide 

traditional formal Sunni orthodoxy’s stance on free time, recreation, relaxation and those 

activities or spaces that are specified as haram (prohibited).29

PRESCRIPTIONS ON RAMADAN ACTIVITIES 

  This chapter will conclude 

with key issues rooted in Islamic scriptures, namely motherhood, femininity and modesty 

that are key determinants in women’s access to leisure time and space.   

1. Koran,  Hadith & Fiqh: Theological Basics of Islam 

 

The basis of Islamic theology is the Koran and the hadith.  The Koran literally ‘the 

recitation’ is the main religious text of Islam which is considered by Muslims as the 

words of God (Mahmood, 1969).30

Muhammed

  Islam holds that the Koran was revealed to 

 by the angel Jibril (Gabriel) over a period of 23 years, with some later 

messages replacing earlier ones (Fisher, 1997). The prevailing traditional view is that 

most of the Koran was written down by Muhammed's companions while he was alive, 

                                                 
29 By traditional formal Sunni orthodoxy I mean the dominant form of normative Islam in Egypt. It is 
important to be aware that there is no official central authority in Islam, much as it is often claimed or 
suggested. For brevity’s sake I will use in the chapter phrases like ‘Islam holds’ or ‘What Islam says about’ 
to imply the dominant form of normative Islam in Egypt. 
 
30 Many names have been attributed to the Koran, each bearing a certain significance, among which are: al-
Furqan (the distinguisher or separator between righteousness and evil), Kalam Allah (the Word of God), al-
Kitab (the Book), al-Nur (the Light), al-Huda (the Guidance) and al-Dhikr (the Remembrance or the 
Utterance).    

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muhammad�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sahaba�
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and the prime method of transmission was oral.31

Meccan

 The Koran consists of 114 chapters of 

varying lengths, each known as a sura (pl. suwar). Chapters are classed as  or 

Medinan, depending on which place the verses were revealed. Chapter titles are derived 

from a name or quality discussed in the text, or from the first letters or words of the sura. 

Muslims believe that Muhammed, on God's command, gave the chapters their names. 

Generally, longer chapters appear earlier in the Koran, while the shorter ones appear 

later. The chapter arrangement is thus not connected to the sequence of revelation.  Each 

sura is formed from several ayat (verses), which originally means a sign or miracle sent 

by God.  There is a crosscutting division into 30 parts, ajza’, each containing two units 

called ahzab, each of which is divided into four parts (rub` al-hizb). The Koran is also 

divided into seven stations (manazil).        

 The ‘miracle’ of the Koran can be summed up in three main points.  It is believed 

to offer the essential and eternal guidance for humans as ordained by Allah.32  It has 

drawn out a ‘complete way of life’ through dealing with the events and incidents that 

took place as it was revealed (Ali, 1998:1).  The holy book touches on individual and 

social matters such as inheritance, kinship and overall forms of human interactions.  The 

miracle of the Koran lies also in its eloquence and rhetoric excellence (Khatib, 1986). 

‘Inimitability’ is the theological and literary term for the matchless nature of the Koranic 

discourse. Muslim `ulama (community of legal scholars of Islam and the Shari`a) believe 

that the insuperable literary style of the Koran is its main proof of its divine origin that 

cannot be matched by human endeavor (Mahmood, 1969). Furthermore, it is often 

believed that the holy book includes prophesies on scientific theories and discoveries 

which is interpreted to prove the divine origin of the Koran. This scientific knowledge 

covers various subjects including creation, astronomy, the animal and vegetables 

kingdom, and human reproduction.33

The prescriptions from the Koran are complemented and specified by the sunna 

(pl. sunnan) or prophet Muhammed’s path and customs. The sunna represents a vast 

        

                                                 
31 For detailed information on the assemblage, ordering and recording of the textual material of the Koran, 
see the ‘collection of the Koran’ in McAuliffe et al Encyclopedia (2006). 
 
32 Koran surat al-Baqara 2:2  
 
33 For more elaborate reading on scientific knowledge in the Koran, see ‘Koran and Science’ in McAuliffe 
et al Encyclopedia (2006).   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meccan_sura�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medinan_sura�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hizb�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manzil�
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collection of speeches and actions by the Prophet that serves as a set of guidelines of 

behavior to believing Muslims (Leemhuis, 1984).  The term sunna is usually confused 

and used interchangeably with the term hadith.  The hadith or tradition is an account of 

what the Prophet is believed to have said or done, or of his implicit endorsement of 

something said or done in his presence (Bearman et al, 2005).  Burton (1994: ix) 

distinguishes between sunna and hadith in a clear manner by stating that the term hadith 

refers to a ‘document, whereas the term sunna refers to the usage described in such a 

document’.     

The hadith consists of two sections: the chain of authorities (isnad, sanad), and 

the text proper (matn)-and are stratified into one of the four major parts: sahih (sound), 

hasan (good), da`if (weak), or saki (infirm) (Bearman et al, 2005).  Of the numerous 

collections put together, seven classifieds (assembled according to topic) or musannaf 

works gained particular popularity among Muslims, these are the ahadith of:  Imam al-

Bukhari (HB), the Sahih of Muslim (HM) and the Sunnan works of Abu Dawud (HA), 

Ahmad, al-Tirmidhi, an-Nasa’ and Ibn Maja.34

According to Kazi (1992), particularly the works of Bukhari and Muslim are 

considered to be reliable and are termed correct, when it comes to authenticity and 

respect.  Kazi states (1992:12) that ‘all that was humanly possible for ensuring the 

authenticity of the ahadith was completed by the third century Hegira….no other 

religion, nation, party or even small group of people can parallel what the early Muslims 

did to ensure the authenticity of ahadith and the sunna’.

  Especially the works of Bukhari and 

Muslim have gained particular popularity among Muslims in the Arab World.  In Egypt 

most `ulama and research respondents referred to ahadith from Bukhari, Muslim and 

Abu Dawud.  

35

While the Koran and the sunna form the theological bases of Islam, these 

scriptures do not provide comprehensive guidelines that constitute a legal system.  

Accordingly, the science of fiqh, jurisprudence, was developed based on interpretation of 

the texts within the legal framework.  Fiqh, the science of religious law in Islam covers 

 

                                                 
34 For the remainder of the chapter I will be using the abbreviations of HB, HM, HA in reference to the 
ahadith of Bukhari, Muslim and Abu Dawud, which are the most popular references in Egypt.  
35 The year of the Hegira, 622 AD, is the starting point for the Muslim era and marks Prophet Muhammed’s 
emigration from Mecca to Medina. 
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all aspects of religious, political and civil life (Bearman et al, 2005). In addition to the 

laws regulating ritual and religious observances or `ibadat, containing orders and 

prohibitions, it includes the whole field of family law, the law of inheritance, of property 

and of contracts and obligations, in a word provisions for all the legal questions that arise 

in social life (mu`amalat ); it also includes criminal law and procedure, and finally 

constitutional law and laws regulating the administration of the state and the conduct of 

war (Bearman et al, 2005). Many key issues related to religious observance and behavior 

in Ramadan are rooted in fiqh.  By the end of the third century after the Hegira, several 

schools were established: Hanafi, Hanbali, Maliki and Shafi`i.36

hadith

  These four schools 

share most of their rulings, but differ on the particular a  they accept as authentic 

and the weight they give to analogy or reason (qiyas) in deciding difficulties. Most Sunni 

Egyptian Muslims follow the Shafi`i school rulings.  

The upcoming sections in this chapter will present the most important Ramadan 

themes relating to the holy month and those issues that are of relevance to the research 

subjects.  Hence my choices of Koran verses, ahadith and fiqh primarily depended on 

those that offer guidelines on the virtues of fasting, encouraged practices during the holy 

month and those that may be sources of contestations among Muslims. 
 

2. Ramadan Timeline 

 

Since Muslims use a lunar calendar of 354 days, the holy month gradually moves through 

all four seasons. When it falls in the summer, the period of fasting is much longer than in 

the shortest days of winter.  The commencement and duration of the holy month varies 

from one country to the other and is a topic of controversy among contemporary 

Muslims. 

                                                 
36 The Hanafiyya school is the first of the four orthodox Sunni schools of law. It is distinguished from the 
other schools through its placing less reliance on mass oral traditions as a source of legal knowledge. It 
developed the legal exegesis of the Koran through a method of analogical reasoning known as qiyas. The 
Shafi`iyya  was the third school of Islamic jurisprudence. According to the Shafi`i  school the paramount 
sources of legal authority are the Koran and the Sunna. Of less authority are the ijma of the community and 
thought of scholars (ijitihad) exercised through reason (qiyas). The scholar must interpret the ambiguous 
passages of the Koran according to the consensus of the Muslims, and if there is no consensus, according to 
qiyas. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hanafi�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hanbali�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maliki�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hadith�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qiyas�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sunni_Islam�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sunni_Islam�
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 One prescription states that the arrival of Ramadan is based on the sighting of the 

new crescent moon (hilal), when seen (ru’ya) by only one person. Ibn Umar is considered 

to have said: ‘The people were looking for the new moon and when I reported to the 

Messenger of Allah that I had seen it, he fasted and ordered the people to fast’.37

However if the sky is unclear and physical sighting of the crescent is inapplicable, 

Muslims are then encouraged to complete the month of Sha`ban and consider it as 

consisting of thirty days.

  

38  Abu Hurairah reported that the Prophet instructed: ‘Fast after 

you have seen it (the new crescent) and end the fast (at the end of the month) when you 

see it. If it is hidden from you, then wait until the thirty days of Sha`ban have passed’.39 

 There are also ahadith in which another position is held, and that is founded on 

mathematical and astronomical calculations of the beginning and the end of Ramadan.  

Ibn Umar reported the Prophet as saying in connection with Ramadan: ‘Do not fast till 

you see the new moon, and do not break fast till you see it; but if the weather is cloudy 

calculate about it’.40 Ubaidullah also narrated that the Prophet made a mention of 

Ramadan and said: ‘The month may consist of twenty-nine days, and it may be thus, thus 

and thus, and (he further) said: Calculate it, but he did not say thirty’.41

                                                 
37 See for example HA 12:2312; 13:2319. 

  

 Accordingly, the holy month can consist of twenty-nine days, instead of thirty, 

and its start based on the sighting of the new crescent may vary from one location to the 

other as seen by one person and/or calculated astronomically.  The majority of `ulama 

state that it does not matter if the new moon has been sighted in a different location. In 

other words, after the new moon is seen anywhere in the world, it becomes obligatory for 

all Muslims to begin fasting, as the Prophet is narrated to have said: ‘Fast due to its 

sighting and break the fast due to its sighting’. This hadith is interpreted to mean that if 

someone sees the moon in any place, then that will be a sighting for all of the people. 

Another opinion among the Hanafiyya and the Shafi`iyya, every ‘country’ (or territory) is 

to take into consideration its own sighting and not necessarily to follow the sighting of 

others.           

 In Egypt, Ramadan starts according to claims of crescent sighting in the country 

38 Sha`ban  is the eighth month of the Islamic lunar calendar, which precedes Ramadan.  
39 HB 3:31:130 
40 HM 6:2363 
41 HM 6:2366 
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and does not depend on Saudi Arabia’s Higher Judiciary Council sighting of the moon. 

Some `ulama, especially in Egypt, have long disagreed with the Saudi Arabia’s disregard 

of astronomy by depending on ‘inaccurate’ sightings that often contradict scientific 

calculations (Saleh, 2007).   

3. Niya 

 

Niya or intention is a key point repeated continuously in Islamic prescriptions especially 

ahadith, and by Egyptian Muslims in terms of defining the validity of one’s fasting and 

other deeds. As will be presented later in the book, Muslims believe that one’s intention 

determines leisure choices and, simultaneously, leisure behavior serves as an indicator of 

intention.42

The Koran stresses on the condition of sincerity (ikhlas) for Muslims practicing 

their faith: ‘Yet, they were only ordained to worship God, making religion pure for Him, 

upright; observing prayer, and paying the purification dues. That is the upright religion’ 

surat al-Bayyina 98:5.  The Prophet is also cited to have said: ‘Actions are judged 

according to the intention behind them, and for everyone is what he intended’.

 For example, a person who is continuously performing prayers reflects his 

‘pious intention’ to get closer to Allah.   

43    

 In relation to fasting, the ahadith show the importance of niya in determining its 

validity.  This intention must be made before fajr or dawn and during every night of 

Ramadan. This point is based on a hadith by Hafsa who reported that the Prophet said: 

‘Whoever does not determine to fast before fajr will have no fast’ (that is, it won't be 

accepted)’.44          

 In several ahadith it is stated that one’s intention in serving Allah, is not only 

restricted to fasting, but includes other activities such as hajj or pilgrimage to Mecca and 

charity.45  Moreover, it is believed that God rewards good deeds according to intention.46

                                                 
42 The notion of niya will be elaborated on later in chapters five and seven that deal with how piety and 
authenticity are contested in contemporary times.  

 

43 See for example, HB 1:2:51 
44 HA 13:2448 
45 HB 1:2:25 
46 See for example, HB 1:2:51  
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It is also reported in some ahadith that God punishes those who acted upon sinful 

intention.47

4. Fasting in the Koran 

   

 

The Koranic verses that refer to Ramadan are not many, in comparison to verses that 

relate to other pillars of Islam such as ritual prayer and alms-giving.  Surat al-Baqara (2), 

verses 183-187, widely refers to the practice of fasting in the holy book.  These verses 

date from the time when the prophet Muhammed stayed in Medina and came into contact 

with Jewish people (Goitein, 1966).  The Jews fasted on the Day of Atonement to 

commemorate Moses' descent after his second sojourn on Mount Sinai.  According to one 

tradition, when Muhammed was introduced to Jews' fast, he inquired about what it meant 

for them.  They replied that the Day of Atonement was the sacred day upon which God 

had liberated Israel from its enemy.  As an expression of appreciation, Moses had 

introduced a fasting day.  To this Muhammed responded by specifying the `ashura, the 

tenth day of the Islamic New Year, corresponding to the Jewish Day of Atonement, as a 

compulsory fasting day for Muslims.  After Muhammed broke off his relations with the 

Jews about a year later, he eliminated obligatory fasting on the `ashura and replaced it by 

a fasting period for a fixed number of days.  This is what the words ‘for days numbered’ 

refer to in surat al-Baqara 2: 184.  Later, the fasting of ‘days numbered’ in its turn was 

replaced by fasting during the whole month of Ramadan.  Gradually, however, fasting 

during Ramadan gained ground over fasting ‘for days numbered’, and Ramadan became 

a sacred month.  The unique character of Ramadan may account for the fact that it is the 

only month mentioned explicitly in the Koran.  

 
QS 2:183.  O you who believe, the fast is decreed for you as it was decreed for those who were 

before you-perhaps then you will become venerators- 

 

It is told here that fasting is prescribed for the Muslim believers, just as it has been 

commanded for other people before.  This is one of the verses in the holy book that 

affirm the idea of fasting in Islam is not a new one but rather a continuation of earlier 
                                                 
47 See for example, HB 1:2:30 
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revelations.  According to commentaries provided by Ali (1998) on this verse, the 

principle of self-denial in Muslim fasting is not a new one.  This is one of the verses in 

the Koran that draws attention of the Muslim idea that Islam is a continuation of earlier 

revelations and holds similar rituals as they do.48

  

       

QS 2:184.  For days numbered. But he who is sick or on a journey, (can then fast) a number of other 

days. As for those who can afford with hardship, (there is) redemption in feeding an indigent. But it is better 

still for him who does good of his own accord; that you fast is better for you, if you but know. 

 

When fasting was decreed for the first time, able people were allowed to break it, granted 

that they fed one poor person. There was a special kind of ransom (fidya) to be paid, in 

the form of food to a needy person. However, this verse was abrogated and replaced by 

the verse that follows; whereby no exception was made for able people except when they 

were sick or travelling more than eighty-seven miles (Khatib, 1986).49

 

  Hence, while the 

Muslim fast may appear to be stricter than other fasts, it also provides exceptions for 

special conditions. In the verse it states, elderly people or those with special health 

circumstances are not obliged to fast. The Shafi`i would include pregnant women and 

nursing mothers.  The verse closes by emphasizing that fasting is beneficial for believers, 

even though they may not be aware of this.    

QS 2: 185. The month of Ramadan in which the Koran was sent down, a guidance to the people, 

clear signs of the guidance and of al Furqan. Hence, whoever of you witnesses the month shall have to fast it; 

whoever of you is sick or on a journey, (let him then fast) a number of other days, for God desires for you 

ease, and desires not for you privation. You shall complete the number (of days decreed), and you shall 

glorify God for having you guided; peradventure you will be grateful. 

 

This verse makes clear that fasting is prescribed not in any month but specifically during 

Ramadan, when the Koran was first bestowed unto mankind and in which right and 

wrong became distinct (Khatib, 1986). This first revelation occurred during a special 

night, the laylat al-qadr, during prophet Muhammed’s first revelation which occurred 
                                                 
48 See for example, Koran surat al-Baqara 2:136 and surat al-`Imran 3:67 
49 Initially fasting consisted of complete abstention from food, drink and sexual relations until sunset, after 
which only one meal was permitted before fasting was taken up again until the next sunset.  The high strict 
level of his kind of fasting is probably the reason why the Koran initially permitted breaking the fast in any 
situation and pay ransom (Wagtendonk, 1968). 
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during one of his regular retreat to Mount Hira in Mecca.  The uniqueness of this night is 

explained in surat al-Qadr 97:1-5 that describes it as the ‘night of power’ that is ‘better 

than a thousand months’.   More discussion on the role of the importance of this night in 

relation to Ramadan practices will be covered later in the chapter.  In getting back to 

ayah 185 in surat al-Baqara, the idea that those unhealthy or travelling persons are not 

required to perform fast is re-stressed.  Ali (1998) notes that the verse closes with an 

emphasizes that humans should see Ramadan not as a burden but as a blessing due to the 

facilities and concessions given and the spiritual significance of the month; accordingly 

mankind should be grateful.   

 
QS 2: 186. And if My servants ask you concerning Me, surely I am nigh. I will answer the call of the 

supplicant when he entreats Me. Hence, respond to Me, and let them believe in Me, that they may be guided 

aright.  

 

This verse was, based on exegetes, revealed to prophet Muhammed after he was asked 

how close God is and the efficacy of private supplications (du`a).  People were 

wondering whether they could pray to God in seclusion or if He was too far to respond to 

their calls.  The answer to that question is thus found in the above quoted verse that states 

that there is no mediation between God and His people (Khatib, 1986). So, whenever 

anyone calls for God or seeks His help, He shall be responsive without any intercession 

or mediation if the supplicant is truthful and genuine.  Wagtendonk (1968) argues that the 

du`a and the practice of i`tikaf (seclusion in the mosque) are thus increasingly 

encouraged and practiced in Ramadan.     

 
QS 2:187. It is lawful to you to consort with your wives on the night of the fast. They are a raiment 

for you and you are a raiment for them. God knows you have betrayed yourselves, but He has relented 

towards you and has relieved you. So, now have intercourse with them, and seek what God has decreed for 

you. And eat and drink till the white thread become distinct to you from the black thread of the dawn. Then 

complete the fast till night fall, and do not consort with them wile you cleave to the mosques. These are god’s 

bounds, so approach them not, Thus God elucidates His signs to mankind; perhaps they will be god-fearing.  

 

The first part of the verse specifies the relations between husbands and wives during the 

fasting period.  Fasting does not only involve abstinence of food and drink but also sexual 
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intercourse.  Intercourse is permitted though during the nights of Ramadan.  However, 

this has not always been the case, as early Muslims refused to have sex with their 

partners for the entire month (Asad, 1980).  Similarly, early Muslims used to eat one time 

a day when they broke their fast.  According to Asad (1980) this verse corrected these 

misunderstandings but stating clearly that food, drink and sexual encounters are permitted 

limitlessly from dusk till dawn.  Another important point that Ali (1998) points out in 

reference to marital relationships in that verse is that men and women are encouraged to 

be sources of  ‘mutual support, mutual comfort and mutual protection, fitting into each 

other as a garment (or a raiment) fits the body’ (Ali, 1998: 70).  This verse also addresses 

the daily length of the fast. The effects and colors of dawn described here specify when 

the fast begins. The fast ends till sunset or till the ‘night fall’.  Finally, the verse presents 

the recommended activities during the last third of the month. It is reported that the 

Prophet used to devote himself to prayer and mediation in the mosque or masjid during 

the last 10 days in Ramadan (Asad, 1980).  And this refers to the practice of i`tikaf as 

discussed in the earlier verse.   

 

5. Fasting in the Hadith 

 

While the Koran verses cover important points on fasting, they are few and 

incomprehensive when it comes to specifications outlining rewards of fasting and 

conditions for ensuring a valid fast.  

 

5.1 Rewards of fasting 

 

Several ahadith state that Allah will provide special rewards or hasanat for all those who 

fasted during Ramadan in obedience to God.  ‘He has left his food, drink and desires for 

My sake.  The fast is for Me. So I will reward (the fasting person) for it and the reward of 

good deeds is multiplied ten times’.50

It is also noted that those who successfully complete the fast will take special 

pleasures every day they break their fasts and at the day of resurrection.  Those Muslims 

 

                                                 
50 HB 3:31:118 
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who fast with sincere intention or niya will enter through a special gate in Paradise 

named Ar-Rayyan.  The Prophet is cited to have said ‘There is a gate in Paradise called 

Ar-Rayyan, and those who observe fasts will enter through it on the Day of Resurrection 

and none except them will enter through it. It will be said, ‘Where are those who used to 

observe fasts?’ They will get up, and none except them will enter through it. After their 

entry the gate will be closed and nobody will enter through it’.51  It is also stated in a 

number of ahadith that those who perform the fast out of earnest faith and in their attempt 

to gain God’s rewards, their sins will be forgiven. Abu Huraira reported prophet 

Muhammed as saying ‘He who observed the fasts of Ramadan with faith and seeking 

reward (from Allah), all his previous sins would be forgiven’.52

Fasting with the intention of serving Allah, is reported in some ahadith to save 

one from ‘the Fire of Hell’ 

 

53 as the practice is believed to act as a ‘shield’ or a source of 

protection.54  It is also stated that during the holy month the ‘gates of Paradise are opened 

and the gates of the (Hell) Fire are closed, and the devils are chained’.55  Several ahadith 

also state that God holds high regards to those fasting that the odor coming out from a 

fasting person’s mouth is better than the smell of ‘musk’.56

    

   

5.2 Conditions for ensuring a valid fast 

Besides having sincere intention in fasting, there are other important conditions that 

ensure a valid fast.  Fasting in Islam is not only restraining oneself from food, drink and 

sex, but also all limbs (jawarih) of the body (al-Husayni, 1975). It is recommended for 

Muslims to control the tongue from speaking insults and back-biting. When someone is 

insulted or assaulted by another person, he or she is supposed to reply be stating twice ‘I 

am fasting’.  The eyes should try and restrain themselves from any unlawful gazes. The 

hand is expected not to steal or touch any munkarat or illegitimate things, like alcohol or 

gambling games. The ears should not listen to idle talk, gossip, lyrics and notes that 

                                                 
51 HB 3:31:120.  Also see HB 5:57:18; HM 6:2569 
52 HM 4:1664. Also see HB 3:31:125 
53 HM 6:2570;6:2571:6:2572 
54 HM 3:31:118; HM 6:2566 
55 HB 4:54:497 
56 HB 3:31:118; HM 6:2568 
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contain obscene and indecent things; the nose should fast also by not sniffing, smelling 

unlawful things. The feet should fast by not going to places where sinful acts are 

propagated. The curfew of the body and mind during the state of fasting enables the 

person who has fasted in the true spirit of Ramadan to have the necessary requirements to 

withstand the turbulence of life for the next eleven months (al-Husayni, 1975).  Fasting is 

thus a state of mind that transcends the physical restraint.    

 Several narratives state that the most important thing in fasting is not merely 

physically restraining from the obvious food and drink, but the total commitment of one’s 

body and soul. In one hadith reported by Abu Huraira, the Prophet is reported to have 

said: ‘He who does not stop from false talk or stop from acting upon false talk, Allah will 

have no need that he abstain from his food and drink’.57 In addition, Abu Said al Khudri 

reported the Prophet as saying: ‘…On the day you fast, do not use obscenity, nor yell at 

others, nor act ignorantly towards them. However, if anyone abuses you verbally or 

attempts to draw you to fight with him say I am fasting, two times’.58

                                                 
57 HB 3:31:127. See also for example HB 3:31:126 and HB 8:73:83.  

  

 Moreover, some ahadith specify the terms of sexual relationship between husband 

and wife during the fasting month (Möller, 2005).  Having sexual relations during fasting 

hours invalidates the fast.  If a person commits this mistake he/she is obliged not only to 

make up for that day after Ramadan by fasting, but also make some specified 

compensations.  The prescribed ways for compensations comprise of freeing a slave, 

fasting for two consecutive months or feeding sixty persons.  The tradition adds that 

those who do not have the financial or physical means to compensate in these ways will 

not be obligated to perform them.  It is however permitted for married couples to engage 

in sexual relations during Ramadan but in the non-fasting hours as discussed earlier in the 

Koran surat al-Baqara 2:187.         

 Some prescriptions note other conditions under which fasting become invalid.  

According to some, during the fast it is permitted to bath, gargle, brush the teeth, rub the 

hair with oil-if this is part of one’s daily routine-apply kuhl, antimonium, on the eye-lids, 

and to vomit, as it bloodletting and tasting food so long as it is spat out again (Jeffery, 

1962).  Fasting will not be broken if water is also inhaled by mistake during ritual 

58 HM 6:2563. See also, HM 6:2562 
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purification or wudu’ and if one accidentally swallows something.  Even when one breaks 

the fast from absent-mindedness, by eating or having sexual contact, the fasting day 

remains valid, because: ‘If any one forgets and eats or drinks, let him complete his fast, 

for it was Allah who caused him thus to eat or drink’ (Jeffery 1962:100).  Moreover, after 

one had intercourse and wakes up in the morning in an impure condition he/she may 

clean up immediately and continue with the fasting.  This was in fact the way prophet 

Muhammed himself acted.  If someone dies while still owing fasting days, due to a break 

in previous fasting or illness, a close inheritor fasting in his or her place can make up the 

lack.  

6. The Iftar Meal  

Iftar is the evening meal for breaking the daily fast during Ramadan.  It is recommended 

for one to break his fast right after sunset or maghrib.59 With reference to sunnan Abu 

Dawud the practice of hastening to break the fast in Ramadan is seen to differ with the 

practices of Christians and Jews during fasting periods.60 Narrated Sahl bin Sad, the 

Prophet said: ‘The people will remain on the right path as long as they hasten the 

breaking of the fast’.61        

 Traditionally, a date is the first thing to be consumed during iftar when the fast is 

broken.  Narrated Salman ibn Amir, the Prophet said: ‘When one of you is fasting, he 

should break his fast with dates; but if he cannot get any, then (he should break his fast) 

with water, for water is purifying’.62

7. The Sahur Meal  

    

 

The sahur is a light meal taken shortly before the break of dawn. There is consensus that 

this meal is a highly recommended sunna. The greatest baraka or blessing of sahur meal 

maybe that Allah engulfs those who partake in it with His forgiveness, shows His mercy 

on them, while His angels ask of Him to forgive and pardon them during the meal (al-

                                                 
59 See for example HB 3:31:178 
60 HA 13:2346 
61 HB 3:31:178 
62 HA 13:2348  
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Husayni, 1975). What reaches Allah when one is eating sahur meal in preparation of 

fasting, is the intent that one has made a genuine effort to obey Allah in fasting. This is 

why it is recommended to make intention with the sahur to emulate the Prophet; and to 

eat the food to gain strength and energy during fasting, so as to get the reward from 

Allah.  

A number of narratives highlight  the spiritual significance of the meal.  Anas 

reported the Prophet as saying: ‘Take meal a little before dawn, for there is a blessing in 

taking meal at that time’.63 Finally, Al-Irbad ibn Sariyya narrated, ‘The Apostle of Allah 

invited me to a meal shortly before dawn in Ramadan saying: Come to the blessed 

morning meal’.64

8. Laylat al-Qadr and I`tikaf    

   

The uniqueness of laylat al-qadr (Night of Power) has been described in the Koran surat 

al-Qadr 97:1-5 as noted earlier.  In many ahadith it states that one of the many 

greatnesses of the holy month is that this special night occurs during its period, where 

prayers are ‘better’ or worth more than any other times of the year.  Abu Huraira relates 

that the Prophet said when one Ramadan came ‘A blessed month has arrived. Observing 

it in fasting is mandated on you (the believers). During this month, the gates of Paradise 

will be opened and the gates of Hellfire will be closed. The evil ones (Shayatin) will be 

handcuffed. In it there is one night, during which worship is better than worship in a 

thousand months. Whoever is denied its blessings has been denied the biggest blessing’.65 

 Muslims are thus encouraged to establish ritual prayers during this night, where 

the ultimate reward is forgiveness of one’s sins.  Abu Huraira narrated that the Prophet 

said, ‘Whoever established prayers on the night of Qadr out of sincere faith and hoping 

for a reward from Allah, then all his previous sins will be forgiven; and whoever fasts in 

the month of Ramadan out of sincere faith, and hoping for a reward from Allah, then all 

his previous sins will be forgiven’.66

                                                 
63 HM 6:2412 

        

 The exact date of this prosperous night is not exactly known and hadith literature 

64 HA 13:2337  
65 See for example, HB 3:31:125 
66 HB: 3:31:125 
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does not offer any specific date.67 Some traditions say it occurs during one of the last odd 

nights in the last tend days of the holy month, while other ahadith specify the last seven 

nights and others state that this special night happens in the last three nights.68  With such 

ambiguity, it is therefore advised for people to ‘seek’ this night.69  Nowadays laylat al-

qadr is celebrated in the night between the 26th and 27th of Ramadan (Wagtendonk 

1968:83).  In Egypt people commonly hold the opinion that this special night occurs on 

the 26th and 27th and, thus, carry out intensive prayers during these two nights.  

 The i`tikaf  (retreat in the mosque) prayers is usually performed during the last ten 

days of Ramadan. Muslims in their efforts to ‘seek’ or search for laylat al-qadr actively 

engage in this pious exercise in the last ten nights of the month.  It has been narrated that 

the Prophet used to practice i`tikaf in the last ten nights of Ramadan and used to say, 

‘Look for the Night of Qadr in the last ten nights of the month of Ramadan’.70

In the state of i`tikaf, a person can stand, sit, sleep, etc.; and there is not one particular 

form that this retreat must be carried out in; unlike the salah or prayers which has a 

specific form to it.  The practice is based on worship and serious reflection.  While it is 

preferable for people to seek i`tikaf in the mosque, many individuals especially women 

prefer to do it in the privacy of their homes.  No hadith was found that prohibits women 

from conducting i`tikaf either the home or mosque.  

  

9. Tarawih Prayers 

Tarawih is derived from the Arabic root word raaha, which means to rest, relax and use 

as recreation. It is so called because the believers used to prolong it. After every four 

raka`at (to bow from the waist in the performance of the ritual prayers) they would stop 

for rest and relaxation and resume until tarawih was complete.  These nightly 

supererogatory ritual prayers are carried out shortly after salat al-`isha (obligatory night 

prayer) and those who take part in it are believed to have their sins forgiven. Abu Huraira 

                                                 
67 According to HB 1:2:46; HM 6:2624 the prophet Muhammed was about to announce day of laylat al-
qadr when he was disturbed by some people fighting outside the mosque. In HB 3:32:240 it was narrated 
that the prophet stated that this ‘news was taken away; yet this may be for your (humans) own good’ .   
68 For these different dates, see HB 1:12:777; HB 9:87:120; HM 6:2617:HB 3:32:240 and HM 6:2633-
2634. 
69 HM 6:2619 
70 HB 3:32:237 
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narrated the Prophet as saying: ‘Whoever prayed at night in it (the month of Ramadan) 

out of sincere Faith and hoping for a reward from Allah, then all his previous sins will be 

forgiven’.71            

 The prophet Muhammed was the first to establish the sunna of congregational, 

jama`a prayer of tarawih at the mosque. He did not continue with this sunna as he was 

worried that the Muslim umma may mistake these prayers as obligatory.  Aisha has been 

reported as saying: ‘The Messenger of Allah observed tarawih prayer in the mosque one 

night and people prayed with him. He repeated the following night and the number of 

participants grew. The companions congregated the third and fourth night, but the 

Messenger did not show up. In the morning he told them, I saw what you did last night, 

but nothing prevented me from joining you except my fear that it might be made 

mandatory on you in Ramadan’.72  It has also been related that Umar ibn Al-Khattab, 

second Caliph, went to the mosque at night in Ramadan and saw people praying 

individually in every corner of the mosque with a few in groups. He did not like the sight 

a bit. Umar is recited to have said, ‘I thought it would be better to gather these under one 

Imam’. So, he combined them under Ubayy ibn Ka`b and Tamim ad-Dari to alternate and 

lead the believers in eleven raka`at of night prayer. The next day `Umar was in the 

mosque which was full with tarawih prayers. He was delighted and said: Well, this is the 

best bid`a (innovation)’.73          

 The number of raka`at  performed in tarawih is subject to many controversies. 

The numbers mentioned are: 39, 29, 23, 19, 13, and 11 raka`at  (Möller, 2005).  The 

prophet Muhammed performed 11 raka`at  according to the following account: Abu 

Salama ibn `Abd al-Rahman narrated that he once asked Aisha ‘How was the prayer of 

Allah's Apostle in Ramadan?’ She replied, ‘He did not pray more than eleven raka`at  in 

Ramadan or in any other month. He used to pray four raka`at  ---- let alone their beauty 

and length----and then he would pray four ----let alone their beauty and length ----and 

then he would pray three raka`at’.74

                                                 
71 HB 3: 32: 226 

        

 Everybody is encouraged to attend tarawih prayers at the mosque, including 

72 HM 4:1666 
73 Umar's use of the word bid`a in this report has been presented and unjustifiably cited as justification for 
concocting up various so called good innovations.  
74 HB 3:32:230. See also HM 4:1607, Aisha stated that the Prophet performed 11 raka’at. 
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women, provided they are properly covered. The Prophet is quoted in a hadith to have 

said ‘If the wife of any one of you asks for permission to go to the mosque, do not stop 

her’.75  However, when they attend the mosque they should not wear perfume, nor raise 

their voices, and or show their beauty.76  In the Koran surat al-Nur 24:31, it states that 

women ‘…should not display their beauty and ornaments except what (must ordinarily) 

appear thereof...’  This verse means that women are expected to only display their outer 

garments, based on what the Prophet commanded some women, attending `Id prayers.  

Umm 'Atiya is accounted to have said ‘O Messenger of Allah, some of us do not have the 

outer garment (jilbab). The Messenger of Allah told her to let a sister (who has more than 

one) give her one to wear’.77          

 It is sunna that women pray behind the men in the rear lines. The Messenger has 

been reported as saying: ‘The best lines for men are the front lines and the worst lines for 

men are the rear lines. The best lines for women are the rear and the worst lines of 

women are the front line’.78

10. Charity 

   

The acts of charity and benevolence towards the less privileged is greatly emphasized in 

Islamic prescriptions; where it has been narrated that the Prophet once said that ‘charity is 

a necessity for every Muslim’.  It is important to note that there are various kinds of 

charity activities in Islam.  There is the obligatory zakah (almsgiving), where every 

wealthy adult Muslim must give 2.5% of his or her wealth in charity every year. Allah 

says: ‘O you who believe, expend of what We have provided you before a day comes 

when there shall be neither trafficking, nor friendship, nor intercession’ the unbelievers 

are the iniquitous’ surat al-Baqara 2:254. This is the least charity a Muslim must give 

every year.  Then there is the regular, voluntary charity or sadaqa that can be given any 

time, from inviting others to a meal to giving money to a charitable organization.   

 While charity is desired all year long, during the holy month it stands in a special 

arena as exhibited in the sunna of prophet Muhammed.  Ibn Abbas related: ‘The 

                                                 
75 HB 827; HM 442 
76 HM 443 
77 HB 1: 8: 347 
78 HM 4: 0881 
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Messenger of Allah is the most benevolent among the people. His benevolence increases 

markedly during the month of Ramadan when the angel Jibril meets him every night of 

Ramadan, to rehearse with him the Holy Koran. The Messenger of Allah was more 

charitable with his good possessions than the moving winds that bring torrential rain’.79 

 The increased generosity of the Prophet in Ramadan has several reasons and 

indications that must be acknowledged (al-Husayni, 1975).  First, Ramadan is the month 

of mercy, where God blesses and forgives believers.  Thus, those who are merciful and 

giving in Ramadan, God will be even more merciful and giving and will bestow upon 

them countless bounties and blessings.       

 Another purpose of fasting is commiseration with the hungry and deprived (al-

Husayni, 1975). For one to undertake the fast of Ramadan is to be reminded of and to 

sympathize with the deprived everywhere. To sharpen the lesson, recommended to those 

who can afford is the voluntary act of feeding a neighbor, especially a poor one, every 

day of Ramadan, in further emphasis that Ramadan is the month of charity, of altruism, 

of neighborly love and kindness. It also prescribes, as personal atonement, the feeding of 

sixty persons for every day of Ramadan on which the fast is broken deliberately in 

defiance of God, and the feeding of two people (in addition to making up the fast on other 

days) if the fast is broken for legitimate reasons.     

 Moreover, charity teaches one to be generous and stave off miserliness (Antoun, 

1968). This is especially the case since in the Koran it is stated that humans are attracted 

to wealth and its accumulation. ‘Embellished for mankind is the love of lusts, of women, 

and children, and the accumulation of heaps of gold and silver, and the marked horses, 

and the cattle and tillage. But that is the enjoyment of the worldly life; but God, with him 

is the best of return’ surat al-`Imran 3:14. Islamic traditions note that there is nothing 

wrong in being wealthy but it is important to avoid being greedy.80

                                                 
79 HB 3:31:126; HM 30:5718 

    

 The Koran and ahadith state several conditions in relation to charity practices.   

One main purpose of charity is to hinder miserliness and to draw humans nearer to God. 

If instead the donor seeks fame, then the act of charity becomes worthless. Thus it is 

encouraged for one to provide charity in secret, as it is often better for the donor since it 

80 See for example, HB 6:60:469 



75 
 

protects against insincerity, and it is better for the recipient as it maintains his dignity. In 

the Koran surat al-Baqara 2:271 it says ‘If you give your offerings openly, it is well. But 

if you conceal them and grant them to the poor, it will be better for you and will atone for 

some of your ill-deeds. And God is cognizant of what you do’.  Some `ulama, however, 

say that it is sometimes better to give charity publicly, so that others will also do the 

same. However, one must be on guard against any hypocritical notions.81

                                                 

81 Allah discontent with the attribute of hypocrisy and hypocrites is presented in several verses in Surat At-
Tawbah: 

 Thus what 

draws the line on how one should provide charity is more about intention in serving God 

rather than doing it as a display of one’s wealth.       

 Moreover, any good one has earned by giving in charity can be erased by 

mocking and hurting the recipient.  In surat al-Baqara (2:264) it is stated, ‘O you who 

believe, do not annul your charity by reproach and harm, like him who spends his wealth 

in ostentation of people, and believes not in God and the Last Day’. According to Ali 

(1998) the high criteria for charity is that it must be done for Allah, must not be followed 

by reminders to the act of charity and, no reward should be expected nor should any kind 

of injury be caused to the recipient. For example, taking advantage of persons donated 

money to, and hurting them by making them feel ashamed of their poverty.  Further it is 

encouraged for one to be humble, it terms of thinking little of their donation and avoiding 

pride.            

 Charity should be taken from the best of one’s wealth, and from what is dearest.  

In the Koran surat al-Baqara 2:267 it says ‘O you who believe, expend of the good 

things you have earned, and of what We have brought forth for you out of the earth, and 

seek not the bad to spend from it, when you would not take it from yourselves except that 

you connive at it. And know that God is Opulent, Laudable’.  Khatib (1986) explains that 

this verse stresses on the idea that a person should give charity of what he or she has 

lawfully earned.          

 Finally, the best charity is believed to be the one which continuously benefits 

people, such as helping to build a school, a clinic, or a water supply system, or helping a 

077, 097, 101 
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poor person start up his own business. This is known as sadaqa jariya which means 

ongoing charity or endowment for service all year long. It is found in surat al-Baqara 

2:43, 83, 177 and 277. The Prophet is recited to have said in a hadith Muslim: ‘When a 

person dies, his works end, except for three: ongoing charity, knowledge that is benefited 

from, and a righteous child who prays for him’.82  This means that any good you do that 

benefits people even after you die will count for you.     

 It is advised for women to take part in charity activity rather than stay home.  It is 

narrated that Jabir ibn ‘Abd-Allah said ‘my maternal aunt got divorced and wanted to go 

and pick some fruit from her trees. A man told her off for going out, so she went to the 

Prophet and he said: Never mind, go and pick the fruit from your trees. Maybe you will 

be able to give it in charity or do something good with it’.83

Leisure in Islam 

  Furthermore, some of the 

Prophet’s wives were know for being key philanthropic contributors to their 

communities.  Khadija was known for her remarkable efforts in freeing slaves; while 

Zainab was known as ‘umm al-masakin’ (mother of the poor) helping children who lost 

their parents.   

 

In Islamic legal terminology there is no specific term to denote leisure, yet that does not 

mean that the concept is absent in Muslim prescriptions nor societies. Martin and Mason 

(2003 and 2004) noted that while the concept of leisure is a Western one, developed and 

used over the past century, as a phenomenon and practice it exists within Muslim context.  

To explore what the dominant forms of normative Islam in Egypt says about leisure, it is 

imperative to specify what is meant by leisure in this framework. Thus it is useful to draw 

the distinction between the ‘objective definition of leisure, defined in terms of particular 

types of activities carried out in certain residual periods of time and the subjective 

definition of leisure as a state of mind’ (Martin and Mason, 2004).  In terms of objective 

definition, this section will cover those activities and spaces that Muslims are either 

encouraged or discouraged in taking part in.  Thus distinction between halal (permitted), 

recommended and haram (prohibited) types of leisure activities/spaces will be presented.  
                                                 
82 For more on the theological basis of sadaqa jariya, see El Daly (2001).  
83 HM 1483 
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In relation to subjective leisure, reference will be made on Islamic stance on usage of 

leisure time in terms of the benefits (spiritual, individual and social) derived.  The 

following section will only deal with theological basis of leisure in Islam, while the next 

two chapters will present how leisure is practiced in contemporary Egyptian society.  

 

11. Useless Leisure Discouraged 

Sheikh Muhammed Salih al-Munajjid (1997), an Islamic scholar known for his many 

Islamic edicts, provided an insightful fatwa (a religious opinion concerning Islamic law 

issued by an Islamic scholar) on how Islam generally relates to the leisure issue.84  The 

sheikh stressed that the Islamic definition of pastime does not include the idea that a 

person can be entirely free of any responsibility to do something beneficial, particularly 

in serving God and the Islamic umma.  Islam wants the Muslim, after fulfilling his 

obligatory duties towards God, to use his spare time for fruitful pursuits towards oneself 

or his/her community; thus leaving him with no free time for meaningless activities.  In 

the Islamic shari`a (body of Islamic religious law) it is declared makruh (abominable) to 

engage in meaningless pastimes.         

 Sheikh al-Munajjid (1997) added that Islam does not require an individual to 

spend all his free time in religious activities in a way that will exhaust and drain him. He 

explains instead that Islam calls for humans to enjoy themselves such as spending time 

discussing decent topics with family or friends in the evening; visiting one another; 

joking in gentle and polite ways, and other forms of relaxation.  The sheikh stated that 

what is important is that for one not to leave time intervals that may be filled with evil or 

harmful activities.  That is why Islam has abolished all kinds of customs, festivals and 

celebrations during the time of the jahiliyya.85

                                                 
84 Sheikh (title for religious leader) al-Munajjid is popular among contemporary Egyptian Muslims through 
his television programs on Iqraa (read) channel. Many of the books he authored are widely available in the 
Arab markets.  

  These celebrations used to be filled with 

evil and immortal behavior such as drinking alcohol, gambling, worship of idols and 

listening to misguided poetry which did not speak of any worthwhile human concerns.  

85 Jahiliyya is an Islamic concept of ‘ignorance of divine guidance’ or ‘the state of ignorance of the 
guidance from God’ or ‘Days of Ignorance’ referring to the condition Arabs found themselves in pre-
Islamic Arabia, i.e. prior to the revelation of the Koran to Muhammed. By extension it means the state of 
anyone not following Islam and the Koran. 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Revelation�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qur%27an�
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Instead, Islam replaced these customs with other forms of celebrations and customs that 

encouraged communal bonding and drew believers closer to God.  Examples of useful 

leisure activities that the sheikh noted were, communal worship by performing the prayer 

in congregation, learning and reciting the Koran together, visiting one another etc.  All of 

these activities were ‘noble, pure and filled with meaning and worthy aims’ (al-Munajjid, 

1997).          

 Worthless or distractive activities have been referred to as ‘lahw’ and ‘la`ib’ in 

several ayat in the Koran, which the fuqaha (experts in fiqh or Islamic jurisprudence) 

have similarly used for sports and games.  Interpreter of Islamic law Ahmed E Bemat 

(1989) in his book Islam and Games summarizes the stances of several `ulama on what 

the terms lahw and la`ib mean in relation to the Koran.  The famous mediaeval religious 

scholar al-Fakhr al-Razi, in his commentary on surat Muhammed (47:36), ‘surely this 

world’s life is only a jest (la`ib) and frolicking (lahw). But if you believe and be God-

fearing, He shall give you your wages and shall not ask (all) your wealth’, writes that 

when an individual ignores or postpones important stuff  it is termed lahw, and if he or 

she does give up important work it is called la`ib (Bemat, 1989).86

                                                 
86 Khatib (1986) interprets ‘He shall give you your wages and shall not ask (all) your wealth’ to mean that 
God will ask people to expend their riches on the poor, or in the form of purification dues.  

 Al-Razi clarifies that 

‘important work’ refers to those activities that are noble, virtuous and helps one acquire 

the necessities of life.          

 Bemat (1989) notes that some `ulama or commentators distinguish between the 

two terms from different perspective, whereby la`ib are activities that one gets pleasure, 

joy and satisfaction, whereas there is no such objective in lahw.  Other commentators 

view lahw and la`ib as equally immoral and un-recommended. Muslim scholar 

Thanaullah writes that lahw is that work in which the object and result is not right and no 

benefits is gained (Bemat, 1989). La`ib is that work in which no benefits is derived at all, 

because games are transient in nature, and both (lahw and la`ib) distract one from 

worship or other acts of devotion.  Some religious scholars agree that both lahw and la`ib 

are the work of ‘foolish men-the unintelligent, whose intelligence is subnormal’ (Bemat, 

1989: 54); they make one ‘forgetful about the work of the Hereafter’ (Bemat, 1989: 174).  
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Some of the ayat that refer to one or both terms are: 6:32, 6:70, 29:64, 47:36, 57:20 and 

70:42 as follows:87

QS Surat al-An`am 6:32 And this world’s life is but jest and frolic. Better surely for those who fear God, 

will be the last abode. Do you not comprehend? 

 

QS Surat al- An`am 6:70 And leave those who take their religion as jest and frolic, and whom this 

world’s life has deluded. 

QS Surat al-`Ankabut 29:64      And this world’s life is nothing but frolic and jest. And certainly the Last 

Abode is the true life if they but knew. 88

QS Surat Muhammed 47:36     Surely this world’s life is only a jest and frolicking. But if you believe and be 

godfearing, He shall give you your wages and shall not ask (all) your wealth. 

 

The above four verses revolve around some key arguments.  According to Ali (1998) 

play and amusement are not serious activities without any lasting significance. Their 

roles are to refresh or prepare one for other more serious things in life. These more 

serious things are religion (service to God) and the Hereafter, which one should prioritize 

above worldly pleasures. Moreover, one’s life overall should be seen as a transient or 

short-term duration that acts as a passageway to Paradise. Thus one should focus on 

noble or virtuous acts during lifetime and not get distracted by those tempting and 

temporary activities of amusement.  

QS Surat al-Hadid  57:20     Know that this world’s life is but frivolity, and frolicking, and adornment, and 

boasting between you and multiplication of wealth and children. 

This verse is meant to abase the earthly life and magnify the life to come in which there 

will be either eternal felicity or anguish (Khatib, 1986). Ali (1998) also explains that this 

verse warns against those who spend their lives playing, amusing themselves, showing 

off and accumulating wealth and competing with one another.  This contrasts with the 

preceding verse, in the same aya that complements all those who do charity work and 

other virtuous acts.   

                                                 
87For detailed explanation on how la`ib and  lahw are used in these Koranic references, see Ali (1998).  
88 That is the Abode of the eternal life, which is not followed by death, nor does it have a term of life after 
which it withers away (Khatib, 1986) 
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QS Surat al-Ma`arij 70:42     So let them blunder and frolic, until they come face to face with their day that 

they are promised. 

It warns against those who waste their time in contumacy and in falsehood and 

unproductive play rather than more useful things (Khatib, 1986).  The verse concludes 

that the Day of Judgment will come and the truth will be revealed, as further described, in 

the next two verses of the same sura, al-Ma’arij.    

 Overall, the above verses and some other in the Koran have been interpreted to 

indicate that useless play and entertainment (lahw & la`ib) is severely disapproved. Islam 

emphasizes a life to be spent with a true purpose and aim wherein each moment is spent 

in some beneficial manner (Bemat, 1989).   

12. Recreation and Relaxation Encouraged 

In regards to maintaining a healthy lifestyle, there seems to be a general consensus 

amongst the different `ulama that Islam encourages one to recreate and relax his mind 

and body (Bemat, 1989).  Generally Islam recommends removing boredom from one’s 

self and gain alertness and agility in order to focus fully towards the main objectives of 

life. This enjoyment, however, must be within the limits and boundaries laid down by 

Islam and not fall within the category of useless entertainment (lahw & la’ib), as 

discussed earlier, or compromise the laws of the shari`a.     

 According to the Koran, Islam’s goal is not to burden man with hardships or 

difficulties as stated in surat al-Hajj 22:78 and surat al-Baqara 2: 185.89

                                                 

89Surat al-Hajj 22:78 ‘And He (Allah) has not laid upon you constraint in religion’. Khatib (1986) 
comments on this phrase saying that Allah has not added hardship or oppression.  Surat al-Baqara 2: 185 
‘God desires for you ease, and desires not for your privation’.  

  It recognizes 

that God has created human beings with needs and desires, so that, as they need to eat 

and drink, they also need to enjoy and relax themselves.     

 There are numerous ahadith that exemplify that recreation and relaxing one’s 

body and mind are not just permissible, they are a requirement.  In a hadith the Prophet is 

narrated to have advised people not to exhaust their bodies, and to remember that the 
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‘body has a right’ over oneself just like a spouse.90

13. Time for Religion and Time for Mundane Leisure 

  Moreover, following the Messenger’s 

example, his companions relaxed their bodies and minds (Bemat, 1989). Bemat notes that 

only with a refreshed body and mind one can engage in serving Allah more earnestly. 

 Hence, to relax the body and mind and to maintain its physical well-being has 

been acceded to in the shari`a, however, remaining within its limits thereby. In addition, 

one is discouraged from exceeding the bounds and engaging in any activity which will 

make one unmindful and heedless of God. 

Islam also recommends that one organizes one’s time so that at a certain period one can 

dedicate it to religious activities, which should always be prioritized, and at other times 

one can engage in beneficial recreation activities.       

 The following incident substantiates that in Islam there is a time and place for 

everything permissible. In one hadith, Hanzala al-Usaidi is reported to have narrated that: 

Abu Bakr met me and asked, ‘How are you, Hanzala?’ I replied, ‘Hanzala has become a 

hypocrite’. He said, ‘What are you saying?’ I replied, ‘When we are with Allah's 

Messenger, he mentions the Fire and the Garden until it is as if we can see them. But 

when we leave the Prophet’s company and play with our wives and children or busy 

ourselves with our properties, we forget much’. Abu Bakr said, ‘By Allah, I have 

experienced the same thing’. He and I then went to visit the Prophet and I said, ‘O 

Messenger of Allah, when we are with you, you talk about the Fire and Garden until it is 

as if we can see them. Then we go out and play with our wives and the children and deal 

with our properties, and we forget much. The Prophet then said, By Him in Whose Hands 

is my soul, if you were to continue at the same level at which you were when with me in 

remembering Allah, the angels would shake hands with you when you are resting and 

when you walk about, but, O Hanzala, there is a time (for this) and time (for that)’.91

                                                 
90 HB 62:127 

 The 

Prophet is believed to have repeated the last phrase three times.  In this hadith, the 

Prophet acknowledges that the Muslim should have a time for God and a time for himself 

and family (al-Qaradawy, 1992). It is interpreted, that the ideal Muslim’s life should be 

91 HM 37:6623 
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balanced between his duties to His Lord and his duties to himself, his family and 

community and others. A balanced life from that perspective does not mean constant 

seclusion in the mosque, nor denying the human need for recreation, amusement and joy.  

 Moreover, Islam recognizes that certain occasions call for celebration and rejoice.  

For example, in surat Yunus 10:58 it states ‘Say, in the munificence of God and in His 

mercy, so let them rejoice in it; that is better than what they amass.’ The term ‘rejoice’ in 

this verse means to celebrate the revelation of the Koran (Mahmood, 1969) and the 

bounty and mercy of God (Khatib, 1986).  Another celebration or event worthy of rejoice 

is when the prophet Muhammed and his followers migrated (Hegira) from Mecca to the 

city of Medina in 622 where they were received by a welcoming crowd singing/playing 

music.92 Another incident narrated by Aisha when one time Abu Bakr came to the 

Prophet’s house and witnessed two small girls singing during the `Id or feast time.  It is 

accounted that Abu Bakr protested by saying: ‘Musical instruments of Satan in the house 

of Allah's Apostle!’ However the Prophet is believed to have responded by saying ‘O 

Abu Bakr! There is an `Id for every nation and this is our `Id.’93

14. Favorable Types Of Sports 

 

 

Islam emphasizes the importance of being in good physical shape in case of war 

(Walseth, K and K, Fasting, 2003; Bemat, 1989).  The Koran and ahadith express a 

favorable attitude towards horse-riding, archery, swimming and foot-racing.  In surat al-

Anfal 8:60 it is stated ‘And prepare for them of whatever force and of stations of horses 

you can, to terrify thereby God’s enemy and your enemy and others apart from them 

whom you know not but whom God knows’. That is, prepare for the enemy whatever you 

can obtain of war machinery and equipment, and whatever places of defense and 

organization you can attain (Khatib, 1986). This Koranic sura is often referred to in 

relation to Allah’s wishes for having strong Muslims to protect their faith.  Strong in this 

sense does not only mean physically but encompasses strength in science, philosophy, 

history, literature etc. In a hadith narrated by Muslim, the Prophet is recited to have said 

                                                 
92 Residents of Medina sang an ever-popular song ‘tala` al-badru `alaina’, which is taught and sang at 
many Egyptian schools today.  
93 HB 2:15:70, see also HB 4:56:730 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medina�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/622�
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‘The strong believer is better and more beloved to Allah than the weak believer’.94 In 

relation to this point, it is important to understand the political and defense policy of 

Islam.  Islam operates on the ideal that a just society can be established by fighting and 

defending itself, from transgressors or external threats, within a moral framework 

(Bemat, 1989). The Koran states ‘And fight for the cause of God those who fight you, but 

transgress not, for God loves not the transgressors’ (Surat al-Baqara 2: 190).  This verse 

is considered to be an answer to those who contended that Islam was built on aggression. 

The command here is to commit no aggression but only to defend oneself without 

transgression (Khatib, 1986).         

 The Prophet encouraged the sahaba or his companions to take part in several 

activities, mainly horseback riding, archery, swimming and foot-racing. In the Koran 

surat al-Nahl 16:8 it is stated that ‘And horses, and mules and asses for you to ride, and 

for ornament. And He creates what you know not’.95  In one hadith, Uqba ibn `Amir 

reported that the messenger of Allah said: ‘Everything with which a man plays is 

unlawful except…… his training his horse…’.96

As for archery, Uqba ibn `Amir also narrated that he heard the Prophet saying: 

‘Whoever gives up archery after having learnt it, is not of us...’.

    

97  On another occasion, 

the Prophet is reported to have once passed by a group of his companions who were 

competing in archery; he encouraged them saying: ‘Shoot and I am with you’.98   

 The Prophet himself raced with his wife Aisha who narrated: ‘I raced with the 

Prophet and beat him in the race. Later when I had put on some weight, we raced again 

and he won. Then he said, ‘This cancels that’, referring to the previous occasion’.99  This 

hadith is unique as it shows that the Prophet himself manifested his affection to his wife 

Aisha through playing and practicing sports with her.100

                                                 
94 HM 6774. 

 This form of playfulness and 

manner of jovial activity is vital in a healthy marriage relationship and considered as 

95 In anticipation of what would be invented of ways and means of transport, this verse hints at all future 
developments in that regard (Khatib, 1986).  
96 HA 14:2507 
97 HM 020:4714 
98 HB 4:55:592 
99 HA 14:2572 
100 This hadith was narrated only by Aisha and none of the sahaba, that makes it obvious that the race was 
carried out in absolute privacy.   
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permitted in Islam (Bemat, 1989).  Hence, the Prophet was narrated to have said: ‘Every 

such engagement of man which entails play and amusement is null and void except 

archery, training one's horse and playing with one's wife, for these things constitute 

righteousness’.           

It should also be remembered that all permissible things become acts of worship 

when they are coupled with good intention (Bemat, 1989). Thus, when playing sports, 

one should make an intention of removing laziness, exercising the body and staying 

healthy in order to worship Allah in a better way.  

 

15. Unfavorable Types of Activities. 

Those types of leisure activities that distract one from the obligatory (fard) and necessary 

(wajib) obligations are not termed lawful within Islamic context (Bemat, 1989).  Besides, 

those games that have no worldly or religious benefit and have no purpose to it, and are 

played only to pass time can also not be deemed permissible, for Islam disapproves of 

useless entertainment and wasting one’s time, as it was stated earlier.  During the time of 

jahiliya there were certain kinds of games and habits that were later prohibited in Islam 

as they were considered to negatively impact time, human health and money.   

 Those games that have been explicitly prohibited in the hadith as not lawful are 

backgammon, playing with dice, cards and, generally, gambling or games of chance. The 

Messenger of Allah is recited to have stated that playing with dice is undesirable for 

Muslims.101

                                                 
101 HA 34:4210 

  Surat al-Ma’ida (5:90) explicitly states that gambling and games of chance 

is prohibited and is considered the ‘abomination of Satan’s handiwork’ or the tools of 

Satan to keep believers from proper work. That included all types of gambling and arrow 

shuffling, which was a favorite game of the pagan Arabs (Khatib, 1986). In surat al-

Baqara 2:219, similar to alcohol, it is stated that gambling has greater harm than profit to 

mankind.  The Islamic principle on which the objection against gambling is based is on 

the idea that a person gains what he/she has not earned or lose on a mere chance (Ali, 

1998).            

 Those habits or sports that are very aggressive or risk the participants’ safety and 
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well-being are also discouraged.  If sustaining injuries is very common, then the game 

would not be permissible (Bemat, 1989). ‘And expend in the cause of God, and do not 

cast yourselves by your own hands into annihilation’ surat al-Baqara, 2:195.  

 Further the consumption of intoxicants, including alcohol is prohibited. Abdullah 

ibn Amr reported that the messenger of Allah prohibited intoxicants….and ghubaira (a 

kind of wine).102 In surat al-Ma’ida 5:90 it is stated further that intoxicants or strong 

drink is also disapproved of.  In surat al-Baqara 2:219 it is notes that wine or khamr are 

of ‘great sin’, where the ‘sin is greater than their usefulness’. Khamr is literally 

understood to mean the fermented juice of the grape; applied by analogy to include all 

intoxicating liquor or drug (Ali, 1998).  The harm in alcohol is great on human health and 

social wise too.  In the books of Bukhari there are also numerous ahadith that 

demonstrate a negative stance on the consumption of alcohol.103

16. Places that are Sinful should be Avoided 

     

 It is also recommended that any game a Muslim takes part in should be free from 

extravagant and lavish spending, for money should be spent in more purposeful and 

meaningful things (Bemat, 1989). According to surat al-An`am, 6: 141 ‘And do not 

squander for He loves not the squanderers’.   

Going to places where Allah is disobeyed and in which sacred limits are openly violated 

for fun and for leisure is considered to be something that is forbidden according to 

Shari`a  (Bemat, 1989). Surat al-Furqan 25:72, ‘And those who do not bear false 

witness, and when they pass by idle chatter, they pass by with grace’. In this verse it is 

advised for Muslims to avoid vain, absurd and obscene gatherings (Khatib, 1986). If an 

individual finds himself in such a negative context, he must depart from it in an 

honorable, dignified way and not in a fussy arrogant way.   

17. Women and Leisure: Time and Space 

The Koran, in addressing the believers, often uses the expression, 'believing men and 

women' to emphasize the equality of men and women in regard to their respective duties, 
                                                 
102 See for example, HA 26:3662 
103 See for example HB 7:69:481; HB 7:69:482  
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rights, virtues and merit.  In surat al-Ahzab (33:35), for example, it addresses all virtues 

as applicable to both men and women, with no differentiation.  However in relation to 

women’s access to leisure time and public space, certain issues must be highlighted.

 In my 2005 research on mothers’ leisure experiences, it was observed that 

Egyptian women’s access to free time was highly constrained by obligations of 

motherhood.  Women’s sense of obligations towards childcare was explained as a matter 

of natural instinct and in connection to Islamic scriptures.  These scriptures stress the 

importance of the mothers’ role in raising her children and the great difficulty that she 

must endure for the sake of her family, for which she will be abundantly rewarded by 

God.  In one hadith, the Prophet has been quoted as saying: ‘Paradise is under the 

mother’s foot’, while another considers the mother more entitled to a son’s concern and 

support than the father (Inhorn, 1996:83).  One Koranic verse surat al-Kahf 18:46 states, 

‘Wealth and Offspring are the adornments of earthy life’.   Accordingly, mothers are 

encouraged to prioritize their free time towards family duties.    

 As for women’s presence in public space, certain conditions must be observed.  

Modesty in behavior is expected, not only from women but men too (Macleod, 1996).  

The Koran surat al-Nur 24:30 states, ‘Say to the believers that they should restrain their 

eyes and guard their private parts. That is purer for them’. Ali (1998) comments on this 

verse by noting that a bold stare by a man towards a lady violates the rules of good 

manners and it is thus prohibited.  Modesty does not only guard the weaker sex, but also 

guards the spiritual good of the stronger sex.  Surat al-Nur 24:31, is mostly interpreted as 

stating that women should observe ‘modesty’. The verse states that women should 

observe limited covering of the body and limited seclusion from inappropriate viewers. 

Women are thus encouraged to not use makeup and ornaments that may seduce men. 

Moreover, the ‘veil’ should be drawn ‘over their (women) bosoms’; this part of the verse 

is interpreted by Ali (1988) to mean that females’ garments should cover all parts of the 

body except the face and palms of the hand.  Therefore, covering of the face is strictly not 

an Islamic custom.          

 Finally, with regards to women’s seclusion, Islam states that women should not 

expose their ‘adornment’ or beautification to men except to their ‘husbands or father or 

husbands’ fathers, or their sons or their husbands’ sons, or their brothers or their brothers’ 
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sons or sisters’ sons or their women104, or what their right hands possess or male 

attendants of no sexual desire or children who have seen nothing of women’s hidden 

parts’ surat al-Nur 24:31.105

18. Conclusion 

 In other words, women are free to mingle with those people 

with whom marriage is explicitly forbidden; and to not expose their beauty to those of the 

opposite sex whose kinship does not represent any obstacle for marriage.  

 

The material presented in this chapter provided theological basics of Ramadan practices, 

Islam’s stance on leisure in general and, finally, issues related to females’ access to 

leisure time and space. Several key issues are concluded in this chapter that will have 

direct implications on how Ramadan is lived and contested in contemporary Cairo, as we 

shall come to see.  In this section I will not only summarize the main points in this 

chapter but also highlight those subjects that are negotiated within modern context. 

 Islamic prescriptions generally complement one another on the vast majority of 

Ramadan practices like the virtues of fasting, charity, night of power etc.  Nevertheless, 

there are some theological disagreements on other subjects such as when Ramadan starts, 

the duration of the holy month and the number of raka`at during tarawih prayers. Such 

lack of consensus of these and similar issues may become sources of confusion and 

debates among Muslims.  Moreover, the issue of niya or intention is of utmost 

importance as touched upon earlier. The notion of niya as we shall come to see is not 

restricted only to performing the fast but also applies to doing charity work and other 

activities that are crucial in realizing the virtues of the holy month. One recurring matter 

of debate among contemporary Muslims is whether one is performing Ramadan deeds 

out of sincere niya in serving God or for materialistic gains or social pretence. This issue 

will be elaborated further on in chapter five on piety.   

 Moreover almost all recommended Ramadan activities presented in this chapter 

such as sahur, iftar, tarawih, charity work and sunna like breaking the fast with a date 

continue to exist till the present day in Egypt.  The next two chapters will show how the 
                                                 
104 The term ‘their women’ means women in their service or slave girls (Khatib, 1986). 
105 The phrase ‘male attendants of no sexual desire’ refers to those who would not be attracted to the 
opposite sex because of their old age or being castrated. The term ‘children’ refers to those youngsters who 
have not reached the age of pubescence. 
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holy month is actually lived in modern Cairo.  While many of the Ramadan activities that 

were tackled in this chapter will recur again (particularly in chapter four) the way they 

are practiced and perceived differs considerably.  The spiritual basis of these Ramadan 

activities do not lose their significance in the modern context, they become rather 

redefined. Additionally, some other traditions with no theological basis, and thus not 

mentioned in this chapter, are invented to fit with modern living as will be presented 

later. 

 In relation to leisure and Islam the material presented in this chapter are reflective 

of some of the fatwas and religious interpretations highly publicized and popular among 

Egyptians.  Mainly, it is recommended that one should always prioritize religious duties 

above worldly activities, engage in meaningful leisure activities that benefit the Muslim 

umma and avoid those activities or spaces that are filled with obscenities, idleness, 

alcohol, gambling or other harmful acts that can negatively impact one’s health, 

community or finances. Moreover, the `ulama agree that Islam encourages one to recreate 

and relax his or her body and mind through lawful or halal means. I wish to highlight the 

notion of progressive or useful kinds of leisure at this point, since it becomes of high 

importance in defining what is authentic Islam within the modern nation state as will be 

presented in chapter seven.  

 Finally the theological basics on motherhood and modesty within the public 

sphere serve as criteria for women’s access to leisure time and space.  In the coming 

chapters it will become clear how youth females in contemporary Cairo negotiate these 

notions through their participation in a vast range of Ramadan leisure activities.  The 

dynamic relationship between normative/theological Ramadan and local/lived traditions 

of Ramadan in Cairo will unfold more explicitly in the coming chapters of the book.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE MONTH OF SHA`BAN: SELF AND SPATIAL PREPERATIONS 

 

About two weeks before Ramadan 2008 began I was waiting patiently at a coffee shop 

for a young woman who had agreed to be interviewed for my research. She was at least 

half an hour late and when she finally showed up, she came panting and rushing to my 

table with loads of plastic bags filled (which I later came to find out) with food groceries, 

new head scarves, loose-fitting dresses and paper announcements of some Ramadan 

charity activities printed out from the internet. After relaxing for a while she smiled at me 

apologetically and jokingly said ‘Ana ta` ban fi Sha`ban ’ or ‘I am tired in Sha`ban ’ to 

imply that her lateness, and apparent exhaustion, was caused by some important errands 

she had to run before the holy month began.      

The month of Sha`ban is the eighth month of the Islamic calendar right before 

Ramadan.  This month was known as the month of ‘separation’ as the pre-Islamic Arabs 

used to disperse in search of water.  In light of the concept of liminality, rooted in Arnold 

van Gennep’s book Les Rites de Passage in 1909, the first phase of rituals or rites is 

‘separation’ which the author regards as a symbolic action where a person or group are 

uprooted from a familiar social context and taken into a new one.106

In this chapter I offer a third-person description of the behavior and spatial 

changes that occur during the month of Sha`ban in Cairo. In the first part I explore upper-

middle class Egyptian female youth’s leisure throughout the year and those purifying 

activities carried out in Sha`ban that allow them to begin Ramadan in a pure mental and 

physical state. The second part of the chapter will cover both private and public spatial 

  Sha`ban, in this 

perspective, can be regarded as the first phase of rituals that marks the transition from 

ordinary space-time to sacred space-time.  With the fasting month just around the corner, 

Sha`ban  evidently becomes an exhaustive time of activities that many Muslims 

undertake to ‘separate’ themselves from the profane and prepare to enter the sacred realm 

of the holy month. Within the modern context of Cairo, however, the boundaries defining 

the sacred and profane are not clear-cut but rather blurred as I will illustrate here.   

                                                 
106 In the ritual phase of ‘separation’ van Gennep notes that it usually involves acts of violence such as 
circumcision and animal sacrifice. However, this does not apply in the context of Sha`ban in Egypt.  
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transformations that occur in urban Cairo during Sha`ban. I will also compare the spatial 

preparatory activities between inhabitants of the affluent parts of Cairo and those of 

Boulaq, a popular working-class district.  It becomes evident that young women’s 

behavior and leisure settings are altered, to a large degree, to accommodate for the 

religious and recreation demands of the holy month. I will also show how processes of 

modernization, such as commercialization and global culture values such as the desire to 

loose weight, shape that process of transformation as well.   

 

BEHAVIOR TRANSFORMATION 

 

Sha`ban  is a crucial time for youth where they prepare to shift from an identity of being 

the ‘outgoing party animal’ to one that is reflective of a more pious self in Ramadan.  

This notion of identity shift, opposes what some anthropologists have commonly referred 

to as a characteristic or group of features to identify as a culture’s symbol of self or a 

person.  This ‘wholesome’ characteristic of identity was usually contrasted to the 

Western concept of the self as in the work of Geertz (1984) and Marriott (1976).  I, 

however, adopt Ewing’s (1990) and Gregg’s (1998) approach who theorize that people in 

cultures emit multiple and inconsistent identities that may change according to context. 

When contexts shifts, actors negotiate identities and seek to achieve specific goals. 

Certainly when the holy month approaches, youth undergo several behavior 

transformations that pave the way for achieving a more pious self.  

 

1. Upper-Middle Class Female Youth and their Year-Long Leisure 

 

Egyptian youth’s preparations for Ramadan cannot be explained in a vacuum without 

consideration of their year-long behavior. To understand and appreciate the importance 

female youth place on preparing themselves before Ramadan begins, I found it crucial to 

examine their usual leisure practices throughout the year.  In doing so one can see how 

the women’s behavior patterns changes, to a large extent, to fulfill their quests for more 

intense  piety during the holy month, while minimizing their usual mundane leisure 

activities.  
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Upper Class youth’s year-long leisure could be characterized as one of 

differentiation in choices and hybridization in culture forms. According to Bo Reimer 

(1995) urban youth in general, as a result of late modernity, are confronted with extensive 

choices on how to spend their free time.  What I observed is that Egyptian youth are not 

only engaged or confronted by a wide array of leisure service and facilities, but these 

resources vary extensively in terms of nature. Some forms of leisure, this social group 

access, are innovations of their generation such as attending Rave parties with Arab-

Western themes combined. Other forms of leisure activities common among older 

generations have been re-invented, such as the modern version of the traditional 

coffeehouse or ahwa (pl. ahawi), and there are those traditions that have been discarded. 

In other words, global leisure culture has been adapted to local circumstances to 

accommodate local tastes and, simultaneously, local traditional leisure forms are 

modified to match modern consumer tastes. Leisure for Egyptian youth thus becomes 

hybrid in terms of blending the local and global together. 

The leisure patterns of young women throughout the year can be characterized as 

mundane in nature, encompassing high consumption.  This is reflected in their 

preferences to dine out, hang out at cafes, to go shopping and in other recreation activities 

undertaken during summer time. All of the expensive leisure activities and spaces 

affluent youth access, meets their cosmopolitan high-culture tastes. Their high prices, 

however, filters out those from lower social stratums. Also some female youth reported 

that they were interested in culture events and activities such as attending performances 

at the Cairo Opera House and Sakiat El Sawy Culture wheel. 107  However, only a 

minority did in fact go to these or similar cultural centers throughout the year; 

consequently I did not include this leisure category in this section.108

                                                 
107 The Cairo opera house has several theaters that houses world-wide opera, ballet and classical music 
performances, film festivals and conferences. It also has several art galleries and the Museum of Modern 
Art. For detailed information on the Opera House’s history and programs, visit http://www.cairoopera.org/ 
Sakiat El Sawy Culture wheel hosts musicians, visual artists, photographers, dancers and stand-up 
comedians from all over the world.  Recently the center has become a popular venue for taking part in 
national campaigns related to raising awareness on crucial issues such as sexual harassment, driving ethics, 
water scarcity etc. For detailed information on Sakiat Sawy Culture-wheel’s programs, visit 
http://www.culturewheel.com/ 

 Finally it is 

 
108 In the next chapter, it will become evident that in Ramadan people dedicated a large part of their leisure 
time to cultural events or activities that they perceived as ‘authentic’ in nature. 
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important to note that some female youth did place emphasis on fulfilling and enhancing 

their religious knowledge and duties throughout the year, even if not quite to the same 

extent as in Ramadan. 

 

1.1 Religion 

 

Egyptian youth have become more interested in religion in the last few decades. This is 

certainly related to the growing Islamisation of society which has been taking place since 

the 1970s. This phenomenon of urban youth’s ‘return’ to enhancing their religious 

identity does not only apply to Egypt.  Ayse Saktanber (2000) research on urban youth in 

Turkey writes that this social stratum has recently placed more emphasis on improving 

their religious knowledge and helping those in need.  These young adults feel a ‘sense of 

social distinction attained through their perception of themselves as being on the true 

path’ (Saktanber 2000: 10).          

 Many of the upper-class participants in my research assured me that they 

considered themselves ‘religious’. In elaborating on this form of identification, they 

noted that they believe in Allah (God) and the Prophets, fast during Ramadan and give 

zakah (almsgiving). Some other individuals also stated that they keep the Koran with 

them at home, in their rooms and cars. Others added that they considered themselves 

religious by not drinking, eating pork or going to places that serve alcohol.  Some of 

those who admitted that they drank alcohol or did not pray frequently, for example, 

defined this as a ‘deficiency’ that they need to work on. Urban Egyptian youth have 

developed an increased interest in attending religious classes, listening to religious 

preachers and going for congregational prayers at the mosque. Some have also become 

active members in Islamic philanthropic organizations such as Risala.109

Similar to Linda Herrera’s (2001) research among young women that attend a 

private Islamic school in Cairo, hybrid identities works amongst upper-middle class 

female youth in my research as well. They devise their own regulation for pious religious 

behavior while accommodating their desires to live a modern life. Some examples I 

 

                                                 
109 Risala means ‘the message’. It is a highly-respected social organization that works for helping orphans, 
poor, physically disabled individuals etc. mainly operated by Egyptian youth.  See, http://www.resala.org 
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observed and that were also pointed out in Herrera’s research is that Egyptian youth 

would listen to pop music as long as they display religious reverence by turning it down 

on hearing the call for prayers. They would also simultaneously dress up in fashionable 

clothes and demonstrate modesty by temporarily covering themselves before attending a 

religious class. As stated earlier, the social or spatial context defined how youth identity 

shifts between religious and mundane conduct.  

 

1.2 Coffee shops  

 

The traditional coffeehouses or ahawi baladi have become reinvented in urban Cairo into 

more fashionable up-market types, that mainly caters for the wealthy social groups.  

Some of the popular cafes that youth frequent in Cairo are Cilantro, Grand Café, Beanos, 

Starbucks and Coffee Roastry.110

These cafes greatly vary from the traditional ones.  Unlike the ahawi baladi, these 

up-market cafes are decorated in Western-style interior, have wireless internet 

connection, serve non-Egyptian snacks like muffins, crepe, and croissant. They also 

greatly vary on the price level. One Cappuccino may cost up to 15 Egyptian pounds (€2) 

versus 50 piaster (€0.07) for a cup of coffee at the traditional cafes. These elitist cafes are 

all air-conditioned and usually have large screens with English and Arabic pop music 

playing in the background.  

  Coffee shops like these have become central urban 

venues for the social life of many affluent Egyptians.  Koning (2005) did an interesting 

ethnographic research that discusses the emergences of these exclusive public spaces that 

meet the demands of young upper-middle class Egyptians professionals.   As the author 

observed, up-market coffee shops served as the main leisure venues for young Egyptians.   

 Upper-middle class youth are highly attracted to these public leisure venues for 

various reasons. Some of the reported reasons included their trendy ambiance, food 

quality and cleanliness. Unlike nightclubs or bars, coffee shops are open all-day long and 

do not necessarily start late in the evening. Hence, they are more appropriate for the 

young women with early home curfews (varies between 9 pm to 11 pm) set by their 

parents.  Moreover, I observed that cafes served as ‘acceptable and safe’ places for 

                                                 
110 For insightful information on the location and setting of these cafes, visit www.yallabina.com 
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meeting friends and potential suitors. In probing more on this issue with some female 

respondents, I came to learn that since these elitist cafes are alcohol-free and mainly 

attract wealthy people, the likelihood of meeting a ‘decent’ (in terms of not consuming 

alcohol) and wealthy man is high.  

 A new trend for these up-scale coffeehouses are women-only cafes.  Nineteen 

year old Noran studies at the Future University in Cairo, who wears the hijab headscarf, 

is a regular customer at some women-only cafes. She told me that these cafes are ‘ideal’ 

for people like herself that wear the hijab or those females who want to relax more 

without compromising their pious modesty. ‘I can smoke, laugh and talk loudly or even 

take off my scarf if I wish….without feeling embarrassed, scarred of committing any sins 

like laughing loudly, attracting unwanted male attention or putting my reputation at 

stack’ Noran explained. In a press interview, forty-two Marwa Ismail, owner of a 

women-only café in Nasr city who has suffered tremendously from sexual harassment, 

said the main reason for initiating that project was that women can be at ‘ease together’ at 

a convenient, safe and private venue (Sami and El-Naggar, 2007).  These recreation 

venues thus offer women the chance to behave freely without compromising their 

modesty or safety.    

Another increasingly popular venue for hanging out and socializing while 

enjoying drinks and snacks are out-door cafes.  These are non-seated, take-away non-

alcoholic bars that serve coffee, juices and all sorts of snacks.  They are usually located 

close to universities, gas stations or at main highway intersections in urban Cairo. These 

drink-shops are mostly surrounded by cars with youngsters socializing while enjoying 

their drinks, listening to their favorite songs blasting from their vehicles. They are 

convenient for many as, unlike most seated coffee shops, no minimum charge is imposed 

and one is not confined to a seating area.  Due to the fact that no minimum charge is set, 

these snack-cafes may also attract those from lower-middle classes.   

 

1.3 Bars and dance clubs 

 

During the weekends some of the female youth with late or no curfews frequent dance 

clubs and bars.  These night clubs are very expensive where the entrance fee or minimum 
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charge can go up to 150 Egyptian pounds (€20) per person.  Some of the respondents 

mentioned that their favorite nightclubs were Club 35, Buddha Bar, Latex and La 

Bodega.  Some of these bars are situated on the premises of five-star hotels and all are 

located in Cairo’s most affluent neighborhoods such as Zamalek. With the exquisite 

catering and trendy ambiance, these nightclubs are a major contrast to the outside chaotic 

and conservative mode experienced on Cairo streets.   

Alcohol consumption is one key form of recreation at these late night leisure 

places. Alcohol is mainly consumed by foreigners and males while only a few Muslim 

females do in fact drink or stated that they do. On discussing alcohol consumption with 

two upper-class female youth, Maha and Naima, they stated that alcohol is not only 

forbidden in Islam but culturally inappropriate especially for girls.  Naima explained ‘the 

problem with alcohol is that it makes you loose control over yourself and so a woman 

(under the influence of alcohol) can teghlat ma`a wahed (commit a mistake or have 

sexual relations with a man)….which would bring scandal to her and her entire family’.  

When I asked her why the risk of ‘loosing control’ was more serious for a woman than a 

man she replied ‘Come on! It is our culture’.  Maha added ‘Yeah! Alcohol is surely bad. 

Alcohol’s effect and odor stays for a long time.  I won’t dare go back to my house and 

confront my parents with the smell of alcohol on me’.  The girls’ views on alcohol made 

me realize that while upper class women, like Naima and Maha, consider themselves 

‘Westernized’ because of their wide exposure and interaction with global culture, they 

still adhere to certain dominant gender/religious beliefs as evident in their leisure-

consumption choices.   

Unlike alcohol consumption, many youth girls stated that dancing was one of 

their favorite pastime activities.  The most popular forms of dancing among that social 

group are disco, oriental dance and salsa.  Hanna (1979) notes that dancing is one form of 

activity that offers humans transient withdrawal from the complex and ever-changing 

environment with which youth interact and struggle with. This can be recognized in the 

motivations of the young women I talked to. One female youth summed up her positive 

experience at nightclubs by stating ‘going to Cairo’s up-scale nightclubs is like stepping 

into the movie Saturday Night Fever… people are letting go of anxieties while 
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grooving’.111

One  form of clubbing that has become fashionable among the young upper 

classes in Cairo is Rave music. Rave parties are commonly held at elitist dance clubs 

such as Le Pache club in Sharm El Sheikh and several others in Gouna Resort.  I attended 

one Rave party in Halloween 2007 at Sharm El-Sheikh.  The age group present ranged 

between 18 till 25.  Almost everyone was dressed in Halloween costumes and spoke 

English or French.

 Dancing for some of the girls serves as an outlet from daily stresses faced in 

their studies, and from issues concerning their relationships with parents and boy friends.  

Moreover, these nightclubs are also considered a safe haven for youth to partially let go 

and dance freely due to the strict entry policy imposed.  Only the rich and well-connected 

people gain admittance to these places.   

112 Consumption of alcoholic beverages was high among all attendees 

regardless of gender.  I also witnessed open exchange and usage of drugs.  One drug that 

was widely used was Ecstasy and Speed or as known by many, the ‘Elite’s drugs’ due to 

their high expense and difficulty in accessing them.113

A relatively new music genre that is considered trendy among youth and is 

closely attached to Rave parties are the re-mixes of classical Arabic music into Western 

tunes and, also, introducing Arabic instruments into Western songs.  The result is an 

interesting combination of Anglo-Arabic Music. This hybrid type of music has been 

tactfully tackled in the work of Puig (2006) and Sadek (2006). The authors discussed how 

Egyptian music has come to incorporate diverse international tastes and preferences. The 

music has become more cosmopolitan, the authors note, due to the growing Gulf Arab 

impact, Egyptian labor migration to Europe, increased number of refugees from sub-

Saharan Africans and Levantine to Cairo.  

  As a matter of fact, the entire 

Rave scene is attached to the image of ‘glamour and prestige…it’s related to fashion and 

a lifestyle’ (Cairo Times 2002 quoted in Arvizu 2004).   

At the party I went to, one song that came up and received immense applause and 

excitement, for example, was for legendary Egyptian Singer Om Khalthoum’s hit song 

‘enta omry’ (You are my Life).  This song has a new Western version were the 

                                                 
111 Saturday Night Fever is a 1977 American film starring John Travolta as Tony Manero, a troubled 
Brooklyn youth whose weekend activities are dominated by visits to a local discothèque. 
112 Most of the upper-class youth have either studied or are studying at foreign educational institutes.  
113 For an interesting study on drug use among Egyptian youth, see the work of Al-Dabbagh (1996). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1977_in_film�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Travolta�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brooklyn�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Discoth%C3%A8que�
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background music is ‘fast and lively’, as described by one female respondent. She added 

that she appreciates the lyrics of Om Khalthoum’s song but ‘gets bored dead’ with its 

slow rhythm. Thus it can be concluded that music played at Rave parties in Egypt are  re-

styled into Western and Classical Arabic music to match the taste of its Egyptian-

Westernized audience.    

In this section it was revealed how Western leisure culture forms impact local 

culture. Alcohol consumption, rave music, Halloween and associations to American 

movie (Saturday night fever) have transformed how contemporary affluent Egyptian 

women spend and experience leisure. Simultaneously, local culture norms and 

preferences also influence that transformation process. Gender expectations that promote 

female modesty and discourage consumption of alcohol and staying out late (curfews) 

dictate which kinds of leisure practices women can take part in. In addition, Egyptian’s 

preferences for local classical music have motivated Disc Jockeys (DJs) to play old 

songs, re-styled to modern tastes.  

 

1.4 Malls 

 

Malls have become major city leisure venues for Egyptians. They offer a wide spectrum 

of recreation options, primarily clothes shopping, restaurants and movie theaters. One of 

the highly favored and most popular malls in Cairo is City Stars mall situated in Nasr 

city; it includes international brand names such as Mango, Vero Moda and Zara.114

One female youth, however, disapproved of the mestawa en-nas (stratum of the 

people) present at the malls. Similar to many upper-class individuals, the respondent 

 Malls 

are preferred among most upper and middle-class Egyptians as they are safer, cleaner and 

less noisy unlike the chaotic streets of the city. They also offer a feeling of being 

affiliated with the upper class and of being modern (Abaza, 2006b). The girls I 

interviewed agreed that they enjoyed the ‘modern atmosphere’ of the malls which they 

defined as having top-quality Western clothes shops, cafes, and blockbuster American 

movies at cinemas etc.     

                                                 
114City Star’s mall official opening was in 2005. Its interior design is inspired by ancient Egypt architecture.  
Some of the world’s most renowned designer fashion stores exist at this mall.       
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Image 1: Youngsters partying at a private beach 
in Marina Resort, August 2009. 

expressed preference to leisure at venues where the poor do not have access to. ‘At malls, 

you sometimes see people who look like they just came from the countryside….they are 

dressed poorly and goggle at the girls in a freaking kind of way’ she explained.  Certainly 

during the weekend days in particular, some of the elitist malls in Cairo become main 

leisure spots for those from low class stratums. In her research, Abaza (2006b) highlights 

that malls in Cairo have become touristic sites of attraction for rural Egyptians. 

Accordingly, security guards at some of the malls may restrict admittance to those who 

appear poor or violent.  

 One key point this section revealed, is how the affluent associate the lower-

classes with uncivilized manners such as ‘goggling’ at women and, possibly, sexual 

harassment. Accordingly, they do not represent the ‘authentic’ and sophisticated manners 

for Egyptians. More on this issue will be tackled extensively in chapter seven.  

 

1.5 Summer vacation 

 

It is important to note that youth attribute high 

importance to the preparations undergone 

during the month of Sha`ban due to the fact 

that Ramadan (during the years fieldwork was 

conducted for this research) started right after 

the summer holidays.  The summer season for 

many Egyptian youngsters is the time for 

relaxation, partying, getting to know new 

people and romantic dating.  Most upper class 

Egyptians flock to luxurious beach resorts 

located in the north coast, namely Marina and 

Agamy that lie within or close to Alexandria 

city.   

Many of the Egyptian tabloid papers cover stories, with photographs, of dancing 

parties at exclusive beaches and villas at these resorts.  Independent newspaper, Ain 

(August 9, 2007) carried many critical and satirical stories of wealthy teenagers taking 
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part in ‘Westernized and out-of-control’ theme parties that included dancing in bikinis 

and alcohol consumption. For example, exclusive Oxygen beach in Agami area held 

Foam parties, similar to those held in the USA, where girls danced in bikinis and boys 

and girls mingled freely (Galoosh and El Sebay, 2007).  At a similar beach, named La 

Plage in Marina, I have witnessed a similar atmosphere as described in Oxygen beach 

(See image 1).  Those girls wearing the headscarf were a minority, some people brought 

their own alcoholic drinks and openly drank it at the beach (no alcohol was sold), many 

teenagers in swimming costumes danced to Western and Arabic music.  As one young 

female friend told me ‘going to La Plage and Oxygen beaches makes you feel you are not 

in an Arabic-Islamic country…..everything is Americanized, especially people’s 

attitudes’. She further expressed feelings of ambivalences in the sense of appreciating 

Egypt’s openness to the world, and concurrently, disapproving the notion that foreign 

culture habits posed as a threat to local religious and cultural values.   

A phenomenon that has also gained momentum in Egypt is women-only beaches 

that opened in 2006 in elitist Marina resort on the north-coast. At Yashmak (named after 

the Turkish face veil) and La Femme beaches the bouncers, DJ, people selling freska 

(type of sweets mixed with nuts and syrup sold particularly at the beaches in Egypt) and 

all employees are females. Women are thus free to wear their swimsuits or bikini, tan, 

swim, even dance to blasting Arabic and English tunes; all away from men's gazes.  

These beaches allow veiled or religious women to enjoy themselves, look stylish and not 

feeling guilty for taking off their head-scarves or modest outfits.  The advertising poster 

for Yashmak beach one summer reflects that idea of combining piety with Western-style 

fashion; it showed a woman whose face and head are covered and who is wearing a 

stylish-looking bikini.  Before the establishment of women-only beaches, veiled women 

felt obliged not to swim at all or wear what is known as shari`i swimwear.115

 

  Similar to 

women-only cafes, many Muslim women express appreciation towards these female 

beaches.  In their views, these recreation spaces helped resolve their dilemma of enjoying 

themselves to the optimum (swimming and laughing or dancing freely) without 

compromising their pious modesty.  

                                                 
115 Shari`i is a word adopted from Islamic shari`a and refers to a full-body dress cover. 
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2. Upper-Middle Class Female Youth and Sha`ban Preparations 

 

In the previous section I have highlighted the key activities that female youth engage in 

throughout the year. As was noted, most of youth’s free leisure time is dedicated to 

profane activities such as shopping, clubbing and hanging out with friends. In comparison 

to the holy month, little time is dedicated to sacred duties such as prayers and charity 

work.  Furthermore, among this social group there were variations in terms of 

accommodation to religious and cultural rules of modesty in their habitual leisure all year 

long. This is exemplified in how some youth preferred to spend their leisure time at 

women-only cafes or beaches while others favored mixed-gender recreation spaces.  It 

thus becomes apparent that youth’s leisure services and spaces are hybrid in nature to 

match the target market’s diverse cultural tastes and levels of religiosity.   

In the month of Sha`ban a large shift in youth’s behavior occurs aimed at 

minimizing their engagement in profane acts and preparing themselves for the holy 

month. It is important to note that this shift is multifaceted whereby some preparations 

are motivated by religious acts and some others by worldly ones such as desire to loose 

weight. Additionally, Sha`ban  for some female youth does not only serve as the time for 

preparations but also the last chance to enjoy the jollities of life before committing to 

more strict piety in Ramadan.  

 

2.1 Abstaining from alcohol 

 

As stated previously in chapter two, the consumption of alcohol is prohibited in Islam.  

Those female youth who did in fact consume alcoholic drinks did so in secret, behind 

their parents back, and were reluctant in admitting or discussing their drinking habits.  I 

observed that at rave parties and nightclubs a few girls, whom I got closer to through the 

course of my research, did in fact drink but not as heavily as their male friends.  

Before Ramadan begins, many girls try to minimize their outings to nightclubs or 

late-night parties.  One reason for doing so is to ‘yezabato’ (slang Arabic word for fixing 

oneself) themselves which includes not drinking or being in an environment where 

alcohol is served.  Similar to those Muslims who are in the habit of drinking alcohol, 
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most female youth preferred to abstain from alcohol forty days in advance to Ramadan 

since alcohol is presumed to remain in the blood for that time period.  

While most people prefer to refrain from consuming alcohol forty days prior to 

the fasting month, a few others try to make the most out of it before Ramadan begins.  

Three weeks before the holy month starts I got many invitations to house parties that 

included the availability of alcohol.  One party hosted by a 22 year old male at his villa 

on the outskirts of Cairo was titled ‘Akher Forsah’ or ‘Last Chance’ to imply last chance 

for partying, drinking and freely mixing with the opposite sex before the holy month 

starts.      

Most restaurants that are owned by Muslims and serve alcohol usually stop 

serving alcoholic beverages in Sha`ban  and particularly during the holy month. Those 

restaurants that in fact do serve alcohol during the holy month do so only to foreigners or 

non-Muslims.  During Ramadan and special Muslim occasions, such as the birth of the 

Prophet, the sale of alcoholic beverages is forbidden by the Egyptian law except to 

foreigners or non-Muslims. Any bar or restaurant not abiding to this law runs the risk of 

having its operation license revoked. Accordingly, waiters and restaurant managers may 

sometimes ask a customer ordering alcohol during the fasting month or other religious 

occasions for their passport or National ID to ensure they are non-Muslims.   

 

2.2 Replacing revealing outfits with modest ones 

About a week before Ramadan started I went over to Maha’s, a 20 year old female 

studying at the British University in Cairo, as she asked me to help her out fill a travel 

visa application.  When I stepped into her bedroom I was shocked with the chaotic state 

her room was in. All her wardrobe doors were opened wide and piles of clothes were 

lying on the floor.  Seeing my astonished facial expression, Maha quickly explained to 

me that she was re-arranging her closet by putting aside tight-revealing outfits and 

bringing out the more loose-fitting and ‘Ramadan-appropriate’ clothes. Half-jokingly 

Maha bid farewell to her fashionable designer clothing and welcomed a new set of 

conservative outfits that included ankle-length gallabiyyas (traditional Middle-Eastern 

garment) and modest prayer shawls. The main criteria for an outfit to be modest or 
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mohtashem, according to Maha and many other girls, is that it should not be transparent 

or revealing the body figure. A few others added that a mohtashem outfit should be dark 

and non-glossy in color so as not to attract male attention.     

 Some girls who do not wear the hijab or headscarf throughout the year prefer to 

adopt it in Ramadan. A rough percentage indication of girls that take on headscarf in 

Ramadan is about 30%. In Sha`ban many girls shop for headscarves or borrow some 

from female friends or family.  I also observed that some of the girls who did wear the 

hijab throughout the year preferred to wear a different type during the holy month.  

During the year they wore what they referred to as the ‘Spanish’ or ‘Gypsy’ hijab, 

whereby the scarf is tied like a bandana, so that the knot is fastened at the back of the 

head and the neck is uncovered. In Sha`ban they put away these kinds of Spanish-type 

scarves and substitute them for the more traditional ones that entirely cover the head/hair, 

chest and shoulders. It would, however, be a mistake to interpret the preference for 

modest-loose dress solely in terms of piety, but rather to conceal over-weight issues as 

well.116

2.3 Setting a diet and exercise plan 

 For some women, their choices to dress up conservatively have little to do with 

religion or, let alone, Ramadan.    

 

Upper-class girls attribute great importance to physical appeal.  When I asked Rahma, 

how she benefits from fasting during Ramadan she replied that one of the positive things 

it offers her is the motivation and opportunity for losing weight and getting fit.  For 

almost all the female youth I talked to, maintaining fitness is not only inspired by health 

reasons but also related to self-esteem and attracting the opposite sex.  Their continuous 

exposure to images of beautiful women with model-like figures on MTV (music channel) 

and other Western and Middle-eastern media vehicles tempts them to work hard to look 

as appealing as some celebrities.  In line with Eum (2005) research, it became evident 

                                                 
116Twenty-year old respondent (named Rahma), for example, does not wear the hijab and leads a non-
traditional lifestyle as she defines it.  She smokes cigarettes, stays out late and goes out on romantic dates. 
Yet she prefers to dress in loose fitting outfits that do not expose her bodily figure and chooses not to wear 
a bathing suit all year long.  Adopting this dress-style does not have to do with piousness but more with her 
over-weight problem she explained. ‘Wearing tight clothes will look disgusting and is simply unattractive’ 
she said. Modest and conservative outfits, she explained, for a ‘chubby’ person like herself is more suitable 
and carries esthetic qualities of simplicity that she values.   



103 
 

that part of Cairo’s youth endeavors to mirror the fashion or looks of their favorite artists’ 

entails high consumption patterns.   

Twenty-year old Rahma, for example, enjoys shopping for clothes, make-up and 

accessories to match those worn by her favorite female stars.  Lobna, her friend, jokingly 

adds that Rahma is ‘obsessed’ with looks as she hopes to land herself a ‘good husband’.  

Rahma teases back by saying ‘with what guys are seeing on television all day, women 

like Nancy Agram and Elissa (Lebanese pop stars), do you think they’d settle for a 

woman with a big belly’. This statement made the entire group of girls I was sitting with 

at the sporting club, crack up laughing and tease one another about past failed 

relationships and useless diet plans. Since most females in this age-group place high 

emphasis on appearance and fashion, they go through endless struggles to loose weight 

and maintain fitness.  

Thus in Sha`ban girls like Rahma allocate some of their free time to exchange 

information on diet and exercise tips that assist in weight loss.  Through e-mails 

correspondence, internet chat rooms, joining groups on social networking websites like 

Facebook and casual conversations, girls learn about specifically tailored diet and 

exercise plans that match a Ramadan lifestyle.  The diet plans adopted outline the 

suggested amount of food intake recommended at the time of breaking the fast and sahur. 

Almost all of the diet plans adopted by women warn against the over-consumption of the 

all time famous Ramadan sweet desserts.   

Some of the girls also preferred to follow a diet plan under the supervision of a 

professional medical doctor.  A practicing dietician told me that right before and during 

Ramadan women flock to her health and nutrition center in large amounts, compared to 

other months of the year. The doctor explained that most of her Muslim patients believe 

that it is easier for them to loose weight during the holy month since they are fasting for 

long hours during the day.  Thus, they come to her clinic in Sha`ban  to consult with her 

and together agree on a Ramadan diet plan that will work best for them. The doctor 

repeatedly stressed that it was particularly crucial for people conducting the fast during 

Ramadan to follow a diet plan with a medical doctor. Fasting all day and failing to eat 

healthy, compensatory meals to make up for the lost nutrients all day may cause serious 

health risks, she explained. She recited to me numerous incidents of young girls so 
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desperately wanting to lose weight, were rushed to her clinic for immediate treatment due 

to malnutrition.  

Since work and school hours are cut down during the holy month, many of the 

female respondents found it easier to allocate time for exercise. In Sha`ban, I witnessed 

frequent discussions between girls on setting up group-exercise programs to be followed 

in Ramadan. Members at similar sporting clubs scheduled meeting times to go jogging or 

walking at the club. These kinds of information were also exchanged via e-mails and 

social network websites.  Many of the girls preferred to exercise during the last few hours 

before the iftar meal so as to get their minds off fasting.  Some other preferred to set 

exercise schedules that start after iftar is over to help burn off the high-calorie meals and 

sweets consumed then. The next chapter will discuss in detail women youth exercise 

experiences during the holy month. 

Besides setting an exercise schedule, some women bid farewell to some of their 

favorite sports during Sha`ban . Three interviewees pointed out that in Sha`ban they 

enjoy last swimming strokes before the fasting month starts.  They considered it haram in 

Ramadan to wear bathing suits as they are tight and expose their body parts. The same 

perspective applies to sport-costumes worn at gymnastics and ballet that some perceived 

as tight, revealing and inappropriate for Ramadan.  Due to lack of demand, swimming 

and gymnastics classes are put to a halt during the holy month at most sporting clubs in 

Cairo.   

 

 2.4 Arranging study and work-related tasks 

 

During Sha`ban  most students and employees are stressed trying to accomplish as much 

work as possible and, eventually, finalize important assignments before the start of the 

sacred month. In Ramadan, the work and study pace noticeably decreases mainly because 

official work hours are minimized, more time is dedicated to Ramadan-related spiritual 

and late-night mundane activities. In addition, a few people find it challenging to 

concentrate on work matters while fasting.  

Accordingly, some students in Sha`ban get together and outline a ‘Ramadan 

Study schedule’ specifying the names of those expected to attend (or skip) the lectures 
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and a plan on how the notes taken during the lectures will be circulated among them. The 

schedule also sometimes includes setting appointments for study-groups to meet and 

review notes in the evening. The main objective for this ‘pre-Ramadan project’ is to 

ensure that each member is granted more free time during the holy month for other 

activities. 

Some students however oppose these special-study Ramadan arrangements. They 

believe that for one to have his/her fast completed, one must attend all lectures, study 

hard and not be lazy. Others find that fasting makes them concentrate better in their 

studies as it purifies their minds from thinking of distractive material or worldly things 

such as shopping and romance. Thus they found that Ramadan did not require any kind of 

study preparations.  

Furthermore, employees working at international organizations and dealing with 

foreign stakeholders are also very keen in finalizing imperative business deals in 

Sha`ban.  Some business people postpone international trips or visits until the holy month 

ends.  At some of the companies I worked for, all essential finance matters with the 

accounting office were settled before Ramadan started.  From experience, we realized 

that the accountants may make numerous mistakes when they were processing payments 

or finalizing budgets during fasting time.   

 

2.5 Body cleansing 

 

Muslims believe that fasting becomes only valid when one is in a ritually pure state. To 

attain that purity, girls dedicate some effort and time in purifying or cleansing their 

bodies, especially before the holy month starts.  The cleansing or nazafa tasks they 

undertake mainly include body-scrubbing, body waxing and trimming or cutting their 

hair. 

Body scrubbing relieves one from dry and dead cells, which gives the girls a 

feeling of refreshment and revitalization.  These sensations help them feel more prepared 

to welcome the sacred month with all the religious activities they plan to get involved in. 

Unlike the public bath or hammam Moroccan women go to as described in Buitelaar’s 

research (1993), Egyptian upper middle class girls do the cleansing themselves, hire 
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someone to do the job at home or go to professional beauty centers.  Girls interviewed 

noted that it was of utmost importance to carry out the cleansing tasks before Ramadan, 

as it was nearly impossible to have them done during the holy month.  They explained 

that it was haram to expose their bodies to strangers (including women), even if it was 

for the purpose of waxing or body-scrubbing.  I spoke to Zeinab, a woman who has been 

in the profession of body waxing for over 20 years, who affirmed that business for her 

goes down to more than 50% during the holy month.  She added that those clients that 

continue to wax during the holy month only remove hair from their arms and legs (up till 

the knees) and not the private parts of the body. Sha`ban, however, served as the peak 

business season for Zeinab.  

Many of the interviewees said that most of the good hair-stylists that they 

regularly go to are men.  They consider it haram to have a man touch their hair during 

Ramadan and therefore carried out all things related to hair trimming and dying in 

Sha`ban.  What I observed, however, was that some girls do continue to go to the hair-

stylists in Ramadan, but only after iftar time. As will be discussed in the next chapter, 

Ramadan is full of social events and leisure outings that almost all occur after iftar time 

outside the home domain. Therefore, many girls find it an absolute necessary to look 

good, including their hair-do, when they go out and socialize with family and friends 

after iftar.  Moreover, many girls think that their fast will be broken if a male hair-stylist 

massages/touches their hair while washing or styling.  Thus it comes as no surprise to 

learn that most hair-salons at elite quarters in Cairo are over-loaded with women 

customers about two or three hours after iftar time.  

 

2.6 Making up for missed fasting days 

 

Sha`ban offers the last opportunity for one to make amends for those days missed fasting 

during the previous Ramadan.  Reasons for having missed fasting days include illness, 

travels (especially long-haul) and menstruation for women.  Among upper-class girls, one 

common reason for having missed fasting last Ramadan was due to a leisure/business 

trips abroad, especially to non-Muslim countries.  They explained that they find it too 

much of a challenge to abstain from food or water when everyone around them is not 
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fasting.  They added that on business trips they are usually overloaded with work, which 

makes it tough to accomplish all work-assignments and maintain concentration while 

fasting.  Twenty-one year old Sana, employee at a publications company, explained to me 

for example how she finds it extremely difficult to fast when she travels every year to the 

Frankfurt book fair. ‘The atmosphere at the fair is super active. Everyone is in a rush to 

make business deals and to be honest I find it nearly impossible to conduct business and 

keep my energy level high, while fasting’.   

 

2.7 Making up with past adversaries  

 

Some key virtues of Ramadan is believed to be forgiveness and unity among Muslims. 

According to many respondents some of the key qualities of the Prophet that they try to 

live up to is forgiveness and kindness to others. Entering Ramadan without trying to 

reconcile with past adversaries is not desirable.  Many individuals thus try to resolve past 

unsettled quarrels or issues to enter the sacred month with a clear conscience.  As one 

individual told me, Ramadan offers one a golden opportunity to make-up with people, as 

it creates a ‘window’ for approaching those you want to reconcile with.  She explained 

that the holy month is the best occasion to contact people, for example to wish them a 

happy Ramadan through telephones, mobile text messages or e-mails. Besides, since it is 

the time for forgiveness, hardly anyone can refuse to resolve issues and make-up. One 

respondent told me that the rare times she calls her sister, whom she regularly has 

‘serious clashes’ with is right before Ramadan starts as she knows that she will not be let 

down.  

 

2.8  Relationships with the opposite sex 

 

Many of the girls that are involved in romantic relationships, excluding engagement or 

marriage, prefer to end or put their relationships on hold until Ramadan is over.  Other 

girls prefer having serious discussions with their boyfriends explaining that they can 

continue going out during the holy month but need to stop holding hands or engage in 

any physical affectionate gestures. One girl who noted that she was ‘terribly in love’ with 
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her boyfriend and finds it hard to put her relationship on hold during Ramadan. Yet she is 

worried that they may ‘accidentally’ hold hands/kiss during the holy month.  She 

remedies that by insisting that she and her boyfriend only meet in group-outings and 

never be left alone together in a secluded or private area.  She added that ‘it is known that 

when a boy and a girl are alone in a room they are accompanied by the devil, however, in 

a public area (where one is surrounded by many people) that devil is chained’.117

 

  Thus 

during Sha`ban many girls carry out serious conversations with their partners to set new 

limits on how they should interact during the holy month.   

2.9 Internet-related activities 

 

Upper-middle class female youth generally make wide use of the internet in matters 

related to their studies, recreation and social networking.  Before Ramadan starts, some 

women prefer to access the internet for other issues, principally those related to religious 

information.  They go through the many Islam-related websites recommended by friends, 

family, university newspapers and their favorite magazines. They check information on 

Ramadan related issues such as how to conduct ‘proper’ charity, fasting and other 

activities; some also engage in interactive Islamic forum chat rooms.  Some of the highly 

favored websites mentioned are www.islamicfinder.org; www.al-islam.com/eng; 

www.islamonline.net.  These and similar websites are added and prioritized on their 

computers’ ‘favorite lists’, while social chatting and dating websites are removed or put 

aside. Some other sources, such as celebrity news websites are deleted as they usually 

contain sexually-suggestive images or information.  One girl I interviewed mentioned 

that she knows of a friend who un-subscribes to internet membership before the holy 

month starts to ensure that she and her family members do not access, even by mistake, 

sexual content widely spread over the internet.  

                                                 

117 Umar ibn al-Khattab narrated that the Prophet said: ‘Whenever a man is alone with a woman the Devil 
makes a third’ hadith Ahmad and al-Tirmidhi 3118.  

 

http://www.islamicfinder.org/�
http://www.al-islam.com/eng�
http://www.islamonline.net/�
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Facebook and Hi5, social utility websites, were mentioned as the most common 

websites for sharing announcements on Ramadan lectures, philanthropic activities, diet 

plan etc. Under the group of ‘religion and spirituality’ I found numerous sub-groups that 

deal with Ramadan, such as collecting donations for food packages, announcing religious 

lectures, recommendations on fasting, prayers etc.  

Part of getting into the ‘spiritual mood’ of the holy month is downloading 

religious ringtones, mobile interfaces and computer desktop screens.  These downloads 

are usually found on the internet. Girls replace their usual pop songs ringtones with tunes 

that say ‘Allahu Akbar’ (similar to the call for prayers) and Sami Youssef’s religious 

songs.118

Furthermore, I observed that some people resort to the internet to learn 

beforehand of the upcoming Ramadan-tailored soap operas, entertainment shows and 

restaurants offering special iftar and sahur meals during the holy month. Some youth 

access the website 

 Some youth also preferred to replace their cellular phones interface, computers’ 

desktop picture and/or screen-saves and profile photos on social utility websites that 

commonly carried pictures of themselves, partners, families and favorite stars, with 

religious phrases or symbols.  Some of the interfaces I saw carried phrases like Allahu 

Akbar and Ramadan Karim.    

www.yallabina.com and similar entertainment ones to prepare 

themselves better for rather the profane leisurely aspect of Ramadan. 

 

3.0 Books, magazines and posters 

 

Female youth’s home library is also readjusted before the holy month begins. Reading 

leisurely books and magazines were noted as one of upper class women youth favorite 

activity throughout the years.  Some of the books and magazines mentioned that matched 

a number of the girls’ interests were intellectual, cultural and scientific related.  For 

example, some of the international magazines mentioned were Newsweek and National 

Geographic. Written material that is academic or intellectual in nature is left in place, yet 

                                                 
118 Some mobile melodies and interfaces can also be purchased through dialing 0900.  These numbers are 
very expensive and may go up to five times in cost more than the usual price per minute.    
   

http://www.yallabina.com/�
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those books or lifestyle magazines that have sexually-suggested illustrations or writings 

are put aside.  

Some of those mentioned material that were put back into storage were romance 

novels and magazines such as Cosmopolitan, Elle, Okay! and other tabloid magazines. 

Some of the names of Egyptian produced gossip magazines that were also removed 

comprised of Flash, el-Maw`ed (The Date), Charisma, Cleo and Enigma.  Finally some 

girls decide to pull down posters of their favorite male actors in Sha`ban . These items are 

instead replaced with books and CDs of more religious nature.  

Similar to the internet, I observed that some female youth purchased lifestyle 

Arabic magazines in Sha`ban to learn of the upcoming Ramadan television shows.  They 

discussed among themselves reviews they have read about the plots and actors starring in 

forthcoming Ramadan soap operas.  Therefore, it is important to stress that youth use 

print and technology mediums to not only learn about religious-related matters but 

mundane ones as well.  

SPATIAL TRANSFORMATION 

 

Youth undergo various preparation rituals to help purify their bodies and minds for the 

sacred month. Preparations extend to private and public spaces as well to include 

thorough house cleaning, removal of obscene street posters or advertisements and public 

sermons at various venues. Spatial transformations are not only inspired by religious 

incentives but also by profane ones such as food shopping and decorations to celebrate 

Ramadan. The following section will include those preparatory activities that are not 

necessarily conducted by upper-middle class youth themselves, but are part of their 

dynamic contextual environment which they directly interact with. In addition, to 

highlight spatial preparatory variations between social classes, I will include Boulaq 

district in my analysis.  

 

3. Private Space:  Home Domain 

 

The home becomes an important leisure venue during Ramadan for sharing meals, 

inviting guests over and, generally, spending quality time with loved ones as we shall see 
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in the next chapter. Accordingly, the month of Sha`ban  becomes an important time to 

clean and decorate the house and stock it with food commodities to welcome the festive 

nature of the month.  

 

3.1 Cleansing and re-arranging items 

 

If you would ask any hired cleaning lady working in Cairo which time of the year she is 

instructed by her employer to conduct thorough cleaning she would say either during 

Sha`ban  or before a big celebration is held at the household such as an engagement 

party. Particularly in the last week of Sha`ban, household owners hire extra labor or pay 

their servants extra money to ensure that the house is cleaned thoroughly and ready for 

Ramadan. Although, most upper-middle class housewives do not do the cleaning 

themselves, they prefer to stay home and supervise the ‘intensified’ house purifying 

process. 

In general, cleaning includes dusting all the furniture, curtains, carpets and 

mobbing and scrubbing of the floors. Top-notch polishing equipments and cleaning 

agents are purchased and used beforehand to ensure that the house is spotless and looking 

at its best.  Kitchen utensils are also thoroughly cleaned and day-to-day cutlery is 

sometimes replaced by grand silverware.  Quality and expensive carpets, decorative 

statues and other house decorations are taken out of the storage and placed carefully in 

the house.  For Muslim Egyptians, Ramadan is the special time for inviting people over 

for iftar and sahur meals and, accordingly, many find it crucial to serve and impress 

guests with the best material goods available in a meticulously clean house.   

Finally, in a few cases, artistic sculptures or portraits of semi-nude/nude figures 

are removed at that time of the month.  Removal of those visuals are carried out to honor 

the purity of the month, bless the fast and as a gesture of respect for those guests who are 

devout or strict Muslims. Thus, in the context of Ramadan meanings associated with 

artistic material with sexually explicit visuals shifts. They become perceived as obscene 

and disrespectful rather than work of creativity.  
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3.2   Decorating with the fanus 

 

One important task that people make sure to accomplish before Ramadan starts is buying 

and hanging/placing a large fanus (pl. fawanis) lantern inside the house. The fanus of 

Ramadan is a unique symbol for the holy month to Muslims in Egypt.     

  The fanus Ramadan has passed from generation to generation, and its Egyptian 

tradition is mired in its own set of circulated stories about its origin.  It is believed that 

the fanus was introduced by the Fatimids (Abdel Aziz, 1987).  One story recites that in 

the year of the Hejira 362 AD, Al-Muizz li-Din Allah al-Fatimi arrived to Egypt one 

night in the month of Ramadan, where he was greeted by people carrying lanterns. 

Another story claims the fanus was used by Egyptian Muslims to light their way in the 

dark, as they walked in a procession to greet the holy month.  One tale also states that the 

lanterns, made of scrap metal and glass with candles inside, were used to light the front 

porches of the houses of the wealthy people during the Fatimid rule.  Another popular 

narrative accounts that the lanterns were used by young boys to escort women out into 

town in Ramadan, as they were not allowed to leave their homes during any other time of 

the year.  The fanus was thus used to inform the men of the city of the arrival of a woman 

so that they would not cross-path and so assure that the woman would not be subject to 

any kind of harassment (Abdel Aziz, 1987). 

Today the fanus is associated with the popular image of children playing out in 

the streets during Ramadan, happily swinging their fawanis and singing a nonce rhyme in 

colloquial Egyptian Arabic which was composed by Ahmed Sherif, who is one of the 

most renowned Arab music writers and composers. The song goes like this:  

Wahawi ya Wahawi (metaphorically meaning the light of fire)…Iyuha (an unknown word which is used to 

rhyme in between)…Ruht ya Sha`ban  (you have gone, O Sha`ban  referring to the month before 

Ramadan)…Wi Geet ya Ramadan (You have gone, O Ramadan)…Iyuha….Bint el Sultan (The daughter of 

the Sultan)…Iyuha…Labsa el Guftan (Is wearing her caftan)…Iyuha…Yalla ya Ghaffar (For God the 

forgiver)…Iduna el Idiya (Give us this season’s gift)..Yalla ya Ghafar.  

Regardless of age, the lantern is perceived as an important symbol for Ramadan that 

prepares one mentally and psychologically for the coming of the holy month. One youth 

respondent said that the presence of the lantern and its light or ‘nur’ helps her prepare 
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better for Ramadan by remembering that the holy month is around the corner and its 

essence is on purity ‘of the heart and mind’ and piety just like the ‘nur’ of the lamp.  The 

lantern also provides the festive ‘feel’, ‘ambience’ or gaww of Ramadan that people look 

forward to every year.  For some children, the lantern is a source of pride.  Children 

would invite one another to show off the new large or expensive lantern that their dad 

bought them in the house.  For the older generation, the presence of the house lantern is 

regarded as an important symbol of tradition practiced every year. One retired man I had 

a casual conversation with one day told me that since he was a child his dad would bring 

one big house lantern every Ramada.  Half laughingly he told me how every Ramadan he 

and his sisters and brothers would impatiently wait every Sha`ban for their dad to arrive 

with the new fanus. This Egyptian tradition, not practiced in any other Muslim country, 

continues to the present day.  

While commonly fathers bring their children a fanus, it has become popular for 

the husband, fiancé or boyfriend to bring his female partner a big fanus. One teenage girl 

explained to me that similar to Valentine where the man brings his partner red roses, in 

Sha`ban  it is ‘expected’ for him to bring his girlfriend a fanus. Sometimes the man 

would ask the fanus-maker to paint his initials on the fanus in the case that it was brought 

by a boyfriend and not a fiancé or husband.  The ‘romantic fanus’ is taken back home, 

usually hidden out of sight (depending on size and whether the boyfriend’s name is 

inscribed on it) or claimed to be from another female friend so as to avoid parental 

interrogation.   

It became apparent that the people attach sentimental and pious meanings to the 

Ramadan lantern. The fanus is a source of national pride for Egyptians and, also, a 

marker of wealth.  Finally, similar to a Western love celebration (Valentine’s Day), a new 

kind of fanus has become invented in modern times, the romantic fanus.   

 

3.3   Protecting from the evil eye 

 

It is perceived by some that even though during Ramadan the ‘devils are chained’ one is 

not safe from the malevolent, evil or envious gaze of other human beings.  Regardless of 

social class, people that adhere to this belief state that the evil-eye is found in Islamic 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaze�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islam�
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doctrine, based upon the verse of the Koran in surat al-Falaq 113:5, ‘And from the evil 

of the envier when he envies’, and the statement of Prophet Muhammad in a hadith, ‘The 

influence of an evil eye is a fact...’119

Generally, people noted that the most effective protection against the evil-eye is 

the Koran or the words of God. The ‘words of Allah are the purest of all’ that calms the 

nafs or soul, shields one from bad luck and secures from el-`ein el-wahsha   (evil-eye) as 

commonly referred to among Egyptians.  When the words of God are present or invoked, 

divine intervention is believed to take the forms of established success and prosperity, 

protection against misfortune, and protection from the jealousy of others (Starrett, 1995). 

Hence, most people prefer to start the purification, or rather protection, processes in 

Sha`ban by playing Koran recitations and/or hanging Koran script frames on the house 

walls. 

  Especially in Ramadan when many guests are 

invited over for meals and are exposed to the ‘best’ material goods provided by the host, 

one has to secure oneself from an envious guest who may cause an (un)intentional evil-

eye.     

Some protection shields against the evil-eye besides the words of the Koran are 

the khamsa (meaning five, a hand-shaped amulet), blue turquoise stone, and bokhor 

incense.  I interviewed a bokhor-seller in an old headquarter in Cairo. He affirmed that 

bokher sales reach a peak in Sha`ban and Ramadan. He explained this boost in sales by 

saying that Egyptians view the bokhor as a source of baraka or blessing that is part of the 

Ramadan celebration. The intense smell of the bokhor is also believed to dispel evil 

spirits, ward off the envious eye of a jealous or malevolent person and bring good luck.  

The Egyptian affluent groups usually criticize those from the lower-classes for 

upholding superstitious beliefs that are not based on reason. The affluent social classes 

justified their belief in the evil-eye by assuring me that it is referenced in the Koran and, 

accordingly, can not be labeled as a superstitious belief. Koranic scripts as sources of 

protection from the evil-eye were also perceived as unrelated to credulous beliefs. In 

relation to the khamsa, blue stone and bokhor, not explicitly mentioned in the Koran, they 

stated that they purchased them for their aesthetic qualities. However, in probing further 

                                                 
119HM 26:5427. 
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it became evident that some upper-middle class respondents shared the same superstitious 

views as the lower classes.  Some partially (if not completely) believed that the khamsa, 

blue stone and bokhor acted as protection shields from the evil-eye. This demonstrates 

the ambivalences that are entangled with identity and social class, as will be further 

elaborated on in chapter seven.    

        

3.4 Food shopping 

 

Before Ramadan starts one frequently overhears women asking one another whether they 

have already done their Ramadan shopping or purchased ‘lawazem Ramadan’ or 

Ramadan necessities. These shopping items mainly include all basic ingredients to bake 

the popular Ramadan cuisine specialties such as sugar, wheat, poultry, honey, fruits, nuts, 

oil, eggs, lentils, chickpeas, beans etc.  

As observed, the preferences towards traditional Egyptian or Middle-Eastern 

cuisine and beverages are stronger in Ramadan than any other times of the year (see 

Glossary for a brief description of the most popular Ramadan food dishes and drinks). 

Traditional Ramadan delicacies are perceived by many Egyptians as a key factor in 

helping to create the special ‘ta`am’ or taste of the holy month.  Many women put aside 

the day-to-day meal snacks that they and their families enjoy eating all year long such as 

cereal, pancakes, muffins etc. and makes space in their kitchen cabinets for the recently 

purchased Ramadan food/drink ingredients. 

Muslim families tend to allocate a large budget for Ramadan shopping for two 

reasons. First Ramadan is viewed as the time for conspicuous food consumption that 

accentuates the festive nature of the month. Secondly, with the sudden increase in 

demand for all food ingredients as the holy month approaches, prices rise considerably.   

For low-income households the increase in price of almost all Ramadan food 

commodities poses as a serious strain. This has particularly been the case in recent years 

with Egypt's deteriorating economy, marked by a weak currency in combination with 

additional Ramadan leisure expenses, school/universities tuition and the fact that families 
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just returned from summer vacation where they spent a lot of money.120

As a result those with low-incomes resort to purchasing in bulk Ramadan food 

items at low-priced wholesale stores or at government subsidized food stores. Some 

others use cheaper substitutes to bake some popular dishes such as using home-made 

syrups instead of mass-produced honey. Also, many commercial companies provide their 

junior employees in Sha`ban with complimentary food packages that include the basic 

commodities as a gesture of generosity.        

  All of these 

factors put many Egyptian Muslims in an unsustainable economic situation.  

 

4. Public Space 

 

In this section it will be shown how the public sphere is transformed to accommodate for 

religious, commercial and festive demands of the holy month. It is interesting to observe 

how these various, and sometimes conflicting, demands are blended together at some 

public venues.   

 

4.1 Greetings, commercial and social advertising 

 

To welcome Ramadan, mosques, social organizations, profit organizations and public 

figures set up street banners carrying greetings to the Muslim community on the advent 

of the blessed month.  These banners range from cheap cloth to mega sized quality 

billboard erected in Cairo streets.  Some of these banners have write-ups such as 

‘Ramadan Mubarak’, ‘Ramadan Karim’ and wishes for a successful performance of the 

fast.  Some other write-ups include reminders on the virtues of Ramadan such as 

forgiveness and mercy. Finally, some banners comprise of phrases that emphasize the 

health and social values of Ramadan fasting and charity.   

 These announcements or greetings are not only restricted to street banners, but 

include inserts in newspapers and magazines. Moreover, some of these announcements 

are posted in public areas and transportation systems in the forms of stickers. Inside the 

                                                 
120 Education institutes in Egypt starts in September which is about the same time that Ramadan begins in 
recent years.  Parents are expected to pay the full or semester tuition beforehand.  
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Image 2: Sales promotion offers on consumer 
goods at Spinney’s Supermarket, City Stars 
Mall, Cairo.  

compartments of the underground railway system, I saw plenty of stickers carrying 

Ramadan greetings.  The stickers randomly placed in the women’s compartments are not 

only restricted to greetings but may include reminders on the importance of praying, 

fasting, veiling and modesty.  No sponsor name appears on these stickers as it is 

forbidden, in the first place, to put any kind of announcements in public transportation.  

Some passengers also criticize these ‘religious’ stickers as they state that Islamic teaches 

advises against ‘damage’ to the environment or public surrounding. 

Those write-ups that include the 

name(s) of the sponsors and organization’s 

logo act as promotional tool to help them 

win credibility and endorse their 

commercial or political interests.  Famous 

Egyptian politicians and businessmen are 

known to deliberately run these Ramadan 

greeting announcements every year 

especially during the time when the start 

of the holy month coincides with a new 

service or product they are offering or the 

launch of a new campaign.  Moreover, 

those companies or public figures who are 

subjected to rumors of fraud or any form of negative publicity are keen to place Ramadan 

greetings announcements.  

Some of the interviewees pointed out that they are particularly impressed when 

they see American/Western companies post these Ramadan announcements.  It shows 

that ‘these non-Egyptian and non-Muslim’ companies respect the religion and culture of 

the country they operate in, as one respondent said.  Other people believed that when 

multinationals companies post announcements they are motivated solely by promotion 

purposes.   

Commercial advertisements and sales promotions also start to intensify 

remarkably during this month (See image 2). These mainly include consumer-goods 

products, such as cooking oil and dairy products the demand of which reaches peak in 
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Sha`ban  and Ramadan. Various kinds of sales promotions techniques are applied by 

companies to stimulate market demand for their commodities, particularly at that time of 

intense competition, such as coupons, price deals when a large quantity is purchased, 

contests and free gifts.  

Free gifts come in various forms based on the nature of the commodity and target 

market. Companies that sell food products commonly place inserts in lifestyle magazines 

of some delicious Ramadan recipes that requires the usage of their brand item or 

ingredients. For example, Greenland (one of the leading diary products company in 

Egypt) starts placing recipe inserts in the month of Sha`ban in Kul el- Nas (All People) 

magazine. Another popular type of promotion tool marketers resort to is the insertion of 

complimentary CDs in magazines with downloadable Ramadan special mobile ring tones 

and Koran calligraphy scripts that can be uploaded on the computer or mobile phone.  

Advertisements announcing new television programs to be aired during the holy 

month are also launched during the month of Sha`ban. Driving around Cairo streets a 

month before the holy month starts, one is struck with the immense numbers of television 

advertisements, especially at frequently trafficked intersections.  These programs include 

new soap operas, comedy shows and religious ones. Amr Khaled’s religious program on 

Iqraa (read) channel is one of the most highly promoted show in Sha`ban.   

Public service advertisements also increase immensely in the month of Sha`ban, 

informing, educating and motivating the public about non-commercial issues. Social 

organizations, for example, launch announcements asking people to donate money, 

clothes or any basic necessities for the needy. These announcements appear on many 

media vehicles including billboards, print media, internet and television.  Most of public 

posts appear in religious-oriented publications, websites and television channels.  Some 

famous social service television advertisements that started airing in Sha`ban  for three 

consequent years are the ones for raising funds for the Children Cancer Hospital in Cairo 

and poor children from upper-Egypt.   

An interesting observation in Sha`ban  2009 that I have not witnessed before is 

the erection of religious street signs carrying phrases like ‘Remember Allah’ and 

‘Remember He (Allah) is watching you’, ‘You may meet Him (Allah) now’.  These signs 

are placed right next to private beaches, especially those that are subject to wide 
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opposition because of the reported obscenities that occur there.  They also stand side by 

side to commercial billboards advertising brand names like Pepsi and Costa Coffee shop. 

 As presented, Ramadan greetings/announcements are motivated by pious, 

philanthropic and promotional motives.  As will be explained further in chapter five on 

piety, one’s niya or intention for performing a religious activity plays a key role in 

validating its purpose.  

 

4.2 Commercial outlets: food, lanterns and Islamic commodities 

  

A common scene during Sha`ban is the presence of a large number of people flocking 

supermarkets.  I have witnessed immense crowds and often quarrels between people 

waiting to place their orders at special Ramadan food stands.  These booths are 

specifically erected at this time of the year, inside supermarkets’ premises, to cater for the 

large demand of basic food commodities.  They are usually decorated in Arabic 

calligraphic decorations, have Koran recitations playing in the background and the 

employees are dressed in traditional Egyptian outfits. 

A common scene observed in the public sphere are street vendors selling the 

highly demanded lanterns or fawanis Ramadan. During the last few days before Ramadan 

arrives, children become excited and are more insistent on having a fanus. In fact, most of 

them can hardly wait to start swinging the fanus and singing with other children.  That’s 

why, few weeks before Ramadan, Old Cairo’s alleys are transformed into workshops for 

tinsmiths to produce as many fawanis as possible. The high demand on the lanterns 

before the start of the holy month has transformed the traditional lantern into a profit-

making commodity.  A fanus usually ranges between 15 and 30 LE (€ 2 and 4) but there 

are more expensive ones that can go up to E300 (€40).  Besides the Egyptian-made 

fawanis, today there are Chinese-made plastic ones that do not only play the traditional 

Ramadan song of Ahmed Sherif, but also other modern Arabic pop music.   

Ibrahim, a street vendor I interviewed, proudly showed me the wide collection of 

fawanis on display in his store.  He called each fanus type according to the name of the 

Arabic artist who performs the song echoed from the lantern.  So there were fawanis 

named: Nancy (Nancy Ajram), Ragheb (Ragheb Alama) and Amoorah (Nickname for 
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Amr Diab) after the names of renowned contemporary Arabic pops singers. Ibrahim 

added that the ‘Nancy fanus’ was not only named after Nancy Ajram’s song echoed from 

the fanus, but also because of its feminine shape.  The fanus’s shape was round and curvy 

like a female’s figure.  

 Even though Ibrahim does not sell other commodities except fawanis, other 

vendors sell sawarekh (firecrackers) but in a discreet manner. The manufacturing and 

trade in fireworks and other forms of petty explosives or el-bomb is deemed illegal in 

Egypt (Khattab, 2006).  These products have caused numerous injuries and even claimed 

lives of manufacturers and users alike. Yet these illicit petty explosives remain hallmarks 

for Egyptian celebrations, particularly in Ramadan and `Id or holy feasts.   

The demand for commodities that are directly connected with acts of worship or 

holding sacred images, writings or figures noticeably increases before the holy month 

begins.  Many street vendors put aside their day-to-day products and substitute that space 

for displaying Islamic/traditional dress such as the gallabiyya, women’s head scarves, 

Koran and Koran interpretations (book and audio formats), prayer rugs, prayer beads or 

sebha etc.  The array of religious commodities in Cairo has increased dramatically in the 

last two decades to also include  such forms as ‘bumper stickers, key-chains, posters, 

board games, jigsaw puzzles, coloring books, fans, clocks, framed Koran verses, banners, 

greeting cards, decorative items in ceramic, brass, wood, cloth and paper, cassette tapes 

and videos, paper models of mosques..’ etc.  (Cf. Starrett, 1995).  Besides these forms of 

religious commodities I have also seen some T-shirts and head caps on sale, written on 

them (in Arabic and English) statements like ‘Muhammed, Naby el-Salam’ (Muhammed, 

The Prophet of Peace) and ‘Long Live Islam’. The youth who mainly purchased these t-

shirts were the ones who travelled or studied abroad, particularly in Western countries. 

One girl who frequently travels to the UK said that she wore it once there, during a group 

protest against the Danish ‘slanderous’ comics on the Prophet Muhammed.121

  This section showed how Islamic and traditional commodities are contextualized 

in relation to the social, economic and political circumstances. They can serve as markers 

    

                                                 
121 Satirical cartoons of Prophet Muhammed published in Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten on 30 
September 2005 caused wide resentment among Muslims worldwide.   
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or symbols for social status, political affiliation and also tastes.  Consequently, these 

commodities are adapted to appeal to the wide array of consumer markets.  

 

4.3 Outdoor decorations 

 

In the line of welcoming Ramadan, stores, confectionery shops, supermarkets and other 

commercial outlets decorate their venues with colorful ornaments, lanterns etc.  

Enthusiastic neighbors also join forces to decorate their streets or alleyways and house 

entrances with colorful lanterns and glittery paper or plastic-made slips and lights.  In 

affluent neighborhoods in Cairo I observed that the majority of people settle for 

decorating the entrances of their villas or buildings. Usually the residence’s ra’is ettehad 

el-mollak or head of owners’ union and the caretaker or bawwab of the building collect 

money from all the apartment owners to purchase lantern(s) and other types of 

decorations.122

Upper class women interviewees stated that they did not place the Ramadan 

ornaments themselves as they viewed it ‘improper for a lady especially of their social 

class’ for various reasons.  Placing the ornaments, they explained, requires a lot of 

physical energy and bodily movements (bending down, reaching high etc.) which may 

attract men’s attention and is thus haram, especially with the holy month around the 

corner.  

 Most of the time the bawwab and owners’ children are the ones who take 

part in hanging the ornaments on the building walls.   

The display of wealth and prestige, in terms of affording to hire third-parties, 

serves as an important symbol of social advancement in the Egyptian community. This 

point will be extensively elaborated on in chapter six on umma that partially deals with 

social mobility and its impact on social classes’ desires and frustrations.   

At Boulaq, a less affluent neighborhood in Cairo, I noticed that many of the 

alleyways and houses were decorated with Ramadan ornaments.  Unlike the ornaments 

used at affluent neighborhoods, the ones found in Boulaq were handmade and more 

                                                 
122 In Cairo it is common that apartment owners of a residential building to assign one owner to coordinate 
all administrative and financial matters related to the building e.g. collection/payment of caretaker’s salary 
and supervision of building cleanliness.  
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elaborate.123

According to some of the people I interviewed in Boulaq, alley-decoration is a 

joint project that involves everyone in the area. There are those who set a budget for the 

project, others that collect the money from everyone, those who take part in making the 

ornaments and finally those who hang the decorations.   

 The handmade decorations did not only encourage creativity but also save a 

lot of money which is an important criterion for the success of the project.   

A few days before Ramadan started in 2007, I was walking around in Boulaq and 

witnessed the ‘farha’ or joyful events that went with the final touches of hanging the 

Ramadan ornaments in one area.  Most of the neighbors were either on the street or the 

balconies smiling and joking together. Children, especially, were in the street running, 

cheering and firing sawarekh.  While most neighbors clapped, cheered and greeted one 

another ‘koll sana w-entu tayyebin’ or merry wishes, some women gave out some 

zagharit .124

 This section highlights how preparations for the sacred month are not absolutely 

detached from profane festivities and jollities, regardless of social class. It also revealed 

how social classes greatly vary in how they prepare for the holy month, in relation to 

consumption practices.  

  Fifty-one years old Nawarah, known for having the loudest and longest 

zagharit, was given the honor of giving out the first zaghruta when the final ornament 

was hung.   

 

4.4 Removing obscene images 

 

Another phenomenon that I witnessed in Cairo streets during Sha`ban  is the elimination 

of street advertisements with images perceived as ‘obscene’.  Most commercial 

companies make sure they remove advertisements that have images of women with bare 

shoulders, legs or seductive appearances before Ramadan starts.  According to a senior 

account executive I interviewed who works for one of Egypt’s most prominent 

                                                 
123 The decorations in Boulaq were made from used cloth, plastic, candy wrappings and scraps of paper.  
Sometimes professional or amateur artists in the neighborhood will also paint sacred symbols like the holy 
shrine, crescent and calligraphically write verses from the holy book connected to Ramadan and add them 
to their designs. 
124 Zagharit are kinds of melodic sound that women, in the Middle East, talent fully produce with their 
mouths in expression of delight.   
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advertising agency, most companies withdraw advertisements with ‘sexually suggestive’ 

images before Ramadan for two reasons. First of all, they do not want to lose credibility 

among their dominant Muslim market.  Secondly, most companies have special Ramadan 

campaigns for their products that are usually launched before the holy month begins. 

These campaigns are usually based on key Ramadan-related themes (breaking of the fast 

and sahur meals) and figures that I will present in later chapters.  

When marketers fail to remove ‘obscene’ images of their billboard advertisements 

on Cairo streets, some people take matters into their own hands. Throughout the year I 

have seen numerous advertisements confiscated and sprayed with black ink.  Usually the 

ink is directed on covering revealed bodily parts of female models.  During Sha`ban and 

Ramadan this phenomenon reaches a peak where almost all those advertisements with 

attractive female models are tampered with.  Twenty-two years old Lamia told me that 

even though she never took part in damaging obscene advertisements, she does find it 

unacceptable to have seductive images displayed in the public sphere especially at this 

time of the year.  According to her, allowing obscene images to be displayed during the 

holy month should be placed in the same ‘blasphemous category’ as the Danish cartoon 

case of mis-representing Prophet Muhammed.  The first case, in her opinion, is even 

worst since the ‘inappropriate’ images were produced by Muslims and placed in a 

Muslim country.  

 

4.5  Public sermons 

 

During Sha`ban , mosques become main venues for imams to deliver sermons or khutba, 

usually right before prayer times focused on delivering information and advices on how 

best to practice Ramadan.  Since in Sha`ban  most women are busy preparing their 

households and themselves for the advent of the holy month, very few find the time to 

pray at the mosque or, let alone, listen to sermons held there.  On Friday afternoon 

prayers, where many mosques are licensed to have their khutba or sermons on loud 

speakers, many women residing at near-by houses are able to follow the lecture in the 

comfort of their homes.   
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During the month of Sha`ban public transportation and social clubs become main 

targets for preachers to spread their messages, particularly to females.  Similar to 

Gaffney’s (1991) observation, I noticed that in modern Cairo were preaching commonly 

takes place outside of the mosque, this conveys an air of respect despite the profane 

nature of its location.  One time I was taking the underground with my sister when I 

witnessed a very interesting scene.  We were inside one of the women’s compartments 

busily discussing my research interviews’ schedule when a woman, who appeared in her 

mid-twenties, stepped in and started delivering a lecture loudly.  She started out with 

Bism Allah al-Rahman al-Rahim or ‘In the name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most 

Merciful’ and addressed the female audience as okhwaty (to imply ‘my sisters’ in Islam).  

For about 15 minutes she provided some ‘Dos’ and ‘Don’ts’ on how women are supposed 

to dress and behave in Ramadan, and the virtues or thawab that apply in obeying Allah’s 

commandments during the holy month.  The preaching of the woman immediately 

created an aura of reverence within the compartment. When the preacher started the 

lecture many women put aside their readings and took off their headphones to listen 

attentively.  When the preacher mentioned the name of Prophet Muhammed most people 

repeated ‘Salla Allahu `alayhi wa-sallam’ (asking for Allah’s prayers and peace on the 

Prophet) and at one time when she said something about the grace and mercy of God one 

woman shouted ‘Allahu Akbar’ (God is great). Unfortunately I didn’t get a chance to 

speak to this ‘preacher’ as by the time she was done the train had reached its next 

destination and she quickly hopped off.        

While the reactions of the women in the metro may refer to religiosity, that some 

should have acted out of a felt need to demonstrate socially acceptable behavior should 

not be ruled out as shows the comments of 19-year old Lara who also witnessed the same 

scene.  Lara communicated disapproval towards these kinds of public sermons.  She 

stated that it is not ‘right for any person to impose their lecture in a public transportation. 

I can’t exactly fly out of the train to avoid her speech…and it will be a sign of disrespect 

to put on my mp3 player headphone since the woman (preacher) is talking religion’.  Lara 
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added that the credentials of the preacher is unknown and thus there is a probability that 

her lecture is based on ‘false information or exaggerations’.125

Another time I was invited to a religious lecture at an elite sporting club in 

Heliopolis about two weeks before Ramadan started in 2007.  The lecture was named 

‘Umsiyat Ramadan’ or ‘Ramadan Evenings’.  The lecture was held at the club’s garden 

and was attended by, mostly, young women adults.  The preacher spoke in colloquial 

Arabic and, besides communicating the theological foundation of Ramadan practices, 

addressed some issues women face in modern time e.g. hardships with trying to 

coordinate job, house and children demands while fasting.  After the lecture, some of the 

attendees went on browsing and purchasing some of the preacher’s published Islamic 

books, tape cassettes and CDs available at a close-by booth. Commercial interests, in 

terms of the sales of Islamic commodities, are present at almost all sermons I have 

attended at mosques, cultural centers and sporting clubs.  

   

5. Conclusion 

This chapter presented how the boundaries defining the sacred from the profane start to 

shift in the month preceding Ramadan. It was shown how upper-middle class youth 

leisure behavior, private and public spaces change to accommodate to the sacred 

demands of the holy month.  Youth went through various bodily processes to prepare 

themselves for the sacred month, while putting aside profane interests. These include 

abstaining from alcohol, substituting revealing outfits with modest ones, ending or 

setting-up new restrictions with the opposite sex. Moreover, they prefer to focus on 

researching and signing up for religious classes and charity projects scheduled for 

Ramadan. The same concept applies to private and public spaces where obscene scenes 

are removed, thorough house cleansing is carried out and public sermons are intensified. 

At the same time, profane places like public transportation and sporting clubs become 

arenas for spreading religious messages through sermons, posts, stickers and other 

mediums.         

                                                 
125 The Bureau of Mosques (maktab al-masajjid) within the ministry of religious endowments in Egypt is 
responsible for providing formal approvals to those who want to practice preaching. See, Gaffney (1991) 
for further information. 
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 Simultaneously, it was noted that preparations for the holy month are not based on 

absolute elimination of the profane.  Some of the preparations that youth undergo for the 

holy month are associated with worldly concerns. Many of the young females are keen in 

looking slim, similar to their favorite celebrities, and hence dedicate some time for 

researching/planning special Ramadan diets and exercise schedules. Some respondents 

access the internet and some print media to learn about forthcoming Ramadan soap-

operas and shows. Also in a few cases, some individuals perceive Sha`ban as their last 

chance to enjoy mundane leisure activities before committing to the spiritual demands of 

Ramadan. A few even  intensify going to parties, swimming, playing gymnastics and 

other kinds of sports that entails dressing up in tight or revealing outfits.  In addition, the 

consumerist culture is eminent during Sha`ban as reflected in people’s high shopping 

trends (food, lanterns, Islamic commodities), commercial advertisements and sales 

promotions.          

 This chapter also touched on key preparation differences between those affiliated 

with the upper and lower classes. These mainly include unequal access to various kinds 

of Ramadan-related commodities, and variations in how each social class takes part in 

decorating their neighborhoods. Economic constraints and class specific tastes shape how 

each social class experiences the preparatory month of Sha`ban. Chapter six on umma or 

unity within the Muslim community will extensively probe into these points. A crucial 

factor that influenced informants’ preparation practices in Sha`ban was time. In recent 

years, the month of Sha`ban falls right after summertime and before schools/universities 

begin. As mentioned previously summertime is the prime time for the youth to 

intensively participate in mundane recreation activities. It is also the time when romance 

blossoms according to female interviewees. Sha`ban therefore becomes a very important 

preliminary time for the female respondents to ‘purify’ themselves from profane, and 

some forbidden acts, and to enter the sacred realm of Ramadan. Moreover, the fact that 

Ramadan starts in about the same times as schools, means that low-income households' 

financial burden will be increased and, consequently, their Ramadan experience will vary 

considerably from those of the higher classes.      

 By having briefly explored upper-middle class female youth leisure throughout 

the year several points are highlighted. Generally, their year-long leisure time is primarily 



127 
 

dedicated to worldly recreation activities that are consumer-oriented. Some of the young 

Egyptian Muslim women’s preferred leisure activities and spaces are reinvented in a 

manner that matches their religious and culture background, and modern tastes as well. 

For example, some of the music that has become fashionable among this social group is 

remodeled to combine Western and Middle-Eastern melodies together. Besides the 

availability of trendy cafes and beaches, one also witnesses women-only types for these 

same leisure venues.  In other words, youth leisure is a hybrid one that combines various 

global features and accommodates variations in cultural and religious preferences.  

 The reinvention of culture in the modern context is not only restricted to youth's 

year-long leisure, but also applies to the Ramadan culture as well. Islamic-traditional 

commodities and practices, connected to the holy month, have become modified to match 

the modern context. The result is that the Ramadan culture has become hybrid in nature 

as will be presented in the next chapter.  
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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 



129 
 

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.  



135 
 

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. 
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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. 
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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.  



147 
 

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 



150 
 

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�
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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.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emir�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caravanserai�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burji_Mamluks�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mamluk�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sultan_of_Egypt�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barquq�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barquq�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Circassian�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mamluk�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Madrassa�
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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). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Midaq_Alley_(novel)�
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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.  
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Image 9: Mobinil’s advertisement 
sprayed with black ink and the word 
‘haram’ written on it. 

CHAPTER FIVE 

PIETY-ATTAINMENT AND EXPRESSION IN A CONSUMER CONTEXT 

 

Leila, Raga and I made it a habit to exercise 

right before iftar to help burn off some of the 

fat accumulated through the many delicious 

meals consumed during the course of 

Ramadan. We enjoyed jogging around 

Hadeqat el-Tefl (Children’s Park) in Nasr 

City, which is safe and relatively green with 

wide pavements to comfortably walk on.  One 

time we came across a street billboard 

advertising a new type of phone card called 

‘Alohat’ (Hellos) provided by Mobinil, one of 

Egypt’s leading mobile operators. The 

advertisement showed Egyptian actress 

Yasmine Abdel Aziz speaking on her cellular 

phone and wearing tight leather pants and a 

sleeveless t-shirt. I caught Leila shaking her 

head disapprovingly and saying under her 

breath ‘Wallahi..Haram `alehom’.  I asked her 

why did she not like the advertisement and she 

quickly responded ‘We are in the month of `ibadah (service to God) and taqwa (piety) 

and not a cabaret’. She explained that Ramadan should be the time when one is expected 

to focus attention on religious duties and charity work, and not material things. She added 

that sexually-explicit images give a wrong impression of Ramadan, the so-called ideal 

time for Muslims to realize taqwa by strictly adhering to Islamic modes of piety such as 

modesty. In addition, seductive representations may particularly disrupt males’ attention 

from service to Allah by sexually arousing them.  Raga agreed with Leila’s statement 

adding that the seductive image of actress Yasmine Abdel Aziz also mis-represents how a 

‘proper’ Muslim woman should look like. While neither Raga nor Leila wears the 
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headscarf or hijab, they stated that a proper Muslim woman should be dressed in modest 

clothing that should be neither transparent nor defining her body shape.  A few days after 

this discussion, we went exercising again in the same area and to our surprise the Mobinil 

advertisement was sprayed with black paint to specifically cover the model’s arms and 

private parts.  The word haram (prohibited) was written with black paint on the billboard 

(See image 9).  Laughingly Raga looked at the maltreated advertisement and said ‘Looks 

like Mobinil will be loosing millions this Ramadan!’ implying that the mobile operator’s 

Ramadan campaign turned out to be a failure.   

This incident reflects one of the main issues of contestations in Egyptian society 

in terms of representation and, to a large extent, commercialization of piety during the 

holy month.  Many Egyptians feel that their society is witnessing a decline in the 

understanding of religious obligations (as a way to organizing daily conduct) highly 

dictated by the sacred month. Secularization (`almana or `almaniyya) and Westernization 

are usually blamed for reducing Islamic knowledge and practices to mere customs (`ada) 

such as consumption of ‘Islamic commodities’ (cf. Starrett 1995).154 These trends are 

generally held responsible for the overall penetration of the market system in almost all 

religious and traditional practices or spaces. In this view, nearly all Ramadan-related 

religious objects and practices have come to attain monetary value and denied their 

normative significances. To those who are immersed in a consumerist lifestyle, however, 

the infusion of the sacred with the profane is highly appealing. Their consumption of 

Islamic commodities and access to technological media (television and the internet) allow 

them to attain piety without giving up the pleasure of modern life.155

                                                 
154 Social sciences have mostly studied religion from the perspective of the secularization thesis. 

  Finally, the incident 

noted earlier with Leila and Raga, highlights the fact that in Muslim societies it is 

particularly women’s diversion from the ‘proper’ and ‘modest’ Islamic dress-code and 

behavior that is prone to the highest criticism. 

According to Casanova (1994) this thesis is made up of three (uneven) assumptions, namely 
secularization as a separating force from religious institutions, secularization as marginalization 
of religion, and secularization as limiting religion to the private domain (1994: 211). 
155 This perspective opposes what Emile Durkheim (1953) proposed that the sacred resides separately in the 
sphere of religion and the profane in the secular world.  ‘The sacred….cannot, without losing its nature, be 
mixed with the profane. Any mixture or even contact, profanes it…destroys its essential attributes’ 
(Durkheim, 1953:70). 
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It is crucial to clarify that the prevailing sentiment shared among many Egyptians 

that religious values and practices have become undermined nowadays, stands in a 

striking contradiction to the reality of increasing religiosity in Egypt. It appears that the 

more Egyptians cultivate a religious sensitivity the more they complain that their society 

is less religious than ever. Egyptians attribute the feelings of loss of religious guidance to 

secularization, Westernization and global consumption as noted earlier. The sense that 

the moral and spiritual foundations of their society has weakened, is in fact a ground 

stone of the Islamic revival movement, described in chapter one. The general popular 

feelings that Egypt has become more secular and less moral are a religious and political 

claim to more Islam. In other words, these sentiments are cultivated as a way to make 

more and far-reaching demands for Islamisation.156

 In this chapter I will explore how contemporary Ramadan leisure practices are 

characterized by interacting discourses on piety and consumerism.  Similar to research 

conducted by Belk, Wallendorf and Sherry (1989), the focus will be on how 

contemporary social values and conduct have shifted boundaries between the sacred and 

the profane in relation to the market culture.

 These Islamisation demands involve 

more strict religious practices, for instance, stern codes on dress-style, worship and 

socialization.  

157

                                                 
156 Islamist groups, non-political preachers like Amr Khalid and the Salafi reformists (The Salafi movement 
is the most radical current within the wider discourse of Islamic reform. They are committed to a rigid and 
comprehensive moral discipline) on the satellite channels employ and reinforce the sentiment that the 
Egyptian society has become more secular and less moral. Accordingly, they preach for more strict 
religious practices. For example, the Salafi preachers' demand the niqab dress-code for women.  They 
admit that it is not an Islamic obligation but claim that it is necessary because of the assumed current moral 
crisis. In this light, claims of moral crisis and secularization appear as a way to handle the fact that despite 
increasing Islamisation, things are still not all right in Egypt. Rather than questioning the project of 
Islamisation, the reaction is to assume that Egypt is more secular than ever, and demand more religious 
rules.  

 What becomes apparent is that Ramadan 

has become a highly commercial month where piety and global consumption go hand in 

hand. Piety is embedded in, and shaped by global consumerist discourses, which, in turn, 

are transformed through this interaction with piety. There are voices in the Egyptian 

society that oppose the blend of religious and commercial values, in fear that it may 

157The market culture is a global phenomenon that was first monitored by historian and economist Karl 
Polanyi (2001) in The Great Transformation, in which Polanyi recorded the huge transformation that 
happened in Europe over the past three centuries.  Polanyi highlighted the growth of the global ‘market 
system’, where almost everything is transformed into a commodity and hence becomes for sale.  Under this 
market culture, many things gradually came to be the object of a transaction of buying and selling, and 
hence, gain in monetary value.    
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undermine religious values and practices. I argue, however, that from an anthropological 

point of view, this blend of values can be interpreted as opening up new ways of being 

modern and religious simultaneously.158 For the young upper-middle class women who 

are thoroughly embedded in modern lifestyles, consumption has become an important 

self-technique to construct and experience a religious self. Moreover, the sacralization of 

everyday life allows religion to emerge in public spaces that were previously marked as 

secular.159

 

 Finally, in the last section I examine gender-specific cultural issues related to 

women’s expression of piety within the public sphere in modern Cairo.  

1. The Meaning of taqwa in the Islamic Doctrine 

 

The term taqwa is one of the most essential recurring terms in the Koran and is the 

biggest drive for practicing Muslims during Ramadan. Taqwa is used in the Koran for 

both ‘piety’ and ‘fear of God’ and often used interchangeably with the terms khashya 

(fear, anxiety and apprehension) and khauf (fear). Taqwa has other various translations 

and definitions.160

Piety is interpreted by a number of `ulama to be mainly facilitated through 

purifying the body, mind and physical space (Tritoon, 1987:608). In Ramadan piety can 

be developed by fasting and increased participation in religious activities while putting 

profane interests aside. Physically, fasting is believed to purify the body through helping 

release waste products that have been built up.  Various polluting substances are 

  For this research I found Amina Wadud’s definition as the most 

applicable in relation to Ramadan and debates about what taqwa entails in contemporary 

times.  Wadud states that taqwa means ‘piety, that is, a pious manner of behavior which 

observes constraints appropriate to a social-moral system; and a consciousness of Allah, 

that is observing that manner of behavior because of one’s reverence towards Allah’ 

(Wadud,1999:37).   

                                                 
158 A similar argument was raised in exploring consumption patterns at al-Husayn area (Old Cairo) during 
Ramadan. See, Buitelaar and Saad (2010).  
159 In this perspective I adopt Asad (2003), George and Willford (2005) stance who refute the secularization 
thesis which predicted that religion would become more and more a private matter. 
160 Piety has been translated by a number of religious scholars as ‘best conduct’, ‘warding off evil’, ‘most 
righteous’, ‘not to transgress’, ‘moral excellence’, and ‘a unique balance of integrative moral action…to be 
squarely anchored within the moral tensions, the limits of God and not to transgress or violate the balance 
of those tensions or limits’ (Wadud, 1999:43).    



178 
 

considered to undermine one’s body pureness (cf. Tritton, 1987). Such impurities must be 

removed by performing the wudu’, the minor ritual ablution that consists of rinsing one’s 

head and limbs three times. Sacred spaces, like the mosque, are also expected to be 

thoroughly cleaned.  

On the spiritual level, sinning or having evil or haram thoughts is viewed as 

contaminating one’s conscience and fast and, consequently, undermining one’s ability to 

attain a higher state of piety (al-Husayni, 1975).  In Ramadan, Muslims are advised by 

religious preachers to strive for the highest state of piety, and hence to avoid sinful acts or 

places that were presented in chapter two.  Muslims are also expected to engage in 

religious acts with the intention or niya to please God. Moreover, any forms of 

temptations or distractions that may deviate one from the righteous path are disapproved 

of.  

The Koran does not privilege one gender over another in terms of the capacity for 

taqwa. In surat al-Hujarat (49:13) it states Inna akramakum ‘inda Allah atqakum or 

‘Indeed the most noble of you from Allah’s perspective is whoever (he or she) has the 

most taqwa’.  Wadud (1999) interprets this to mean that from God’s standpoint the 

differentiating criteria between individuals is not wealth, nationality, sex or historical 

setting but piety.  She notes that this verse follows verses that warn all individuals for 

mocking, defaming and back-biting one another (cf. Koran al-Hujurat 49: 11-12) without 

making any distinctions in gender, race or any forms of identity.   

 

2.  Egyptians’ Views on Taqwa 

 

Ramadan is viewed by Egyptian Muslims as the month that offers the best opportunities 

and rewards for developing taqwa. Often Egyptians would interchangeably use the 

Arabic words tadayyun (religiosity) and iltizam (discipline) as means of attaining or 

expressing taqwa.  

General focus on religion by the media and public facilities through increased 

provision of religious classes, Islamic commodities and charity projects all create an 

atmosphere of sacredness. Further, people are spared more free time to engage in 

religious activities with reduced work hours during the days of fasting. Moreover, as 
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stated in the previous chapter, a common belief among Egyptians is that Ramadan is a 

shahr moftarag.  It is believed to be the time when the spiritual connection between God 

and humans is strongest and the time when prayers are answered. In order to attain and 

express piety, many engage in religious leisure activities such as prayers, philanthropy, 

attending religious classes and, for some social groups, consumption of religious 

commodities.  

Ramadan-related religious activities are expected to be carried out in a context of 

physical purity. Physical purity for the informants does not only entail thorough cleansing 

of one’s house, neighborhood, behavior and attitudes but also ‘purifying’ physical 

appearance. How one appears or dresses in public is viewed as a crucial criterion for 

piety.  Consequently, more rigid social expectations for increased modesty in dress-style 

and behavior within the public sphere apply in Ramadan. This issue is particularly vital 

for women who are expected to resort to a modest dress-style in Ramadan as aids to be 

recognized as pious persons more than men do.  In that perspective, women are expected 

to exert more effort to appear pious within the public sphere.161

Ramadan also becomes the time when Muslims strive for spiritual purification. 

The holy month is perceived as the prime time for one to strengthen self-determination in 

terms of commitment to positive habits and abstinence from unhealthy or forbidden acts.  

During the holy month people express and show more persistence to conduct all religious 

`ibadat and abstain from negative habits such as lying and cheating. Ramadan is thus 

regarded by Muslims as a crucial temporal time for moral training and cultivation.  

  

However, many people complain that the increased commercialization of the holy 

month has made it a challenge to focus on religious acts and, accordingly, become 

spiritually purified. Ramadan nowadays is heavily immersed with consumerist and 

secular interests that may distract one from attaining spiritual purification and achieving 

the much aspired taqwa during the holy month. Examples include the presence of 

numerous entertainment shows on television and, overall, excessive availability of 

profane leisure services in the public sphere.  In the next section I will explain how some 

commercial trends, apparent in Ramadan, are believed to undermine one’s ability to 

achieve taqwa.  

                                                 
161 I will address this issue more elaborately in section 5.3 in this same chapter. 
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3.  Opposition to Consumerism and Westernization 

 

The Infitah or ‘open-door policies’ by the late president Sadat has marked major changes 

in Egyptian social practices and lifestyles.  Following Abdel-Khalek (1981), the so-called 

economic liberation policies may be better called ‘turning West’. Turning West in the 

sense of opening the Egyptian market to the importation of durable Western consumer 

goods, particularly from the United States, which have become integrated into new 

patterns of consumption.162

The Infitah policies have created fertile ground for the blossoming of the market 

system. With the sudden turmoil and increase in oil prices during the early seventies, the 

gradual reduction of government intervention for the protection of lower-income groups 

and the flow of wealth into the country from transfers of funds, encouraged the 

flourishing of the market culture and the purchasing power of large segments of the 

population (Amin 2000). Another important factor that facilitated the prospering of the 

market culture at that time was the development of the television.

 Along with the increased importation of material goods from 

the West, came also the transmission of Western culture values. I argue that the 

intensification of capitalism and transmission of Western discourses, facilitated by the 

Infitah policies, have profound implications on how piety is sought and expressed 

nowadays. In this section I highlight the main issues of criticisms towards consumerism 

and Westernization in relation to how upper-middle class women experience Ramadan.  

163

Accordingly, during the holy month, commercialism takes on a life of its own as 

nearly everything has been dressed in the cloak of Ramadan, straight from the increased 

promotion and sales of commodities to their over-consumption. Some people believe 

Ramadan has changed from a month of sacredness to one of consumerism; they criticize 

those who use faith to commercialize products and services and, simultaneously, those 

who over-consume goods during that month.  

 Amin notes that 

television is the main vehicle for the promotion of the market culture and all its 

commodities (El-Noshokaty, 2006:14).   

                                                 
162 During the 1950s and the 1960s, Egyptian trade was directed towards Eastern Europe, mainly 
exchanging agricultural products and other raw materials. A geographic and structural reorientation took 
place during the 1970s to include the establishment of close ties with the West.  
163 While television existed in Egypt in the early 1960s, its promotional functions and reach (number of 
television sets) have grown immensely in recent times. 
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Objects and practices related to Ramadan and Islamic rituals have been subjected 

to ‘commodification’, which refers to the process by which things and activities come to 

be evaluated primarily in terms of their exchange value in a context of trade (Goulding, 

2000:837).164

Consumerism is also perceived by some to have marginalized Islamic knowledge, 

both as a mode of conduct and as a set of principles, to an abstract set of beliefs with no 

link to contemporary practicalities and challenges. This marginalization of religion is 

reflected in some people lack of iltizam or commitment to religious obligations. For 

instance, women’s adherence to modest dress-styles during Ramadan and/or fasting hours 

only. Consumption of what is known as ‘Islamic commodities’ as a means to express 

piety are also viewed by some social groups as undermining religious knowledge.  

 It will become apparent that commercial interest informs some people’s 

intention to participate in religious activities and, additionally, has transformed religious 

symbols into money-making commodities. 

The young upper-middle classes in particular have oriented themselves towards 

prestigious consumption of Islamic commodities. Most people from this social group 

prefer to adopt that kind of consumption as a visual symbol of their religious identity, 

which in turn, distinguishes them from non-Muslims. However, lower-class segments of 

society view these patterns as undermining religious practices by transforming them to 

mere conventions, fashion icons and empting them of their normative significances.  

Mahmood (2003:841) refers to this kind of bodily display as ‘Muslim folklore’ which is 

undertaken as a form of entertainment or custom to exhibit a religo-cultural identity but is 

not intrinsically religiously motivated.165

Along with the intensification of consumption, a new mass culture in Egypt 

emerged with the Infitah policies.  This new culture pertains to the communication of 

 

                                                 
164 Many sociologists discuss how capitalism challenges religious beliefs. Capitalism has a ‘universalizing’ 
nature that ruptures specifics of traditional cultures, and generates its own ‘money morality’: ‘capital 
develops irresistibly beyond national boundaries and prejudices…it destroys the self-satisfaction confined 
within narrow limits and based upon a traditional mode of life and reproduction’ (Giddens, 1971: 214). 
Karl Marx attributes tremendous importance to the progressive displacement of religious thought and 
practice by the penetration of capitalism and rationalism into all spheres of social life.  According to Marx 
modern capitalism is manifested in the dominance of the market in human relationships and in the pursuit 
of monetary gain as an end in itself.  In this view, money is the essence of human self-alienations under 
capitalism, since it reduces all human qualities to quantitative values of exchange. 
165 Folklorization is a term introduced by Sami Zubaida (1989) and then later used extensively by Abaza 
(2006) and Mahmood (2003) to exemplify how Islamic forms of embodied behavior (veiling, fasting, 
praying) have come to acquire the status of customs to express one’s identity.  
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Western images, narratives and discourses such as independence, freedom and romance.  

These discourses or what Appadurai (1990:299) would call ‘ideoscapes’ are mainly 

transmitted through the avant-garde media, predominantly satellite television and 

internet.166

Stauth (1987:80-81) draws an interesting analogy between consumerism and mass 

culture in Egypt as follows: 

 Other factors that opened the doors to Westernization were the growing 

number of tourists visiting Egypt, bilateral trade and business relations with the West, 

increased number of foreign education institutes and the integration in the international 

financial systems (Werner, 1997).     

 
We understand mass culture as a new form of communication related to the distribution and consumption of 

goods and imagined attitudes. In this form, communication takes on a certain logic in representing and 

exchanging goods, formulas, pictures, visions, symbolic expressions, signs of a far away practical and real 

everyday world that comes close to you. Within the logic of communication people create and recreate their 

own practical and ideal orders of everyday life.. 

 

In that sense, the Infitah policies have not only opened the doors for the consumption of 

Western goods but also for new global values that people negotiate into the symbolic 

order of their societies. The trend of upper-middle class women who prefer to adopt a 

merge of Western and religious practices or values, may not always be welcomed by 

previous generations.  

One common criticism among the older generations (regardless of social class) is 

that the young people’s increased exposure to Western culture leisure lifestyle, such as 

alcohol consumption, may undermine their religious beliefs. Within the context of Egypt 

this issue is particularly relevant where families and religious preachers urge piety 

twenty-four hours a day throughout the year; while foreign media shows encourage 

personal freedom to seek one’s own path without restraints. The result is confusion on 

issues such as how traditional-religious views should be translated into concrete 

behavior/conduct; and to what extent one has the personal freedom to make choices 

related to religious expression while not compromising social approval. This perspective 
                                                 
166 Ideoscapes are concentrations of images, mainly political and having to do with the ideologies of states 
and the counter-ideologies of movements explicitly oriented to capturing state power or a piece of it 
(Appadurai, 1990: 299).   
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matches what Gregg (2007) has defined as ‘Westoxication’, the common perception that 

the merging of Western culture with local traditions results in a negative outcome so that 

individuals experience a ‘cultural schizophrenia’ in terms of being torn between various 

cultural repertoires.167

Youth are also viewed by previous generations as an important segment of the 

population, since they will be the transmitters of culture and Islamic tradition through 

their own families. Older interviewees would frequently refer to the young people as the 

‘future’, ‘protectors’ and ‘preservers’ of Islamic values. In other words, how youth 

behave is perceived to have long-term consequences on society and the Islamic umma as 

a whole.  

 

In addition, the Islamic revival or Islamic awakening (al-Sahwa al-Islamiyya) 

movement began roughly sometime in the 1970s, at the time of the Infitah. The main 

implication of this movement is that Egyptian society has become much more religious in 

the past decades. This is manifested in greater religious piety, and community feeling, 

and in a growing adoption of Islamic culture, dress, terminology, separation of the sexes, 

and values by Muslims. Proponents of this Islamisation process further propagate the idea 

that the Egyptian society has become more secular and less moral, which is not factually 

true. Accordingly, I emphasize that many of those statements made by respondents in 

opposition to consumerism and Westernization are first and foremost performative 

statements. These critical remarks are used by particularly low-income respondents to 

make claims to social legitimacy and a moral high ground where they lack economic 

prestige. For instance, the poor Cairo residents who oppose the consumer culture of the 

elites, actually do celebrate Ramadan in a consumerist fashion, too, only more modestly. 

Their opposition towards the elite’s lavish consumption patterns may not mainly be about 

consumerism in the first place. Rather, they are making a point about social class 

differences. It is more rewarding to maintain that a modest economic life style is more 

‘religious’, than strive for the unattainable life style of the rich.  

In this section I present in detail the perceived negative implications of the 

commercial culture and Westernization discourses on how Ramadan is practiced 

                                                 
167 The term ‘Westoxication’ goes back to the Iranian Philosopher Ahmad Fardid and was popularised by 
the Iranian author Jalal Al-e-Ahmad in the early 1960's. Curiously, the notion seems to be heavily 
influenced by the German philosopher Martin Heidegger. 
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nowadays. Commercialization is believed to have transformed the month of piety into 

that of trade, propagated the notion of freedom of choice in relation to morality, distracts 

people from attendance to pious acts and, finally, motivates people in pursuing religious 

acts. Simultaneously, Westernization is noted to have introduced new global values that 

are believed to challenge religious values and, hence, hinders one’s realization of piety. 

 

3.1 Distraction from pious acts 

 

I once attended a pre-Ramadan meeting organized by Rotaract, the local branch of a 

social organization, where I witnessed a very interesting debate between the members. 168

Mainly the presence of so-called ‘excess’ profane leisure services and ‘sexual 

obscenities’ in various public spaces are believed to distract people’s attention from 

service to God and to hamper the attainment of the much desired state of taqwa in 

Ramadan. Here I explore the main sources of distractions that are thought to do so.   

  

A young female volunteer, Nagla, enthusiastically came up with a large number of ideas 

for the kinds of charity activities that could be organized in Ramadan. The activities 

ranged from organizing mawa'id al-Rahman to distributing food packages to orphanages.  

Through vast discussions it became clear that the activities Nagla suggested would 

consume much time and energy in terms of preparation and fund-raising.  Some members 

thus refused in taking part in some of the proposed activities, explaining that they had 

other social commitments during Ramadan. With surprise and a frown Nagla responded 

‘What is wrong with you people! Ramadan Karim!’ Some of the attendees were quiet, 

others giggled nervously and some said they will reconsider her proposals.  I later asked 

Nagla what she had meant by her statement. She explained that people nowadays get 

caught with worldly recreation to the extent of forgetting that the core of Ramadan is 

investing one’s time in religious and charitable duties.  

Older informants particularly opposed those television programs that introduced 

‘Western recreation’ activities like romantic dating, alcohol consumption and gambling 

in Ramadan.  During my stay in Boulaq I came to know two elderly men who preached in 

                                                 
168 Rotaract is an international professional service, leadership and community service organization for 
young men and women between the ages 18–30.  
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the neighborhood mosque and taught Arabic and religious studies to children at a school. 

Sixty-year old sheikh Aly views Western forms of recreation as destructive to the morals 

of the Egyptian youth and the future of the country.  Sixty-two year old Hajj Sayed 

agreed with the sheikh Aly, adding that most Western- leisure images and narratives are 

abiha or impolite, ‘brainwashes’ teenagers and are like ‘poison’ that undermine Muslim 

identity.  The men were referring to Hussein Fahmy’s television program al-nas wa-ana 

(The People and I), a show where the presenter discussed contemporary issues like 

romantic dating, internet chatting, domestic violence etc.169

Generally, most young female informants opposed Sheikh Aly and Hajj Sayed’s 

perspective on the acceptability of Ramadan programs that tackle issues like alcohol 

consumption, dating etc. The young female respondents affirmed that such practices did 

indeed exist within their social circle and it was the media’s role to cover these issues. 

Their own criticism was mainly directed on shows that presented sexually-explicit 

images or those that were trivial in nature and not directly adding to one’s intellect or 

knowledge.  This perspective is reflected in the below quote:   

 Sheikh Aly and Hajj Sayed 

blamed government authorities for their failure to monitor local television shows as well 

as, media productions for their greed in making money regardless of ethical 

considerations to the holy month. 

 
I think every year el-hayafa beytazdad (triviality increases, ns) during Ramadan.  And every year harassment 

(in terms of sexual images in the media, ns) on the holy month increases. Every year I see things in Ramadan 

that shock me more than previous years (she is shocked because she believes that the images get more 

sexually vivid each year, ns). For example, there was a TV series starring Nadia el-Gendy (Egyptian female 

actress known for her seductive roles, ns)….they are not actors but cheap entertainers. These figures 

(seductive actresses, ns) should not be associated with the holy month.  Such shows do not allow people to do 

the right things in Ramadan (religious duties, ns) and follow the light of Islam  (Noha, 27).    

 

In relation to advertisements, those commercials that have sexually-explicit scenes or 

seductive-looking models are openly criticized by many (regardless of social position), 

particularly by devout or practicing Muslims. During the introduction of this chapter, I 

have described how Mobinil’s billboards’ advertisements for Alohat service were 
                                                 
169 Hussein Fahmy’s television program al-nas wa-ana  was aired in Ramadan 2008 on Egyptian state-
owned channel. The show received immense criticisms due to the topics tackled and, thus, some people 
believe that this was the main reason it was not broadcasted in consecutive years.  
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attacked by some people. The ‘attractive’ image of actress/model Yasmine Abdel Aziz 

wearing revealing clothes was viewed as inappropriate for the sacred month.  Another 

known incident is that of the television commercial Easy Mozo cocktail drink which was 

aired a couple of years ago in Ramadan. The cocktail drink’s advertising campaign, 

launched in Ramadan, presented attractive models, dancing to hip-hop beats and 

seductively pronouncing the brand name. The camera was mainly focused on the product 

and the females’ private parts (hips and breasts). Following a public outcry against the 

sexual nature of the Easy Mozo advertisements, the entire campaign was terminated 

halfway in Ramadan.  

Some informants (regardless of age or social class) expressed opposition towards 

Arab Music channels like Melody and Mazzika as they continue to air ‘obscene’ or 

‘sexual-implication’ scenes of attractive female models or singers wearing tight or 

revealing clothes.  As a matter of fact, many Egyptians criticize the high level of nudity 

of Arab video clips aired on satellite channels. In March 2005, for example, almost three 

thousand students at Alexandria University of all political groups, not limited to Islamist, 

demonstrated against music clips.170

Some people refute the presence of tempting profane leisure facilities in Ramadan 

as well.  The great number of Ramadan-tailored entertainment shows and profane leisure 

facilities in the public sphere are criticized for wasting people’s time. Various comics 

satirize the dozens of TV drama series, advertisements, quizzes and other Ramadan line-

ups aired on local and satellites channels. Concurrently, some people disapprove of the 

ever-so popular kheyam Ramadan for taking up so much free time. The key issue is that 

these profane leisure facilities are perceived to waste one’s time that could instead be 

  Not only are nudity scenes generally signified as 

haram, but they are especially regarded as ‘impure’ during the holy month.  That is 

because repetitive exposure to sexual content is believed to distract people from purifying 

their conscience, a prerequisite step for achieving piety. Many people also believe that 

‘impure’ sexual thoughts may invalidate their fast.  

                                                 
170 Youth demonstrators banners carried slogans like ‘no to stimulating the desires of the youth’ and 
‘Kifaya (enough) to Rotana and Melody’. They also changed Rotana’s slogan from ‘you won’t be able to 
shut your eyes’ into ‘we can shut our eyes’. For more on the incident, see Sadek (2005) and Muhammad 
(2005).  
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used for religious activities, and would ultimately enable one to reach an elevated pious 

state of mind.  

More importantly, the wide availability of profane-sexual distracters in the public 

sphere is believed to be responsible for hindering people’s ability to habitualise religious 

`ibadat.171 This view is shared by some religious preachers and many members of the 

older generation respondents. Consistent with Artistotelian moral philosophy and Saba 

Mahmood’s habitualisation concept, Ramadan is propagated by religious preachers as a 

vital time for Muslims to  engage repetitively in pious acts, until actions or reactions 

become second nature and end up as unconscious behavior throughout the year. Muslims 

are encouraged to train themselves through repeated religious bodily acts, so as to train 

their memory, desires and intellect to behave according to established standards of 

conduct.  They are also urged to train themselves through continuous persistence in 

refraining from sinful acts or places. This is also expected to be carried out with the niya 

of developing an enduring pious attitude and not just within a specific time-frame.172

                                                 
171 Mahmood (2003) refers to habitualisation as those bodily practices that operate as exercises of ethical 
self-making. These practices do not simply signify the self but shape it. In her research on a women’s piety 
mosque movement in Egypt, she notes that the objective of that movement is to counter the trend of Islamic 
folkloriztion, which I argue later is facilitated through consumerism. Accordingly, the mosque preachers’ 
objectives are to restore the understanding of rituals and forms of bodily comportment by teaching women 
the requisite skills involved in its practice, so that the desire to perform these practices can be cultivated 
and strengthened in the course of repeated performances of these practices (Mahmood, 2003: 839-840). 

 

 To conclude, Ramadan is widely believed to be the main impetus for encouraging 

people to realizing piety in the entirety of their lives. While this view is generally shared 

by many, in reality, not everyone is able to attain the desired pious state in Ramadan due 

to the availability of ‘excess’ recreation facilities. For one thing, many people may not 

only be not able, but also not particularly willing to attain a highly pious state. And more 

than that, the same people who consume video clips and pursue happiness through 

consumption also sometimes argue for purist ideals of religious commitment/iltizam. 

Moreover, few people are able to maintain the same spiritual momentum, initiated in 

Ramadan, once the sacred month is over.   

 
172 Reference to van Gennep (1909), the third and last phase of the ‘rite of passage’ is re-aggregation, which 
succeeds the liminality phase. Re-aggregration or re-integration represents the return of the individual, after 
having gone through the liminal phase, to society with new positive values and experiences.  Those positive 
values attained are expected to remain with the person for eternity. Ramadan as a liminal phase is expected 
to transform individuals so that they will continue to live according to new ever-lasting moral values.  
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3.2 Lack of commitment to `ibadat 

 

‘Rega`et Rima li-`adatha el-adima’ or ‘Rima (female name) went back to her old habits’ 

and ‘deel el-kalb `omroh ma yet`edel ’ or ‘the dog’s tail never straightens-out’ are 

common sayings that Egyptians tease each other with when someone reverts to an old 

negative habit after vowing never to do so.  Certainly, those people who are committed to 

religious practices only during the holy month or fasting hours are subject to strong 

criticisms.173

One of the most prominent phenomenon I have witnessed which receives by far 

the largest criticism among the Egyptian public is the trend of girls taking up the hijab 

only during Ramadan and/or fasting hours.  For practicality, I will focus on the issue of 

the hijab in this section.  

  

 Generally, Muslims in Cairo make more effort to appear more modest during the 

holy month.  Most female informants resort to wearing long sleeves and skirts, while 

others prefer to cover their hair, particularly during fasting hours.  I also observed that 

most of the veiled respondents took more extreme forms of the hijab such as full body, 

head coverage and, in rare cases, hand coverage during fasting hours.  Extreme forms of 

veiling were usually substituted with the ‘Spanish’ or ‘Gypsy’ style headscarves, trendier 

and less modest outfits after breaking the fast. 

In an interview with Dr. Aly Gomaa (Muslim Grand Mofti or interpreter of 

religious laws), the Imam declared in Ruz al-Yusuf newspaper (29/9/2006) that a Muslim 

woman should commit to the hijab not only during Ramadan but throughout her life.  Her 

hijab should cover her body except her face, hands and her clothing should not be 

transparent or lining her body-shape lest she would attract males’ attention. He added that 

this kind of modest hijab should be adopted throughout the year.   

Some older respondents described those who only commit to more modest dress-

style during Ramadan/fasting hours as ‘hypocrites’.  They identified that ‘unfavorable 

                                                 
173 Ramadan is not the only context where people adhere to a more modest conduct.  Locality also dictates 
women’s dress-style to a large degree. I observed for example, that many female employees that reside in 
rural or working class areas and work in the city dress differently in both areas. They come to work in full 
veil, take it off during working hours and put it on back before heading back home. In that instance the veil 
or modesty becomes more a source of protection while taking public transportation.  Also in rural/working 
class areas low modesty in dress-style is not easily tolerated by the community.    
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attitude’ as one of ‘ignorance’ on the ‘true’ Islamic values, which are based on the notion 

that the true essence of living a pious life is one of continuity, striving to improve oneself 

and moving closer to God at all times.  Some clarified this point by saying that the Allah 

of Ramadan is the same God throughout the year, and that therefore one should stick to 

the righteous path throughout the year and not only during a specific month.   

Many of the young respondents expressed their views on this issue by stating that 

it is a ‘personal right’ or ‘matter of personal freedom’ for a person to do whatever they 

wish as long as they are not hurting anyone or threatening the safety of the community.  

Conflicting views on how morality can best be organized or exhibited is presented in the 

below argument I witnessed between two nurse interns, in their early twenties, at 

Heliopolis hospital in urban Cairo: 

  
I don’t respect girls who wear the hijab just during Ramadan and then immediately take it off once the holy 

month is over. Ramadan, should be the initial push for being better and not returning to previous bad 

manners…Instead these girls use the hijab to show-up their religiosity. The essence of religion is not really in 

their heart. If it was then it will show (by wearing hijab, ns) all year long (Suzan) 

 

I am sorry but it is not up to us to judge people’s behavior or appearance. Only Allah is the one who is to 

judge humans.  Even if you try to convince a teenager or adult person to amend her behavior she is mostly 

likely to be stubborn and resistant. Only God is the one yehdi  (guide people to the right path, ns) humans.  

For example, I once tried to convince my sister to take the hijab.  She replied and said: it is none of your 

business. God has hadaki  (guided you to the right path, ns) but my time has not yet come. So don’t push me.  

When you took the hijab no one forced you. When I decide to take the hijab I want it to come from within 

and not from external pressure. I don’t want anyone telling me what to do……I understand that what I am 

saying may shock you. But believe me your surprise will not surpass my dad’s when I told him (her views on 

personal freedom when it comes to morality, ns)  (Dina).   

 

Several key issues come to the forth in analyzing the discussion between Suzan and Dina. 

Suzan’s argument helps to identify the connection between religion, identity and the 

religious practice of the hijab. She opposes those girls who adopt the hijab during the 

holy month as a symbol of their Muslim identity (folklorization) but fail in cultivating it 

to contribute to the formation of an enduring ethical disposition. She explains that once 

women understand the virtues of the hijab in terms of its connectedness to the 

practicalities of daily living, then the likelihood of quitting it is low. For Suzan, the hijab 

is not only an obligatory act but it also protects women from undesired male gazes and 



190 
 

harassment. I have also heard other respondents state that the hijab is practical in 

contemporary over-populated Cairo as it acts as a ‘protection shield’ especially for those 

women who take crowded public transportation.   

Another key point Dina raises is that of freedom to choice in matters related to 

piety. This perspective supports Abu-Lughod’s (2005) argument were she declares that in 

any consumer society people are presented as free to choose, since morality is less certain 

because many issues are presented as variations in lifestyle. Abu-Lughod’s analysis 

comes from examination of the Egyptian television. She concludes that in the Egyptian 

television programs, unlike American ones, free debate on matters related to morality is 

relatively limited. I, however, argue that Egyptian upper-middle class youth’s wide 

exposure to American media is slowly shifting their attitudes in terms of openly 

discussing matters related to piety and `ibadat.  However, such ‘open-debate’ occurs 

privately between people and not in public areas, and certainly not in public media. A 

central notion in such debate is niya or intention.  

 

3.3    Niya for participating in pious acts 

 

In chapter two I have provided the theological basis for the notion of niya or intention, in 

terms of validating one’s fasting and other pious acts.  Generally speaking, one’s 

intention is believed to shape one’s leisure choices. While in turn, one’s leisure behavior 

is perceived as an indicator of intention of whether it is good/pious or bad/unmoral.  

Volunteering at charity projects, for example, reflects a person’s pious intention to get 

closer to Allah.  Nonetheless, I will argue in this section that not all religious acts are 

performed with the niya to serve God only. Some activities are motivated by commercial 

and worldly interests as well.  Here I focus on criticisms revolving around people’s niya 

for participating in religious acts, which extends to preaching as well.   

Religious preachers can be viewed as the ones who are mainly responsible for 

communicating religious teachings and values.  Still, in practice some preachers are 

driven by commercial interests whereby they compete aggressively among one another to 

gain a dominant market share over others.  Particularly in Ramadan when demand for 

religious sermons is exceptionally high, famous preachers are known to be offered 
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contracts worth thousands of dollars by television producers. The el-Nabaa newspaper, 

part of the Egyptian independent press, ran a story on 23 September 2007 presenting 

incredibly high incomes that famous Egyptian preachers are paid for the religious lectures 

or shows they host. This and similar stories have caused wide criticisms among youth on 

the credibility of those preachers, or as some call them ‘businessmen’, who are believed 

to misuse religion to acquire monetary gains.  

Like in any market place, competition becomes mandatory.  One time in Ramadan 

I was attending a religious class at Abu Bakr Siddiq mosque when I witnessed a very 

interesting incident.174

Moreover, it is generally believed that some individuals join prestigious social 

organizations not solely with the niya or intention of helping underprivileged 

communities, but also with the motivation of gaining social recognition and creating 

business networks. During my interview with Nagla, who is an active volunteer at 

Rotaract, she stated that she came across many volunteers whose ‘bad behavior and 

intentions’ greatly disappointed her. In the quote below, Nagla recites one ‘shameful’ 

story that recounts how some people take part in charity projects with the purpose of 

getting famous: 

 While the woman preacher was delivering her lecture to an 

audience of more than 200 females, we suddenly heard the loud sound of a vacuum 

cleaner.  The preacher tried to ignore the disturbing noise, but in the end she gave up, 

walked out of the hall, and can be overheard telling the cleaner-boy to stop vacuuming.  

While the preacher was out one girl next to me said ‘This usually happens. Preacher X 

pays the cleaner boy to cause distractions while she is lecturing.  Dirty competition’.  

Another girl who overheard the comment added ‘It is ridiculous that these people 

(referring to the preacher who paid the cleaner boy) are the ones who represent our 

religion. This is exactly the reason why I research a preacher’s history before attending 

her lecture’.  Similar to this informant, other girls I spoke to stated that they are skeptical 

and reluctant to attend religious lectures as they feel that some of these preachers are in 

the ‘business’ for monetary interests solely. 

                                                 
174 The religious classes at the mosque are for free of charge. Preachers who become famous though 
capitalize on their fame by selling some of their books, CDs or tape cassettes displayed at the mosques’ 
entrances.  In addition, those who manage to rise to fame are more likely to get invited to host well-paid 
religious shows on Arab television or hold lectures at the affluent Gulf countries.  
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I remember one time we decided to send a press release along with a picture of our volunteers distributing 

free Ramadan bags.  We spent more than an hour deciding which photo to send as there were a number of 

volunteers fighting. They each wanted to make sure that the photo sent had their faces on it. Each one 

claimed that they deserved more to be in the photo as they invested more time in the charity project. It was 

such an ugly fight! When we finally decided which photo to send to Egypt Today magazine, some of those 

who were not happy with the choice quit Rotary all together. 

 

Sponsorship of charity projects during the holy month are also subject to wide debates 

among the Muslim public. For example those  mawa'id al-Rahman sponsored by an 

artist, especially belly-dancer, or someone with the reputation for being corrupt raises 

discussions on the acceptability of breaking the fast there. A few individuals question 

whether there is baraka (blessings) in eating food purchased through ‘haram’ 

commercial resources or non-credible sources.  

Some people go so far as to say that it is a ‘disgrace’ that belly-dancers and 

dishonest individuals are allowed to even host a ma'idat al-Rahman.  They view the 

ma'ida as a sacred symbol for ajr encouraged by the holy month that should not be 

associated with anything immoral.  One religious scholar went as far as to issue a fatwa 

saying that being tempted to break the fast at the banquets of such ‘sinful people’ is a 

wicked deed and negates the fast itself (Nkrumah and El-Sayed, 2007).  Others disagree 

with this point of view and state that it is up to God and not people, to judge those who 

sponsor a ma'ida or eat there. They believe that the virtue of charity, for which the 

banquet of the Merciful stands for, is not threatened by the sponsors’ identity or assumed 

niya. They explain that since the final outcome is that of charity and feeding the poor, 

breaking fast at any ma'ida is halal. Below is an interesting argument between two men 

sitting in Boulaq, discussing the acceptability of eating iftar at a ma'ida  sponsored by a 

belly-dancer:   

 
It doesn’t make sense to me that a belly dancer sponsors a ma'idat al-Rahman.  Most of these belly dancers’ 

money comes from haram sources.  I personally refuse to eat there. I feel the food they are offering does not 

have baraka in it (Nour, 40) 

 

I don’t agree.  Let Fifi Abdou (one of the most famous belly dancers in Egypt, ns) or any other belly dancer 

sponsor such a charitable cause. What is the objection to that?  It is up to God to judge humans and not 
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humans to judge one another.  God is the one who judges what is haram and halal and not us.  I personally 

think that the more people organize such charitable things the better….especially with the tough economic 

situation we are living in. It would be better for all the well-off in Egypt to carry out  ma'idat al-Rahman 

throughout the year and not leave a poor family go to bed hungry (Hajj Ahmed, 50)  

 

No but for me it is a psychological thing. I wouldn’t feel happy eating at a maidah, knowing that a belly-

dancer paid for it  (Nour, 40) 

 

Amm Ahmed’s opinion matches the edict or fatwa issued by Dr. Nasr Farid, the late 

Mofti of Egypt.  Dr. Farid noted that those eating at a ma'ida are not obligated to inquire 

about the status or profession of the person hosting the ma'ida (Sameh and Sherif, 2007).  

Dr. Farid added that it is up to God to judge humans according to their intentions and 

actions (Sameh and Sherif, 2007).  However, like Nour many people do not agree and 

view banquets hosted by celebrities as haram venues. Sheikh Farahat el-Mengy, an Azhar 

scholar, stated that it was haram to break fast at celebrities’ ma'idat al-Rahman, 

especially belly-dancers, or those that trade in alcohol, cigarettes or other toxic products 

(Abd El Malak, 2007).  Sheikh el-Mengy explains that Allah condemns all those who 

earn their income through trading in products that threaten human health, well-being and 

the environment. Accordingly, most banquets of the Merciful hosted by celebrities have 

gradually disappeared in the last few years.  One of the most popular ma'ida that 

disappeared since Ramadan 2007 is the one sponsored by belly-dancer Fifi Abdou that 

was located next to the Shooting Club in Mohandiseen district.   

 What I find particularly intriguing about the debate between Nour and Hajj 

Ahmed is that it highlights the general trend in the current debates existing within 

Egyptian society concerning morality. As I argued earlier, the consumer nature of 

contemporary Egyptian society has propagated the notion of freedom of choice in many 

aspects, including morality. Hajj Ahmed highlights the practicality of charity work in 

relation to the economic crises Egypt is experiencing. In his view it makes more sense to 

encourage charity projects to elevate people’s sense of poverty and deprivation than 

focusing on ‘trivial’ matters.  In other words, issues of morality must be contextualized in 

relation to economic factors.  

To conclude, one’s engagement in religious activities during the holy month does 

not go uncontested. Commercialization has permeated modern life to such an extent, that 
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it often becomes difficult to assess whether the niya for engaging in pious acts is 

motivated by pure piety or to attain fame, monetary returns or other materialistic values.  

Commercialization has also led to the commodification of religious motifs associated 

with the holy month.  

 

3.4 Commodification of religious symbols 

 

Religious symbols related to Ramadan and other Islamic rituals have come to attain 

monetary values, thus became commodified within the context of the market system. In 

this section, I will particularly focus on the Ramadan lantern, which has become one of 

the most demanded commodities during the holy month.   

 An interview with a middle-class medical doctor proved to be the most insightful 

in how the commercialization of the lantern is widely perceived as undermining the noble 

values that it stands for:   

 
The fanus is an Islamic tradition that represents kheir (goodness and charity, ns). A long time ago when there was 

no electricity, people used to volunteer and hang a fanus in front of their houses to light the path for people 

walking by. This is a sadaqa. Today the fanus is used as an item of decoration….it has lost its purpose of 

providing kheir.  Now with the presence of electricity, we should try and come up with something else that would 

provide the same kind of kheir and be an icon for Ramadan.  But we simply missed the point and just developed 

the fanus into a commercial product rather than promoting its true noble purpose (Dr. Abbass, 45).   

 

According to Dr. Abbass’s view, the commercialization of the fanus has transformed the 

Ramadan symbol into a profit-making product rather than promoting its charitable moral 

purpose. The fanus, being a symbol of virtue, prominently stands for ‘goodness’ and 

‘charity’, according to him.  However, commercial companies have transformed its noble 

virtues to more of a marketable commodity.   

Commercialization is clearly presented in observing how the modern fanus is now 

made more attractive to appeal to youngsters and children’s tastes through adding fancy 

colors and including latest-hits tunes.  The fanus is no longer used to light the way (free 

of charge) for persons walking by, but rather became a piece of decoration, commonly 

exchanged between friends and love couples as gifts.  
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In other words, in the processes of commercialization, religious symbols like 

fanus Ramadan have become folklorlized.  Folklorization of the lantern is opposed by 

some as undermining religiosity and reducing it to a meaningless commercial symbol 

rather than one based on a thorough understanding of its religious positive values. It is 

important to highlight that this kind of criticism was mainly noted by members of the 

lower-class segments of the population, who cannot afford the expensive lanterns widely 

available in the market today. The lower-classes are painfully aware that the life style of 

the well-to-do is unattainable to them. Therefore, one can argue that commodificiation 

and folklorization of the lantern and other religious symbols may act as differential 

markers for social class.   

To conclude, the status of the Ramadan lantern is perceived to have become 

transformed from a religious symbol to an expensive and elaborate ritual around which 

revolves a great commercial fanfare.  The lower-middle classes were mainly the ones to 

criticize the folklorization of the lantern. For the upper-middle classes, however, the 

transformation of the lantern into stylish models is generally approved. This kind of 

commercialism of religious symbols allows the affluent to develop and express religiosity 

in a convenient manner as will be exemplified in the next section.  

  

4. In Support of Consumerism 

 

In various ways, then, we can observe that the market culture in modern society has 

redefined the blurring of boundaries between religion and consumerism, which comes to 

the fore most prominently during Ramadan. While there are voices in Egyptian society 

that criticize the prevalence of the market culture for diminishing Islamic knowledge and 

practices, I argue that the commercialization of religion has also caused a sacralization of 

everyday life. The consumer culture has enhanced the presence or visibility of religion 

within the public sphere through the integration of religious motifs into profane 

commodities and public leisure spheres. This process is accelerated through the 

development of television, internet and mobile phones that are used to promote those 

sacralized products and venues. Besides, it will become clear that the folklorization and 
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commercialization of religious culture helps young upper-middle class women to 

experience a pious self.  

 

4.1 Islamic commodities 

 

Islamic commodities have become ever so popular 

among Muslim female youth since the last few 

decades.  Particularly during Ramadan, demand for 

those goods and services provided under the banner 

of Islam becomes conspicuous.175 Those 

commodities range from prayer mats, prayer beads, 

headscarves, skullcaps, bumper sticker, key chains 

and framed Koran verses (Starrett, 1995).  People 

exchange some gifts like the Barbie-type doll named 

Hend that congratulates Muslims on the arrival of 

Ramadan and Fulla that wears the headscarf, a long 

flowing gown, or abaya and comes with her own 

prayer rug; Nokia’s special Ramadan edition N78 

model cellular phone that alerts Muslims time of 

prayers, iftar, sahur and includes Koranic 

recitations; also there is the use of  an easy-to-

remove nail polish that can be chipped off in 

seconds before the woman attends to her ablutions 

and prayers.176

                                                 
175 While these products are presented as ‘Islamic’, Abdelrahman (2006) states that the production and 
promotion of these commodities are not predominantly related to Islam. Most of these commodities, 
including the lanterns, are produced in non-Islamic countries such as China and Europe. Some are affiliated 
with Western banking systems and inhuman labor conditions. As for marketing, companies mainly use the 
same kinds of techniques involved in selling any kind of commodities like sales promotions, discount 
coupons etc. None of the producers refer to fair-trade or any kinds of social justice in the production of 
these products.    

 The demand for these Islamic goods and services arose mainly due to the 

effects of the open-door policy on the Egyptian market culture. Also, the increase of 

176 The creators of Fulla, NewBoy Design Studio in Damascus, Syria, announced that the doll represents 
‘Arab and Islamic values such as modesty, respect and piety’ (al-Jadda, 2005). 

Image 10: A fashionable 
gallabiyya that combines modesty 
and sophistication. The 
advertisement recommends 
women to wear them at social 
outings during Ramadan.  
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Egyptian migrants who worked in the Gulf region bought back with them a religious 

lifestyle, which is highly dependent on ritual and often creates demand for Islamic goods 

and services (Abdelrahman, 2006). 

 Targeting the elite’s modern tastes, Islamic commodities are restyled into trendy 

and quality items, which have thus become part of a cosmopolitan high-culture. Some of 

these cosmopolitan traits include the production of headscarves in quality fabrics and 

fashionable styles that are sold at luxurious shopping malls in Cairo. Another example is 

the fashionable gallabiyya, that is made and advertised as combining elegance, 

sophistication and modesty (See image 10). Also, the Ramadan lantern that was formerly 

lit by a candle, is now equipped with a light bulb and loudspeakers that produces modern 

Arabic pop songs. The cosmopolitan touch that is added to these products involves a 

redefinition of Islamic identity in such a way that it is attuned to the experiences and 

modern lifestyles of Cairo’s young high class citizens.177

Islamic products have become popular among the young affluent Egyptians, as 

they fit well with their cosmopolitan identity which combines piety and a consumerist 

lifestyle.  As Navaro-Yashin (2002) affirms identities in the global world are to a large 

extent produced within the consumer culture. Surely, religious identities were expressed 

by the informants through their ownership of ‘Islamic’ goods.  It is vital to remember that 

upper-middle class youth lead a consumerist lifestyle apparent in their choices of stylish, 

expensive and modern products or recreation activities as observed in their year-long 

leisure activities. At the same time, when the holy month arrives they strive to attain 

higher piety without necessarily giving up consumerism.  Cosmopolitan Islamic products 

seem to fulfill that demand where these items are offered in trendy packaging and made 

with quality ingredients to appeal to their modern tastes.  

   

To conclude, the new trendy Islamic commodities appeal to many Egyptians, 

particularly those affiliated with upper-middle classes. This new discourse is attractive to 

them since it motivates and compels them to practice their religion without giving up the 

pleasures of modern life. For the upper-middle class women, who are thoroughly 

embedded in modern life styles, consumption has become an important self-technique to 

                                                 
177 See, van Wichelen (2008) who builds a similar argument for the elite in Java, Indonesia; and Kapchan 
(1996) for bridal festivities in Morocco.  
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construct and experience a religious self. It is through the consumption of restyled 

religious commodities that they can attain piety and relate to other categories of Egyptian 

citizens. 

  

4.2 New da`wa that support consumerism 

 

In Max Weber’s famous book The Protestant Ethic and the spirit of Capitalism, he 

theorized that features of ascetic Protestantism (namely Calvinist ethic and ideas) 

contributed to the development of capitalistic notions including the state and bureaucracy 

in Western countries. Parallel to Weber’s perspective, I argue that the new styles of 

Islamic da`wa  in Egypt seek to sow the seeds of capitalism by proposing a 

complementary relationship between monetary gain, worldly fulfillments and positive 

spirituality.178

New Islamic preaching of Amr Khaled, Moez Masoud and other young preachers 

do no express opposition towards consumerism.

 The new da`wa offers Muslims the opportunity to express their piety 

without necessarily having to abandon a consumerist lifestyle. This allows them to 

exhibit their affluence and enjoy the luxuries of consumerist culture prevalent in 

contemporary times.  

179 On the contrary, they occasionally 

express the notion that Islam is compatible with capitalism.180

                                                 
178 In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber notes that Calvinism supported rational 
pursuit of economic gain and worldly activities which had been attached to positive spiritual and moral 
meanings.  These doctrines further encouraged planning and self-denial in pursuit for economic success. In 
another study titled Weber and Islam, Bryan S. Turner writes that Weber in his study of Islamic civilization 
revealed that many of the pre-requisites of capitalism were absent in the Middle East. These pre-requisites, 
that he argued existed in the West, included asceticism, ‘appropriation of the physical means of production 
by the entrepreneur, freedom of the market, rational technology, rational law, free labor and finally the 
commercialization of economic life’ (Turner, 1998: 12).  However, I argue that many of these capitalistic 
attributes exist in Egyptian society, particularly in contemporary time.  

 The importance of this 

new discourse is that it affirms to wealthy people that it is possible to lead an elitist and 

179 Other popular preachers include Khaled El-Guindi, the Yemeni El-Habib Ali and Mohamed Hassan. 
They all hold non-Azhar university degrees, hail from the middle and upper middle classes, lecture in 
simple colloquial Arabic, and dress in western clothes. More importantly, perhaps, these preachers are 
independent and are not affiliated to any religious group, political party or official body. 
180 During late president Nasser’s leadership Islam was made compatible with socialism. However this 
practice changed immediately after president Sadat took over. Since Sadat’s time, Islam has become made 
compatible with capitalism. Religious scholars and representatives, during Sadat’s leadership, have issued 
fatwas that opposed communism and socialism.  Instead, for example, they emphasized the right of private 
ownership (Werner 1997: 57).    
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modern lifestyle and still remain a good Muslim (Bayat, 2003). These young preachers 

communicate the idea that it is possible to maintain the power and prestige that goes 

along Western education and travels abroad, while remaining a pious Muslim.  Good 

Muslims can be religious but still live, work, have fun.   

Amr Khaled started preaching in mosques and private clubs in the early 1990s, 

and today, his shows are broadcasted on a number of satellite channels, reaching an 

audience of millions of young Muslims all over the world.  The popularity of Khaled and 

others like him is mainly based on their ability to relate to youth’s modern lifestyles. 

These preachers recommend for people to reconcile religion and life or din wa dunya as 

commonly referred to by Egyptians.  Life in this perspective refers to modern society and 

capitalism, and not to an antiquated style of early Islamic community, which is often 

idealized by more traditional preachers.  In their consumer practices observant Muslims 

in today’s Egypt are involved in the same capitalist consumption market as secularists 

(Abdelrahman, 2004).   

I interviewed an Azhar preacher and scholar Mahmoud Kamal, regarding the 

relationship of Islam to consumerism. He assured me that Islam does not oppose trade 

and business. He referred to the Prophet Muhammed who helped trade with his wife 

Khadija. He added that a proper Muslim business person should be ethical and not cheat 

or violate the three main principles of Islamic law, which call for protecting life, honor 

and property.   

Interestingly, various religious representatives are used as icons to advertise 

consumer goods and inaugurate new commercial enterprises.181

Finally, the Egyptian state also appears to endorse this new consumerist trend. 

According to Abdelrahman (2004), it is in the government’s interest to support 

consumerism and individual interest as this approach leads to a decrease in political 

 It is common for one to 

hear that key representatives of official Islam declared their support to some ‘Islamic’ 

commodity; for example the Mofti and Sheikh of al-Azhar gave their public approval for 

the use of Mecca Cola soft drink and its commercial enterprise.  

                                                 
181 Simultaneously, Islamic preachers are also active in endorsing social non-profit enterprises.  For 
example, Sheikh al-Azhar was used as a spokesperson at some television commercials that aired in 
Ramadan 2008 and 2009, to endorse the new free-of-charge children’s cancer hospital in Cairo 
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uprising against the government.182

 

 In chapter seven, I will probe further on this issue to 

explain how the Egyptian government shapes and facilitates commercial transactions 

during the holy month.   

4.3  Sacralization of profane venues and technological devices 

 

The market culture has not only triggered the development of Islamic commodities but 

has also sacralized profane venues and technological modes of communication.  This 

trend of profane items being associated with religious symbols comes to the fore most 

prominently during Ramadan.  I will argue that in the process of sacralization of profane 

items, religion becomes more visible within the public sphere.   

Kheyam Ramadan has received immense criticism for being consumer-oriented 

and only catering for the wealthy segments of the population. Nevertheless, the success 

of these venues’ business is based on its integration of religious themes and symbols. At 

most of the kheyam I visited, walls were decorated with Koranic scripts, lanterns, CDs 

(complimentary or for sale) with religious songs were distributed, religious/Ramadan 

songs were played and sahur meals were served. Moreover, some of the banquets’ 

proceeds went to charity projects. In other words, the kheyam Ramadan venues enable 

people to realize piety through charity (in the form of money donations), fulfill the sunna 

of sahur and be exposed to religious symbols, all in a fun setting.   

During the holy month consumer goods are rebranded and popular motifs 

associated with Ramadan are temporarily incorporated.183

                                                 
182 See, Clammer (2003: 408) who raises a similar argument. He notes that increase in consumption leads to 
a decline in politicization and increase in individualism and a diminishing of class solidarity. 

 Re-branding and other 

promotion strategies described in prior chapters, are all attempts by marketers to sacralize 

their ordinary commercial commodities to appeal to the Muslim target market. These 

mainly include integration of Ramadan motifs like the lantern, cannon, mesahharati into 

their promotion campaigns. For example, Pril’s (dish-washing detergent) marketers 

promote early Ramadan the new shape adjustment of the product’s package into a 

Ramadan lantern (See image 11). 

183 For more on how advertising employs ritual symbolism to create messages about products and services 
not designed for use during such occasions, refer to Otnes and Scott (1996) 
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 Marketers thus try to appropriate 

cultural or religious meanings to their 

products to serve commercial 

purposes.  Some people may oppose 

this strategy stating that these 

producers misuse the holy month for 

monetary gain and, accordingly, 

undermine its sacredness. From a 

different perspective, however, this 

kind of marketing strategy promotes 

important religious-cultural symbols 

and practices associated with the 

holy month. 

Television in particular plays 

a crucial role in the process of 

sacralization of the profane. Not only 

is the television the main medium 

used for the promotion of those 

commodities that are re-branded or 

sacralized in Ramadan, it is also the main source for the transmission of religious 

knowledge that is highly demanded during the holy month.   

Some authors like O’Guinn and Belk (1989) and Frankl (1987) oppose the 

association between religion and its transmission through secular television. They noted 

that through such use of this modern technology (television) sacred knowledge may 

become weakened when broadcasted into profane spaces and times.  Applying this 

perspective to Ramadan, it is common to see people watching religious television 

programs while recreating at a coffee shop or while socializing with family during iftar or 

sahur times. Therefore by religion becoming more linked to television (a secular 

medium) some secularists may argue that religion might have undermined its own 

sacredness.  

Image 11: The bottle shape of Pril washing 
detergent changes in Ramadan to resemble 
the fanus as depicted in the background. The 
forefront image is the product’s original 
bottle shape.  



202 
 

I, however, argue that through utilizing the television, religion has become more 

visible in the public sphere and reaches large market segments. Particularly in a country 

like Egypt, where many remain illiterate and many women have limited access to public 

space, television has become one of the most important media vehicles addressing issues 

that pertain to all aspects of society. 

Young women access religious knowledge through religious-oriented television 

channels presented in the previous chapter. In addition they use the internet and mobile 

phones to develop and express piety. Female respondents were in the habit of sending 

mass e-mails to remind Muslim friends of Ramadan teachings, prayer and iftar times-

schedule etc.  The internet also proved to be a great tool for circulating religious 

messages.  Sending scriptural texts and religious tips through the mobile phone was 

mentioned by some respondents as a great way of supporting one another during the holy 

month.  Some of the interviewees also mentioned that they were in the habit of giving 

one another rings on their cellular phones to wake each other up for dawn prayers.  They 

sent text messages wishing one another a happy Ramadan, verses from Koran and 

ahadith related to the sacred month. In addition, a few days before the month starts one 

receives mobile text messages mainly from social organizations asking for donations and 

volunteers to support Ramadan-related types of charity activities. The same kind of 

information is widely circulated over social-networking websites such as Facebook.184

The utilization of technological devices for the attainment and expression of piety 

supports Repstad (1996) argument that religion and modern technology not only co-exist 

but thrive together.  This might surprise some as Islamic rituals and movements or 

promoters are widely perceived to stand in opposition to modernity.  Westerlund and 

Hallencreutz (1996), however, argue that rather than modernity, Islamic movement 

oppose modernism. Islamic movements specifically reject those aspects of modernism 

defined as an ideology to do with belief in the perfection of science and human reason.  

As evident in many leisure spaces during Ramadan, modernity in terms of modern 

  

                                                 
184 Facebook is not only used for spreading religious messages but also political one. Opposition groups 
and internet activists launched an online campaign for a strike. Thousands joined the 2008 ‘April 6: a 
general strike for the people of Egypt’ group on the social utility website. There was so much talks about 
the strike that the Ministry of Interior mad a public announcement on television threatening any of those 
who take part in the strike.  This caused much people to get scared and not even go to work or school on 
April 6th. For more on the story, see Carr (2008). 
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technology and communications is celebrated and widely used by Muslims. In a Muslim 

context, the opposition between modernity and modernism might be better viewed as 

‘modernization’ versus ‘Westernization’, since Islamism is a reaction to the globalization 

of Western localism (Roald, 2001).185

Modernization can be observed in the way that profane recreation venues, 

commodities and communication devices are re-defined in Ramadan to incorporate 

religious knowledge and symbols.  Through such incorporation, religion becomes more 

visible within the public sphere. In addition, the publicly disseminated and consumed 

religious discourses offers upper-middle class women compelling ways to attain religious 

knowledge and express piety.  We will now turn to the issue of modernization and 

womanhood. 

  

 

5. Women and Piety 

 

‘The pillars of taqwa rests on women’s shoulders…they are the gatekeepers of honor and 

mothers that raise future Muslim generations’. This view was forwarded by Dr. 

Mahmoud Abdel Baset, a professor of Arabic and theology at Azhar university whom I 

got to know in the course of my research. Dr. Abdel Baset’s views are shared by almost 

all research respondents, regardless of gender or social class.  In this section I argue that 

women continue to be viewed as the ‘gatekeepers’ of piety in modern Cairo, since they 

are protectors of their family honor, mothers of future Muslim generations and they are 

believed to have the ‘sexual power’ to cause public disorder. They are socially expected 

to commit to strict modesty and strive to achieve a pious self during the holy month. 

Deviations from these expectations are received with harsh criticisms.  Finally I analyze 

why women’s focus on fashion and achieving an ideal body weight is believed to divert 

their attention from attending to pious acts.  

 

 

 

                                                 
185 Islamism’s reaction to the globalization of Western localism is built on the belief that local Islamic 
traditions are dissolving in face of Western culture imperialism. 
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5.1 Women as central for the moral order 

 

Women are generally viewed as the main representatives of dignity and piety in Muslim 

societies (Kandiyoti, 1995). Their conduct is regarded as crucial for the social and moral 

order in the Middle East (Timmerman, 2000). Moreover, while the family or usra is 

regarded as the foundation of the ideal moral order, women have the responsibility for 

keeping the honor (especially sexual honor) of the family intact (Zuhur, 1992). The 

degree of modesty (al-ihtisham, al-haya’) adopted by women is not only considered to 

reflect their integrity, but the integrity of society as a whole. A woman who looks or 

behaves in an immoral manner does not only risk her reputation, but her family honor as 

a well. In addition, her ‘immoral’ behavior may give a negative image to non-Muslims, 

on the Muslim society she is affiliated with.     

As mothers, females are responsible for teaching future generations Islamic 

values. Islamic scriptures stress the importance of the mother’s role in raising her 

children and the great difficulty that she must endure for the sake of her family, for which 

she will be abundantly rewarded by God (Inhorn, 1996).  Many times during my 

interviews with members of older generations (regardless of gender), present day mothers 

were the ones to receive harsh blame and criticism for the perceived lack of tarbiya 

(upbringing) or adab (morals) of their children.  Fathers were usually excused from the 

responsibility of child-care on the basis that their primary role is to earn a living for the 

family, and accordingly, they are expected to spend long hours away from home and 

family.  

To sum up, the moral order of the Muslim umma and its future is generally 

believed to rest for a large part on the morals of its female Muslim community. 

Especially during the holy month, women are faced with a larger burden of giving a 

positive image of Islam.  They are thus expected to be or strive to be at their best moral 

order. That does not only encompass adherence to strict modesty but also efforts to 

engage actively in religious activities during the sacred month.  
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5.2 Habitualisation of a pious self in modern times 

 

Young upper-middle class women expressed preference for those preachers that discuss 

religious `ibadat in relation to its applicability and usefulness in their lives. Also, those 

preachers who communicate religious messages in easy-to understand colloquial Arabic 

or even the English language facilitate young women’s ability to habitalise a pious self.  

Female interviewees criticized traditional sheikhs for their failure to address 

practical worldly issues in their sermons. They disapproved of traditional preachers who 

only discuss the importance of `ibadat as a religious obligation, while failing to explain 

its applicability or usefulness in their lives.186 In this tradition, instruction is geared 

towards instilling a scholarly knowledge of the texts rather than providing a practical 

understanding of how these texts should guide one's conduct in daily affairs. One young 

female, for example, stated that while Sheikh Metwali Sharawi was talented in explaining 

religious scripts and stories, he did not probe much into how the moral/wisdom of the 

texts were of direct use to her.187

Young informants’ criticism corresponds with Mahmood’s (2005: 4) argument 

that the process of secularization has reduced Islamic knowledge to an abstract system of 

beliefs that has no direct link on the practicalities of daily challenges. One may thus argue 

that preachers who propagate `ibadat as a sense of obligation only rather than its 

usefulness to modern challenges, alienate young people who are most likely to fail to 

cultivate these practices.  In contrast, the popularity of the new religious youth subculture 

initiated by Amr Khaled is to a large extent based on its preference to discuss practical 

implications of the exegetical tradition of the Koran and the hadith.  Khaled’s choice of 

relevant subjects and the way he tackles religious `ibadat, paves the way for them to 

cultivate or remain committed to religious acts on a long term basis.   

  

                                                 
186 For example in Bahgat’s novel (1988) Ramadan Diary he satirically portrays a sheikh who speaks about 
Tayammum (performing ablutions without water, that is, when there is no water available to Muslims like 
in the desert) to a group of people who neither live nor travel to the desert. The sheikh also warns a group 
of peasants, who could not even afford winter clothes, against wearing/using silk or gold. 
187 Egypt best known Islamic cleric Mohammed Metwalli Sharawi, who died at the age of 87 on 17th June 
1998, got his chance of stardom at the age of 59 when he took part in the country's first ever Islamic 
religious discussion programme to be televised nour ala nour (Light upon Light). Within few years, 
Sharawi became one of the most popular preachers in the Islamic Arab world to an estimated 70 million 
Arabic-speaking viewers. 
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Amr Khaled and other young preachers lecture on contemporary issues like 

befriending the opposite sex, working or studying in mixed gender communities, 

homosexuality and the importance of wearing hijab at these contexts. They explained the 

‘wisdom’ behind the hijab and its applicability in gender-mixed recreation centers, 

universities and other modern facilities. In one television episode delivered by Khaled, he 

discussed the challenges the young population may face during summertime. Summer  is 

known to be the time of intense struggle for female youngsters, who try to overcome 

sinful temptations like dating and swimming in a bikini while remaining tied to Islamic 

values of dress modesty.  In relation to Ramadan, Khaled explains that fasting is a 

‘blessing’ for human health as it purifies one from food toxins provided from junk food 

that are widely consumed nowadays.  

Furthermore, Khaled among other preachers representing the new trend in da`wa   

are favored among young Egyptians for their usage of colloquial Arabic as opposed to the 

standard Arabic spoken by traditional preachers. When I discussed Khaled with some 

Egyptian teenagers, they highly praised his style, agreeing that it was ‘easier to grasp the 

message’ through the simple Arabic words he used and modern day-to-day examples he 

provided to support his argument.   

Also on the rise is the growing phenomenon of preaching in the English language.  

Moez Masoud (a graduate of the elitist American University in Cairo) is a religious 

preacher who gained immense popularity among second-and third-generation Muslims 

living abroad and English-speaking communities in the Middle East.  During Ramadan 

he presents two series, named Parables in the Koran (2001 and 2002) and Stairway to 

Paradise (2003 and 2004), all of which aired on Iqraa and ART International channels.  

Both series are presented in the English language and offer discussions and explanations 

of Islamic spirituality.  Masoud’s shows are especially famous among affluent Egyptian 

bi-lingual students and youth who studied at English foreign institutions or have resided 

abroad.  

 Therefore, those preachers that are able to use modern languages/dialect, relate 

religious obligations to daily life challenges and thus become the ones who win 

credibility and mass support among the increasingly globalizing women youth. 

Nevertheless, Bayat (2003) notes that Amr Khaled and others like him are no liberal 
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Muslim thinkers. Some of their ideas remain highly conservative, and follow a religious 

discourse that lacks innovation, nuance and dynamism. Their theology remains deeply 

scriptural and tied to religious principles as will be explained in the next section. 

 

5.3 Women, fitna and modesty 

 

A well known statement of preacher Amr Khaled’s is ‘one woman can easily entice one 

hundred men, but one hundred men cannot entice a single woman’. Accordingly, Khaled 

frequently states that the hijab is essential for the preservation of society. In relation to 

this commonly shared view, unveiled women are promoters of sin, and a ‘complete, head 

to toe hijab is an obligation in Islam’ (cf. Bayat, 2003).  Women are expected to exert 

more effort than men to maintain a modest appearance in the public sphere during the 

holy month not only to give a good image of Islam and maintain moral order in society 

(as argued earlier), but also to help  males to keep their fast.  

The prevailing moral discourse on Egyptian Muslim women is contradictory in 

nature. In the eyes of many Muslims (particularly males), women are seen at once as 

innocent and incorruptible. Simultaneously, they are viewed as lesser moral beings who 

are unable to control their sexual desire and are easily tempted.188 This, in turn, is 

perceived to cause fitna (chaos or temptation) and public disorder (Walseth and Fasting, 

2003).  Gender-segregation in public areas and encouraging higher levels of modesty for 

women are measures to avoid fitna.189

The issue for modesty on the part of women is particularly relevant in Ramadan 

where Muslims are religiously commanded to abstain from any sexual relations during 

 In addition, the contradictory logic on women, 

makes it possible to grant men the moral responsibility to control women, and at the same 

time, place the blame on women when public disorder occurs.  

                                                 
188 Some male respondents frequently referred to a hadith where the Prophet is narrated to have said 
‘women are deficient in both mind/intelligence (aql) and religion (din)’. They interpreted that deficiency in 
religion is because a woman is not required to pray or fast during her menstruation and thus her piety does 
not live up to males’ standards. Mental deficiency was interpreted to refer to the Koran in Surat Al Baqara 
2:282: ‘ two women witnesses are required in place of one-man witness’. This stipulation refers to business 
transactions, or in other words matters in which women are generally less versed then men due to their 
inexperience. 
189 On the same line of argument, some authors conclude that the existence of female circumcision in some 
countries is an attempt to control the sexuality of women and thus maintain public/moral order.  
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fasting hours and are generally encouraged to maintain a ‘pure state of mind’ devoid of 

sexual excitement or other forms of distractions. Those males that become sexually 

attracted towards a woman, may risk having their fast revoked.   

The four madhahib or law schools affirm that secreting sperm due to seeing 

something arousing does not invalidate the fast (cf. Möller, 2005). Yet some informants 

explained that being exposed to something arousing may tempt one to have forbidden 

sexual relations during fasting hours and may distract one from attending to religious 

duties. 

In many of my interviews with female informants they noted that one of their 

main motivations to adhering to more modest dress-style and behavior (al-ihtisham, al-

haya’) was to ‘help Muslim brothers complete their fast successfully’.  While they all 

affirmed that modesty was expected from both men and women, they found that females 

are religiously expected to attend to this issue more.  Some women referred to the Koran 

surat Nur 24: 31-32 to explain how Muslim women are commanded to not expose their 

‘adornment’ or beautification to male strangers.  A few female informants said that these 

verses specifically addressed females or ‘wives…daughters and women’ and not males.  

What I noticed is that while most women were often unable to quote Koran verses or 

ahadith to support some of their opinions, almost all of them clearly referred to Koranic 

verses 24:31-32 and tirelessly spoke about how crucial female modesty is in Islam.  

Moreover, modesty as a social expectation that strictly applies to women is also 

tied to cultural beliefs on femininity.  All female informants shared the belief that 

‘women’s bodies are naturally more sexual and attractive than males’.  To support this 

argument, one informant pointed to music video-clips where the cameras zoom at the 

female models’ private parts rather than that of the males. Therefore, based on religious 

and cultural beliefs, some women noted that they should not wear tight or revealing 

outfits or engage in activities that may cause sexual arousal.  Since Ramadan is regarded 

as the sacred month, any act of immorality or seduction on the part of women was 

perceived as liable to twice the religious punishment one would get during other months 

of the year.     

Indeed, women who stray from the ‘conservative norm’ during Ramadan are 

harshly criticized by their female counterparts and males alike.  Girls who walk in public 
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dressed in ‘seductive clothing’, laughing or giggling loudly or behaving ‘immorally’ tend 

to receive comments from onlookers like ‘Allahom enni sayem’ (By God I am fasting) or 

‘Astagfar Allah el-Azim’ (I ask God for forgiveness).   Some males resort to these 

comments to ask God’s forgiveness for gazing at these ‘seductive-looking’ females and 

to remind themselves that they should not risk breaking their fast by staring at the 

opposite sex. Others use these comments to publically denounce the ‘provocative’ 

appearance of these girls and remind them that the holy month dictates increased modesty 

and purity.   

 In an interview with the earlier mentioned twenty-five year old Suzan, a nurse at 

Heliopolis hospital, she felt ‘obliged’ to give me advice on my dress-code. Apparently, 

she perceived Ramadan as the month where an un-conservative dress code can not be 

tolerated.  Suzan asked me:  ‘Are you Muslim? Are you fasting?’  When I responded by 

‘Yes’ to both questions, she asked me ‘Will this do? (Yenfa` keda)’ referring to what I 

was wearing. When I asked her ‘what she meant’, she stated the following:   

 
It is Ramadan and you are not even wearing long sleeves. Your sleeves are way up above your elbows. This 

is not acceptable.  Especially in Ramadan…the month we all strive to get closer to God and not disappoint 

him. You should at least try to stick to the Islamic dress-code during Ramadan.  We all wait for Ramadan 

each year so that we may make-up for all the wrong we have done previously. They say most wishes are 

granted during Ramadan,  es-shahr el-moftarag (Blessed month).  The way you are dressed attracts males’ 

attention. Not only will you take zanb (sin) for what you are wearing but you will also bear the zanb of all 

those males who look at you.  

 

Suzan offered to donate me an extra scarf of hers to put around my shoulders and cover 

my ‘bare’ arms.  This incident in particular drew my attention to the notion that women 

have to remain extremely cautious on how they appear and behave in public, for any 

deviation from the norm will not only negatively reflect on themselves but all those they 

may sexually arouse.  Moreover, Suzan’s comments shed light on how the holy month is 

viewed as an exceptional time for Muslims to strive to fulfill an optimum state of 

physical modesty.  

In general, the responsibility of avoiding fitna during the holy month rests more 

strongly on the shoulders of women than on those of men. Women, who are believed to 
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be more likely than men to seduce others, do not only risk having their own fast revoked 

but also that of men who lustfully gaze at them.   

 

5.4 Women and fashion 

 

Women are usually believed to be more vulnerable to negative global images and 

discourses than males (Ghannam, 2002).  One recurring complaint I heard from older 

informants, regardless of gender, is that young women have become so preoccupied with 

fashion and weight loss that they no longer have time for religious acts.  Their ‘excessive 

concern’ with their physical appearance, is believed to divert their attention from service 

to God, particularly desired during the Ramadan.  

Many young women in Cairo spend much time and effort trying to keep up with 

the latest fashion trends through consumption of Western or Hollywood media images 

and fashionable clothes, accessories or make-up as described in chapter three. They spend 

long hours discussing, researching and consuming up-to-date outfits, accessories and 

make-up.  The integration of the veil with contemporary Western fashion is a noticeable 

phenomenon in Cairo (Herrera, 2001b).  Some of those who wear the headscarf have 

adopted new styles of covering and knotting like the ‘Spanish’ or ‘Gypsy’ style 

headscarves as mentioned earlier. What one witnesses today in the streets of Cairo is an 

extraordinary rich variety of coexisting different fashions. Some girls wear tight jeans 

and bright colored make-up and outfits, with or without the head-scarf. Others wear the 

face-veils (munaqabat) or wear long black garments without covering their faces.  

The wide variation in fashion tastes that appear today in Cairo can be interpreted 

from various interrelated perspectives. Starting with the implementation of President 

Anwar al-Sadat’s open door policy in the 1970s, Egypt has witnessed a boom in 

consumer culture (Abaza, 2007). Shopping guides and shops that mainly incorporated 

Western fashion and tastes, imported or local-made, have become available to large 

population segments in the market. Many women, who prefer to pursue religious values 

without compromising their fashionable looks, choose to incorporate the headscarf with 

trendy outfits. Moreover, all women informants agreed that modesty in dress-style is an 

essential Islamic virtue that is mainly defined as wearing outfits that are not transparent 
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or define the body figure. How this decodes into actual appearance is, however, not 

agreed upon.  Thus for some females, only covering one’s hair fulfills the Islamic code 

for modesty. Others consider full head-to-toe covering mandatory, while in the view of 

again others, the headscarf is not the main criteria for modesty. 

Bayat (2002 & 2003) proposes that it is important to understand the new 

cosmopolitan fashion trend of Egyptian youth in relation to the way they have been 

socialized.  Young Egyptians are raised in a cultural and educational tradition that limits 

individuality and innovation. Their only outlet for realizing partial freedom of expression 

is through asserting their opinions in a social manner, such as fashion. Bayat stresses that 

this sub-culture fashion trend can be considered as a channel that allows ‘simultaneous 

fulfillment of the contradictory human tendencies: change and adaptation, difference and 

similarity, individuality and social norms’ (Bayat, 2003). Taking part in this new 

cosmopolitan fashion trend allows youth to affirm their individuality and accomplish 

change, while respecting cultural norms. As presented in chapter one, Egyptian upper-

class women youth are faced with contradictions in trying to cope in their life styles with 

their religious-culture values and, the sometimes contradicting, global discourses. In 

response they innovate new culture traditions like a dress-style that combines trendy 

fashion with the hijab.       

Furthermore, presentday young women are highly concerned with their body 

image. They are keen in maintaining a low body weight and remaining fit.  The Western 

media is the main source for popularizing a ‘Hollywood’ female appearance which is 

slim, seductive and attractive to the opposite sex. Moreover, in the last few decades Arab 

television channels and lifestyle magazines have propagated that same image for women.  

For example, on Arab music channels such as Melody and Mazzika the female singers 

and models dress and perform much similar to artists that appear on American and 

European Music channels. 

Keen to keep up with the desired Hollywood body image, young women hope to 

increase their chances on the marriage market.190

                                                 
190 Reference again to Wearing’s (1996) definition on femininity, where females are conditioned as sexual 
beings that fulfill men’s desires, many girls act out this gender role through voluntarily beautifying 
themselves for the pleasure of the male gaze. Thus those women who attend to their looks to attract male 
attention are actually re-affirming the Western discourse on femininity.  

  Voluptuous and curvy figures, which 
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used to be an indicator for wealth and fertility, are now detested by both genders (C.f. 

Eum, 2005).  In the global culture context of Cairo, overweight has become associated 

with the lower-classes, immaturity and low self-esteem, whereas slim women are usually 

affiliated with the upper class (Basyouny, 1997).   

Accordingly, many women resort to consuming diet pills and joining fitness 

centers, which have increased tremendously in the Egyptian market. Ramadan as a 

fasting month is not only viewed as a good opportunity time for taqwa but also loosing 

the extra weight. Many young women follow special Ramadan diets and exercise 

schedules, widely advertised on the internet, health centers, lifestyle magazines and other 

public venues.  

The Hollywood image for women has been further promoted with the increased 

importation of Western clothes and local-made outfits that copy those fashion tastes 

discussed earlier.  The body is thus conditioned to fit the garments that the store provides. 

It is made a subsidiary to an abstract framework that stands outside it and is outlined by 

marketing (Corrigan, 1997).  In this sense, consumerism can be seen as a source of power 

that dictates women’s conception of their body image and appearance.  As early as 1990 

Abu-Lughod raised this argument in an interesting essay where she stated that the trend 

of some Bedouin women, who are believed to wear sexy lingerie to oppose parental 

authority and dominant social norms, can also be explained from another perspective. 

These women’s dress preference can also be understood as being affected by alternative 

forms of power embedded in practices of capitalism consumerism and urban values 

(Abu-Lughod, 1990:50).  Thus the prevalence of consumerism should be seen as a source 

of power that influences people’s social behavior, similar to family authority.  

 The concept of modesty that is highly strived for in Ramadan, must be understood 

within the framework of globalization. Where not only a global ‘Islam versus the West’ 

discourse has emerged,but also new dimensions on body image, marriage and, in turn, 

consumption. Consumerism and other global values that shape women’s image may thus 

act as sources of distraction from attending to religious duties or applying a modest code.  

These struggles that many modern Muslim women face surfaces vividly during the holy 

month,where profane and religious leisure are mutually emphasized.  
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 Young women are caught between expectations of modesty to ensure 

everybody’s piety and to avoid fitna as well as, expectations of new body-image and life 

styles due to globalization & consumerism. To resolve such an issue some women have 

resorted to dressing modestly during fasting hours and then more fashionably after the 

iftar meal. Others have opted to retain a modest dress-style and behavior throughout the 

holy month and then revert back to their pre-Ramadan lifestyle once the month is over. 

Generally, the vast majority of upper-class women have chosen to purchase those outfits 

that are modest in style yet fashionable.   

    

6. Why a Pious Image is important in Contemporary Times 

 

There is an ever-growing anti-Muslim sentiment in the Western world in contemporary 

times. Popular surveys in the West ascertain that many people feel that Islam will be a 

threat to democracy in the coming time (Ahmed and Donnan, 1994).  In turn, some 

Muslims feel that the suffering of their Muslim community in, for example, Bosnia, 

Palestine and Kashmir, is overlooked by the world because of hostility to Islam.  Most of 

the participants in my research share the view that their religion was being disrespected 

and scorned by the Western media and people.191

 Below is an interesting quote from an interview I had with a young female 

informant (Leila) who expressed her utmost rage against a cousin of hers for taking an 

American-Muslim friend to a khaymat Ramadan: 

 Consequently, some Muslim 

respondents speak of the need for jihad.  For almost all informants, a jihad does not mean 

military action, but rather intensification of religious activities to pray for God to 

safeguard the future of Islam  ( as described in the previous chapter) and, most 

importantly, to strive to provide a ‘good’ public image of  how Islam is to be lived.  Since 

Ramadan is known to be the ideal time for Islam, all Muslims are expected to be at their 

best behavior .   

 
                                                 
191 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 caused much 
resentment among Egyptians.   



214 
 

A relative of mine made the ultimate mistake by taking a newly Muslim convert to khaymat Ramadan.  When 

the girl (convert) saw people dancing and laughing loudly she looked at my cousin and said ‘I thought 

Ramadan is all about spirituality?’  I blamed my cousin for giving such negative impression of Ramadan to 

the girl.  I told her (cousin) she should have instead taken the girl to the mosque for tarawih prayers. The 

atmosphere there is overwhelming spiritual.  This is the spirit of Ramadan.  Not dancing, music, shisha 

smoking and other useless things you find in kheyam Ramadan…..now she (American girl) will go back to 

her home country saying that Muslims celebrate their holy month with dancing and smoking…. 

 

For Leila, Muslims who ‘mis-live’ the holy month contribute to the problem on how 

Islam is negatively conceptualized in the Western world.  Leila elaborated on that point 

by stating that Muslims are the ones mainly responsible for giving the ‘correct image on 

Islam’ which is free from materialism and profanities.  This concern for providing the 

‘correct image’ of Islam is understandable with the new trend or ‘crusade’, as Leila 

defined it, against Muslims in the Western media.  

 In this view, those Muslims who fail to keep up a pious appearance in public, 

particularly in Ramadan, are criticized for giving a false image of Islam.  Muslims fear 

that this false image may be employed by the Western media or other entities to defame 

Islam and its followers. For this reason some people whom I interviewed were highly 

suspicious of my research project, fearing that it may be part of a plot to portray 

Ramadan as part of a violent or irrational religion.  People continuously stressed that the 

essence of Ramadan is not profane recreation but charity, forgiveness and social 

cohesion.  Some informants also blamed the Western world for having introduced 

commercialization, and subsequently undermining the holiness of the month.   

 Finally, it is important to stress that public piety is subject to wider controversies 

relative to private religious practices concealed within domestic domains.  The image of 

Islam and Ramadan in the eyes of Western foreigners is indeed a great concern for many 

people, but it is that piety that is expressed in the public sphere that reflects that image. In 

one particular incident during fieldwork, an elderly man from Boulaq refused to sit for an 

interview once he found out that I am a student enrolled at a Dutch university. When I 

asked him why he did not want to sit with me he said ‘Why? You want to scandalize us?! 

What CNN has done is enough!’ For the man, anything Dutch, European or Western was 

viewed as a threat that would devalue Islam.  Another informant, also residing in Boulaq 

and who witnessed the incident, explained that the first man meant to make reference to a 
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popular incident that occurred in the 1990s involving CNN.  CNN cameras taped the 

‘gruesome’ circumcision ritual of a young Egyptian girl.  The surgery is usually done in 

secrecy within the private domains of homes. However by having a global television 

network tape the surgery and air it on television, the matter became a public scandal.  

This incident caused public embarrassment for Egyptians who were quick to respond that 

that female gentile mutilation is non-Islamic tradition.  

 To sum up, how piety is depicted in the public sphere is of utmost important to 

Egyptian Muslims.  For many it is important to provide a good image of Islam and 

Ramadan to counter the anti-Muslim sentiment or Islamophobia trend, a prejudice or 

discrimination towards Muslims that is believed to be growing in the Western world. 

Women in Muslim societies appear to be the ones mainly responsible for providing that 

credible image of their religion through their expression and attainment of piety within 

the public sphere.  

 

7. Conclusion 

 

Consumerism plays a major role in both undermining and underscoring piety as observed 

in Ramadan. Since the open-door policy by late president Sadat, commercialization and 

Western culture values permeate Egyptian society more and more. As a result the 

boundaries between the sacred and profane tend to be blurred which ignites wide debates 

among Egyptians.  

 The market culture is believed to have transformed religious motifs and practices, 

related to Ramadan, into commodities that are evaluated primarily in terms of their 

exchange value. One key implication of the increase of consumerism is the folklorization 

of religious objects (example, fanus Ramadan) and `ibadat into what lower-middle 

classes view as mere ‘customs’ that are believed to undermine ‘true religiosity’.   

 Moreover, in the process of commercialization marketers resort to strategies that 

are believed to distract one’s attention from religious acts.  In the effort of attracting 

consumers, many television shows and advertisements include sexual content that are 

highly opposed by a large proportion of the Muslim public. The wide availability of 

profane recreation facilities in Ramadan, either through television shows or public leisure 
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venues (example, kheyam Ramadan), and their adoption of a consumerist culture, were 

also held responsible for diverting people’s attention from religious obligations. 

 The prevalence of the consumer culture has also made matters related to piety 

ambiguous. Morality in a consumer society is less certain because many issues are 

presented as variations in lifestyle in the Western media. I argue that upper-middle class 

Egyptian youth’s wide exposure to Western media is slowly shifting their attitudes 

towards morality in terms of adhering to a ‘freedom to choose’ perspective in relation to 

modesty and overall expressions of piety. Such freedom in how to adhere to modesty is 

depicted in how women in contemporary Cairo dress. Some females choose not to wear 

the hijab, others abide to the niqab and finally there are many of those that combine the 

hijab with trendy outfits.   

From a different perspective, commercialization and modern technology can be 

interpreted as re-affirming religious values and traditions. Contrary to the secularization 

thesis that envisaged religion would become more a private matter, in this chapter I 

argued that at least in Middle Eastern countries such as Egypt, religion is becoming more 

visible in the public sphere.  The popularity of Islamic commodities, television and 

internet have supported the spread of religious ideas and symbols. During Ramadan in 

particular, the television is the main medium used by religious preachers to propagate 

Islamic knowledge, in addition, marketers launch advertising campaigns whereby 

religious icons and motifs are integrated.  Moreover, many leisure places such as kheyam 

Ramadan, decorate their venues with Islamic scriptures, play religious songs as 

background music and sometimes welcome donations for charity purposes.   

 As a matter of fact, upper-middle class women’s realization and expression of 

piety is highly dependent on their consumption of cosmopolitan Islamic commodities. 

The consumption of these commodities does not only complement the consumerist 

lifestyles that women lead, but are also a way for them to construct and experience a 

religious self. The usage of modified religious product may therefore fulfill their quest for 

a religious identity, highly pursued in the holy month.  

 One obvious explanation for the fact why the commercialization and 

folklorization of Ramadan is criticized, by mainly lower-class Egyptians is that such 

patterns of consumption are not available to them. They are painfully aware that the life 
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style of the well-to-do is unattainable to them and enhances new differential markers of 

social class rather than accentuating the spirit of a unifying umma during Ramadan as 

will be exemplified in the next chapter.  

 Regardless of social class, piety is believed to be attained through cultivation of 

religious values and practices that will endure for a lifetime. The holy month is viewed as 

the primarily time of the year where people should train themselves to behave according 

to established standards of religious conduct. For the upper-middle class informants, to be 

able to habitualise religious `ibadat they have to understand religious knowledge in 

relation to their consumerist and modern lifestyles they lead. Young women expressed 

preference towards those preachers that discuss religious `ibadat in relation to its 

applicability and usefulness in their lives. Also those preachers that use everyday 

colloquial Arabic, or even English, were highly favored among the affluent youth.  

 Finally, how women express piety within the public sphere is of crucial concern 

to the entire Muslim community. Women are viewed as the ‘gatekeepers’ of piety and 

‘mothers of future generations ’who are expected to raise their children on the ‘correct’ 

moral code of Islam. However, with the prevalence of the commercial culture, women’s 

adherence to a ‘modest’ dress-style and behavior is challenged. Young women’s high 

consumption of non-modest Western fashion and desires to look physically attractive 

may undermine their pious appearance in the public sphere. This may in turn cause fitna 

or public disorder which is particularly not tolerated during fasting hours.  

In the next chapter, I will discuss how these gender narratives and other 

limitations imposed on women’s access to public spaces are part of men’s attempts to 

reproduce their power and to reinforce gender distinctions. These male-dominated 

endeavors are motivated by a desire to control, not only women’s bodies, but also their 

minds and the knowledge that they may acquire outside the home domain. I will pay 

particular attention to how the context of Ramadan may empower Muslim women, and 

other social groups, through encouraging their leisure participation in the public sphere.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE MODERN UMMA: SOCIAL COHESION AND ENTITLEMENT TO 

LEISURE RESOURCES 

 

During fieldwork I heard time after time, expressions like ‘Ramadan beyheb el-lamma ’ 

or ‘Ramadan loves get together’, ‘Sohbet Ramadan mafish zayyaha’ or ‘Nothing 

compares to Ramadan companionship’, ‘Ramadan ya’ny nas metgama`in’ or ‘Ramadan 

means people getting together’. Commercial companies also adopt special taglines or 

mottos in their yearly Ramadan campaigns that emphasize social unity. For instance, 

Coca-cola for uses ‘Lammet Ramadan tehla ma`a Coca-cola’ or ‘Ramadan gatherings 

become better or more enjoyable with Coca-cola’. Certainly, almost all the Ramadan 

spiritual and recreation activities are collective in nature as people come together to break 

the fast, eat sahur, pray tarawih, attend religious classes, kheyam Ramadan and other 

activities. Apparently, the patterns of public piety, recreation and consumption at 

Ramadan’s leisure venues establish what Brubaker (2004) would call an act ‘groupness’ 

that creates feelings of commonality and connectedness for those who participate 

together. During Ramadan, people strive to revitalize an ideal social system where social 

cohesion between different groups prevails. This romanticized social structure of unity 

and equality are key constituents for the religious notion of umma or Islamic community. 

Throughout this chapter, I use the concept of umma as an overall frame of reference to 

examine how this notion is reinterpreted, reaffirmed and challenged in contemporary 

Ramadan leisure practices.  

The temporary social formation of equality and solidarity, accentuated by the 

religious-social spirit of Ramadan, can be referred to from a theoretical perspective as 

communitas.192  Communitas is a key concept in liminality, which Turner (1969) defines 

as a strong bond attaching people together, regardless of formal social structure.193

                                                 
192 Similar to Buitelaar (1993), I describe the social relations between people during Ramadan in terms of 
Turner’s communitus. Buitelaar’s study was however based on Morocco. 

  In 

communitas participants undergo a ‘leveling process’ whereby differences in social 

193 The notion of social cohesion embedded within communitas is closely related to Emile Durkheim’s 
structure-functional theory that addresses the issue of social solidarity and persistence. Communal leisure 
activities and interactions tend to contribute to the maintenance of society by providing preparation for and 
recuperation from work.  This view includes a social space for bonding in the family and community, and 
time for religious activities and celebration of ideological consensus (Kelly and Godbey, 1992).   
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status, sex, dress, and role temporary disappear and are replaced by activities which the 

participants are treated equally. Consequently, in communitas group unity is experienced, 

and a kind of generic bond outside the constraints of social structure is encountered. 

Turner (1969) argues that the ultimate purpose of communitas is to purify, redefine and 

revitalize a social structure to reach an idealized social formation.  

Despite the ideal of equality and social cohesion, modern economic constraints 

restrict certain social classes’ access to some public leisure commodities, activities and 

spaces. Some older respondents and members of the lower-classes express discontent 

towards, what they view as lack of moral responsibility among wealthy Egyptians. They 

believe that youth have become more ‘selfish’, and are only interested in capturing new 

capital opportunities and advancing in social status; while investing less time in familial 

and charity responsibilities. In other words, the capitalistic nature of modern Egypt is 

interpreted as mediating human relationships through money and, as a consequence, 

establishing social alienation.194

In this chapter I explore how the egalitarian notion of umma is conceptualized 

within the modern Egyptian context and how its meanings shift with the advent of the 

sacred month.  In the first part I introduce the meaning of umma from a theological 

perspective.  I then explore its contemporary meanings and significance mainly in 

relation to gender, social class and, finally, the modern nation-state. I will investigate 

gender issues that determine access to leisure resources. I will specifically focus on 

women’s access to the public sphere with the advent of Ramadan in comparison to other 

times of the year. I will then address the issue of social class differences in conjunction to 

Ramadan-related religious activities, commercial products and recreation facilities. It 

becomes apparent that some Ramadan leisure activities inverse social class distinctions, 

while others re-affirm those distinctions. Finally, I will explore how the presentday 

 These capitalist factors, among others, may undermine 

the social cohesion of the umma in Muslim societies.  

                                                 
194 Many sociologists of the late 19th and early 20th century were concerned about alienating effects of 
modernization with special emphasis on capitalism.  Karl Marx argued that the atomism of modern society 
has caused alienation of individuals, or their estrangement from traditional community mainly as a result of 
capitalism. They have shallower relations with other people and, this in turn, leads to difficulties in 
understanding one another.  Ferdinand Tönnies Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft (Community and Society) 
also discussed the loss of primary relationships such as familial bonds in favor of goal oriented capitalistic 
relationships.   
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ferdinand_T%C3%B6nnies�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gemeinschaft_and_Gesellschaft�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Family�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Objective_(goal)�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interpersonal_relationship�
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Egyptian government tries to propagate a nationalistic image of the umma based on 

citizenship rather than religion. My main argument here is that meanings associated with 

the Muslim umma are being redefined within the changing modern context of capitalism, 

social mobility, city-structure and nation-state ambitions. Economic, political, social and 

spatial circumstances have given new meanings to social solidarity and conditions to 

leisure access, which come to the fore during the holy month.  

 

1.  The Meaning of Umma in Islamic Doctrine 

 

Umma, is an Arabic word meaning community. Generally, however, it is understood to 

refer to Islamic community or ‘Community of the Believers’ (ummat al-mu'minin), 

whereby the whole Muslim world is based on an ideal unification of all Muslims.  

Traditional formal Sunni orthodoxy holds that this egalitarian ideal of social structure is 

connected with the Islamic community founded by the Prophet Muhammed. Dr. 

Hammudah Abdalati (1975), graduate from Al-Azhar university in Egypt and renowned 

religious scholar, states that all humans are members of the universal family formed by 

the First Father and the First Mother, and are thus entitled to attain the common rewards 

as they are enjoined to share the same responsibilities. In other words, according to 

Abdalati the key aspect of umma is equality among mankind, leaving no room for racism, 

social injustice or second-class citizenship.  In a lecture I attended for preacher Fadel 

Soliman, (8-10 July, 2008) head of Bridges Foundation and popular among the youth 

community in Egypt, he stated that a core aspect of Islam is equality and prohibition of 

discrimination in accordance to the Koran.195 In line with this argument, other scholars 

argued that nowhere in the Koran or ahadith can one find privilege granted to one social 

class, wealth or place of birth (Abdalati, 1975). They point out that, on the contrary, 

Islamic scriptures constantly provide reference to unity of humanity by nature and 

origin.196

                                                 
195 Soliman noted that the original sin in Islam whereby Satan (like all angels was created from light) 
arrogantly refused to bow to Adam (created from clay), saying ‘why should I bow to man, I am made of 
pure fire’ (Koran, Surat 7:16).   

  

196 For example see in the Koran, 4:1; 7:189; 49:10-13 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muslim_world�
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The `ulama also holds that unity of mankind is not only dependent on its origin, 

but also its ultimate goals.  It is believed that the ultimate goal of humanity in Islam is for 

humans to worship and serve Allah and His causes (Abdalati, 1975).  Some of the causes 

that are commanded by God are virtues of truth, justice, love and mercy of brotherhood 

and morality.197

Moreover, social life in Islam is interpreted by religious scholars to outline an 

umma that serves a complementary relationship between the individual and society. 

There should be social cohesion and responsibility for one another; all individuals, 

equally and collectively, are expected to contribute to their society and its common 

welfare (Abdalati, 1975).  This means not only providing help to unprivileged people, but 

also playing an active role in the formation of sound social morals and combating evil.  In 

return the individual is entitled to security and care, should he become disabled.   

  The unity of origin and the ultimate goal are believed to serve as the 

main foundations of the social life in Islamic umma, as they specify the ‘ideal’ 

relationships between individuals within a given society. 

This idealized unified Muslim community founded by the Prophet is nowadays 

perceived to have become weakened as society progressed. Modernization and economic 

challenges are perceived to have disrupted social cohesion and a sense of responsibility 

towards others.  The main issue of criticism in relation to today’s Muslim community, is 

that various social categories (mainly gender and social classes) do not stand equal and, 

further, that solidarity among Muslims has become undermined. The sacred-communal 

nature of the holy month, however, sets new socio-cultural rules that redefine social 

relations and consequently may empower some groups.                                                                                                   

 

2. Women’s Access to Leisure Resources 

 

The Koran emphasizes the equality of men and women in regard to their respective 

duties, rights, virtues and merits.198

                                                 
197 For example, see in the Koran, 51:56-58 

  Also, as I have noted in the previous chapter, the 

capacity for taqwa is distributed equally among both genders. According to the Koran, 

women and men stand equal in the Islamic umma. However, that sense of gender 

198 See for example  Surat al-Ahzab (33:35) 
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equivalence found in Islamic scriptures, does not strictly apply in conceptions of 

femininity and gender relations in Muslim societies.   

Prevailing socio-cultural expectations and interpretations of some religious 

scriptures greatly constrain females’ access to leisure resources in comparison to males.  

Hence, one can argue that in relation to leisure entitlement, women and men do not stand 

equal. In Ramadan, though, new socio-cultural rules apply that increase females’ access 

to leisure resources, particularly public space. For a limited time period during the holy 

month, women enjoy higher access and freedom within the public leisure sphere.  

In this section I will introduce the dominant social discourses that constrain 

Egyptian Muslim women’s access to leisure resources throughout the year. I will then 

describe how the liminal nature of the holy month introduces new religious and socio-

cultural rules that allow women’s increased participation in the public sphere. My main 

argument in this section is that women’s increased access to public leisure venues during 

the holy month does not only serve recreational or spiritual purposes but also allows them 

to obtain new knowledge, experiences and establish new forms of solidarities.  This in 

turn may serve as potential opportunities to challenge dominant gender discourses and 

current power inequalities that limit their access to leisure resources throughout the year.  

 

2.1 Dominant socio-cultural discourses 

 

Women are generally entitled to less leisure resources in comparison to men. At almost 

all life stages, women’s leisure participation is generally constrained by gender 

relations.199 Female’s leisure opportunities, whether real or perceived, are conditioned by 

local patriarchal relations that are reproduced in the home, workplace and community 

(Mowl and Towner, 1994).200

 Key socio-cultural expectations concerning femininity and motherhood affect 

Arab Muslim women’s access to leisure resources. In Arab societies, women are 

 Those dominant patriarchal rules are motivated by the 

desire to control females’ body, sexuality, offspring and, more importantly, minds.  

                                                 
199 Cf. Talbot 1979; Deem 1986; Wearing and Wearing 1988; Green et al. 1990; Henderson 1991.   
200 Patriarchy is defined as the power that men have over women based on legal, political and cultural 
norms (Inhorn, 1996).  Joseph (1996:14) elaborates on this definition to state that in the Arab context, 
patriarchy justifies the rights of men over females with some religious interpretations. 
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conditioned to believe that they are sexually vulnerable thus in need of protection by 

male family members. This has key implications on women’s access to leisure space. The 

femininity discourse constrains women’s access to the public sphere and facilitates man’s 

right in controlling their mobility (World Bank, 2004).  Particularly, perceptions on 

motherhood play a major role in women lack of access to leisure, especially free time.201 

Islamic scriptures highly elevate the status and respect of mothers, viewing motherhood 

as the perfection of the Muslim woman’s religion and the path by which she attains 

respect in this life and the ultimate reward in the afterlife (Inhorn, 1996). Common 

Islamic discourse widely promotes conservative views of women as wives and mothers 

only (Ahmed, 1992).  The focus is on women’s roles as breeders and family keepers, who 

are expected to invest almost all of their free time towards their family. Consequently, 

this leaves little time for women’s personal leisure away from childcare and other family 

obligations.202

 What is particularly important to realize is that many women have internalized 

these dominant discourses and have come to view them as the norm. Bourdieu (1977) 

calls such implicit norms the ‘doxic’ or the taken-for-granted domain that is central to 

any domination system. Patriarchal systems manage to survive only when this order is 

accepted by all social agents (dominated and dominant groups), shaping their behavior 

and perceptions of their world.  Thus rather than perceiving the male-dominated system 

as being imposed on them, women accept it as the normal course of things. Samdahl 

(1998: 2) argues that gendered expectations are most effective when they are deeply 

embedded, hence becoming invisible.  Accordingly, the author adds, many women play 

out gender roles without ever understanding how cultural expectations have shaped and 

limited their choices and behavior. In discussing Egyptian women in particular, Ghannam 

(2000) notes that when notions of solidarity, affection and modesty are entwined with 

power  inequalitities between family members then the system of domination is the most 

effective.   

  

                                                 
201 For an interesting study on how motherhood as a gender discourse constrains women’s leisure see, Kay 
(2003).  
202 Personal leisure is the core of leisure, during which women do not have temporarily responsibilities 
from the family and labour domain. Neither family members nor employers are allowed to make an appeal 
on them. Personal leisure is composed of both formal (sports and other scheduled leisure activities) and 
informal leisure such as women gatherings, going out for walks etc. (Karsten, 1998).   
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 There are several implications of these internalized dominant discourses in 

connection to women’s access to leisure.  In regards to the issue of motherhood or the 

ethic of care, various international studies reveal that even when mothers find the time to 

engage in personal leisure activities they experience a low sense of fulfillment.203  The 

subjective feelings that mothers must always be on duty to properly care for others is 

identified as one of the most common and powerful constraints to women’s leisure.204 

Furthermore, women’s access to the public leisure sphere is not only limited but also 

associated with feelings of apprehension. Samdahl, Hutchinson and Jacobson (1999:2) 

explain that the fear of violence, the steps and precautions women take to avoid 

confrontation, clearly show that women know they are entering men’s territory when they 

venture outdoors.205

Young female informants stated that they generally have less access to free time 

than their male family members.  They referred to inequalities in the distribution of 

chores within the home domain as the main reason.  Many of the girls said that their 

parents usually assigned them relatively more household tasks than their brothers. They 

are the ones who are expected to help out with the house cleaning and cooking.  

Employed mothers were especially the ones constrained with access to free time, as they 

had to juggle work demands and child-care together. However, the household workload 

greatly depended on the level of help provided by third parties, primarily domestic 

workers.  What seemed to bother the female respondents the most though was the early 

curfews imposed on them by their parents or husbands.  Those girls who have brothers 

complained that they were expected to be home much earlier than their brothers.   

 Reference to the Egyptian context, women’s limited access to the 

public sphere is not only motivated by notions of shame, honor, avoidance of fitna and 

the desire to control women’s sexuality. More importantly it aims to limit their access to 

knowledge and experiences, which potentially challenge current gender/power 

inequalities as Ghannam reveals in her study (2002).  

                                                 
203 I raise the same argument in a study conducted on Egyptian Muslim mothers and their leisure 
experience in Saad (2005).  

204 Cf. Brown, Miller, Hansen (2001); Kay (2003); Saad (2005). 
205Ghannam (2002) has researched the issue of engendered public space in Egypt and how it reflects and 
affects the ways in which gender is constructed and understood. She highlights the fact that men tour the 
city and enjoy less restricted access to various public spaces. In contrast, Egyptian women’s movement is 
structured by several dress-codes and is restricted to certain times of the day. 
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For upper-middle class women their negative experience within the public sphere 

seemed to be the main leisure constraint.  Almost all female informants stated that they 

felt sexually vulnerable when outside their homes. Sexual harassment is reported by the 

Egyptian media and female informants as one of the most common threats limiting 

women’s access within the public sphere. Female informants mentioned numerous 

incidents where they were sexually harassed verbally and, in a few cases, physically as 

well.  

To understand why sexual harassment has become a major phenomenon in 

Egyptian streets it is useful to make reference to Kandiyoti’s (1991) analysis of the issue. 

She argues that sexual harassment in Muslim Arab societies is a reflection of what she 

calls the ‘patriarchal bargain’ that is in crisis in contemporary times. The patriarchal 

system is contingent upon the ability of the patriarch to provide for those who defer to his 

authority. As economic structures shift and women increasingly take jobs outside the 

home (which used to be a strictly male domain), men no longer hold the power they once 

did. The patriarchal bargain is thus in a predicament, and this threatens both men and 

women. Men display ‘frustration and humiliation at being unable to fulfill their 

traditional role and the threat posed by women's greater spatial mobility and access to 

paid employment’, (Kandiyoti, 1991: 39).  According to Kandiyoti (1991), younger men 

feel impotent and powerless, and by harassing women on the streets they both prove to 

themselves that they do have the power to subordinate, and they also attempt to revert to 

the old model, where public space was almost exclusively male. 

To conclude, in the Muslim Egyptian context, the rights of males over females in 

relation to leisure access are prioritized. Those rights are justified with socio-cultural 

values which are sometimes supported by religious interpretations. These patriarchal 

dominant discourses restrict women’s rights to personal leisure time and access to public 

space. Specifically in relation to upper-middle class female youth, sexual harassment in 

the streets posed to be the highest reported leisure constraint. Modern economic 

development, as described by Kandiyoti (1991), explains why Arab women experience 

sexual harassment within the public sphere.  
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2.2 Women’s access to public leisure space in Ramadan 

 

 

 

During Ramadan new socio-cultural values are introduced that generally affect women’s 

access to leisure.  While most women continue to experience scarcity of free time during 

the holy month, access to public leisure space significantly increases. In this section, I 

explore how women’s increased access to public space offers them the prospects to 

challenge dominant socio-cultural discourses, I discussed earlier, and empower 

themselves.  

Generally all women, particularly working mothers, complain that during 

Ramadan, domestic chores amplify mainly due to increased guests’ invitations for iftar, 

food shopping and cooking and thorough house cleaning. For the upper-middle classes 

that have the financial capability to hire third parties to handle household chores and 

purchase advanced home devices (e.g. vacuum cleaner), time is not a major constraint.  

Alternatively, for all social classes the holy month allows women a much larger 

access to public leisure spaces. Due to the sacred nature of the holy month all women, 

Image 12: Young affluent Muslim girls distributing Ramadan packages at a poor village.  
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regardless of social position, stated that the rate of sexual harassment and crime is 

minimal.206

For other months of the year, when young women’s outings are motivated by 

socialization or recreation, families place various restrictions that control their movement. 

Restrictions include imposing early curfews, sending a male chaperon or cutting down 

pocket money. When women’s leisure is motivated by religious activities, highly desired 

and encouraged in Ramadan, less restrictions on their mobility applies. Piety to a large 

degree is attained and expressed through participation in public religious activities 

outside the home domain. In Ramadan, women prefer and are encouraged by their 

families to participate in tarawih communal prayers at the mosque, religious classes and 

charity activities which takes place outside the home domain.  

  Women feel more secure and less apprehensive to venture more extensively 

in the public sphere in Ramadan.  Upper-middle class women, for instance, said that they 

felt more confident going to poor areas that are known for extreme poverty and violence 

in order to distribute Ramadan packages (See image 12). Young women’s parents, also, 

felt more comfortable allowing their daughters to stay out late and extending curfew 

hours only during the fasting month.    

What becomes apparent is that women’s increased access to public space, whether 

for religious or recreational purposes, expands their knowledge and experiences in many 

arenas. Through their engagement in public leisure activities, women get to exchange 

information on various subjects that range from employment to travel experiences. It may 

thus be argued that public leisure spaces, highly accessible in Ramadan, become potential 

venues for gender negotiations.  In public leisure spaces women are temporarily free to 

express themselves and move beyond dominant gender expectations of femininity and 

motherhood. As one young female participant noted, mingling with other women from 

different backgrounds, exposes her to ‘different lifestyles for being a women (besides a 

wife and a mother, ns)’ or social worlds than what she is used to.   

                                                 
206 Yet once the holy month is over, sexual harassement and crime dramatically increases. One extreme 
example to portray point, occurred on the first day of the feast on 24 October (after Ramadan ended) in 
2006 when a large number of men publicly harassed women in downtown Cairo.  The thing that triggered 
that outbreak was seductive costume and dancing of Dina (belly-dancer/actor) during the opening night of 
her film.  According to some witnesses, the male audiences went ‘wild’ and ran around like mad in 
downtown Cairo sexually assaulting females.  As a result some government officials suggested launching 
campaigns against sexual harassment, especially during the last 10 days in Ramadan were some believe 
that males’ sexual frustration hits the peak (Araby, 2007).   
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Leisure can thus be a means of liberation from restrictive gender roles and social 

scripts and thus a ‘means of empowerment’ (Wearing, 1998: 46). Certainly through 

leisure my informants experienced alternative social positions to those developed through 

restrictive patriarchal rules.  Below are three different girls’ reflections on their 

experiences on public leisure activities they are involved in during the holy month:  

 
I help organize a ma'idat al-Rahman in Mohandiseen every Ramadan. Not only do I gain ajr but I also make 

friends, develop my skills in communication, organization, fund-raising etc. (skill development, ns) 

 

In Ramadan it is easier to gain permission from my father to go out more often….the streets are safer and no 

one dares to harass a girl. Also my dad greatly encourages me to go out to pray tarawih and attend religious 

classes at the mosque, sporting clubs and cultural centers.  

 

Ramadan gets me out of the home bubble! We (women in her neighborhood, ns) get to see more of each 

other at the mosque, religious classes or through visitations (for iftar and sahur gatherings, ns)! Our 

gatherings include prayers, reading of the Koran, chatting, exchanging advices on jobs, education 

opportunities, legal issues, romantic relationships, children, travel and loads of fun. 

 

Ramadan’s public leisure activities thus allow women to be part of a collectivity larger 

than the family, and to learn more about the conditions of others.  Similar to other 

‘subaltern counter-publics’, public leisure spaces for women may become ‘parallel 

discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate 

counter discourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests 

and needs’ (Fraser 1992:123).  In other words, public leisure spaces serve as potential 

venues for women’s agency. It allows them to experience new knowledge which may 

potentially challenge gender/power inequalities.  

To conclude, Ramadan creates an ambiance that allows women higher access to 

public leisure spaces. Due to the sacred nature of the holy month, women and their 

families greatly encourage their participation in religious activities that usually take place 

outside the home domain. Also, since everyone is supposed to be at their best moral 

behavior during the holy month, crime rates and sexual harassment decrease noticeably. 

As a result, a relatively safer public haven for females is created.  Women’s increased 

access to public space during the holy month may serve as a means of empowerment to 
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expand their knowledge and, accordingly, counter restrictive patriarchal discourses 

limiting their access to leisure resources throughout the year.  

 

3. Ramadan Leisure and Social Cohesion  

 

Ramadan leisure is predominantly communal based which I argue enhances social 

cohesion between various social groups in society. The iftar, sahur and other Ramadan 

family occasions allow young women to bond with family members. This privilege of 

frequent family get-togethers is not granted during other months of the year due to the 

rushed lifestyles family members lead. Moreover, religious activities such as tarawih 

prayers at the mosque and charity work are not only characterized by socialization but by 

also suspension of social class distinctions. In this section I will explore how Ramadan 

leisure activities facilitate young upper-middle class women interaction with their 

families, local community and disadvantaged social groups.  

 

3.1 Implications of youth’s ‘takeaway’ and individualized lifestyles 

 

Nadine is a 22-years old single female who recently graduated from a private university 

in Cairo. She told me that throughout the year she always feels rushed and stressed 

juggling numerous tasks from job hunting, meeting friends, playing sports etc. To be able 

to accomplish all assigned or desired tasks, she does more than one thing at the same time 

such as exercising on the treadmill while speaking to her friends over the phone and 

following the news aired at the gym’s plasma televisions. The rushed lifestyle she leads 

gives her little time to spend with her family, let alone share a meal together. Even when 

she and her family members get together to share a meal, the increasing tempo of life 

loses some of its pleasures. According to Nadine’s father, girls like his daughter 

nowadays lead ‘takeaway lives’, meaning that they are always in a hurry. The father 

explains this term to mean that like takeaway or ‘on the go junk food’, it is prepared in 

minutes but is tasteless, unhealthy and has serious health repercussions on the long run.  

Similar to a person who is always ‘on the go’ or leading a rushed lifestyle, Nadine is 
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moving fast but not enjoying the ride or process. Eventually her body will get exhausted 

and breakdown.   

 The notion of people feeling rushed all the time takes us to a popular book 

introduced in 1970 known as The Harried Leisure Class by Staffan Linder.207  In his 

book, the author argued that consumption has to be measured in temporal as well as 

economic terms. He argues that as specialized work in modern life led to a higher degree 

in productivity, the increased amount of products and services had to be consumed at a 

higher rate.  This led to a person consuming in a speedy manner, consuming more 

expensive versions of a product or service or by consuming more than one thing at the 

same time.208  Linder (1970) refers to this as the harried leisure class or an acceleration of 

the pace of life due to the acceleration of consumption.209

The fact that people nowadays feel rushed and confronted with time scarcity has 

serious consequences towards the traditional vision of the Arab family unity.  Hopkins 

and Ibrahim (2006) remind us that the contemporary urban Arab family is reluctantly but 

steadily going through change in terms of formation, structure and values.  One example 

the authors provide is that the family has become more egalitarian as more women are 

pursuing education and employment outside the home domain. One other important 

  Furthermore, I propose that in 

leading a hurried lifestyle one’s participation in group activities, such as team sports and 

family recreation, becomes more complicated.  This is because one will have to 

coordinate her time according to other members’ schedules, thus causing more time 

pressure.   

                                                 
207 Many contemporary social researchers make reference to Linder’s Harried Leisure class that predicted 
the frantic pace of modern life and leisure. See for example, Aguiar and Hurst  (2007).  
208 Consumption of one more than one thing at the same time is commonly referred by young  informants 
as multi-task. This acquired ability is viewed as critical to compete effeciantly in today's competitive 
economy.  Multi-tasking is similar to the concept of ‘time deepening’: if a person develops the ability to do 
several things simultaneously, he can crowd a greater number of activities into the same 24 hours.  For 
more on this concept, refer to Godbey (1980).  
209 Linder (1970) stresses the fact that it is not a matter of time deficiency but more perceived time scarcity.  
In terms of outputs, work time and leisure co-exist in a theoretical equilibrium.  Increases in the 
productivity of work ruined this equilibrium.  This was done by combining leisure activity with a higher 
amount of goods, thus commodifiying leisure and bringing its outputs into parity with the increased outputs 
of work.  In a consumptive culture in modern life, the demand for time exceeds the supply, thus giving a 
sense of lack of time. The result, the author concludes, is that all types of human activities and ventures are 
sped up or, if they cannot be, begin to disappear.  For example, artwork is going down and cooking is sped 
up. 
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family structure that is gradually changing within the modern era is individualization 

within the family itself. 

Traditionally the Arab family is seen as the primary building block of society in 

the sense that communal or corporate interest takes precedence over individual interests 

and has a strong effect on a person’s outlook and choices (Zuhur, 1992).  The nuclear 

family or usra provides a sense of place, pleasant setting and a social network for 

financial and personal support in the Arab culture (Inhorn, 1996).  While almost all of my 

respondents would agree how important their usra is for their feelings of security and 

content, in reality they lead individualized hurried lifestyles. Individualization or 

‘cocooning’, as defined by Hofstee (1980), expresses itself in a more individual leisure 

pattern where family members no longer undertake the same activities at the same time 

nor place, but rather focus on themselves (te Kloeze, 1998: 33). Surely, many of the 

young research informants barely spend time with their families throughout the year. 

Instead, they prefer to participate in personal leisure activities isolated from family 

members. 

 Young upper-middle class women have substantially different interests, 

experiences and desires than their parents.  Almost all of them studied or are studying at 

foreign universities that were not available to their Arabic-educated parents.  They can 

access new technological mediums, like computers and internet, that some of their 

parents are incapable of using. They are also more immersed into a consumerist Western 

culture whose images and narratives are widely circulated at various pubic spaces. Most 

of the young parents originated from traditional villages or areas outside of Cairo and 

grew up in a different cultural setting than their children.  

With the sudden change in social mobility in the last forty years many people 

acquired new wealth and migrated to the capital city as Amin (2000) argues.  These 

people with newly acquired wealth offered their children various opportunities, like 

education, not available to themselves at the time. As a result, many of the young urban 

Egyptian generations which my research is focused on, express difficulty in 

communicating with their parents, particularly those who used to reside in rural areas.  

The same explanation of social mobility/migration explains the ever stronger gap 

in the relationship between young informants with extended family members who reside 
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in rural Egypt. Young informants stated that throughout the year they did not see much of 

their extended family members due to time constraints and long commutes. By probing 

further, it became apparent that some of the young women did not wish to make the effort 

to get to know their families as they could not relate to their lifestyles. Amin (2000) once 

again observes that the young generations of migrant parents prefer to dissociate 

themselves from their parents’ old environment. He explains that these young generations 

feel ‘arrogant’ and ‘better-off’. However, my young informants stated it was merely 

difference in backgrounds that constrained communication between themselves and their 

families residing in rural Egypt. 

Parents I interviewed expressed deep disappointment towards their children’s 

infrequent visit to their relatives in the countryside.  They hoped that their children will 

learn more about their background, respect and adopt certain culture traditions highly 

celebrated in the village like honor and chastity.  They explained that extended family 

members also offer one another all sorts of support, mainly financial and psychological, 

when someone encounters a problem.210

Another key implication of youth’s rushed/individualized lifestyles is their 

reluctance to participate actively in charity work throughout the year. In a capitalist and 

rapidly changing society, with the opening of new opportunities for swift social 

advancements, moral principles become seen as nothing more than an excessive 

sentimentality (Amin, 2000). For young Egyptians who are heavily immersed in a global 

capitalist system, philanthropic principles may also be viewed as incompatible with the 

new commercial and competitive context. Youngsters, who lead rushed lifestyles, would 

rather prioritize their free leisure time to financially-rewarding endeavors than dedicating 

time to charity work. 

  Holy occasions such as Ramadan and Eid 

(concluding feast) offer the opportunity to re-affirm family bonds and express gratitude 

towards one another. 

                                                 
210 One father, for example, recited a story of how one of his teenage daughters went through some legal 
complications when she accidently hit someone with her car. He proudly explained to me in detail how his 
entire family came from all over Egypt to stand by his side.  They collected money and hired for his 
daughter one of the most renowned lawyers in the country.    
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In contrast, during the holy month  the tempo of life slows down allowing young 

people to bond with their families, local communities and disadvantaged social groups as 

I will present next.   

3.2 Bonding with the family and local community  

In this section I will draw attention to the main Ramadan leisure activities that draw 

young women closer with their families, neighbors and overall local community. I will 

particularly highlight how social cohesion is enhanced at some Ramadan activities.  

Ramadan is the time when young girls mingle more with their families, mainly 

during iftar and sahur meals. Respondents noted that one of their favorite moments 

during the holy month is sharing meals with their families. Indeed, Ramadan meal times 

are not restricted to sharing food and drinks. It includes family bonding where members 

have time to discuss problems, share stories and joke together. Further, it facilitates 

understanding and communication between family members. This becomes particularly 

essential nowadays where there is a growing cultural or intellectual discrepancy between 

the young generations and their parents.    

When the holy month begins parents are keen in exchanging iftar and sahur 

invitations with extended family and insist that their children take part. One young upper 

class female told me that before Ramadan starts and before her mother begins sending 

invitations to extended family members, her mother gathers her family unit to outline the 

entire family tree.  The informant explained that since they hardly see their extended 

family she, her sister and brothers always get their family names confused.  This may 

become a major source of embarrassment for the parents.  

Another key opportunity that Ramadan offers is networking with people residing 

in one’s local district.  As one informant jokingly said, ‘I only see my neighbors in 

Ramadan or when a fire breaks out and we are all fleeing the building’. Besides inviting 

one’s neighbor for iftar meals, many neighbors take up the tradition of sending and 

reciprocating plates of Ramadan delicacies throughout the month.  Decorations of the 

residential building or neighborhood are also major projects that bring neighbors 

together. Informants assured me that in taking part in these projects they get to know their 

neighbors better.   
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Establishing strong relationships with one’s neighbors is useful as they may offer 

assistance in various kinds of matters. One girl told me that she was once being stalked 

by a man in a car on her way homecoming home from university.  She said one of her 

male neighbors standing in the balcony coincidently saw this man bothering her. He 

immediately came down from the building, fought with the man and reported him to the 

police. Interestingly, this informant mentioned that it is a ‘two blade sword’, an 

expression to mean that getting to know your neighbors well has its pros and cons.  One 

disadvantage is that once they know you well they get to become intrusive and 

gossipmongers, explained the informant. 

The notion of privacy and maintaining a ‘good image’ in front of the neighbors 

was very important for my young informants.211

Another sign of unification apparent in Ramadan is people’s increased 

participation in communal religious classes and prayers.  Religious classes that my 

respondents took part in were either at prestigious private clubs or at home i.e. confined 

within their upper class social circle.  However, at the mosque during tarawih prayers one 

observes a fascinating suspension of class distinctions.  Most people, regardless of their 

wealth or social class, prefer to pray in congregation at the mosques during the holy 

month. The mosque is not only a place for prayers but for socialization as well.

 My informants continuously complained 

that their parents restricted their leisure time by placing early curfews as they feared their 

neighbors would spread rumors about them being immoral. As I tackled in the previous 

chapter and in accordance to Smock and Youssef (1998) research, the misbehavior of the 

girl may not only jeopardize her reputation, but rather her entire family. Thus a few of the 

female informants noted that it was better for them not to frequently interact with 

neighbors, including getting involved in joint Ramadan projects, so as not to trigger 

negative gossips. This highlights the fact that there are ambivalences surrounding the 

desire to get closer to one’s neighbors within Muslim communities. 

212

                                                 
211 None of the Arabic-English dictionaries tend to give a thorough description of the word privacy.  The 
word being translated as `uzla  (seclusion and solitude), sirriyya (secretiveness), wihda (loneliness) and 
khalwa (retreat) does not point to a desired, positive momentary separation of the self from others.  
However, the absence of an equivalent Arabic word for the English concept of privacy does not mean that 
the concept is non-existent in the Egyptian context. Informants referred to privacy in Arabic as khososeyya 
or personal.  

 It is a 

212 Cf. Ghannam (2002:126) who also acknowledges how the mosque as a space facilitates networking and 
‘promises to establish a unified collectivity out of a heterogeneous neighborhood’.    
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distinctive scene to see an immense number of diverse individuals, dressed in clothing 

that range from expensive designer wear to modest gallabiyya and who come to the 

mosque on foot or with latest car models, all standing side by side praying together. 

Surely, watching all the women standing shoulder to shoulder, conducting the prayer 

postures all at the same time appeals to the ideal of a unified umma.     

Fifty-eight year old Mustafa, a street vendor selling prayer rugs in front of 

mosques, summed it up beautifully by stating: 
 

At the mosque you see people coming to the mosque for tarawih in extravagant cars like Mercedes and 

BMWs and others in public transportation or even walking.  Some people are dressed in the latest fashion 

clothing while others come in rags.  However all these differences do not matter once they are in the mosque.  

They are all Muslims praying to one God, Allah.  This is the Islamic umma.  

 

Absence of spatial segregation at the mosque, in relation to social class distinctions, 

stands in striking contrast to the hierarchal society Egyptians are part of.  Unlike private 

sporting clubs with high membership fees or coffee shops that impose a minimum charge, 

admittance to the mosque is free. The mosque is unique in terms of opening its doors to 

everyone, regardless of one’s wealth or social class. 

 To sum up, certain Ramadan leisure activities help narrow the widening 

generation and social class gaps existing in Egyptian society. Through the sharing of iftar 

and sahur meals, reciprocating plates of Ramadan delicacies, decorations of residential 

buildings or neighborhood and communal prayers at the mosque, young girls get to bond 

more with families and neighbors.  One key change that occurs particularly at the 

mosque, is the suspension of social class differences where all participants stand equal, 

regardless of affluence.    

    

3.3 Political activism and solidarities 

 

Ramadan does not only draw young upper-middle class Egyptian women closer towards 

their families and local communities but also unprivileged social groups. In previous 

chapters, I have described people’s general sentiment that Muslims should take action to 

help those fellow Muslims living under the ‘horrors’ of occupation and ‘safeguard’ the 
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future of Islam by those (prejudiced Western media and political parties) who threaten its 

existence. These feeling were openly expressed by young informants and some preachers 

delivering religious speeches in Ramadan.  Preachers strongly urged people to pray for 

the ‘victimized’ Muslims in Ramadan, the time when ‘devils are chained’ and God grants 

wishes.  

A few members of the young generation, however, feel that prayers are not 

enough to resolve the ‘predicament’ Muslims are facing nowadays, especially those that 

reside in Western countries. They believe that Muslims should physically unite and 

launch campaigns to help combat anti-Muslim sentiment, ‘unjustified’ occupation and the 

‘abuse’ Muslims face. Some voice their collective opinions in the form of e-mails, blogs, 

newsletters posted over the internet, public lectures, wearing t-shirts with political 

statements and, in rare instances, through demonstrations.   

 A few of the young women I talked to also hold the opinion that the impairment 

of the umma’s wellbeing is not only generated by foreign political systems but local ones 

as well.213 They described the local government as ‘corrupt’ and not granting basic 

human rights to the wide population. Twenty-one year old Dina a political activist whom 

I referred to earlier in chapter four explained that Egypt, like most Arab states, suffers 

from lack of human rights.214

                                                 
213 In December 2004 a group of Cairo-based Arab intellectuals distributed their draft to the Arab Human 
Development Report, produced for the United Nations Development Program.  The report held that the 
Egyptian government, other Arab governments and the U.S. foreign policy were responsible for the lack of 
human health, education, and social and cultural advancements, poverty and social exclusion in the region. 
For more on this story refer to Khouri (2004).   

 She referred to the low education and rights of women, the 

presence of Emergency laws and general police-state actions in the political sphere. She 

gave the example of when the Egyptian government used violence as an intimidation in 

the last parliamentary elections.  Dina affirmed that the lower classes do not have access 

to health, education and other basic human needs that members of the higher social 

classes are granted in abundance.  

214 I refer to Dina frequently in discussing political activism as very few of the other respondents were or 
admitted they were active in politics. Many informants did in fact express awareness of the hardships 
lower-middle classes faced, but very few of them stated that they were actively involved in political groups 
or took part in demonstrations similar to Dina’s case.  This supports what Mona al-Ghobashy (2005) 
suggests, ‘The younger representatives of Egypt’s ruling class may be technologically savvy, US-educated 
and American-accented, and properly deferential to private sector dominance and the laws of the market 
but when it comes to institutionalizing binding consultation of citizens or protecting citizens from arbitrary 
state power, their silence is palpable…’  
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 Ramadan leisure is collective in nature, which in Dina’s opinion, serves as a key 

opportunity for launching a political campaign such as circulating newsletters or 

organizing demonstrations:  

 
Ramadan is about unity….Unity is one of the wisdoms and teaching of Islam and Ramadan…...Unity is the 

foundation for developing and implementing a successful political strategy against all (Muslims and non-

Muslims, ns) who deprive our Muslim brothers and sisters from their basic human rights. 

 

The mosque in particular offers an important arena for people to network, voice their 

opinions and organize political stances or activities. In the words of Dina, the mosque in 

Ramadan is a good place to recruit new members in the political organization she runs.  

In fact, some youngsters view the mosque not only a place for prayers and socialization, 

but also as a source for political activism.  

Not surprisingly, the Egyptian government fears the collective nature of mosque 

gatherings, predominant during the holy month, and has thus increased control over them 

in the last few years. In fact, Ramadan is one major time of the year where political and 

event violent upheavals take places in Muslim countries. Islamist groups in Pakistan 

calling for sharia governance, for example, launched attacks against the government 

during Ramadan in 2008.  

 It thus becomes apparent that while Ramadan provides leisurely occasions for 

people to gather, this trend is not always welcomed by everyone. Some people capitalize 

on the communal nature of Ramadan, at the mosques in particular, to organize 

oppositional demonstrations and other forms of political campaigns. In response, the 

Egyptian government has increased control and surveillance over public gatherings at the 

mosque or elsewhere specifically during the holy month. 

  

3.4 Charity work and inversion of social class distinctions 

 

Another more common approach most of the young upper-middle class females adopt to 

alleviate unprivileged people’s problems is through charity work.215

                                                 
215 Various authors who examined post modernity argued that hand in hand with individualisation (the 
process indicating the individual is more and more responsible for his own choices) comes ‘solidarisation’ 

 In chapter four all 
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sorts of charity work youth intensively participate in during Ramadan were described in 

detail. The Ramadan charity projects establish a temporary setting for community 

cohesion among those from different socio-economic backgrounds. One key observation 

at charity projects is the inversion of social class distinctions or a ‘leveling process’ in 

social classes, resonating Turner (1969) theoretical reflection on communitas. Another 

key feature of Ramadan philanthropic projects is that many are executed at slums and 

shanty towns that have mushroomed in the second half of the 20th century. Accordingly, 

many young upper class women volunteers temporarily move out from their elitist 

residential neighborhoods and exclusive leisure spaces and access meager areas that they 

typically avoid.  

Throughout the year, wealthy Egyptians are served by those from inferior social 

classes at home and leisure domains. Upper-middle classes have the financial resources 

to hire third parties to handle domestic chores and, in some instances, child-care.216

Social class boundaries are temporary suspended at the banquet of the Merciful, 

especially evident at the one described in Boulaq district in chapter four.  The ma'ida 

sponsors, of relatively high social status, were carrying out activities like food 

preparation service that they usually do not perform during other times of the year. As a 

matter of fact, many of those eating at the ma'ida were the ones mostly serving the 

sponsors all year long. It goes without saying that the kind of role reversal that goes about 

at the ma'idat is surrounded by ambivalences and creates awkward feelings on both sides. 

The deference of the lower-class guests at the banquet, who continuously and graciously 

thanked the sponsors and volunteers loudly prayed for their good health and fortune, 

illustrate that they remain consciously aware of their inferior social standard.  

 What 

is relevant here is that at the Ramadan charity projects, affluent sponsors and volunteers 

are the ones serving lower classes by offering material goods and emotional support.  A 

good example to demonstrate the suspension of social hierarchies at charity projects is 

the ma'idat al-Rahman.   

                                                                                                                                                 
or the process indicating people are taking responsability for others in  new ways, entering into new 
relationships (Weeda, 1992) and taking ‘moral responsibility’ or taking care of others (Bauman, 1993:13).    
 
216 Generally, upper classes have relatively more free time for leisure participation than other social classes, 
since they can afford to hire third parties.  Kelly and Godbey (1992) refers to this trend as the ‘hierarchy of 
social privilege’.   



239 
 

According to upper-middle class young informants, their participation in 

Ramadan charity projects is ‘incomparable’ to their leisure experiences all year long. 

Charity projects do not only fulfill them spiritually but also exposes them to a different 

social environment from what they are accustomed to.  The leisure of that social class 

segment throughout the year is confined within a specific elitist social circle, mainly 

among those that can afford the high expense goods and services.  In chapter three I 

presented how upper class youth’s year-long leisure spaces are inaccessible to the 

majority of the population, and arguably, alienate them from other social segments. In her 

study on Cairo, De Koning (2006) notes that global trend in cities and the high 

production and consumption has isolated social classes from one another. My own 

observations indicate that within profane leisure spaces, social class differentiations 

become most manifest. 

Not only luxurious leisure spaces or activities alienate wealthy Egyptians from 

other social segments of the population. Their residential locations do so as well. Cairo is 

one city by which the process of modernization has segmented its space into residential 

areas distinguished by class and occupation.217

                                                 
217 The wealthy and powerful mostly reside in the center of the city, along the Nile banks, and on the jazira 
or the island in the middle of the river. Middle class professionals, bureaucrats and merchnats live opposite 
to these areas, particularly on Roda Island (south of the jazira), the west bank of the Nile, and a narrow 
passage extending to the northeast from downtown.  Skilled workers, petite bourgeoisie, and low-income 
white collar workers reside in areas bordering downtown area on its north and east sides.  They also live on 
the area paralleling the northern edge of the middle class zone that runs north-east of town. The fourth 
residential areas is mainly for artisans, peddlers, semi and unskilled laborers, and a young people with 
education but with low salaries. They live in a narrow strip of urban land along the east bank of the Nile, 
which is seperated by half by the upper class downtwon and governmental districts. This social class also 
occupies what remains of the medieval city, located due east of the downtown elite and midddle class 
zones. The fifth residential area, comprised of the most deprived social group, is occupied by villagers 
whose lands has been taken over by urbanization, and by people who have migrated from rural areas to the 
city. They dwell on the eastern edge of Cairo, in the qarafa or where the old cemeteries are located.  For 
more on urban and domestic space in modern Egypt, see Campo (1991).  

 During the last decade in particular, there 

has been a major boom in the growing establishments of elitist residential compounds 

that mainly cater for the rich. These exclusive compounds, resorts and neighborhoods, of 

what are commonly referred to in the social science literature as ‘gated communities’. 

They are known for their high quality and expensive services/facilities that mainly 

compromise of green space, safety and free from all the hazards of Cairo. Certainly a 

number of my informants reside or plan to move to expensive compounds like Katameya 

Heights, Mountain View, Hyde Park and many others.  A villa in these compounds costs 
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no less than 4 million Egyptian pounds (€535,000) which only a minority of Egyptians 

can afford.   

Gated communities can thus be interpreted as an ongoing process of separating 

the poor from the rich. As Mitchell (1988) clearly exemplified ‘The identity of the 

modern city (Cairo) is created by what it keeps out. Its modernity is something contingent 

upon the exclusion of its opposites’. This perspective is also shared by El-Sheshtawy 

(2006) who argues that global trends in Arab cities tend to ‘wall some in and keep others 

out’.  

In contrast, many Ramadan charity projects, like the distribution of Ramadan 

packages, are executed in areas known for extreme poverty. Affluent young volunteers, 

who are accustomed to lavish settings all year-long, spend long hours in these deprived 

neighborhoods to provide financial and emotional assistance to the poor. Upper-middle 

classes volunteers have defined their participation in charity projects implemented in 

economically deprived areas as an ‘eye-opening experience’. Their exposure to 

conditions of poverty that many Egyptian live in has confronted them with a social reality 

that they are normally cut-off. One young wealthy female volunteer stated: 

 
 my active involvement at ma'idat al-Rahman  in Qalyoubia governorate made me move out of my 

comfort zone (implying elite neighborhood and lifestyle, ns) and realize how other people are 

living….not only have I become more sympathetic but also determined to make a positive change 

(actively seek ways to empower the poor, ns).218

 
  

I argue that the increased charity and cooperation, accentuated by the spiritual spirit of 

Ramadan, may help reduce social class tensions. The lower and middle class Egyptians 

express ever more feelings of economic frustrations and deprivation. These negative 

emotions are mainly connected with the growing inequality in income distribution and 

geographical setting of Cairo, which in its turn is primarily attributed to Sadat’s 

Infitah.219

                                                 
218 This informant participated four times in the organization of a ma'idat al-Rahman in Abu Zaabal city 
within the Qalyoubia governerate. This city is known for its high poverty rates.  

 

219 According to figures issued by the Central Auditing Agency in 2009, the monthly income of three per 
cent of Egyptian families is less than LE250 (€31), while the income of 20 per cent of families is less than 
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The sudden and big rise in opportunities for increasing income and accumulating 

new wealth which were related with the open-door policies in the mid-1970s, influx of 

work opportunities in the Gulf countries and the rise in the rate of inflation, have aroused 

and inspired many Egyptians of making it big into acquiring an immense amount of 

wealth (Amin, 2006). Some did indeed acquire wealth and were pushed up the social 

ladder. However, the majority who were unable to make use of the great amount of 

economic opportunities available at the time got greatly frustrated.220

According to Benthall (1999) by one giving up part of his wealth to the poor and 

needy, one purifies the portion that remains; and also the provider liberates himself from 

the negative qualities of greed and passiveness towards other’s sufferings. The provision 

of zakat, sadaqa and volunteerism are valuable for the giver, receiver and society overall.   

I argue further that the needy who receive money or other forms of help from the 

wealthy, are spared from developing feelings of jealousy, hatred or even violence towards 

the rich.  Philanthropy is thus beneficial in terms of creating a more secure society with 

less feelings of despise towards the affluent classes. 

  Especially when 

the economy started to go down in the early 1980s, with the decrease in job opportunities 

in the Gulf, many of the rising ambitions built up in the 1970s were confronted with the 

harsh reality and a feeling of depression and frustrations followed.  

Charity is particularly needed in Cairo, not only because of the growing income 

gap between social classes but also due to the geographical setting of the city. In Cairo 

the rich and the poor reside in relatively close proximity to one another, with the rising 

trend of gated communities as mentioned earlier. Before the Infitah, landlords were much 

wealthier than the rest of the people, but then again most resided far away in their 

mansions. Today with the rise in migration from rural to urban areas, many of the rich 

and the poor live close to one another and, as a consequence, exposed openly to one 

another lifestyles.  The poor can not help feeling frustrated seeing their wealthy neighbors 

                                                                                                                                                 
LE500 (€62).  Moreover, 48 per cent of families are paid between LE500 (€62) to LE1,000 (€122) per 
month; while 29 per cent of families receive more than LE1,000 (€122) every  month.   
220 Amin (2006) adds that the increased rate of unemployment in the second half of the 1980s, even among 
educated university graduates, intensified feelings of frustration and disappointment among a large portion 
of the population who tied large dreams with education for themselves and their families, as a pathway for 
social advancement.  People’s increased frustration is reflected by the rising rate of crimes, number and 
applicants intending to emigrate, corruption, families splitting up etc.   
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living lavish lives in safe and bountiful areas.221 The poor’s growing frustration has 

indeed caused various riots, theft and, even, murder incidents during recent years. Those 

residing at gated compounds or affluent areas were the prime targets.222

The perspective that Ramadan philanthropy creates a more secure society was 

also raised in a press interview with Economist Galal Amin.  Amin theorized that rich 

Egyptians organize Ramadan charity projects, such as mawa'id al-Rahman, to ‘make the 

poor quiet and attain God’s forgiveness for their astronomical profits’ (El-Noshokaty, 

2006: 14).  Keeping the poor ‘quiet’ in this viewpoint means that the rich wish to keep 

themselves secure from theft or other crime that the economically marginalized groups 

may commit.  

   

In this section I argued that the affluent youths’ involvement in charity work helps 

reduce the heightened sense of social injustice, connected with the growing inequality in 

income distribution and geographical setting of Cairo. Upper-middle class youth who 

choose to volunteer at Ramadan philanthropic projects hold positive views on their 

leisure experiences. For the lower classes, they express gratitude towards the much-

needed charity received in Ramadan. However, the poor’s financial inability to access 

most of the profane commodities and facilities the affluent enjoy in Ramadan triggers 

feelings of despair and resentment.  

 

4. Social Classes and Re-affirmation of Social Class Hierarchy 

 

Ramadan is a limited period of time where the social class hierarchy is suspended in 

specific leisure spaces as presented previously, while other times it is re-affirmed.  The 

religious-oriented leisure activities promoted and pursued in Ramadan certainly do 

celebrate the values of equality and social cohesion of the umma.  Nevertheless, the high 

financial demands of the holy month, expensive Ramadan-related commodities and 

                                                 
221 People’s frustration reached peak after a disaster hit the shantytown of Dweiqa at the foot of the 
Moqattam hills that took the lives of more than 60 people. Some large rocks from the Moqattam hills fell 
onto the unauthorized slum area. The incident occurred first week of September 2008, about the 6th day of 
Ramadan.  People blamed the government for its failure to acknowledge the existence of slums by failing 
to provide some basic health and safety-related services. For more information on the disaster, refer to 
Nkrumah (2008).  
222 Exclusive compounds in Cairo have become main target for robbers. See, Shama’s (2008) coverage of 
recent murder of two college girls at Al-Nada Compound, Sheikh Zayed City in Cairo.   
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facilities reaffirm social class differences. The lower-middle class informants, in 

particular, feel excluded from Ramadan festivities as they can not afford most of the 

profane commodities and recreation facilities available in the public sphere.  

What I find particularly interesting about Galal Amin’s (2000) conceptualization 

of social mobility in Egypt is that it does not only help explain the lower classes 

frustrations but also upper-classes’ elevated desire to display wealth. On the one hand, 

the lower classes cannot help but envy and despise those upper class youth whose parents 

acquired enormous wealth in the 1970s.  On the other hand, the youth whose parents have 

newly acquired wealth are keen to show-off their affluence to declare their ascendance to 

a higher social class.  This is translated in terms of intensified consumption of high-

expense leisure activities and commodities.   

In The Theory of the Leisure Class, Thorstein Veblen (1899) was the first to 

discus the idea of conspicuous consumption – the acquisition and display of expensive 

items to suggest wealth and attract attention to one’s wealth.223 Conspicuous 

consumption is also known as status consumption, the idea of consumption as a means to 

outwardly demonstrate wealth, particularly in the public sphere.224

In this section I explain how Ramadan has become a time for conspicuous 

consumption for the rich and increased frustration for the poor.  

 Certainly, all the 

expensive Ramadan-related goods and expensive resemble for the rich social groups what 

Csikszentimihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) may call, ‘forms of power that consists of 

respect, consideration, and envy from others’.   

 

4.1 Food commodities  

  

Egypt’s deteriorating economy, marked by a weak currency and sudden rise in prices of 

food before the holy month begins, casts a pall over Ramadan.  For almost all Egyptian 

                                                 
223 In his book Veblan depicts the behavioral characteristics of the nouveau riche, a class emerging in the 
19th century as a result of the accumulation of wealth during the second Industrial revolution. Relevant to 
my research, nouveau riche represents Egyptian upper-middle classes or those with newly acquired wealth 
that use their affluence to manifest social power whether real or perceived.  
 
224 Many researchers in the fields of psychology, sociology, marketing and economics have examined the 
notion of status consumption. See for example, Farrell (2004) and Deacon (2002).   
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Muslims, Ramadan becomes the time for high food consumption.225

This in turn has compelled low-income 

households to give up some cooking staples 

and many of the popular Ramadan dishes. 

Prices of almost all essential food ingredients, 

particularly those used to make famous 

Ramadan dishes such as nuts and apricots, 

continue to increase immensely every year.  

Some low-income informants said that they 

are no longer able to eat the traditional 

Ramadan deserts like konafa and qatayef. 

A few years back many people used to 

depend on chicken, instead of meat, which is relatively much less expensive. Since the 

bird flue hit Egypt and damaged the Egyptian poultry industry in February 2006, many 

must make do with a diet lacking in protein.  The price of chicken more than doubled 

from LE 5 (€ 0.6) to LE 11 (€1.4) per kilo, which is considered unreasonably high price 

for low income families.  Moreover, the low supply of poultry raised the demand on 

meat, which in turned hiked the price of meat from LE 30 (€3.8) to LE 38 (€4.7) per kilo.  

Some low-income respondents said that Ramadan no longer has the same festive unique 

‘taste’ as it did years ago.  Particularly families with a monthly income of less than LE 

1,000 (€122) protest that their needs always exceed their salaries.  This is especially 

 Before the holy 

month begins, every year masses flock the supermarkets and food stalls to buy all kinds 

of commodities to prepare the popular traditional Ramadan delicacies and drinks.  With 

the increased demand for all range of food 

items as the holy month approaches, it is not 

surprising that their prices rise considerably.   

                                                 

225 A study released by the National Council for Social Research in 2009 estimates that 83 per cent of 
Egyptian families change their eating habits during the month. Consumption of sweet products increases 
by almost 67 per cent, that of meat and chicken by 63 per cent. Sales of nuts, a seasonal favorite, are up by 
25 per cent. A second study, this time by the Central Agency for Public Mobilisation and Statistics 
(CAPMAS), claims that during the first week of Ramadan 2.7 billion loaves of baladi bread, 10,000 tons 
of beans and 40 million chickens were consumed.  

Image 13: A comic ridiculing those 
television programs that air in 
Ramadan to promote food dishes and 
ingredients that are expensive; and thus 
inaccessible to the masses. 
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pertinent during Ramadan since most families shop and cook food dishes which are 

traditional iftar mainstays. In addition, during Ramadan the household budget inflates to 

accommodate additional amounts of meat and poultry, as well as extra iftar guests of 

family and friends. To express the financial load that Ramadan poses, a poor old man I 

was interviewing in Boulaq pointed at another elderly man carrying a heavy ful (beans) 

jar on his back, and said ‘Ramadan for me is like this fellow, a burden on my weak back’.   

Lower classes’ feelings of frustration are further aroused as a result of the 

immense advertising on television of luxurious commodities that are unattainable to the 

masses watching.  Food commercials, ranging from butter, frozen foods and drinks vastly 

increase during Ramadan.  One may argue that with the high poverty rates in Egypt, it is 

illogical that expensive commodities are promoted.  The large Egyptian population, 

despite the high percentage of poor people, still has a sizeable buying power.  What is 

relevant here is that a high percentage of the poor cannot help but feel emotionally 

distressed, by viewing highly-expensed food items being promoted on television and 

print media.  

Independent Arab media criticize the high promotion of extravagant food items in 

Ramadan. In Sabah el-Kheir magazine (27 September, 2007), a comic was published that 

exhibited a poor Egyptian family eating on the floor and wearing ragged clothing while 

watching television; on television it showed a presenter saying ‘Dish of the day is very 

easy…Grilled lamb with stuffed turkey…with fried shrimps and duck….and maroon 

glace for dessert’ (See image 13). The ingredients for the food recipes announced are 

very expensive and thus financially inaccessible for most Egyptians like the ones shown 

in the comic.  

  The poor women whom I interviewed said that their prayers were mainly 

concerned with asking God to grant them mercy, patience and strength to be able to 

withstand the financial burdens Ramadan imposes on them.  One informant told me that 

she is into the habit of visiting shrines of saints to pray to God to make her and her family 

‘survive’ the high Ramadan expenses. Low-income Christian informants also complain 

of the ‘unrealistic’ price increase during Ramadan.  Below are some people’s grievances 

towards the inflated prices of food commodities during the holy month:  

 



246 
 

Long time ago when Ramadan used to end we used to feel very sad…but now we feel more relaxed when it 

is about to end as we no longer have to struggle with meeting the feast’s demands…of purchasing over-

priced food ingredients and inviting people over for iftar. 

 

Ramadan, with all its beauty, comes with a huge financial burden.  Everything is very expensive now! The 1 

kilo of meat used to cost 15 piasters (€0.02) now it cost LE 35(€4.4).  In Ramadan the price even goes higher!  

 

I wish I could invite my relative for iftar or sahur more often, but I wouldn’t be able to afford it since it 

would eat up all my salary 

 

Many cartoons in newspapers, especially at the start of Ramadan, show characters 

looking strained because Ramadan was starting at the same time that schools began. One 

cartoon showed a man asking his colleague, who has just received his LE 300 monthly 

salary, whether he was going to use the earned money for paying tuition or purchasing 

Ramadan goods. The man replied, ‘I will flip a coin’; meaning he would have to choose 

one option as he could not afford to pay for both.    

Ahmed, 30-year old teacher working at a public school in Boulaq area, told me 

that many of his primary school pupils complained that their parents refused to buy them 

new uniforms as they spent most of the money buying Ramadan goods. Moreover, 

Ramadan in 2006- 2008 arrived when household budgets are already overstretched after 

families have just returned from the summer holiday.226

In response to the public outcry over inflated prices during the holy month, the 

Egyptian government has executed several projects to help out. The government sponsors 

several low-priced food exhibitions in Sha`ban or at the start of the holy month.  Dr. Aly 

El-Meselhy, Minister of Economics, stated in a press conference after the grand opening 

of a Ramadan products exhibition in Nasr City, Cairo 2007 that the government will open 

similar exhibitions in more Egyptian governorates that offer Ramadan products with up 

to 25% discount (Saed, 2007).  I have witnessed the opening of these exhibitions in 

Cairo; they mainly comprised of food commodities and school-related materials. 

Moreover, it was reported in the local press that Prime Minister Ahmed Nazif’s cabinet 

decided in September 2007 to raise the budget allocated for food subsides from LE 9.7 

   

                                                 
226 To clarify, while the rich go on long-haul holidays outside of Egypt or at luxurious beach resorts in the 
north-coast; the poor go visit their families in the country-side or take day-trips to the zoo or other 
free/cheap public recreation areas.  
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billion (€1.2 billion) to LE 14.4 billion (€1.8 billion)for fiscal year 2007/2008 (El-Fiqi, 

2007).   

Another government endeavor was the launch of a public campaign on Egyptian 

national television in Ramadan during 2008, aiming to raise awareness on the related 

dangers of over-spending and lavish consumption of food commodities.227 

Overconsumption is presented as unnecessary, wasteful and costly, as it takes place at the 

expense of saving and investment, and creates too heavy a burden on the balance of 

payments. The series of public advertisements is based on two fictional characters 

Madame fashkhara manzar and her husband.228

The commercialization of Ramadan dishes has also undermined the communal 

spirit that characterized domestic cooking. Some elderly men and women explained that 

long time ago it was a social event in their rural villages for women to exchange recipes, 

cook together and compare each other’s sweet dishes in Ramadan. A 56-year old woman 

who used to live in a rural village explained that women in her village used to take pride 

in their cooking and felt highly gratified when people complimented their food. Today 

people take pride in their buying power or ability to purchase expensive products, 

  The advertisements start with the fact 

that consumption reaches its height in Ramadan compared to other months of the years. 

One advertisement series shows Madame fashkhara over-buying at a supermarket, in 

another one she is giving her chef an endless list of dishes to prepare for sahur and in 

another one it displays the immense number of dishes she had prepared for an iftar social 

gathering.  At the end of the advertisement it shows Madame fashkhara throwing out a 

lot of wasted food and a public announcer saying ‘Elly yewla`  el-as`ar wa-yekhreb el-

geyub howwa el-fashkara wa el-manzara ya habub ’ or ‘What raises prices and ruins the 

pockets (makes you go bankrupt) is the desire to show-off, my love’.     

                                                 
227 Besides raising awareness on the risks of over consumption of food, several other social campaigns were 
launched in Ramadan 2008 related to various problems in Egypt. Before the holy month started by weeks, 
Cairo streets were filled with billboards with several slogans that started with the ‘nohkom `a’lena…’ or 
‘when we make wise/well-thought out decisions….’, we can ‘net`alem kollena’ or ‘we can all get an 
education’, ‘nakol kollena’ or ‘we can all eat’ etc. Another television campaign in Ramadan 2008 rose 
awareness on the importance of saving electrical energy.  It showed the family saving a lot of money by not 
wasting electric energy at home. The money saved was used to purchase a new computer.  The 
advertisement concluded with a strong tagline that stated ‘Elli yehsebha sahh ye`ishha sahh’ or ‘Whomever 
calculates it right, lives right’.   
228 Fashkhara manzar are Egyptian-arabic words meaning the desire to display wealth in an arrogant 
manner.  
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including Ramadan pastries.  Below is an interesting discussion between two men 

expressing their views on that issue: 

 
Now people no longer bake their own Ramadan dishes or sweets. They prefer to buy them ready-made and 

showoff of where they have purchased them. They brag that they’ve bought this basbusa from el-

Abd or  La Poire sweet shops (pricey confectionary stores, ns).  They buy the sweets from there to boast 

that the box (the stores’ packages carries their distinctive logos and names, ns) they are carrying is from these 

expensive shops. It is an image thing (Mustafa 58)  

 

Today women are even embarrassed to admit that they prepare their own sweet dishes. Preparing their own 

food is no longer a source of pride.  My mother used to compete with her neighbors to see who makes a 

better basbusa in Ramadan. Today women show off about who has a husband or father who can afford to buy 

basbusa from expensive sweet shops and hire them domestic labor (Hajj Ahmed, 63).    

 

In relation to some people’s desire’s to show-off, one can argue that the goods and 

services consumed or aspired to by the newly rising classes do not merely satisfy certain 

consumption needs but serve a much more important social function as symbols of social 

advancement.229

It thus became apparent that during Ramadan access and consumption of food 

commodities re-affirm social class distinctions due to several factors. The 

commercialization of food during the holy month greatly increases its prices that the poor 

mass population can not afford. As for wealthy Egyptians, the purchasing of high-

expense food commodities serves as an important status symbol for their wealth. Finally, 

the increased commercialization of Ramadan sweet pastries has diminished the 

communal leisure activity of exchanging recipes and cooking together.   

  In other words, buying Ramadan pastries from the posh La Poire  shop 

or other forms of conspicuous consumption reflects one’s ability to buy expensive items 

and thus reveals social class affiliation. 

 

 

 

                                                 
229 One of my interviewees in Boulaq recited a story about a man who lost all his money in the stock 
market. To maintain his ‘social prestige’ among his neighbors, he insisted in putting the little money he had 
into luxurious commodities like cellular phones.  My interviewee jokingly said that in Ramadan he likes to 
walk in the neighborhood carrying an empty box of el-Abd pastry store to show off that he is still capable 
of buying from that expensive store. 
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4.2 Recreation facilities 

 

Social class defined in terms 

of economic opportunities 

and differences in power 

within societies is a key 

determinant in access to 

profane leisure activities.230

In comparison to Western culture however, leisure in Middle Eastern countries 

generally involves lower level of spending (Martin and Mason, 2003).  The authors 

explain this as being consistent with the continued emphasis on traditional leisure 

activities with low spending content. This notably includes time spent with family and 

friends for socialization and sharing of food.  This theory holds particularly true for 

Ramadan with increased prominence on family gatherings and communal religious 

activities.  Nonetheless, I argue that wide ranges of profane leisure activities, particularly 

after iftar time, are commercial in nature, hence not equally accessible by everyone.   

 

Macleod (1992)  and Saad 

(2006) note that the different 

lifestyles of  Egyptian upper, 

middle and lower classes is 

reflected in their overall 

consumption patterns. My 

MSc research (Saad, 2006) concluded that upper classes in Egypt are generally 

influenced by Western lifestyles, travel extensively, go on long-haul holidays and access 

elitist leisure facilities. These social classes have enough discretionary income to own 

resources to ensure privacy such as membership in exclusive sporting clubs.  The middle 

classes are more limited in travel mobility and recreation spending in relation to the upper 

classes. Finally, the lower classes’ leisure is principally based on social gatherings within 

private domains.  

                                                 
230 Cf. Kelly and Godbey (1992); Wearing (1998); te Kloeze (1998).   

Image 14: Affluent Muslims about to indulge in a 
bountiful iftar buffet (LE 200/person) served at 
Studio Misr restaurant in Al-Azhar park.  
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After iftar and tarawih time the young upper-middle classes frequented public 

leisure venues like Kheyam Ramadan, cafes, sporting club etc. Kheyam Ramadan as 

discussed in chapter four caters essentially for the affluent classes who can afford their 

expensive entrance tickets and service charge.  There, the rich can enjoy an extravagant 

sahur meal and five star service while listening to live and popular local singers. The 

same applies for restaurants that serve iftar and sahur where a high minimum charge, 

sometimes reaching LE 200 (€24.8) is imposed (See image 14). Thus, one can theorize 

that the relatively well-off exhibit their high standard of living in their profane leisure 

activities and the exclusive venues they have access to. I further argue that the rich’s 

increased demand for luxurious leisure has triggered the provision of novel types of 

leisure practices and spaces in connection with the holy month.  

The leisure of the poor in Ramadan is however more devoted to time consuming, 

cheap and home-oriented leisure, mainly television watching. Unlike the affluent classes 

who own private cars and have high discretionary incomes, poverty puts heavy 

constraints on the poor’s spatial mobility. In Boulaq district for example, I observed that 

after its Muslim residents break their fast the males would spend the rest of the evening at 

the local ahawi that serve low-priced items. For example, a cup of Turkish coffee cost no 

more than 30 piasters (€0.04), which is much less than a 10 Egyptian pounds (€1.22) cup 

of coffee at the trendy coffee shops available in urban Cairo. As for women, they would 

spend their free time socializing at home or visiting near-by family members and friends.  

Television also seemed to be the center of the lower classes’ recreation and aired 

Ramadan shows a regular topic of conversation. Television sets were stationed in almost 

all households and traditional ahawis I have visited in Boulaq area.   

Therefore, one can conclude that exclusive entrance to profane leisure venues in 

Ramadan re-affirms social class distinctions.  This sense of ‘communitas’ or unity that 

signifies rituals, as proposed by Turner (1969), may have become undermined through 

the commercialization of profane leisure during the sacred month.    
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5. Muslim and Christian relations during Ramadan 

 

The recreation aspect of Ramadan does not only unite Muslims but in some respects, 

Muslims with Christians as well.  Christians obviously do not engage in religious 

activities, however, they heartily participated in numerous profane Ramadan activities.  

Many Christians take part in the festivities of the month by joining their Muslim friends 

for iftar, sahur, neighborhood decorations etc. Out of respect for those fasting, many 

Christians also abstain from eating or drinking in public during the fasting hours.  Below 

are some Muslims’ reflections on how Christians take part in Ramadan’s festivities:   

   
Muslims and Christians get closer during Ramadan. You will find all Christians in the neighborhood joining 

us (Muslims, ns) in celebrating Ramadan by taking part in iftar, sahur and socialization at cafes.  There is a 

brotherly spirit between all Egyptians during Ramadan    

 

On the iftar table there is no difference between a Muslim and Christian 

 

The Christians I interviewed in Cairo strongly assured me that they look forward to 

Ramadan as much as Muslims do.  They noted that they did indeed share with their 

fellow Muslims the festivity of the holy month, just as their Muslim neighbors share in 

Christian holidays. They particularly enjoyed the joyous special Ramadan dishes, soap 

operas and shows aired during the holy month.  Some also added that they particularly 

enjoyed the late night Ramadan outings such as hanging out at cafes and visiting al-

Husayn area in Old Cairo district. A few Christians also volunteered at Ramadan charity 

projects.   

On an official level, the head of the Coptic Orthodox Church pope El-Baba 

Shenouda III is known to host a ma'idat al-Rahman named mutual love (i.e. between 

Muslims and Christians) every Ramadan.  Moreover, in his attempt to promote the new 

national view that religion is to God and the nation is for all individuals, pope Shenouda 

III  hosts every Ramadan an iftar party where a wide range of important politicians, 

celebrities and Muslim preachers attend, including of the sheikh Azhar Mohammed 

Sayed Tantawi.  One iftar event organized by the Pope, for example, was held at a grand 

church in Abbasia, Cairo, early October 2007.  The Lions Club social organization also 
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hosted a similar iftar where they invited the Coptic Pope, prominent Christians and 

Muslim scholars (El Hawary, 2007).231 At the event, Shenouda delivered a speech on the 

importance of national unity regardless of religious affiliation.  Hany Aziz, head of Lions 

organization, was reported in a press article stating that ‘our country resembles a human 

body, with a number of different organs all working together for the overall benefit of the 

body’ (El Hawary, 2007:9).232

It is worth noting that throughout the last few years, the Egyptian public media 

has directed more attention on promoting mutual friendship and cooperation among 

Muslims and Christians in Egypt.  In an article published in el-Malaf newspaper (11 

November, 2006) titled ‘Christians in Egypt share Ramadan festivities’ the reporter notes 

that Christians’ contribution to Ramadan is not limited to sharing in festivities but 

includes charity as well, and that Egyptian Muslims and Christians are brothers and 

sisters.  This media campaign started and was encouraged by religious leaders (Muslims 

and Christians) and senior government officials. This public media trend was further 

complemented by the government’s declaration in 2002 that the Coptic Christmas on the 

7th of January is a national holiday in Egypt.

  These different organs represent the various religions and 

sects that exist in Egypt, where harmony is important between all these various sects or 

‘organs’ for the overall benefit of the nation.  

233

Western media have provided many reports to prove that Copts are discriminated 

against and do not receive equal political rights or privileges like the Muslim majority.  

There was an incident in October 2005, when an angry mob laid siege to St. George’s 

Church in Alexandria claiming that the church distributed a video that slanders Islam.  

Parts of the church were burned and a nun was badly wounded as she got stabbed.  The 

peak of sectarian violence came in 16th April 2006 when gangs of young Muslim and 

Christian men roamed the streets in Alexandria burning cars and shops as they exchanged 

Molotov cocktails and rocks.  Therefore, it comes as no surprise that the 2006 Ramadan 

witnessed extensive media coverage stressing Coptic Christians’ positive contributions 

 These national efforts were mainly 

initiated to attenuate Muslims-Coptic tensions in Egypt 

                                                 
231 Lions club is an international social organization. For more information, visit 
http://www.lionsclubs.org/EN/index.php 
232 Hany Aziz’s speech refers to a text in the New Testament (1 Corinthians 12:12).   
233 According to the Julian calendar on which the Coptic Orthodix ecclesiastical calendar is based 
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during Ramadan and, continuously reminding people that all Egyptians stand equal 

regardless of faith.  

 Furthermore, some of the young female informants referred to Islamic historical 

examples to show that their religion commands respect towards others regardless of 

religious affiliation.  To prove their point, some recited historic examples of the Prophet 

Mohammed who is believed to have expressed acts of kindness towards the Jewish 

community. In addition some noted that the Muslim warrior Saladin was known not to 

maim, kill or retaliate against those non-Muslims whom he defeated.  A few also referred 

to the Battle of Badr in terms of the way non-Muslim prisoners of war were treated 

kindly by the Muslim warriors.234

 To sum up, within the context of the Egyptian nation state focus is directed on 

citizenship rather than religious affiliation.  A nation or watan in that respect is based on 

inter-religious tolerance and social cohesion to maintain public order, a prerequisite to 

allow the nation to compete on a global scale.  Civil wars or religious aggression 

certainly do not help the Egyptian economy or its chances of development. More on the 

roles of the nation-state during the holy month will be presented in the next chapter. I will 

specifically examine how so-called ‘authentic’ Islamic values and Ramadan traditions are 

made compatible with rationality, economic advancement and, even, modern consumer 

preferences.     

  

 

6. Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I used the concept of umma as an overall frame of reference to examine 

how social cohesion and equality, in terms of access to leisure resources, is redefined in 

                                                 
234 For more on the Battle of Badr see surat al-Anfal 67, 68, 69. The majority of religious scholars agree 
that the captives of the Battle of Badr were exchanged for Muslim captives in enemy hands. Another option 
was for the captive’s family to pay a ransom in accordance to his financial situation. Another form of 
ransom assumed an educational dimension; most of the Makkans, unlike the Madinese, were literate and so 
each prisoner who could not afford the ransom was entrusted with ten children to teach them the art of 
writing and reading. Once the child was proficient enough, the instructor would be set free.  According to 
the ulama, the example of Badr not only shows that Islamic beliefs commands respect towards non-Muslim 
prisoners of war but also the allowance or encouragement for Muslims to learn from others, regardless of 
faith.   
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contemporary Ramadan leisure practices. The holy month is a liminal time period where 

social boundaries are suspended in some instances and re-affirmed in other occasions.  

Gender, social class and national boundaries were the main focus for this chapter. 

It was evident that during Ramadan, women have higher access to the public sphere in 

comparison to other times of the year. Leisure activities that are spiritual and 

philanthropic in nature suspend or inverse social class differentiation. Social class 

distinctions are, however, re-affirmed when a high admission fee or price is imposed on a 

profane leisure activity or product that can only be accessed by the wealthy. In relation to 

the nation-state, the notion of Muslim-Christian cohesion is propagated in Ramadan. The 

Egyptian government, public media and religious scholars adopt various strategies for 

circulating and promoting Muslim-Christian partnership.   

 More specifically, in this chapter I examined how capitalism in the context of 

Ramadan and its communal nature is either undermined or reaffirmed based on the 

leisure setting. Consumption has led to the acceleration of the pace of life and has 

enhanced individualization within families, which is reflected in individual leisure 

patterns that members lead throughout the year. Another implication of the prevalence of 

capitalism is that the young are more reluctant in investing time in charity work. They are 

more interested in capturing new capital opportunities and advancing in social status.  

Nonetheless, the communal, religious and charitable nature of the holy month 

slows the pace of life and encourages social cohesion. In Ramadan, youngsters engage 

more in family leisure, mingle with local community and invest more time in 

philanthropic projects. I specifically argued that charity work helps reduce the heightened 

sense of social injustice connected with the growing inequality in income distribution and 

geographical setting of Cairo. 

The unifying leisure aspect of the holy month does not merely bring people 

together but may also have long-term consequences on young women participants and 

society as a whole. Communal leisure spaces in Ramadan did not only serve spiritual and 

recreation purposes but also introduces women to new sets of knowledge. The mosque 

for example was a place for prayers, socialization and also an arena where members of 

subordinated social groups (women) circulated new counter discourses to oppose ‘unjust’ 

patriarchal rules and political leaderships.  
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 As expected, the communal nature of the holy month may not always be welcome 

by everyone. For men who adhere to the traditional patriarchal discourses women’s 

frequent leisure outside the home may pose as a threat to their authority. Throughout the 

year, males adopt various kinds of strategies to constrain women’s access to the public 

sphere, mainly sexual harassment. The spiritual nature of Ramadan, however, restricts 

acts of sexual violence against women. The fact that during Ramadan Cairo streets are 

safer and women are motivated to engage in religious/philanthropic activities outside the 

home domain, greatly increases their access to the public sphere. In that perspective, the 

sacred nature of the holy month can be interpreted as a source for women’s 

empowerment.  

The government also fears threats of political upheavals initiated at some leisure 

spaces and encouraged by the communal-religious spirit of Ramadan. Government 

authorities, for example, apply various restrictions at mosques in Ramadan as I will 

describe in the next chapter. It becomes apparent that the government initiates various 

endeavors to maintain its authority and maintain public peace.     

 Finally, it became clear that the commercialization of some Ramadan leisure 

resources alienates the lower classes from participation. The high rate of social mobility, 

mainly hastened since the Infitah policies, explains the intense feelings of frustration that 

the poor express for their inability to purchase or gain admittance to many expensive 

leisure resources. It also explains the young rich people’s (whose parents have acquired 

relatively new wealth) desires to display wealth through boasting their high access to 

exclusive Ramadan commodities and recreation facilities.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

AUTHENTICITY-THE REVITALIZATION OF ‘TRADITION’ IN THE 

NATION-STATE AND A CONSUMERIST CONTEXT 

  

In Ramadan of 2009 Pepsi Cola Company launched a new brand that found significant 

success among upper-middle class Egyptians. The brand named Mirinda karkade 

(Hibiscus tea) was sold in cans all over Cairo supermarkets and kiosks. Karkade is a 

traditional Egyptian drink that people highly associate with Ramadan and one of the 

favorite drinks for the iftar and sahur.235

                                                 
235 Karkade drink is commonly believed by Egyptians to have been consumed in ancient Egypt as a 
preferred drink of pharaohs.  

 The drink is commonly sold by street vendors in 

plastic bags or in large glass containers for a low price (LE 0.50 or € 0.07 per glass). It is 

usually served chilled with ice and contains much sugar. Although most upper-middle 

classes enjoy the traditional drink, for hygiene and health reasons they prefer not to 

purchase it in the streets. The elite prepare the drink themselves with clean ingredients 

and only little sugar. However, the time consuming preparation process may be a hurdle 

in presentday rushed lifestyles. The introduction of the Mirinda karkade resolved the 

elitists’ dilemma by meeting their consumption preferences and modern schedules. 

Although at a relatively high price (LE 2.25 or €0.3 per can), the renowned Ramadan 

drink is now available to them ready-made in clean containers, and with a guaranteed 

quality taste. The advertisement campaign launched by Pepsi Cola company has further 

enhanced the drink’s appeal to its affluent targeted customers.  In the television 

advertisement a waiter is shown at a traditional coffee house or ahwa baladi serving the 

Mirinda karkade cans to a group of youngsters. The waiter addresses them in a comic 

tone, telling them that they are the generation of the ‘Facetok’ (referring to Facebook 

social utility website). He then asks them if they wish to play ‘Una’ game (referring to 

Uno game of cards) rather than the traditional game of backgammon. The groups of 

young customers are shown either reading or working on their laptops as they drink the 

Miranda karkade in cans.  The campaign was so successful that the product continued to 

sell out almost immediately in all Cairo stores throughout Ramadan. A marketing 
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executive employed in the Pepsi company informed me that the company is considering 

to offer a Diet Mirinda karkade, with low sugar and calorie content, next Ramadan.  

The popularity of the Mirinda karkade product can be attributed to its successful 

innovative marketing strategy to restyle the traditional Ramadan drink to match the target 

markets’ modern tastes and overall lifestyle. This strategy was successful since it fulfilled 

modern Muslim consumers’ desire for the traditional drink while accommodating for 

contemporary consumption preferences. The success of this particular television 

commercial can also be credited to how it redefined cultural values associated with the 

traditional ahwa. The images depicted in the advertisement greatly contrast with the 

common illustration of people hanging out at the traditional ahwa, smoking shisha, and 

sitting idle for long hours. Leisure time spent at the ahwa is commonly associated with 

non-productive and wasteful pastime that the upper-middle classes oppose. In contrast, 

the Mirinda advertisement portrayed young successful Egyptian citizens reading and 

embracing modern technology while seated at the local ahwa. This merge between 

authenticity (Islamic month of fasting and traditional Egyptian ahwa), modern 

consumption demands (convenience, cleanliness and healthiness) and economic progress 

(commitment to literacy, high-tech technology and other competitive skills) underlies 

Egypt’s modernization process as I will discuss in this chapter.  

 

The intensification of globalization and consumerism has often been conceived as leading 

to cultural uniformity or the McDonaldizationof the world.236

                                                 
236 I borrow the term McDonaldization from Ritzer’s (1998) famous book.  

  Yet, the successful 

campaign by the Pepsi Cola Company to launch a restyled Ramadan drink illustrates that 

while a certain cultural homogenization occurs, these changes also encourage local quests 

for authenticity. As can be observed throughout the world, Egypt’s fast integration in a 

globalizing economic system goes hand in hand with the revitalization and reinvention of 

local practices and markers of ethnic and national identity (cf. Zubaida, 2004a).  This 

quest for authenticity becomes particularly intense during the fasting month. Ramadan 

appears to be the ‘ideal’ time for members of the umma to‘re-enchant’ their world 
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through reviving what they perceive as original and genuine forms of their religious and 

cultural heritage.237

Claiming authenticity (asala/taqlidi) within the Egyptian context I argue is based 

on interconnected trends that inform upper-middle class women’s leisure patterns in 

Ramadan for what they perceive as authentic (asil) traditions and religious values. One 

trend emphasizes an aesthetication process of traditions to fulfill people’s nostalgia for 

glorious past civilizations. This is mainly accomplished through the commodification of 

historical, national and religious traditions. Another modernist trend adopts a 

developmental approach whereby the nation-states, and its subsidiaries, promote an 

image of an authentic Egyptian-Muslim citizen who is economically progressive and yet 

remains committed to past traditions and religious values.  

 

In the first section of the chapter I will reflect on the concept of authenticity 

within the Egyptian context. Special attention will be directed towards how the nation-

state aims to position authentic religious/traditional values as compatible with 

constituents of economic progress. This modernist discourse comes to the fore in 

examining various government initiatives to promote the image of a rational, civilized 

and religious-traditional citizen who stands for ‘true’ authenticity in Ramadan. I will then 

examine the consumption of what young upper-middle class women perceive as authentic 

forms of their culture. I will argue that while the quest for authenticity leads these young 

women to appropriate products that are usually associated with the poor and rural 

population; in the process such products are transformed in order to be able to stand for 

new positive and aesthetic values. Finally, I will present how the lower-classes perceive 

the so-called authentic leisure practices of the wealthy, and in turn, their own leisure 

experiences with what they view as authentic Ramadan practices. My analysis point out 

that authentication is an ambivalent process of negotiations, both between different social 

groups and within individual selves.  

 

 

 

                                                 
237 The term ‘re-chant’ is meant to stand in opposition to Max Weber’s ‘the disenchantment of the world’ 
which he holds accountable to secularization, commercialization, and the loosening of bonds of family and 
community.  For more information on this concept, see Weber (1946). 
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1. The Egyptian Nation-State and its Modernist Project 

 

In the West, modernity emphasizes discontinuity as a means of setting the stage for 

rational thinking, or what Harvey (1989:16) defines as ‘creative destruction’.  While 

Egyptian modernity is also rationalist, it puts a greater emphasis on maintaining 

continuity between present and past. In its contemporary Egyptian sense, rationalism is 

defined as a comprehensive approach based on the ‘presentation of society and its values 

in the form of a coherent system of laws, regularities and deductive values’ (Schielke, 

2006:107).  Arab constructs of modernity are accepted as legitimate only if they are 

continuations of the past and at the same time bound with ideas of economic progress and 

rationality. At the same time, traditions are only appreciated as ‘authentic’ if they are 

bound with the idea of progress and rationality.   

In that perspective, I adopt Deeb’s (2006), Salamandra’s (2004) and Armbrust’s 

(2001) viewpoints that in the Arab world, new modern practices and local traditions are 

more likely to be interconnected than opposed.  In the words of Walter Armbrust, the 

modernist project in Egypt aims to unite progress and authenticity; there is ‘no rejection 

of tradition, and therefore none of the uncomfortable dislocation of European 

Modernism’ (1996: 191).  

The same approach applies to how the Egyptian nation-state positions religion 

within its modernization endeavors. Asad (2003) notes that Egypt as a secular state does 

not mean the exclusion of religion from the public sphere but rather giving religion a 

certain meaning and functionality. In terms of government policies, modernity should be 

guided by ethical principles laid down by religion and religion must be capable of being 

put in the service of the nation’s development (cf. Schielke 2006; Lughod 2005; 

Armbrust 2001 and Salamandra 2004).  In that perspective the nation-state controls how 

religious rituals and traditions are portrayed within the public sphere to ensure that they 

serve its modernization ambitions. In addition, the state embraces local traditions and 

Islamic practices to consolidate its power amid the Egyptian Muslim population.  

Historically speaking, the complementary relationship between cultural/religious 

traditions and progress can be traced back to at least the early twentieth century.  That 

relationship was readdressed after the July 1952 revolution, when the constitutional 
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monarchy was abolished and replaced by a republic. At this time the question arose of 

whether the country should follow the Western model of progress or return to its own 

roots through inspiration in Egypt’s cultural heritage, with or without a merge of that 

heritage with the requirements of modernity (Amin, 2000). Judging from late president 

Gamal Abdel Nasser’s protocols at the time, it was clear that the choice was to follow the 

course of Western progress while honoring past traditions.238

The relationship between Egypt’s past and the present was eloquently addressed 

by President Sadat in The October Working Paper (1974), a declaration outlining the 

philosophical basis of his Corrective Revolution:  

  While Nasser’s political 

and economic battles against the West did not permit him to openly express his hidden 

admiration to Western progress, Sadat openly communicated his fascination with 

Western lifestyle and progress. Similar to Nasser, he continued to embrace traditional 

culture and honor Islamic festivities and rituals. Sadat also continued to turn to Western 

nations, particularly USA, for support to the economic and technological development of 

the country.  

 
The real challenge confronting peoples with deep-rooted origins who are facing the problem of civilizational 

progress is precisely how to renovate their civilization.  They should not reject the past in the name of the 

present and should not renounce the modern in the name of the past, but they should take the new without 

losing sight of their origins (Baker 1978: 47).     

 

The current government utilizes various resources to promote the image of an authentic 

identity that is progressive, religiously tolerant and that refutes idleness or chaos. Also, it 

tries to create an image of Egyptian identity that opposes religious extremism and 

encourages national unity. This notion is magnified particularly in Ramadan, during 

which the government imposes restrictions on various leisure venues and launches media 

campaigns that support its modernist project as we shall come to see in the following 

section.   
                                                 
238 Nasser’s strategy to follow Western economic development can be illustrated in his policies concerning 
educational and religious institution of al-Azhar. Nasser’s revolutionary government believed that the best 
way to improve the institution was to transform it into a replica of the modern national universities in the 
West. Thus modern subjects like medicine and economics were taught in foreign languages along with 
teaching of Islamic law. The management of al-Azhar’ faculties were assigned to those who held PhD’s 
from Western universities. All of these actions reaffirm that Nasser held Western progress in high regards 
(Amin, 2000). 
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 2. Modernizing the Authentic in Ramadan 

 

The Egyptian modernization project essentially pertains to rationalization and progress 

whereby any religious or authentic traditional habitus visible in the public sphere must be 

compatible with that discourse. Ramadan leisure practices that are associated with 

idleness, chaos, illiteracy, backwardness or superstition that threaten the order of society 

and the state’s authority are discouraged or even abruptly halted by the state, sometimes 

with the justification that they are un-Islamic or non-nationalist in the first place.239

State policies, state-owned or supported media and religious preachers are the 

main entities or mediums that help fulfill the modernist project’s objectives in Ramadan. 

Egyptians’ increased quest for an ‘authentic’ religious and traditional identity, and 

accordingly, their change in leisure patterns in Ramadan explains why the government 

exerts more effort to promote ‘true’ authenticity during the sacred month. Muslims 

leisure patterns during the holy month and the communal/festive nature of Ramadan 

activities delineate the kinds of state policies introduced during that month. In addition, 

they explain the state’s decisions in specifically utilizing religious preachers and the mass 

media to endorse its modernization ambitions. My main argument in this section is that 

the modernist project does not only inform the ambitions of the nation-state, but also the 

young affluent women’s contemporary preferences and outlooks on what stands for ‘true’ 

authenticity.  

 The 

state also makes wide use of the holy month to promote its modernist ideologies such as 

combating religious extremism and, instead, endorsing religious harmony; encouraging 

the pursuit of knowledge, education (particularly for women) and other globally 

competitive skills. Finally, the Egyptian state ensures that a modern image of the city’s 

physical space is maintained within a controlled and non-chaotic environment. The 

festive nature of the holy month, in particular, may lead to public disorder and thus calls 

for strict state control.   

 

                                                 
239 The modernization project of Egypt is similar to the development pursuits introduced by Latin-
America’s government. For example, in Argentina, the ‘enlightenment and rationalization’ project led to 
the prejudice again and the exclusion of (supposedly backward and superstitious) indigenous groups, the 
nation’s original inhabitants (Canclini, 1995: xiii).  
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2.1 State policies 

 

The state plays a major role in executing regulatory practices that mediate relations 

between modernity and authenticity. The Egyptian government embraces Islam and local 

traditions as main components of its national identity through various strategies that are 

specifically played out in Ramadan. Also, extremist Islamist political groups are the most 

active in promoting their union and cause in Ramadan. Those groups that pose as threats 

to the government’s authority and modernization of the nation are severely repressed.  

Political threats of Islamist groups were first brought to public attention during 

late president’s Sadat’s governance.  During the first years of Sadat’s leadership, the 

government employed various Muslim organizations and groups for its secular and 

capitalism initiatives (Springborg, 1989). Sadat formed allegiances with various Islamist 

groups and granted more power to them within the legal, media and public sector. For 

instance, the Egyptian state’s proclaimed the shari`a as the main source of legislation in 

the 1980s.240  Nonetheless, Sadat’s trip to Jerusalem and the Camp David accord ignited 

opposition from some Islamist groups. While the Sheikh al-Azhar publically endorsed the 

trip, other Muslim groups like the Muslim Brotherhood rejected the treaty and claimed 

that peace with Israel was forbidden in the Koran (Ajami, 1983).241

Sadat’s successor, current president Hosni Mubarak, aware of the political threat 

that radical and militant Islamic movements may pose on the country’s security and 

progress, took extreme measures to combat their operations. But his efforts have not been 

able to prevent various terrorist attacks. These attacks planned by extremist Islamist 

groups had a profound negative effect on the country’s tourism and economy.  

 These led to open 

clashes between the government and many Islamist groups that finally led to the 

assassination of President Sadat in October 1981 by members of a militant Jihad group 

Particularly in Ramadan, Islamist groups intensify their political activities 

compared to other times of the year (Ghanem, 2007).  They make wide use of people’ 
                                                 
240 For more thorough information on Islamisation activities during Sadat’s era, see Esposito (1984), 
Dessouki (1981); Springborg (1989); and Siwan (1983).   
241 Muslim organizations’ magazines openly attacked Sadat’s policy like al- Da`wa (The Call), anti-
government leaflets were also distributed all over Cairo, riots and clashes between Islamist groups and the 
government occurred at that time (Warburg 1982; Hussain 1983).  After these clashes Sadat ordered the 
imprisonment of some fifteen hundreds of his rivals and critics that ranged from members of the Islamist 
movements to professionals. 
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increased participation in communal prayers at mosques during Ramadan to promote 

their mission through delivering speeches and distributing religious tokens there. They 

are also known for their high philanthropic activism during the holy month, such as 

hosting banquets of the Merciful and providing food donations at underprivileged 

neighborhoods.   

Accordingly, the Egyptian government takes various measures during the fasting 

month to limit extremist Islamists’ groups from mobilizing the public and, possibly, 

taking over power. Mosques have become subject of high surveillance during the holy 

month. The Minister of Religious Endowments, Dr. Hamdy Zakzok, issued a decision in 

2007 prohibiting people from gathering late at mosques (Awad and Sahar, 2007). He also 

limited the number of mosques permitted to hold tarawih prayers, forbade religious 

speeches or lessons unless approved by government itself, banned the distribution of 

religious stickers/posters or booklets and instructed mosques’ officials to report the 

names of individuals who insisted on carrying out i`tikaf (Ghanem, 2007).  No official 

reason was given, but some suppose that such gatherings, combined with a general 

feeling of economic or political discontent, could be exploited by Islamist-opposition 

groups. Moreover, in Ramadan 2007, Cairo governorate officials issued a decree stating 

that those who intend to host mawa'id al-Rahman must first apply for special permits 

from the government. 

The state’s actions in Ramadan can be interpreted as a means of filtering out those 

political groups that may threaten national security and its authority, namely 

fundamentalist groups.  There is much evidence that the government fears the growing 

popularity of many Islamist organizations, and thus aims at the fragmentation and 

dissociation of the Islamist movement in Egypt (Springborg, 1989; Kramer, 1986; Baker, 

1990). The state’s resistance strategy towards Islamist political groups becomes highly 

condensed during the holy month.      

Beside the government’s attempts to limit Islamist groups’ activities in Ramadan, 

it also uses religion to consolidate power. The holy month becomes a strategic time for 

the state to express its continuous commitment to Islam. In fact, the Egyptian government 

has been using religion since the early 1970s to secure its power and mobilize society 

(Ibrahim 1982; Ahmed 1992).  Religion in Egypt has often been used by political leaders 
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to support their modernization endeavors through drawing correlations between religious 

rituals or values with their development project.242 Mubarak’s government continues to 

enhance its Islamic credentials through various strategies and policies.243

In relation to Ramadan, various government officials host mawa'id al-Rahman for 

the purpose of publicizing its loyalty to Islam.  This is evident by the large amount of 

media coverage dedicated to government sponsorship of banquets of the Merciful, free 

distribution of food packages and other philanthropic activities that the state sponsors. 

Also, in its effort to maintain peace among different religious groups in the nation, the 

state launches numerous banquets of the Merciful each year that aim to bring together 

Muslims and Copts as discussed in previous chapter.   

 It has executed 

various propaganda campaigns to promote its image as the custodians of the true Islam 

(Ghannam, 2000).  

As for popular culture, Egyptian leaders have for long made expressive gestures 

to declare their affiliation with local traditions. In their public speeches, late presidents 

Nasser and Sadat continuously stressed that they were affiliated with the common 

Egyptians. They were photographed in various instances as wearing the traditional 

gallabiyya, boosting that they were born and raised in rural parts of Egypt and embracing 

the common man (Werner, 1997: 61).  The same applies to Mubarak who is frequently 

depicted as a native by wearing the gallabiyya and embracing farmers and common 

Egyptians. In Ramadan, the government organizes all cultural events held in al-Husayn 

area, which I will describe later in the chapter.  

Another mission of the state, however, is to maintain a modern image of Cairo. In 

its efforts to modernize the city president, Sadat took great measures to separate affluent 

                                                 
242 Egyptian presidents frequently perform the Friday prayers in front of a crowd of photographers and 
cameras, use the Koran and religious images frequently in their speeches. President Sadat described himself 
once as a ‘Muslim leader of a Muslim country’ and justified his leadership and development policies as ‘his 
duty as a Muslim leader’ (Dessouki,1982: 89-90).   
243 The Mubarak government publishes its own Islamic newspaper al-Liwa al-Islami (The Islamic Banner).  
Acknowledging further the strength of Muslim sentiment within the country, the government collaborates 
with the moderate Islamist groups in the country (Al-Sayyid, 1993).  Islamist political groups such as 
Muslim brotherhood are allowed to take part in political and economic life and express their view on the 
government policies. They are for example allowed to publish newspapers, appear in the media, open 
schools and manage financial institutions (Esposito and Picatori, 1991). More emphasis has also been 
placed on religious education in schools and the media.  More religious institutions have also become 
closely associated with the government, such as Al-Azhar and the Ministry of Religious Endowments.   
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areas from the old poor quarters in the city.244 He propagated the image of urban space 

which should be kept clean and beautiful for the pleasure of the tourists and upper-middle 

class Egyptians.245

With the festivities of the holy month, urban space in Cairo is dramatically 

transformed with excess traffic congestion, litter, noise until the morning hours and 

overall chaos. Furthermore, the widespread of the mawa'id al-Rahman that attract the 

poor into elitist neighborhoods certainly discredit the modern image of urban space and 

may serve as a nuisance for the affluent residents.  

 Part of that image encompasses maintaining a clean, non-chaotic and 

organized environment.  

Below is a discussion I had with an upper-class lady in her mid twenties who 

openly criticized the numerous mawa'id stationed ‘haphazardly’ in her neighborhood: 

 
Researcher: Why don’t you like this ma'idat al-Rahman placed in your street (pointing to a ma'ida set in a 

luxurious area in the district of Heliopolis in Cairo, ns)? 

 

Respondent:  Please don’t get me wrong. I respect those sponsors who offer free iftar meals or other 

charitable activities Ramadan. What I am opposing is the locations of these mawa'id. 

 

Researcher: What is wrong with the locations? 

 

Respondent:  They are set in areas that are meant to be used exclusively for us (upper-classes, ns)…who 

understand how to behave in public, respect each other and not cause disorder. But these mawa'id attract 

uneducated villagers who do not respect order.   

Researcher: How don’t they respect order?  

Respondent:  They make a lot of noise, throw garbage in the neighborhood and a few of them flirt with the 

girls living in the area.  They have no respect for Islamic values or order!  Islam is a religion of order, peace 

and logic…science…certainly not chaos and sexual harassment.   

 

This interview reaffirms the common perspective among the affluent that the mawa'id 

may cause disruption to public peace and physical beauty of the area. They interpret their 

                                                 
244 For example, around five thousand Egyptian families were moved during the time period 1979-1981 
from Boulaq in Central Cairo to public housing projects (masakin sha`biyya) constructed in Ain Shams and 
al-Zawiya al-Hamra neighborhoods (al-Akhbar, May 19, 1979:1; quoted in Ghannam:2002). 
245 To learn more about how modernity privileges the visual in other countries, see Lefebvre (1991) and 
Scott (1998).   
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religion as one that supports cleanliness and public order. They commonly referred to the 

Koran surat al-Baqara 2:222 ‘Allah loves those who turn to Him constantly and He loves 

those who keep themselves pure and clean’ and noted that many ahadith affirm that 

cleanliness is a religious virtue. They also believe that any Ramadan-related activities, 

even charity ones, that challenge public order must be officially limited or controlled.   

As a matter of fact, the 2007 law that declares whoever organizes a ma'ida must 

hold an official permit remains applicable in Ramadan up till today. Government officials 

declared that this law will help overcome congestion and traffic jam by ensuring that the 

banquets of the Merciful are spread out. Furthermore, to maintain a physical modern 

image and public peace within Cairo’s newly gated compounds, no one is allowed to host 

mawa'id al-Rahman within these residential premises. It thus becomes apparent that 

exclusion of poor communities is viewed by the Egyptian state and affluent groups as 

contingent for the modernization image of the city.  

Several key points stand out in relation to the government’s control or 

intervention on how religion is portrayed and propagated within public space in 

Ramadan.  Secularization or the separation of state law and personal morality puts 

religion within the context of personal belief. In that sense, secularization stresses on 

religious tolerance by proposing that belief cannot be enforced and that therefore religion, 

as long as it remains in the private sphere, should be approached impartially by political 

authorities.  In the Western world, secularization is viewed as a pre-requisite for 

democracy, but in the Middle East it is mostly associated with dictatorship (Roy, 2004).   

In many Arab countries, including Egypt, the state controls religion within the public 

sphere, and often ignores or even suppresses traditional and popular religious 

expressions.246

                                                 
246 Examples include Kemal Attaturk banning Sufi brotherhoods and, in case of Egypt, government’s 
control of Azhar and mosques. Roy (2004) notes that the cancellation of the Algerian parliamentary 
elections of 1992 under the pretense that they would have been won by the Islamists, proves further that in 
most Muslim countries secularization has run counter to democratization.  This may be described as ‘Post-
Islamist’ in which the ‘Islamist parenthesis has profoundly altered relationships between Islam and politics 
by giving the political precedence over the religious in the name of religion itself’ (Roy, 2004: 3).   

 The state as a political entity thus has the function of defining the 

acceptable public face of religion. It is authorized to interfere if a person or 

organization’s expression of belief may lead to a violation of public order, a breach of the 

public peace. Thus, religion is allowed into the public sphere only if it does not claim to 
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lay down the law. Based on this understanding of secularism within the Egyptian nation-

state, it is understandable why the government exercises its authority over various public 

leisure spaces and activities in Ramadan.   

 

2.2 Mass media  

 

Part of the modernization strategy of the Egyptian nation-state is to combine progress and 

Islamic/traditional values to develop religious, rational and civilized citizens. In this 

section, I particularly focus on the Egyptian mass media which I argue is one of the most 

important tools for the propagation of the modernist project’s objectives to educate 

citizens on how best to lead an ‘authentic’ Egyptian-Islamic lifestyle. Since during 

Ramadan television viewership reaches peak, this telecommunication medium becomes 

an imperative tool for disseminating nationalistic ideologies. 

 The Egyptian government utilizes the mass media as an agent for education by 

interweaving entertainment with messages it wants to pass on to its citizens. In the state-

owned television channels, the authentic citizen is always depicted as progressive, yet 

committed to religious values and national heritage.247

environment such as fraternity, honesty and family values. The protagonist, however, 

who became a millionaire in a short period of time manages to retain the traditional 

sha`bi and religious (that opposes religious extremism or terrorism) values, works 

tirelessly and ethically, and expresses utmost respect towards foreign quality education. 

His authenticity also comes to the fore in his love and non-abusive treatment towards his 

wife.   

 This notion is widely tackled in 

many Ramadan television series each year. In her discussion of the popular series I won’t 

Live My Father’s Life, Abu Lughod (2005: 139) notes that the show’s protagonist stands 

for the authentic Egyptian who succeeds in finding the right way to live in the present age 

of radical economic and political transformation. It is commonly believed that those who 

became rich very fast during the Infitah forgot the values of the popular or sha`bi 

                                                 
247 The eight local Egyptian channels are fully controlled by the state and operate under the authority of the 
Ministry of Information. Private channels like Dream TV, el-Mehwar TV and OTV that broadcast from 
Egypt enjoy relatively more freedom on what they air. Their operations are, however, authorized by the 
government and their Egyptian millionaire owners such as Ahmed Bahgat and Naguib Sawiris have 
numerous business interests with the state.    
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 Certainly, issues related to women rights have become focal issues in the 

Egyptian television particularly during the holy month. In 2007 Ramadan series such as 

Yetrabba Fi `Ezzo (Raised in his Prosperity) discussed the concept of equal rights to 

quality education and its value in the Arab world, and, Qadeyat Ra'i `Am (A Case of 

Public Opinion), tackled violent rape and sexual abuse against women. Lack of education 

and violence against women were presented as some of the main issues threaten Egyptian 

women’s well-being and hinder the country’s development.  

To understand why focus is directed specifically at women, it is vital to make 

some historical references. Mitchell (1988: 113) demonstrates that during the occupation 

of Egypt, colonist powers demarcated women as both a ‘locus of the country’s 

backwardness’ and a focal sphere for change towards enlightened rationality. Since then, 

Egypt’s development has become evaluated in relation to the progress of its women 

population. With the onset of a modernizing discourse of the Egyptian nation-state, 

emphasis has shifted towards women’s education in particular. In the Egyptian context, 

women carry the biggest responsibility for the ‘rational upbringing’ of future generations 

(Shakry, 1998: 126) and, accordingly, they are entitled to quality education.  

 More recently, on the Egyptian television  the ‘ideal’ Muslim professional is 

presented as the image of the effective business person. He/she is the one who has 

mastered strategic management and other global competitive skills, while retaining the 

values of Islam and local traditions. The Muslim professional is depicted as someone who 

dresses in suits, works efficiently and has high moral standards.  

This image is also portrayed in one of Sami Yusuf’s most popular and frequently 

aired songs in Ramadan named Hasbi Rabbi (My Lord is enough for me).248

                                                 
248 The song is present in Sami Yusuf’s second Album ‘My Umma’. For more information on the singer, 
visit http://www.samiyusuf.com/ 

 The singer is 

presented as a successful business professional with high ethical standards and Muslim 

values. He is also shown as someone who manages to accommodate different cultural 

repertoires in his personal life.  In some of the song’s clips, he is seen as praying, 

mingling tolerantly with people from all over the world and, also, dressed as a 

professional. In one scene Yusuf is wearing a suit and riding a London bus and gives up 

his seat to an elderly English lady. In another he wears a gallabiyya as he teaches young 
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Muslim children verses from the Koran, while yet in another, he is dressed in a suit and 

gives a presentation to an international audience. Part of this modernist image proposes 

that an ideal Muslim living in today’s globalized world must express benevolence and 

tolerance towards all fellow man, regardless of religious affiliation. It also suggests that 

one can accentuate different selves in various social contexts.    

To propagate further the notion of religious tolerance, the media continuously 

stresses on the unity of Egyptian Muslims and Copts in respecting each other’s religious 

celebrations and standing together for the common good of the nation as a whole. This is 

depicted in recent Egyptian Ramadan soap operas whereby Coptic characters play the 

leading roles such as in Awan al-Ward (The flowers season) and Khayal al-zill (Shadow-

play). Indeed, so pronounced is the ‘national unity’ theme in Awan al-Ward that it has 

included scenes of Muslims and Copts praying side by side in mosques and churches.  

The government also makes use of high viewership in Ramadan by initiating 

social and economic campaigns. In Ramadan 2009, the Ministry of Tourism launched a 

national television campaign known as the ‘National Tourism Awareness Project’, based 

on several chains of scenes to encourage locals not to over-price or cheat tourists. The 

scenes of the campaign where shot at some of Egypt’s most prominent touristic sites, 

such as Al-Husayn area, with the slogan ‘Tourism Benefits Everyone’.249 The 

commercial addressed the audience in a generic way, reminding all Egyptians that 

tourism is a major source of income for nearly everyone and, consequently, of utmost 

importance to the nation’s overall economic development.250

Another campaign that was launched by the Ministry of Trade and Industry and 

put together by the Industrial Training Council (ITC) in Ramadan, dealt with the 

increasing unemployment crises in Egypt. Using the ubiquitous image of the unemployed 

man sitting around all day in the ahwa, the campaign set out to point the finger at a large 

portion of the nation’s population who are both unemployed and doing little to find work. 

The advertisements even promoted a toll-free number that the unemployed could call, 

 

                                                 
249 This is five-year project based on three-part media campaign and launched in 2006. The first phase 
focuses on how many jobs tourism creates and how it factors into our daily lives. Stage two of the media 
campaign will attempt to change people’s interactions with tourists. The final stage uses celebrity 
endorsements to reinforce the message.  
250 At the time, the incident of the kidnapping of eleven European tourists and eight Egyptians while 
making an off-road tour of southern Egypt in September 2008 had a negative impact on the tourism 
industry in the country.  
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putting them through to specialists who could quickly help the candidates find factory 

work. The social advertisement further warned that if one continues to sit idle without 

actively looking for a job, he will end up becoming a thief or a criminal. In contrast, the 

advertisement showed a determined person who tirelessly job hunts until he lands a 

junior job, and eventually, rises to a senior position.  

 To conclude, the deteriorating economy the country faces is pushing the 

government to work closely with the media to raise awareness that team work, efficiency 

and ethical practices are crucial for development. The authentic Egyptian citizen is 

portrayed as hard-working, committed to local traditions and religious values.  

 

2.3 Preachers 

 

In contemporary Egypt, the kind of religion largely communicated to the youth is not so 

much about rituals and theological doctrine.  Instead, the new da`wa endorsed by the 

government supports the nation’s modernist project where emphasis is placed on creating 

responsible, efficient and proactive Muslim citizens. I wish to emphasize that the state 

has a great authority on which preachers are allowed to hold speeches at local mosques 

and Egyptian-based broadcast channels.251

In my interviews with young upper-middle class women, it became apparent that 

the so-called ‘inspirational speeches and ideas’ of the auto didactic preacher Amr Khaled 

greatly motivated their participation in volunteerism, internships, learning foreign 

languages and taking computer skills courses.  Khaled’s preaches the idea that Islam is 

about changing and improving yourself and your community, and his da`wa is generally 

a call to actively engage in social development. In his television programs, Amr Khaled 

frequently calls for young people to engage in their community: ‘Guys, don’t wait for 

 Those that defy the government’s 

development initiatives are either discredited or prevented from preaching. Principally in 

Ramadan, Muslims strive to reach elevated states of piety and, accordingly, dedicate 

much of their leisure time to listening to religious preachers. Religious preachers are thus 

chief figures to communicate what is ‘authentic’ Islam and how to realize it.    

                                                 
251 The Ministry of Religious Endowments in Egypt is responsible for licensing mosques and authorizing 
preachers.  
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something to happen. Let’s do it ourselves!’ One of his first projects was the collection 

and distribution of second-hand clothes in poor areas. Thousands of young people 

participated, and in the subsequent months, volunteer work among young people 

increased. Amr Khaled is also known among the Egyptian public for expressing mass 

support towards Risala social organization’s sustainable development projects.  Khaled’s 

call for participation in society is articulated as a moral obligation which Amr Khaled 

continuously stresses in his religious programs: A good Muslim is a proactive Muslim 

who, within Islamic guidelines, contributes to his community and nation’s progress.  

In one incident, a young woman provided me with one of Amr Khaled’s articles 

that she expressed great fascination towards. The article was published in al-Dustur 

newspaper (17 September 2008) as a Ramadan supplement. It was titled ‘Amr Khaled in 

stories of the Koran: Do you feel the pleasures of being close to God’ and was based on 

some reflections provided by Khaled.  He recommended Arab youth to be proactive, to 

improve themselves through attaining competitive skills such as languages.  ‘Move! 

Move! Know that the difference between the proactive and passive person is the same 

difference between the chair and yourself, and the same difference between….the living 

organism and inanimate objects’ (Khaled, 2008: 23). He further recommends youth not to 

blame negative economic circumstances for their misfortunes such as lack of 

employment opportunities. Rather, by making reference to some verses and stories from 

the Koran, he states that a ‘good’ Muslim is the one who is persistent and actively 

searches for ethical means to improve his economic and social position.   

This rationalistic approach to religion and charity work matches the young upper-

middle class women informants’ perspective as well. They express community work, 

efficiency, rational thinking as important traits for an ‘authentic’ Muslim. They defined 

their religion as a rational one that encourages them to be proactive, progressive, well-

educated, healthy and responsible individuals. A common example provided by 

informants is that God opened His revelation with the words ‘Read’ to encourage humans 

to seek knowledge rather than sit idle.252

                                                 
252 Surat Al-Alaq 96:1-5. 

 However, as we shall come to see in the next 

section, authenticity for upper-middle class youth is not only perceived in a rationalistic 

sense but also celebrated for its aesthetic qualities.   
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3. The Aesthetication  of ‘Pure’ non-Western Traditions  

 

Regardless of social position, many Egyptian informants express strong desires to return 

to their ‘pure’ traditional roots detached from Western culture domination. The desire for 

a shared discourse on authenticity, which emphasizes this idea is based on the genealogy 

of the notion of cultural invasion.253 Past colonization of Arab countries in particular 

inform contemporary Muslims’ feeling of nostalgia for the authentic or ‘pure’ and, in 

relation, discontent towards the West (Roy, 2004).  Imperial expansion and domination in 

the Arab region caused many local citizens to feel humiliated by the military superiority 

of their (Western) enemies, and by the incompetence and corruption of their own 

authoritarian regimes. Against this background, nationalism in the Arab world took the 

form of identity exclusivity, detached from cosmopolitanism or the freedom to choose 

between aspects of different cultures (Meijer, 1999).254 United States and Europe’s 

support of Israeli occupation further enhanced people’s resentment towards the West. The 

general sentiment among Egyptian Muslims that their religion is under threat or 

disrespected by the West motivates them further to define their identity in opposition to 

Westernization. 255

                                                 
253 This discourse of modern authenticity can be attributed to Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) whose 
writings explored and initiated all the directions that seekers have since taken in search for the ideal of the 
authentic.  According to Rousseau (1974), human evolution went from primitive purity to modern 
corruption, much as innocent children become deteriorated grown-ups. Degradation occurred because of 
the growth of civilization, capitalism (division of labor and resulting differences in wealth and property) 
and modernity that led to negative human traits like greed, ambition, theft etc.  Civilizations have 
transformed the human race into slaves, striving for power, and imitators of fashion.  Due to such 
disillusionment with modernity and capitalism, many individuals develop a longing for the pristine and 
pure. 

  

 
254 Meijer (1999) explains that it is important to make reference to some historical events to understand 
why cosmopolitanism has become problematic today in the Arab world. During the Ottoman Empire, the 
Middle East was open to various religious and ethnic groups, where they freely interacted and shared ideas 
and lifestyles together.  Cities like Alexandria and Beirut were centers for free culture exchange.  However, 
European domination, arrogance, imperialist endeavors and racism in the 19th century, greatly minimized 
the region’s openness and toleration towards other cultures (Meijer, 1999).  Moreover the ruling elite class 
of bureaucrats, landowners and business people, further undermined cosmopolitanism in the region.  These 
elite sects represented social injustice and were perceived by the masses as passive since they did not take a 
part in the nations’ struggle against Western domination. As a result Arabs came to define their own 
identity in opposition to the Western lifestyle.  The Egyptian revolution that overthrew the monarchy 
(Turkish decent) and Nationalist and Islamist before that (1930s and 1940s) all rejected Western culture as 
foreign, imported and re-affirmed the superiority of the Middle Eastern culture over Western ones.  
255 As I argued earlier in previous chapters, various incidents have ignited Muslims’ resentment towards the 
West. These events mainly include: Pope Benedict XVI, who delivered a lecture in where he used an 
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Presentday Egyptian Muslims have thus a strong nostalgia for the golden ages of 

Islam, such as the Andalusia period or the Ottoman Empire. These Islamic dynasties 

evoked creativity, originality, scientific renovations and cultural advancements. They also 

laid the cornerstones of the European Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and modern 

Western society (Morgan, 2007). Egyptians nowadays champion these golden eras for, 

what they perceive, their more successful achievements of a moral order of life compared 

to contemporary times.  In addition, they yearn for those past eras when Muslim 

civilizations dominated the world for centuries (militarily, scientifically and culturally) 

and were the envy of all nations. That longing for the ‘glorious Islamic past’ becomes 

most manifest during the holy month. For Egyptian Muslims, Ramadan stands as the time 

to embrace ‘true’ Islamic values, and also, ‘original’ or ‘creative’ Egyptian/Arab 

traditions detached from Western culture influence. This nostalgic desire is partially 

fulfilled through the consumption of what is perceived as pure forms of Egyptian and 

Arab culture.  

To satisfy consumers’ desire for what is thought as authentic, service providers 

and marketers offer diverse replicas of traditional-historical products and popular art. In 

the process, various traditional icons have become folklorized commodities where only 

the aesthetic qualities are highlighted. In its contemporary Arabic usage, the term folklore 

refers to popular (sha`bi) culture insofar as it can be constructed as artistic or 

civilizational heritage: various genres of popular music, colloquial epics, poetry, 

proverbs, puppet theatre plays, and rural arts and crafts are now labeled sha`bi (Schielke, 

2006: 174). Recontextualised and redefined, such artifacts and customs are reproduced in 

books, films, theatre plays and public events. In the process, they are strictly presented in 

a positive light as exotic, original and creative. In the words of Dr. Abd al-Hamid Yunis, 

a prominent Egyptian folklorist: 

 
The first rule by which the folklorist is obliged to work is to sift the folk heritage so as to selects samples 

characterized by authenticity (asala), refinement (raqi) and the potential for inspiration (ilham) and which are 

among the aspects of cultural history or the reflections of artistic and literary expression (Armbrust 2006: 38) 

 
                                                                                                                                                 
analogy to link Islam to violence and criticized the Prophet Muhammed; the satirical cartoons of Prophet 
Muhammed published in a Danish newspaper; and the stabbing of an innocent veiled Egyptian women in a 
German court by a radical European person in 2009.  
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Through this practice of folkloric representation, traditional icons and art forms are 

remodeled and transformed into tradable commodities. They thus meet consumers’ 

desires for the aesthetic authentic and contribute profits to its commercial producers.  

The Egyptian state endorses the aesthetication of traditional culture forms since it 

is profitable to the tourist industry. Income earned from tourism presently represents 

about 25% of Egypt's total foreign currency income. To support the country’s economic 

progress, the government has utilized various strategies to help commodify traditions to 

fulfill tourists and affluent Egyptians’ yearn for the oriental and exotic Egyptian culture 

as I will present later in the chapter.256

The government’s support for the aesthetication or folkloriztion of traditions also 

supports its modernist project, described earlier. The aesthetication process cleanses local 

traditions from those attributes that are perceived to counter the imagery of a progressive 

nation, such as idleness, ignorance and superstition. These ‘negative’ traditions become 

dissociated from the fields of orthodox religion and modern culture practices. They are 

instead labeled as cultural icons or folklore associated with historical practices, whereby 

only positive artistic characteristics are represented. When traditional forms are framed in 

positive terms as creative or exotic folklore while negative connotations are 

deemphasized, the imagery of a progressive nation is retained (Schielke, 2006).  

  

In the next section, I will present those authentic commodities that the young 

affluent classes indulge in during Ramadan. In promoting these commodities, only 

aesthetic attributes are emphasized such as originality and creativity. In addition, they are 

presented as ‘pristine’ Egyptian/Arab/Muslim culture forms, ‘untouched’ by Western 

culture.  

 

4. Consumption of Traditions in Ramadan 

 

It has become commonplace for social scientists to ‘expose’ claims of authenticity on the 

basis of assembling and re-assembling elements from whatever the consumer market and 

                                                 
256 Various authors have examined how the Egyptian government has commodified cultural heritage sites 
(c.f. Kuppinger, 2006) and popular culture forms like the mawlids (observance of the Prophet’s birthday) 
festivals (cf. Schielke, 2006). 
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culture industry has to offer as mere constructs.  Although I agree that any claim to 

cultural essence implies a construction, the focus of my argument in this section lies 

elsewhere. Following Lindholm (2002; 2008) who distinguishes between the 

genealogical or historical mode and the identity or correspondence mode for 

characterizing specific entities as authentic, I mainly focus on how and why commodities 

and activities are experienced by upper middle class young women as pointing to what is 

cherished as authentic in a certain setting. Taking what Lindholm calls the ‘quest for a 

felt authentic grounding’ as a starting point for analysis, I am interested in the various 

techniques and resources that people have at their disposal to believe in what for them are 

undeniable facts and values (cf. Van de Port 2004). I will argue that for those who are 

thoroughly embedded in modern life styles, consumerism is a likely option to experience 

authenticity.  

 During Ramadan, one can observe a general longing for the pristine and pure past 

detached from Western culture discourses. Upper-middle class female youth develop a 

desire for consuming traditional and popular commodities, art forms and activities. In 

Ramadan they prefer to adopt distinctive visible dress-styles and behavior patterns that 

express their affiliation to the Arab Muslim umma. In this section, I will present how the 

demand for traditional products and art-forms that are normally largely associated with 

economically marginalized groups increases substantially among these affluent upper-

middle class young women in the fasting month. Those traditional products originally 

consumed by the lower-classes are, however, re-fashioned in a stylish manner.  They are 

made of high quality materials to match modern tastes. Thus these hybrid commodities 

become part of the cosmopolitan high-culture; blending traditional tastes with 

contemporary ones to create an appealing sense of authenticity.  

Contrary to perspective that the path to authenticity seeks exclusivity detached 

from cosmopolitanism as claimed by Meijer (1999) and the participants themselves, the 

actual realization of authenticity is comfortably framed within cosmopolitanism. In their 

patterns of consumption, the upper-middle classes imitate or flirt with habits of the rural 
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poor in ways that allow both identification with and distinction from lower class citizens 

who tend to be perceived as ‘authentic’ albeit ‘ignorant’ and ‘uncivilized’ Egyptians.257

 

   

4.1 Cuisine  

 

Food occupies a dominant place in Ramadan.  This 

is manifested in consumption and sociability 

patterns within most private and public leisure 

settings.  Almost all informants stated that they 

preferred to break their fast and eat sahur meal with 

traditional meals and drinks. Just about all 

restaurants and fast-food outlets prepare special 

Ramadan meals and desserts to accommodate the 

high demand for the traditional during the holy 

month.   

In Ramadan, when one is invited over to 

friends or relatives house, it is common to bring 

along one of the famous Ramadan desserts like 

basbusa, qatayef, konafa as a gift. 258

                                                 
257 C.f. Abu-Lughod (2005) and Sonneveld (2009) who note that in the Egyptian media the rural poor are 
presented as authentic, in terms of preserving cultural values, and yet remain ignorant and uneducated.   

 I spoke to a 

number of salespeople who work at confectionary 

stores. They assured me that sale of the traditional 

desserts peaks during the holy month, while the 

258 Abdel Aziz (1987) states that the konafa and qatayef desserts originated in the Sham region (Lebanon, 
Palestine, Syria etc.) during the reign of Mu`awiya ibn Abi Sufyan.  He was the waly or ruler of the Sham 
region during the Caliphate of `Uthman ibn `Affan. He was a great fan of the konafa and he used to eat it 
during sahur to keep his energy level high during fasting.  Since Mu`awiya was known for being fond of 
food and found it sometimes hard to fast during Ramadan, his doctor recommended the konafa for him 
(ibid).  It has also been known that the konafa has been made for Caliph Sulayman ibn `Abd al-Malik.  As 
for the qatayef, Abdel Aziz (1987) notes that if can be traced back to the Mamluks and Turkish dynasty.  
To support his argument, the author states that there is a large collection of poetry during these eras where 
both the konafa and qatayef were mentioned.   

Image 15: Alain Le notre bakery 
and confectionary outlets offers 
traditional Ramadan sweets, with 
delivery services.   
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demand for foreign sweets declines. Below I quote from a discussion I had with a sales 

manager who works at one of the many outlets of one of Egypt’s largest pastry chain, La 

Poire:  

 
La Poire Employee: In Ramadan we hire extra staff members to accommodate for the large demand on 

konafah, atayef, basbosah, balah el-sham. We also take early orders to avoid having a large crowd of 

customers right before iftar time. Sometimes the crowd gets so large that fights break out. Ramadan is the 

toughest month for us…we also now have home-delivery service.  

Researcher: Why do you think demand increases during the holy month in particular 

La Poire Employee: With people fasting all day they lose a lot of energy and nutrients. There is nothing better 

than sweets to bring back their energy so that they are ready for after-iftar fun! (laughs) 

Researcher: So why especially the demand for these kinds of sweets you named increases 

La Poire Employee: Ma’am. Ramadan is not only the month for religion but asala (authenticity, ns). How can 

one celebrate asala by eating English muffins, cheesecakes and tiramisu?  

Researcher: why not? 

La Poire Employee: Because simply these are khawagati (foreign, ns) stuff.     

 

What is of interest here is how the  La Poire manager extends the idea that the authentic 

is detached from the West to the notion that commonly demanded foreign sweets must be 

replaced by local traditional ones in Ramadan.  

What I found striking is that almost all prestigious restaurants in Cairo, usually 

located within 5-star hotels, include typical Egyptian popular-street food like ful, 

ta`miyya, koshari and the rough Egyptian bread, called `aish baladi in their Ramadan 

menus. At all the elitist restaurants which cater for the rich, the prices of these popular 

food items are very expensive in comparison to their usual market price. This can 

partially be explained by the fact that they are made with high quality ingredients, which 

are sometimes imported from abroad.  

People’s taste for the authentic during Ramadan stands in sharp contrast with their 

food habits during other times of the year.  The Egyptian middle and lower classes 

struggle ruthlessly to overcome the difficult economic conditions and fulfill their 

ambitions to upgrade their standards of living and to imitate the consumption model of 

the upper classes.  Simultaneously, the upper classes generally favor to distance 

themselves from popular food tastes and prefer the refined and distinctive tastes such as 

caviar, sushi and other foreign types of food. Bourdieu (1979) defines ‘taste of luxury’ as 
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reflective of the tastes of individuals who possess enough capital to enjoy expensive food 

items; while popular food is defined as ‘taste of necessity’, which is usually cheap and 

nourishing to ensure the reproduction of labor activities at the lowest possible cost. Yet, 

in Ramadan, there is a preference shift that can be observed in food habits. Traditional 

dishes transcend the connotation with the ‘tastes of necessity’ and come to represent a 

taste of the authentic which everyone regardless of social class yearns for. Popular food is 

transformed into ‘tastes of luxury’ when located and sold at high expense restaurants or 

hotels.    

The number of television cook-shows and cook books presenting traditional 

Egyptian food rises tremendously during Ramadan. Upper-middle class female 

informants affirmed that part of their early Ramadan shopping consists of downloading 

food recipes from the internet or buying cookbooks that explain how to prepare popular 

traditional dishes. Some of their favorite sources were www.wasfahsahla.com (easy 

recipes) and Magda El-Mehdawi’s book Matbakh giddati:Akalat masriyya, hilw wa-

hadiq (My Grandmother’s Kitchen: Egyptian Food, Sweet and Sour).  El-Mehdawi’s 

book is a collection of recipes of what the author defines ‘as traditionally known and 

defined’ Egyptian cuisine that she learned from elder women and old cookbooks 

(Rouchdy, 2004: 130). In her own recipes, she has adapted the traditional recipes to 

match modern standards of hygiene and health.   

Healthy eating habits are in fact main concerns for the young affluent women 

informants. Even though they preferred to consume more authentic kinds of food in 

Ramadan, such as the famous molokheyya and traditional sweet pastries, they complained 

that the Egyptian cuisine is unhealthy in terms of having high calorie content .259

                                                 
259  Molokheyya is a fibre plant and also known as tossa jute (corchorus olitorius) and it is of the tiliaceae 
family. It is made up of glutinous quality of leaves commonly made to produce a kind of soup, eaten with 
bread or rice in Egypt. It is believed that the ancient Egyptian plant named shemshemet may possibly be 
identified with molokheyya.  For an interesting read on Egyptian food and drinks that originated during 
Pharaonic times, read Wilson (1988).   

  

Conscious of their body weight, they prefer traditional meals that are cooked with healthy 

and low-fat ingredients. These modern food preferences coincide with other new healthy 

cooking trends practiced in the West, such as slow-cooking.  This growing demand has in 

turn triggered the introduction of slow-cooking recipes, cookbooks and cookers.  
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Upper-classes’ concern for maintaining a healthy diet, has also prompted new 

food services in Egypt. In recent years, various sweet pastry chains in Cairo have started 

to provide low-fat traditional sweet pastries. La Poire, Les Dames and other 

confectionary outlets provide low-fat and low-sugar sweets in Ramadan. In addition, 

many women who struggle with time-constraints, prefer recipes that are easy and do not 

take much time to prepare. For the same reason the phenomenon of food delivery has 

increased considerably in the last few years and extends to Ramadan as well (See image 

15).  

In contrast, a nostalgic tone dominates members of the older generations in 

reflecting on contemporary Ramadan cuisine. Many express yearn for the long forgotten 

‘flavorsome’ dishes prepared in the past. They argued that food nowadays is made with 

artificial flavors and colors, synthetic products and low-fat ingredients that make food 

seem ‘tasteless’ and ‘unoriginal’. They are nostalgic about the old days when females 

spent long hours cooking and preparing ‘natural’ Ramadan meals made with pure fatty 

and fresh ingredients. Some older generations commented that the Ramadan sweets have 

become ‘standardized’ since women no long bake and innovate with their own sweet 

dishes. One 63-year old male participant told me how he misses his grandmother’s 

Ramadan dishes that had her own ‘signature’ or trademark taste, decoration and serving. 

Certainly the emergence of a mass society and people’s increasingly rushed 

lifestyles has resulted in the deterioration of domestic cooking.260

 To sum up, upper-middle class young women consume restyled forms of 

traditional meals and desserts that match their modern lifestyles. In the process, the 

highly demanded popular food commonly associated with the poor, become part of the 

high culture.  

 Commercial food 

companies and confectionary stores have enormously grown in Cairo in the past decade. 

The explosion of Cairo’s population, including those with high purchasing power, and 

women’s increased employment had serious percussions on domestic cooking and 

Ramadan traditional dishes. Simultaneously, it served as a market opportunity for 

commercial companies that mass produce a wide array of traditional food items.  

                                                 
260 Mass society is defined as the absolute size of the population as well as its effective size. This 
phenomenon has exploded in Egypt in approximately the past fifty years (Amin, 2003). 
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4.2 Dress-Style 

 

One kind of Ramadan related code-switching that was described in previous chapters is 

dress-style. With the arrival of Ramadan, many girls give up their Western fashion 

clothing and adopt more local dress-style, principally the gallabiyya, a loose flowing 

gown usually associated with the urban popular classes and the peasants. 261

The gallabiyya has come to signify contradicting values in the Egyptian context. 

Abaza (2007) explains that the discrimination against the gallabiyya is mainly attributed 

to late President Nasser’s modernization approach in the 1950s, which aimed in elevating 

and enlarging a culture of middle-class 

employees, opposed to peasant culture.  

Since Nasser’s era, the gallabiyya worn 

by the peasant were depicted by Egyptian 

films and TV dramas as a sign of 

backwardness. In later years, the 

garments have also come to stand for the 

basic and unspoiled Egyptian way of life 

(cf. Abaza, 2007; Abu-Lughod, 2005; 

Sonneveld, 2009). 

  In Ramadan, 

the gallabiyya becomes a celebrated national dress which features as an important 

expression of local identity and social distinction. While the gallabiyya has become a 

focal fashion icon in Ramadan, during other times of the year it is generally perceived as 

a sign of ignorance and backwardness.   

 Upper class female youth 

informants are generally highly interested 

in imported Western fashion. 

Consumption of expensive, rare and 

branded dress commodities gives them a feeling of differentiation and social uniqueness 

                                                 
261 Egyptians generally failed to preserved or create a national dress, like the Indians, Malay and 
Indonesians.  Historical studies show that the adoption of Western clothing by Egyptians pertained less 
interactive complications that these other countries encountered. For more on this issue, see Abaza (2007). 

Image 16: Young affluent women at a 
sahur gallabiyya party, dressed in 
fashionable gallabiyyas and helping 
themselves to the traditional ful dish.  
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which Abaza (2007) affirms has always been the practice for upper class Egyptians. This 

idea of social distinction supports what Georg Simmel (1904) argues that imported 

fashion has high value as they are rare, high in expense, brought from abroad and thus act 

as status markers which in turn differentiate its wearers from everyone else.  

The type of outfits that the upper-classes wear sets the fashion in the country, 

whereby the lower-classes strive to imitate these styles. This explains the existence and 

success of many Egyptian companies that sell Western-style clothing for more affordable 

lower prices than the original ones imported from the West. This notion of imitation, 

again, supports Simmel’s (1904) argument that fashion becomes a game of replication or 

rather ‘charming imitation’ that fulfills the role of social adaption.    

In Ramadan, however, new standards of fashion are introduced and aspired to by 

the upper-classes. They seek to not only wear more conservative clothing, as was 

discussed in previous chapters, but also opt for more traditional-type of clothing namely 

the gallabiyya. The gallabiyya takes on a different position in Ramadan than any other 

times of the year. During Ramadan, it is perceived as honoring the authenticity of 

Egyptian tastes and aesthetics against Western cultural imperialism. The gallabiyya 

becomes an essential part of celebrating Egypt’s cultural uniqueness.  Upper-middle class 

informants expressed feeling of pride to wear the gallabiyya when receiving guests for 

iftar and sahur meals.  

As noted in chapter four, the sahur gallabiyya party has frequently been 

associated with Halloween (See image 16). One informant stated that in Halloween the 

theme is thriller, in Ramadan it is authenticity or asala. Interestingly, this respondent like 

many young upper-class Egyptian women reflects on her Ramadan experiences through 

the prism or spectacle of globalization. Their high exposure to cultural patterns from all 

over the world has influenced the way they perceive and practice their own culture 

traditions.  

The types of gallabiyya worn by the upper-middle class female informants are of 

high quality and trendy looking. Many of the informants prefer to purchase colorful and 

heavily beaded gallabiyya that outline the body-shape and, hence, look more attractive. 

These upgraded types of gallabiyya highly contrast with the common cheap, plain-
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colored, loose and poorly-made gallabiyya worn by Egyptian peasants and the lower-

classes.  

While Western clothing is usually looked up to as a sign of modernity, progress 

and social distinction, this changes in the fasting month. In Ramadan restyled gallabiyya 

have come to symbolize a celebration of national identity. Thus, through commercialized 

dress codes, religious identity and national identity merge. In part mocking the 

backwardness of lower class citizens, the stylish, high quality gallabiyyas model the 

affluent as hybrid beings; they are modern, religious and Egyptian all at the same time. 

The simultaneous expression of identification and differentiation allows an authentication 

of the self.  

 

4.3 Fanus   

 

The famous Ramadan lantern today comes in various shapes and models to appeal to the 

diverse Muslim markets in Egypt. Not only has it become common to see the lantern 

produced in trendy colors and designs, but also many are produced in non-Muslim 

countries. Foreign imports have invaded the local market in Egypt and managed to 

intervene and produce Egyptian authentic crafts.  Many Egyptians fear that their national 

heritage icon, the Ramadan fanus, will eventually loose its authentic character with 

foreign economic intervention.   

The Chinese have modified the traditional brass fanus with a candle, replacing it 

for plastic ones with an electric lamp. Unlike the traditional ones that were muted, the 

new fanus sings not only traditional Ramadan melodies, but also modern Arabic pop 

songs. Some people prefer the Chinese fanus over the local one because of its ‘trendy- 

modern’ look and multiple functions.  One vendor selling Ramadan lanterns went as far 

as to say ‘the traditional fanus….may it rest in peace’ when describing how the increased 

demand for the modern fanus during the last five years threatens to displace the 

traditional ones.  

To preserve the Egyptian heritage and support the local economy, some people 

(regardless of social position) find it unethical to purchase Chinese-produced fanus.  

Some of the young affluent respondents stated that an item can only be authentic if 
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produced in its home country and made by the hands of the people from that country. For 

these individuals, seeing the label ‘made in China’ on a fanus, undermines its value. 

Some upper-middle class informants added that since the Egyptian economy is breaking 

down with the influx of imports and lack of local production, it is their duty as Egyptians 

to purchase local products.  One lower-class informant even went as far as stating that 

those Chinese-made fanus are haram or prohibited since they are produced by non-

Muslims.   

What I particularly wish to highlight is some young upper-middle classes’ 

criticisms over imported fawanis. Informants from this social category often claimed that 

‘true’ authenticity is not merely based on consuming traditional commodities, but also in 

making responsible choices. For many, this implies purchasing domestic-produced 

commodities that support their country’s economic progress. A few others reported that 

consuming in a responsible manner encompasses issues related to fair-trade and other 

ethical considerations such as child-labor and pollution. This proves that modern 

considerations related to ethical production greatly influences the affluent educated 

classes’ consumption choices, including those that are considered as authentic. Finally it 

is vital to note that while many young affluent women reported the ideal of purchasing 

locally-made commodities, I observed that informants from that same social class were in 

fact high consumers of imported commodities. This trend includes actual consumption of 

the imported stylish Chinese-made fawanis. This shows that authenticity is deeply 

enmeshed in ambivalences.  

  

4.4 Ahwa baladi 

 

The Egyptian expression ‘sitting in an ahwa’ is synonymous with having nothing to do 

and wasting one’s time. Upper class Egyptians usually shun away from the traditional 

ahwa, which they correlate to non-modern and negative attributes such as inefficiency, 

unemployment, unhealthy shisha-smoking and, generally, wasteful pastime leisure.  

In Ramadan, however, the ahwa takes on a different symbolic form and comes to stand 

for an authentic, more relaxed way of life rather than what one is accustomed to in 

presentday hectic life in Cairo. In Ramadan, many prefer to spend their time in the old 
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fashioned atmosphere of ahawi baladi instead of those Western-style ones I described in 

chapter three. During the holy month some of these up-market Western cafes, even, take 

on the appearance of the traditional ahwa found in sha`bi or working-class areas in Cairo. 

They are redecorated to resemble the local ahwa and offer shisha, tawla, traditional 

meals and drinks. Other traditional cafes that are highly frequented by upper-middle class 

Egyptians during the holy month are those available at al-Husayn area in Old Cairo.  

Although, these highly demanded traditional-looking ahwas look similar to those found 

in poor districts of Cairo, they greatly differ in price and quality. For example a cleanly 

washed cup of tea boiled with mineral water at the ahwa in al-Husayn area during 

Ramadan can reach up to LE 10 (€1.2) while those in sha`bi areas cost approximately LE 

0.50 (€0.07). Also, particularly during the Ramadan weekends some of these look-alike 

ahawi baladi impose a minimum entrance charge that may reach up to LE 100 (€ 12).  

Moreover, some of the products offered at those traditional-looking ahawi are 

factory-manufactured canned soft drinks, such as the earlier mentioned Mirinda karkade, 

packaged juices and snacks packed in sealed packets. By modifying their menus to fit 

with modern preferences for hygiene and conveniences, these cafes have become quite 

popular among Egyptian youth in Ramadan.  

 

4.5 Popular art forms 

 

During Ramadan various cultural centers increase the production of popular cultural and 

classic performances such as the folklore shows of the tannura, zikr, zar and local ethnic 

dances.262

                                                 
262 Tannura is a dance usually referred to as the whirling dervishes dance, though technically it is not. The 
tannura is a large costume that looks like a skirt that the dancers wear around their waist. The dancers then 
whirl in circles. Zikrs are performances consisting mainly of the religious exercises of the dervishes.  
Sometimes standing in the form of a circular or an oblong ring, or in the two rows facing each other or 
sitting down they chant, La ilaha illa-llah (There is no deity but God), or Allah!Allah!Allah! (God! God! 
God!) or repeat other invocation over and over again until their energy is almost exhausted complementing 
their chants with a motion of the head, body and arms. The zar is a practice performed to exorcise jinns or 
evil spirits. 

  In response to the high demand of these popular art forms in Ramadan, the 

Egyptian Ministry of Culture (Intellectual Development Division) and various other 

cultural centers in downtown Cairo organize daily performances. The Ministry and other 

culture centers, like Sakiat El Sawy Culture Wheel, post the performances schedule on 
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their official websites.263

 In Egypt as elsewhere, popular culture contrasts with a more exclusive, even 

elitist ‘high culture’, that is the culture of ruling social groups (Armbrust, 1996). Many 

popular leisure forms are perceived by the elites as ‘low’, ‘vulgar’ and lacking 

sophistication. Particularly performances of the zar that are believed to exorcise evil 

spirits are commonly ridiculed by the upper-classes as superstitious acts of the ignorant.  

For the lower classes, however, popular culture represents the true Egyptian Islamic 

heritage, ‘uncorrupted’ by Western influence and misunderstood by the affluent 

‘Westernized’ Egyptians.  

 Also, at five star hotels in Cairo, various cultural performances 

are organized within their premises.   

 In Ramadan, popular culture forms do not only become popular among the well-

to-do, they also become symbols for national identity.  Again, negative traits associated 

with low-culture forms are removed and focus is directed on the glory of the past and on 

aesthetic values that may be evoked by them. Similar to observations made by Werner 

(1997) and Stauth (1984), popular culture is increasingly marketed by Egyptian culture 

centers as exotic, real and with unique local color to both the tourists and upper-classes. 

In this process, a collection of stereotypes about the lifestyles of the rural Egyptians 

become commodities for the rich to experience.  

 In the view of many lower-middle class members, the commodification of popular 

culture has undermined the authenticity and purity of the arts. That social group’s main 

criticism lies in the ‘objectification’ of popular practices that are put on stage for outside 

passive spectators who pay much more for the staged spectacle than semi-participants do 

during a performance. In addition, various popular performances are believed to have a 

religious function, such as zikr, which is believed to be undermined when passive 

spectators are involved.  

After attending a zikr performance at a popular cultural center in Al-Husayn area I 

interviewed Somaya, a 66 year old poor woman selling ethnic crafts and jewelry. She 

expressed utter discontent towards the performance I had just attended: 

                                                 
263 Egyptian Ministry of Culture posts the schedule of cultural performances during Ramadan on its 
website: http://www.cdf-eg.org.  
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Somaya: For me Ramadan is not complete without my involvement in a zikr. I enjoy the beautiful voices of 

the dervishes enchanting the name of Allah.  It also helps me release stress and renew myself.  

Researcher: How has that changed? 

Somaya: Today the youngsters release stress by going out dancing, taking drugs and indecent behavior! They 

know nothing about their culture or religion. Try asking one of these kids what is zikr and they will not even 

know. We no longer have zikr in Cairo 

Researcher: But I have attended a zikr performance at el-Hawary Culture center the other day. 

Somaya: (laughing) My dear child. This is not zikr….it is an esta`rad (performance or show) for people like 

you…afrangi (Westernized) Egyptians and the tourists to see.   

Researcher: What is wrong with it? 

Somaya: Its purpose is to make profits. Money should not be the focus for any zikr.  The dervishes do it for 

Allah and not to make money (they only receive some donations, ns). In the real zikr, the traditional musical 

equipment is used….like the nay (kind of flute, ns), arghul (double reed-pipe, ns), baz (little drum,ns) etc. 

The stuff you saw was probably done by non-religious so-called dervishes, who are in it for the money they 

collect from the rich Egyptians and the tourists.  The musical instruments are not even the real ones. Also 

how long did this performance you saw take? An hour? A real zikr takes hours and hours. 

 

One can conclude several things from my discussion with Somaya. First it reveals how 

the dynamics of globalization and consumer culture interact with traditional rituals like 

the zikr to transform it into a commodity with monetary value. As Somaya mentioned, for 

one to experience a zikr in modern times one has to pay an entrance ticket to the theater. 

Another thing she brought up is that the affluent Egyptians and tourists who desire an 

authentic experience in Ramadan, tend to witness a customized version for a zikr session 

to match their rushed lifestyles and modern tastes. The new version is shorter and highly 

modified in terms of musical content in comparison to what Somaya perceives as the old 

original form. In addition, Somaya perceived the zikr as a religious ceremony and that 

therefore she scorns the performances I attended which she implies are carried out by 

non-religious so-called dervishes.  

This common trend where popular art forms become 'pseudo events' that are 

presented to satisfy tourists' needs for new simulated experiences is commonly referred to 

as ‘staged authenticity’ (Goulding, 2000).  While, nostalgia makes reference to the past, it 

is clearly a product of the present as Sandikei and Omeraki (2007) emphasize. 

Contemporary leisure places where authenticity is claimed are evidently modified and 

tailored to satisfy the target markets’ up-to-date tastes and preferences for hygiene and 
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safety. As will be discussed in the next section, heritage areas may also be transformed 

into replica sites that stage authenticity to fulfill modern consumers’ taste for the 

aesthetic pure and real.   

  

4.6  Historical leisure arenas commodified 

 

The search for ‘pure’ or ‘genuine’ experiences in Ramadan not only stimulates the 

commercial production of restyled traditional commodities and art forms but also the re-

modeling or creation of leisure places to cater this quest for the authentic.  In Egypt, these 

include cultural heritage sites and modern replicas of historical leisure venues.   

In particular al-Husayn area resonates in Ramadan the trend of what Barthel 

(1996) calls the ‘commodification of history’ by offering various facilities that specialize 

in selling commodities or services related to the past. The area encompasses the ancient 

Khan el-Khalili bazaar, traditional-looking ahwas and restaurants that stage cultural 

shows. In what follows, I will explore how consumers’ desire for the authentic 

experience is catered for at this heritage site.  

Al-Husayn area offers the opportunity for people to step back in time and 

experience the illusion of an authentic lifestyle. The modern individuals’ desire for 

authentic experience is the modern personification of what MacCannell (1992) calls the 

religious pilgrim, but since in post-modern every-day life the authentic is not widely 

available, those who seek it must look elsewhere. One way to escape from the anxieties 

of modern life is the experience of the past, packaged and sold as authentic (Goulding, 

2000). Al-Husayn site appears to be the prime place in Ramadan that satisfies people’s 

sentimental feelings for an authentic past. This is mainly carried out through the 

exchange of historical or traditional goods and services with a high market price.  

The al-Husayn area houses unique ancient mosques, old ahwas and other 

historical artifacts. But while the buildings and recreation facilities offered may be 

original, the selective portrayal of events and histories are all too often tailored to match 

the tastes of the modern visitor. This trend of selective depiction of historical cultural 

forms has also been observed by Eco (1987) and Fowler (1992). All the monuments and 

leisure facilities at the area are largely controlled by government authorities. The 
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Ministry of Culture-Intellectual Development Division decides which artifacts to 

renovate. It determines the style and duration of the cultural shows, and generally 

chooses the places and activities that people are permitted to access in the area. Besides, 

commercial manufacturers and small entrepreneurs choose the range of traditional 

products available to the consumers at the site. The key point is that both government and 

commercial companies’ decisions on what and how to display artifacts or products are 

chiefly driven by profitability interests.   

While consumers may, indeed, enjoy an authentic leisure atmosphere in Al-

Husayn area, what they actually are forced to consume are what is called ‘pseudo 

experiences’ (c.f. MacCannell, 1976; Turner and Turner 1978). This viewpoint was 

particularly raised among the lower-middle classes who view the adapted modern-

consumerist leisure versions as polluting true Egyptian Islamic heritage.   

 The kheyam Ramadan are also attempts by its commercial providers to offer the 

illusion of an authentic and exclusive Ramadan experience in the form of replications of 

the traditional Bedouin tents.  As discussed in chapter four, these leisure venues are made 

in a manner to recreate the past with imitations of historical frescos. This theming process 

allows consumers to experience the past through fantasy. The kheyam Ramadan seek to 

re-construct the spirit of the authentic Ramadan experience, an experience that has lost its 

public appeal during other months of the year.  

Nostalgia is always evoked in the context of current modern fears and anxieties 

such as safety, hygiene and harassment (cf. Panelas, 1979).  Accordingly, kheyam 

Ramadan resolve the modern anxieties through imposing high charges on all goods and 

services provided; placing strict entrance policies, security and bouncers; high standards 

in food quality and overall cleanliness. The same approach applies to al-Husayn area, 

where the Egyptian government uses various measures to ensure a safe environment. 

Armored police vehicles and officers are positioned at all main entrances and 

intersections in the area to decrease rates of theft, sexual harassment or any other possible 

threats. These security procedures ensure that people enjoy what they perceive as an 

authentic experience within controlled safe environments.264

                                                 
264 Security has particularly increased recently at al-Husayn area after a terrorist attack occurred there in 
February 2009.  A bomb explosion killed at least four people, including two foreigners.  
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 Another commonality between the commodification process that occurs at al-

Husayn and the kheyam Ramadan is the intersection between religious places (e.g. 

mosques) or activities (sahur meals), local traditions (e.g. ahwa baladi and cultural 

performances) and the profane (shopping and socializing) at these places.  These various 

components are nearly impossible to separate. Just like theme parks, a ‘dedifferentiation 

of consumption’ takes place whereby consumption patterns related with different spheres 

are interconnected (cf. Bryman, 1999:33). These various spheres become inextricably 

interwoven in experiencing the special Ramadan ambiance.     

 To conclude, consumption of traditional commodities within a historical context 

allows people to partially fulfill their nostalgia for what is perceived as the past golden 

age of Islam as a model of livelihood. However, it would be a misconception to assume 

that presentday young affluent Egyptians dream of the return of the Ottoman or Fatimid 

empires. In line with the nation’s modernist project, many play on globalization to 

achieve what they perceive as the future golden age for economic progress and 

development of their country. Having noted how the upper-middle classes interpret and 

live an authentic Ramadan lifestyle, the next section will mainly focus on the lower 

classes’ conception of authenticity.  

 

5. Locality, Authenticity and Ambivalences 

During fieldwork in Boulaq, I was 

occasionally asked ‘enti aslan men 

fein?’ Or ‘where are you originally 

from?’ The first time I was asked this 

question I was confused and answered 

that I am Egyptian. Many people 

laughed at my answer and one lady 

explained that they wished to know 

from which governorate or village my 

father’s family originated.  When I told 

them Shibin Al-Qanater they cheered 

saying: these are ‘ahl el-osul’ 

Image 17: A group of men sitting at the local 
ahwa in Boulaq after breaking fast.  
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(meaning in this context: the area of origin is known for its good conduct and values) or 

‘agda’ nas’ (meaning, the most chivalrous people).265

In this section I present how a person’s place of residency (rural/popular quarters 

versus urban/affluent areas) is greatly believed by many to shape his/her perceptions and 

practices of ‘true’ authenticity in Ramadan. Those residing in poor areas are generally 

believed to hold a tighter grip on what is perceived as pure forms of Egyptian culture. 

Nevertheless, they are also subject to criticism by state’s authorities and upper-classes for 

their lack of education, superstitious so-called ‘authentic’ beliefs and, hence, obstructing 

the nation from progressing. In addition, while the lower-classes criticize the modified 

types of ‘authentic’ leisure the affluent take part in, they also express desires towards 

accessing these same commercial resources unavailable to them. I thus argue that the 

moral universe in which Ramadan authenticity is embedded in is characterized by 

profound ambivalences, in terms of the coexistence of opposing perspectives.  

 They further added that people 

from my father’s region were known to be trust-worthy, honest and abided tightly to 

traditions.  Their approval of my father’s family locality of origin greatly facilitated 

interaction between me and those residing in Boulaq. At other times, the same informants 

expressed deep fascination for my ability to speak English and study abroad, pitying 

themselves for not having access to foreign schools or other facilities in their 

neighborhood.  

Life in the country side is often idealized as a ‘pure, authentic’ life that is 

nonexistent in the city. Members of older generations I interviewed in Boulaq and urban 

Cairo, assured me that at sha`bi areas (popular; mainly referred to the poor and 

commoner section of the city) and rural villages, individuals still retain their ‘asl’ or 

origin; while those who were born and raised in affluent areas ‘forgot their asl’. While asl 

is usually associated with blood and kinship (Abu-Lughod 1986), it can also be expressed 

as a serene identity un-spoilt by the West and modernity (Ghannam, 2002). It is also 

defined as the process of upbringing or tarbiyya which is closely molded according to the 

social relationships believed to exist in a particular social setting (Rosen, 1979).  

Members of older generations put special attention and value on a person’s place 

of birth or where he/she was raised up or asl.  They defined asl in relationship to 

                                                 
265 Shibin Al-Qanater is a region that lies in the center of Qalyubia governorate.  
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residency, in terms of shaping one’s manners and actions. Knowing a person’s asl or the 

place she/he was raised provides information about that person’s ethics and expected 

behavior in Ramadan.  Respondents from older generations (and to some extent those 

from Boulaq as well, regardless of age) disapproved of those youngsters who were born 

and raised up in urban-affluent settings. They stated that the juvenile groups ‘failed’ to 

live up to the ‘true’ Ramadan experience. They explained that unlike themselves and 

earlier generations, upper-middle class Egyptian youth are corrupted by the ‘modern city 

life’ where the Western and consumer culture dominates.   

 It is also vital to note that due to the high (im)migration trends in Egypt during 

the last few decades, almost all of the affluent youth informants spent the majority of 

their lives in affluent areas in Cairo unlike their parents. Moreover, a few members of the 

young generation were brought up in foreign countries, particularly the Gulf region.266

A group of men residing in Boulaq who were raised in rural Cairo (all over fourty 

years old) stated that people in the countryside are particularly more religious as they are 

surrounded by nature, one of God’s many magnificence (See image 17). To prove this 

point, one man stated that when rural farmers wake up in the morning and witness the 

‘glory of God’ in nature, they say ‘sobhan Allah’ (in gratitude to God). He continued to 

say that those that live in the city, on the contrary are continuously busy and spatially 

surrounded by high constructions and man-made possessions, which blinds them from 

God’s miracles. This in turn is believed to cause the ‘city people’ or ahl el-madina to 

become less religious.

 

Therefore one can argue that (im)migration trends and changes in social mobility in the 

last few decades have grave ramifications on how authenticity is conceived in relation to 

locality and social class.   

267

                                                 
266 Three types of migration in particular characterize the demography of Arab countries (Hopkins and 
Ibrahim, 1999).  The first is a stream of rural-urban migration within each country, causing swift 
urbanization in the Arab world. The 64 million Egyptians are clustered in the Nile Delta and Valley, equal 
to about 4 percent of Egypt’s territory (Hopkins and Ibrahim, 2006).  The second is inter-Arab migration, 
particularly from poor countries to oil-producing rich countries. This type of migration is more current; it 
reached optimum level in the 1980s.  The third is international migration, Arabs immigrating to study, work 
or reside in Europe, the Americas and Australia. These types of migrations became particularly intensified 
with Sadat’s open-door policy in the 1970s, were people yearned to improve their lifestyles and accelerate 
their rate of social mobility (Amin, 2000). 

 Accordingly, some of the Boulaq interviewees encouraged me 

267 Ahl el-madina versus the term Ahl el-asl which is commonly referred to people from noble descendents 
or rural areas.  
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to spend the entire Ramadan in my father’s village as the holy month is perceived to be 

‘properly’ or ‘ala osuloh ’ (authentically) celebrated there. They noted that at  baladi area 

(encompasses rural and sha`bi areas) like Boulaq, people retain their religious and 

traditional practices, more than those at affluent parts in urban Cairo.  

Baladi is a very important concept that must be elaborated on to understand the 

link between locality and authenticity.  During the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries, awlad el-balad or ‘the sons of the country’ was commonly used to refer to 

Cairo’s scholars, merchants and masses (Ghannam, 2000).  However, this concept 

acquired negative connotations under the British rule, in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.  Egyptian elites, who were previously part of awlad el-balad, 

associated themselves with dominant Western lifestyle, detached from awlad el-balad 

which became associated to lower classes. With the end of British colonization and the 

1952 revolution, baladi came to be indicated as ‘authenticity and traditionalism in 

opposition to afrangi or Western upper class’ (Ghannam, 2000: 77).268

The comments made earlier by the group of men in Boulaq corresponds with 

Bourdieu’s (1979) analysis on how 

 As Lila Abu-

Lughod (2005) argues, many television serials feature the ebn el-balad who typically 

lives in one of Cairo’s sha`bi neighborhoods or old lower-class quarters. This form of 

identity exemplifies Egyptian authenticity at a time when national identity seems 

intimidated by globalization and transnational Islamism.  

social class tends to determine a person's likes and 

interests, and how distinctions based on social class gets reinforced in daily life. From 

this perspective, I argue that those from different social classes define authenticity in 

synchrony with the resources they have at their disposal. The upper-middle classes 

emphasize rationality and aesthetic qualities to match the symbolic, social and cultural 

capital they have at hand. The economically marginalized who lack monetary capital, 

however, define authentic religiosity as ‘close to nature’ and in non-capitalistic terms.   

One key point of criticism that was continuously repeated by informants in 

Boulaq as undermining the authenticity of the holy month was the presence and attributes 

of the mesahharati or Ramadan trumpet players at urban Cairo versus baladi 

                                                 
268 For more on the interconnection between baladi and authenticity, see Armbrust (1996) and  El-
Hamamsy (1975) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_class�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Distinction�
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neighborhoods.  With the enormous increase in Cairo’s population during the last fifty 

years, most trumpet players are unable to memorize everyone's names in the area and 

thus stopped calling out names. In urban Cairo, the trumpet player no longer wears the 

traditional turban and gallabiyya as he used to long time ago.  I once interviewed a 

trumpeter in his mid-twenties whose services covered some areas in the affluent area of 

Heliopolis.  This mesahharati was dressed in casual Western clothes: jeans, t-shirt and a 

baseball cap with the initials ‘NYC’ (New York City) on it. His main motivation in doing 

the job was to earn an extra income for his education, along with thawab, religious merit. 

During the night, two hours before the start of the fast, he walks around hitting his drum 

and calling out randomly for people to wake up for sahur.  

According to the Boulaq informants, in their area, the wake-up call for the sahur 

is still carried out ‘properly’. They assured me with pride that their mesahharati still calls 

out most people by their names and continues to dress in the traditional way.  Abu El-

Wafa, a 55-year old man who recently moved from rural Boulaq to Hadayek El-Kobba, a 

more affluent area in Cairo, notes the main differences between trumpet players in both 

areas: 

 
At Boulaq the mesahharati knows me in person and used to call out my name during the call for sahur. In 

Hadayek the mesahharati does not call out names. As you would say, we get more personal service in 

Boulaq.  The mesahharati in Boulaq also wears the traditional gallabiyya, has a beard, turban and an old 

drum. At the end of Ramadan, people would go to his house and offer him biscuits, kahk (eid sweets), meals, 

money and sometimes invite him over as an expression of gratitude.  The one I see in Hadayak dresses in 

jeans has hair-gel on and holds an uptodate drum.  At the end of Ramadan, the Hadayek mesahharati goes 

around the apartments claiming money.  The money I would give the mesahharati at Hadayek wont be less 

than LE5 (€0.6)…but the one in Boulaq, if I give him LE2 (€0.24), he will be more than grateful. 

  

Another point that some informants in Boulaq believed to mark a great difference 

between their district and modern Cairo is the increased sense of togetherness during 

Ramadan. They explained that Ramadan leisure activities such as baking and exchanging 

iftar meals at baladi areas remain to be communally based where friends, family and 

strangers are all invited to participate.  It is also my personal observation that people in 

Boulaq shared a high sense of cooperation and friendliness.  Sitting in a café in Boulaq 

one Ramadan night, I could notice that nearly everyone there knew each other. Men 
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warmly greeted one another from across tables and invited each other for a drink or 

shisha. Some of the people who were sitting at the café told me that they have moved to a 

new urban district in Cairo, yet still prefer to go to Boulaq after iftar. They explained that 

the atmosphere there was more festive, social and thus more ‘Ramadan-like’. 

 
In Boulaq people are still traditional and thus sharing more unity among them…we eat, drink and smoke 

shisha together. We make sure during Ramadan that no one is left out.  For example, I may be sitting at the 

café and someone (stranger) seated near me brings out a snack and invites me to share it with him. In 

Hadayek (relatively more affluent area) people are Westernized and thus even the neighbors are strangers to 

one another. But in Boulaq, everyone is family.  As you can see, at the café we all know one another by 

name; if someone misses two nights at the café, we immediately go to his house to check on him.  (Abu El-

Wafa, 55).  

 

In probing deeply, it becomes apparent that authenticity is highly entangled in 

ambivalences. While life in the countryside is idealized as authentic, ambivalences exist 

alongside about its ‘backwardeness’, ‘superstitious traditions’, ‘fanatical’ religious 

movements, ‘vulgarity’, ‘bia’ (a slang Egyptian word to mean  a person or place with 

undistinguished values, non-elegant taste or simply dirty) and lack of work opportunities 

to allow one to advance in the social ladder.  Thus, on one hand, many Boulaq informants 

glorified the authentic values and original Ramadan festivities or bahga present at their 

baladi area and criticized leisure activities adopted by affluent youth for its lack of 

authenticity. On the other hand, those same people spoke of the ignorance and non-

hygienic lifestyles at baladi areas and their desire to move to the more prosperous parts 

of Cairo. These affluent areas have better access to education, work opportunities and, 

thus, increase their chances of social advancement. Furthermore, some lower-class 

informants who criticized the Ramadan leisure facilities only available at those rich parts 

of Cairo secretly expressed their desire to access these expensive venues. 

 Rania is a 22-year old girl whom I got to know in Boulaq that comes from a 

lower-middle class family.  She has a diploma in Tourism and is currently seeking a job. I 

got to know Rania well in the course of my research. She has always been critical of the 

dress-style and leisure behavior of upper class women in Ramadan.  Nonetheless, after 

about a year of knowing her well enough, she confided in me her secret wish to access 

kheyam Ramadan that she frequently and openly criticized. Rania’s preferred to keep her 
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desires disclosed as in her opinion it is shameful for a ‘devout Muslim girl’ like herself to 

openly reveal her wishes to leisure at those ‘haram’ leisure venues. Below are two 

interesting discussions I had with Rania at different instances: 

 
(1st Discussion) 

 

Rania: I really despise those girls (rich girls that reside in affluent parts of the city, ns)! I heard in Ramadan 

they go to those tents (referring to kheyam Ramadan, ns) where they dance and sing and wear revealing 

clothes. Haram `alehom! 

Researcher: Why Haram? 

Rania: Ramadan is about prayers not obscenities! They should come here to Boulaq and we will teach them 

Ramadan `ala osuloh (authentically practiced, ns).   

Research:  What do you mean by ‘`ala osuloh’? 

Rania: Meaning, prayers, reading the Quran….family union and charity. 

 
(2nd Discussion) 

 

Rania: Wallahy ya (I swear to God, ns) Nirvana, I really wish I can go visit one khayma some time. I saw in 

Party magazine photos of all my favorite singers performing there.269

 

 I also saw some of my favorite 

celebrities there, all dressed in fashionable clothes and looking happy. You know how much I love fashion 

and music! I would like to go….just once! I envy those rich girls that go there all the time to those fun places.  

Ramadan in Boulaq is boring. All we do after iftar is sit watch television or visit relatives. It is not fair! 

Ignorance! The men are the ones that get to go out and come back whenever. Ramadan is not fun for me and 

my sisters in Boulaq. It is supposed to be a festive month…but not here in Boulaq.    

One key point raised by Rania reflects on the genderness of the various discourses. What 

Rania wants for herself is the freedom that not only the rich girls posses, but also the men 

in her area. The appreciation of the urban-rural and modern-traditional dichotomy may be 

gendered in the sense of posing different views on how rural women differ from urban 

women, which may be different from how rural men differ from urban men. In other 

words, there are different conceptions of urban and rural femininities and masculinities.   

Rania’s discontent towards her perceived limited freedom, corresponds to some 

interesting discussion Newcomb (2009, 157-185) made in her Fes research. The author 

covers the social biography of a female singer who combined social expectations for a 

                                                 
269 Party is a lifestyle Arabic Magazine. In Ramadan it usually covers stories and publishes photos of public 
figures attending kheyam Ramadan.  
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proper Moroccan female identity with those she viewed as imported values. The result is 

that of endless struggles, negotiations and, for the large part, feelings of alienation from 

her home community. Similar to Rania, this singer experienced her social and economic 

situation as a ‘prison’ confining her freedom. Again, like Rania, the singer dreamed to 

break away from this confinement and go elsewhere to experience more freedom. 

Capitalism and dominant gender roles were viewed as the main chains for their 

imprisonment.  

Moreover, Rania’s viewpoints draw attention to those inconsistencies that 

underlie projections on ‘true’ authenticity. While lower-class citizens like Rania may 

express discontent towards affluent leisure for its lack of religion or authentic traditions, 

simultaneously, many express fascination (and sometimes envy) for the wide array of 

lucrative expensive services inaccessible to them.  

Many researches on identity in Middle Eastern societies emphasize how the clash 

of traditions with Western-style modernization has created pervasive duality, dispute and, 

eventually, ambivalences.270  Barakat (1976, 1990, 1993) has repeatedly criticized 

psychological writings on Arabs for ignoring the ‘intense struggle’ among ‘conflicting 

value orientations’ that historically shaped Arab culture, a struggle of tradition with 

innovation that sets individuals on diverging routes and may separate them from one 

another (1990:147). Krichen (1987) and Burgat and Dowell (1993) also addressed the 

pervasive cultural dualism which characterizes Egyptian and Middle-Eastern identity, 

where individuals seek syntheses between modernity and religious or local traditions.271

From a historical examination of Egypt, Zubaida (2004b) argues that there have always 

been varied responses towards globalization, among different social groups from the 

same society.

  

272

                                                 
270 For elaborate research on cultural duality, see works by Katherine Ewing. She is renowned for her 
anthropological work on the cultural shaping of self by studying individual life histories and demonstrating 
the multiple, sometimes contradictory, self representations (1990). 

  

271 Burgat and Dowell (1993:45) note that unlike industrialized societies, underdevelopment shapes 
identity differentiation in many Middle Eastern countries so that ‘Dualism in the economy with the 
traditional sectors and modern sectors….dualism of urban spaces with the contrast between the median and 
the European-style city…dualism of the administration, justice, education, religion, press, artistic and 
sports activities…. (also having) psychiatrists on one side and sorcerers or witch doctors on the other…’  
272 Zubaida (2004) for example notes that during the Ottoman dynasty, European occupation and 
dominance were resisted and welcomed at the same time. Those who accepted it were the elites who were 
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In line with Ewing (1990), it became apparent that authentication is an ambivalent 

process of negotiations that occurs among different social groups and individuals 

themselves. This explains how in examining what ‘authentic’ leisure means in Ramadan, 

multiple representations exist between various social groups. These variations typically 

depend on age-group, gender, social class and locality. In addition, contradictory self-

representations exist within individuals themselves who continuously negotiate 

conflicting culture orientations.   

 

6. Conclusion 

 

To conclude, authenticity in Ramadan is sought and realized in the context of Egyptian 

modernity.  In fact, the very search for authenticity is something that only makes sense 

from the vantage point of modernity. Cultural traditions and religious practices are 

commonly perceived by the affluent social classes as genuine or ‘authentic’  only if they 

are compatible with the nation-state’s modernist project for economic development and 

their consumer/cosmopolitan lifestyles.  

The nation-state and its subsidiaries are the main entities that portray how 

‘authentic’ traditions and religion is presented and operates within the pubic sphere in 

Ramadan. Arab constructs of modernity are accepted as justifiable only if they are 

continuations of the past and at the same time bound with ideas of economic progress and 

rationality. Simultaneously, traditions are only appreciated as ‘authentic’ if they are 

bound with the idea of progress and rationality.   

Accordingly, in Ramadan state-owned media and ministry-certified religious 

preachers present Egyptian-Islamic authenticity as one that supports education, order, 

rationality, religious tolerance and opposes religious fanaticism, terrorism and acts of 

disorder. All of those propagated ‘authentic traditions and religious’ traits are key factors 

that support the economic development of the nation. The nation-state also imposes 

various policies to combat the political activities of extremist Islamist groups during the 

sacred month. These Islamist groups capitalize on the communal, religious and charitable 

                                                                                                                                                 
fascinated by European advancements and expressed eagerness to adopt these facets of the dominant 
culture. The lower-classes however opposed imported foreign culture values.  
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nature of Ramadan leisure by sponsoring philanthropic projects and promoting their 

union at mosques.  To also preserve the modern image of the city and avoid congestion, 

the state takes various measures to make sure the mawa'id al-Rahman are spread out.  

Simultaneously, the nation-state makes use of the holy occasion of Ramadan to 

declare its continuous commitment to the ethical principles laid down by religion. Senior 

government officials are known to host numerous mawa'id al-Rahman and distribute free 

food packages every year. In addition, since Ramadan is perceived by Egyptians as a time 

to celebrate ‘pristine’ Egyptian/Arab traditions, the government sponsors various local 

culture performances at al-Husayn area. This strategy does not only reflect that the state 

honors local traditions but it also serves its modernist project through folklorizing those 

traditions that do not match its modern ambitions.  

 Egyptian traditions and religious practices that are associated with negative traits 

are contextualized as folklore culture. Those traditional leisure practices that are based on 

superstitious and irrational beliefs, threaten economic development and the modern 

image of the country. They are remodeled and framed in positive terms as folklore and 

popular heritage were focus is directed on the glory of the past and values such as purity, 

creativity and originality are evoked.  Such approach serves to safe-guard the lifestyle 

and imagery of a progressive nation and fulfill the tourists or upper-classes’ yearn for the 

aesthetic past.  

For upper-middle class female youth, the quest for the aesthetic authentic is 

highly thrived for in Ramadan. These desires are mainly fulfilled through the 

consumption of local commodities, preferably those that match their modern lifestyles. 

This social group leads rushed and healthy lifestyles which greatly affected their choices 

of which local Ramadan products to consume or practices to take part in. They thus favor 

those traditional food items that are low in fat, made with easy-to-do recipes, readily 

packaged and, if possible, delivered directly to their homes. Also due to upper-middle 

classes’ rushed lifestyles, the duration of many cultural performances are significantly cut 

down. As for modern tastes, many traditional items are re-modeled to keep up with global 

fashion.  The fanus, gallabiyya and many other traditional items found in the market 

today come in trendy colors and designs.  Also modern ethical considerations (such as 
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fair trade) and nationalistic sentiments influence this social groups’ purchase decision-

making.  

 Several issues come to the fore in the process of upper-middle classes’ 

consumption of authentic Ramadan items. The status/value of authentic markers usually 

associated with the poor and the economically marginalized changes significantly when 

re-defined as products of lavishness and consumed by the elitists. The high-price imposed 

at all the elitist authentic commodities/spaces enhances new differential markers of social 

class. In addition, strict police and security measures at almost all the expensive leisure 

spaces to combat possible ‘threats’ (theft, sexual harassment, dirtiness, chaos) initiated by 

the poor masses further alienates social classes from one another.  

It also became evident that the realization of authenticity in Ramadan is a process 

of struggle and ambivalences, which is not only debated between different social groups 

but within persons themselves. This is clearly apparent in how the notion of baladi is 

perceived today in Egypt. On one side, ebn el-balad represents someone who upholds 

authentic values like generosity, chivalry and knows how to ‘best’ practice Ramadan.  On 

the other, it is associated with someone who is uneducated, not hygienic, unrefined taste 

and thus defies economic progress. In the view of the nation-state and the young upper-

middle classes, habits that enable personal and economic development are the ones that 

stand for ‘true’ authenticity Islamic and Egyptian ‘authenticity’. These progressive habits 

should particularly be emphasized in the holy month as it stands for what is ‘ideal’ Islam 

and local culture.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

CONCLUSIONS: MODERN RAMADAN CULTURE – COSMOPOLITANISM 

AND EMPOWERMENT 

 

 ‘Tips for Ramadan’ was the title of a satirical article addressing Egyptian youth in a 

popular teenage Arabic lifestyle magazine named Ehna or Us (October 2006). The article 

was written by two young Egyptian women (Mena Taher and Alya Taher) who, in a 

comic way, provided a series of Ramadan advices to young Egyptian students, employees 

and business entrepreneurs, to help resolve various kinds of challenges during the holy 

month. The writers introduced their topic by stating that Ramadan is the month during 

which Egyptian Muslims, mainly referring to youth, should make some necessary 

changes in their lives. Based on that, the authors offered some recommendations that will 

enable Muslims to benefit the most from the holy month (Taher and Taher, 2006: 7). 

Below are the tips provided by which I offer a literal translation (for detailed clarification 

of each tip, please see Appendix)  
 

1- This is your chance to get late to work as your manager will not, in the first place, be focused on the time 

you arrived; that is even if he (manager, ns) arrives before you! 

2- As for school and university students, your days are short and if your teachers mention examinations or 

homework, tell them: ‘Sir, we are in Ramadan, and this is the spiritual month and so we are invited for 

iftar and plan to go out for sahur every day’.   

3- Try to avoid taxis and microbuses to insure you return home safely, looking civilized among your families.  

4- Beware of smokers, as they become very nervous and aggressive just like Cairo streets before iftar time. 

5- Quickly memorize your family tree before Ramadan starts as family invitations (iftar and sahur, ns) 

include familiar members and those you’ve never seen in your life, so that when Tant (title Egyptians use 

when they address an older person whether they are related or not, ns) Fifi asks you about your school or 

university or work, you would answer and ask her about her daughter that has been engaged for a month 

and her son who is struggling in his Thannawiya Amma (Egyptian Higher Education degree). 

6- After first day of iftar with the family make sure you watch all the soap operas so that you know which 

ones are the most popular and thus you won’t look ignorant in front of your friends while they are 

discussing Ramadan soap operas.  And don’t you dare watch an American show like ‘Friends’, but rather 

watch the Egyptian ones like ‘Hussein at the corner’ and candidate camera.  

7- Try to enjoy and get all your energy out at all the new kheyam Ramadan and the trendy-popular places in 

the beginning of Ramadan, so that by the end of the month you can put all your focus on prayers and 

worship.  
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8- And for those who own businesses, this is your opportunity to advertise on Egyptian channels that no one 

watches except in Ramadan.  Try to also include female models that dance and sing on catching music 

melody that would attract the audience. 

9- And for those who own pubs, instead of losing money during Ramadan, transform your venues into a 

Ramadan ambience with water-pipes and all, and with discretion you can try serving liquor in tea cups!  

10- Special advice to the girls: Minimize your intake of konafa and basbusa so that in the Feast (Eid) you can 

wear bikinis and mini-skirts in Sharm el-Sheikh. 

 

The article above plays upon some underlying key themes in the Ramadan leisure 

context. Primarily, they are commercialism (advices 7,8,9), Westernization (advice 10), 

rational authenticity (advice 3), aesthetic authenticity (advice 6), family unity (advice 2, 

5) and, overall, social expectations on piety attainment and expression. These dominant 

practices and views on these themes can certainly be constraining, in terms of directing or 

limiting people’s leisure behavior. Yet at the same time, dominant social expectations can 

be enabling by being either re-affirmed or challenged through human leisure behavior. 

One can thus argue that the Ramadan leisure culture of modern Cairo is shaped by the 

interplay between social context and the practices of individuals within leisure spaces.  

In this book, I have documented how during the liminal month of Ramadan 

prevailing social expectations shift to promote moral training, family unity, 

commercialism, economic development and other attributes presented earlier. Also, 

social norms that govern gender and social classes’ access to leisure resources 

(particularly public space) are subject to temporary shifts throughout the sacred month. In 

yearn to lead more religious and traditional lifestyles during Ramadan, young Muslim 

women accommodate to and contest those social discourses in a manner that fulfills those 

quests. By focusing on young women’s leisure patterns in Ramadan, it became clear how 

this social group actively negotiates meanings of gender, piety, social cohesion and 

authenticity within the modern context they dwell in.  

An argument that runs throughout the book is that young women’s leisure is a 

product of cultural hybridization, where global discourses blend with local religious 

beliefs and traditional practices. That process of hybridization or transculturation has in 

turn created new cosmopolitan expressions, which young female elites assign to their 

Ramadan leisure experiences.   
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In particular, I have examined various forms of contestations that accompany the 

dynamic changes that Ramadan rituals undergo. A number of these debates are 

referenced to in the Ehna article. Some key issues are the potential for profane recreation 

facilities to distract one from attending to religious and work duties (advices 6, 7), 

criticisms towards those commercial advertisements that resort to sexual images (advice 

8) and the overall commodification of the holy month. In relation to commodification, the 

issue of niya is highlighted. Some people make use of the holy month to fulfil material 

ambitions (advices 8, 9) in addition to achieving higher states of piety. Those who misuse 

Ramadan as a justification for their lack of work efficiency are also disapproved of 

(advices 1,2). In a satirical tone, the writers mock those who abide to moral norms during 

the holy month or fasting hours, only to revert back to their mundane or sinful acts soon 

afterwards (advice 7, 10).  Advices three and four in the article can be interpreted as 

oppositional remarks towards those who fail to live up to the authentic/progressive 

ambitions of the nation-state. Such practices are specifically criticized for being 

‘aggressive’, ‘uncivilized’ and, accordingly, defy ‘true’ Islamic values and obstruct the 

nation’s development.  

 

In this final chapter of this book I will elaborate on a number of key themes that were 

tackled throughout this book. I primarily argue that the (1) Contemporary Ramadan 

leisure culture is hybrid (2) Cosmopolitanism appeals to the young upper-middle class 

women and fulfils the nation-state modernist ambitions (3) Some ideas of what it means 

to be an ‘authentic’ Egyptian, Muslim and woman are surrounded with ambivalences (4) 

Power dominators such as the nation-state and commercial companies exercise control 

over public leisure practices and spaces, nevertheless, they are contested by youth. These 

dynamics of identity formation, culture representations and shifts in power relations are 

particularly brought to the fore within Ramadan leisure spaces. The temporal structure of 

moral norms, social boundaries and power struggles that go with these transformations 

makes the holy month a particularly unique time to examine cultural politics in 

contemporary Cairo.  By cultural politics I mean the different understandings of and 

control over piety, authenticity and society on the level of Ramadan leisure practices.  
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1. Hybridization 

 

Numerous examples of leisure practices discussed in previous chapters point to the 

hybridization of existing Ramadan leisure patterns. This process has been greatly 

facilitated in the last few decades since Sadat’s Infitah policies. As I have argued, the  

economic openness and orientation to the outside world greatly redefined and stimulated 

Egypt’s modernization and, consequently, modernization of local religious and traditional 

practices. More specifically, I focused on the impact of the nation-state’s modernist 

project that situates local religious values and traditions as compatible with economic 

development; expansion of knowledge and technology through improved 

telecommunication and media connections; increased exposure to Western capitalism and 

culture; and acceleration of the rate of social mobility. Evidence of modernity is also 

apparent in the city’s urban planning policies that are redrawn along modernist lines 

informed by efficiency, discipline and rationality of land use. These socio-economic and 

spatial transformations have allowed for the modification, reinterpretation and invention 

of Ramadan leisure practices to fit with modern living.273

Some of the holy month’s rituals were transformed in a manner that matches the 

nation-state’s ambitions for economic progress, existing social class hierarchies and 

spatial structure of contemporary urban Cairo. In addition, people’s desire to lead an 

‘authentic lifestyle’ during Ramadan has lead to the adaption of Western 

influences/habits and modern standards to ‘genuine’ Ramadan practices. The resulting 

trend of hybridization fulfils the upper-middle classes’ quest for ‘authentic’ forms of 

religiosity and the upholding of local traditions during the holy month, without necessary 

giving up their modern consumption preferences.  

  

At times, specific religious meanings may be experienced as ‘outdated’, and new 

conceptualizations of leisure spaces or activities may be invented to cope with the 

changing modern circumstances.274

                                                 
273 In this perspective, my research supports those studies that demonstrate that rituals, ritual artefacts and 
ritual meanings are subject to transformations (Goodwin, Smith and Spiggle 1990; Otnes, Kim and Lowrey 
1992), and that rituals are influenced by and influence social and cultural contexts (Otnes and Scott, 1996). 

 For instance, the novel kheyam Ramadan arose to 

274 For an interesting insight on how new rituals can arise as a result of modernization, see Kreinath et al 
(2004).  
 



304 
 

accommodate for the new consumer-modern demands of the elites. At these venues sahur 

meals are offered and they frequently include live-music, sales promotions activities and, 

more recently, computer games. Through such adaption of existing activities and the 

invention of new ones, Ramadan’s traditions and religious beliefs continue to provide a 

meaningful system for affluent Egyptian Muslims in contemporary times.  

Overall, it became apparent that modernization influences the hybridization of 

Ramadan leisure culture in a number of ways. Due to upper-middle classes’ desire for 

authentic traditions during the holy month, once can observe the revitalization of certain 

local practices that are often disregarded during other times of the year. This in turn 

results in the transformation and reinterpretation of disappearing traditions, particularly 

among the affluent classes, through preferred consumption practices. Leisure practices 

that in their popular forms are frequently rejected by the elites, as they are associated with 

the poor, are restyled in Ramadan to match upper-middle classes’ demands for quality 

and sophistication. These consumption practices are upgraded by removing elements that 

have negative associations and may endanger their marketable assets. Instead, focus is 

directed on their glorious past and aesthetic qualities. Through this kind of consumption, 

upgraded local traditions are sustained among the elite classes and particularly 

emphasized in Ramadan.  The ‘authentic’ nature of the holy month that celebrates 

national identity, perceived as detached from Western influences, facilitates that 

revitalization process.  

However, it is vital to emphasize that particular local Ramadan traditions and 

artifacts are revitalized in a manner that are attuned to modern, sometimes Western 

discourses. An example to demonstrate this point concerns Egyptian Muslim females’ 

fashion trends, particularly evident during the holy month. Since the young women strive 

to be as slim and athletic as the contemporary American and Arab pop singers they view 

over the internet and television, some textile manufactures have created a gallabiya style 

that is tight, acts like a corset and defines the body figure. These trendy gallabiyas thus 

combine modesty, local traditions and up-to-date fashion tastes.  

Concurrently, it is crucial to stress that while modernity demands that religious 

rituals undergo modification, this process does not invariably involve major altered forms 

of these rituals; in order that religious symbolic meanings may still be upheld. For 
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example, in recent years arose the phenomenon of the mobile or mutaharrika mawa'id al-

Rahman, an adaption of the original stable ones. Due to the growing population size of 

Cairo’s inhabitants, high traffic congestion of the city during peak hours, particularly 

during iftar time, the mobile mawa'id al-Rahman were introduced. These forms of 

banquets of the Merciful are highly convenient to those stuck in Cairo traffic and unable 

to reach home on time to break fast. Contrary to the claims of some that religious values 

have been lost as Egyptian society changes, the modification of the mawa'id practice does 

not undermine religiosity, but rather enhances the core virtue of charity.  

 In addition, some Western practices and discourses now inform a number of new 

Ramadan leisure practices. Such foreign practices gets reinterpreted in the imported 

cultural context and are experienced through a combination of Western and local 

traditions. The new trend of the gallabiyya sahur party held frequently in Ramadan is a 

case in point. At these parties, people dress-up in fashionable high-expense gallabiyyas, 

eat clean and low-fat popular food commodities, socialize and listen to classical Arabic 

music. This idea of ‘dressing up’ to celebrate a festive occasion like Ramadan is inspired 

by the Halloween celebration mainly practiced in Western countries. For the participants 

the gallabiya party celebrates ‘authentic’ Egyptian culture similar to a foreign festivity 

that they are keen to celebrate every year. The same approach applies to the new trend of 

the ‘romantic fanus’ that lovers exchange at the start of Ramadan. This trend is copied 

from Valentine celebration where couples express their love by exchanging flowers and 

chocolates.  

 Kimura and Belk (2005, 325 ) have argued for Japan how the introduction of 

Western holidays like Valentine’s Day and Halloween, which have complex cultural 

ideologies behind them, ‘threaten to displace traditional local holidays’. In the context of 

Cairo and Ramadan, I have demonstrated that Western traditions do not necessarily 

replace local ones. They may rather modify or revive local traditions in a fashion that is 

attuned to people’s modern lifestyles. What we observe is thus not an instance of sheer 

cultural imperialism or Americanization where Western cultural practices erase local 

ones under the disguise of globalization, as theorized by Kimura and Belk (2005) and in 

Ritzer’s McDonaldization thesis (1998).  
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 Instead, Ramadan has become a hybrid month where the ‘traffic in things’ 

(Jackson, 1998) has led to glocommodification (Ram, 2004:27). Ramadan is certainly a 

‘glocommodified’ ritual that combines a variety of symbols connoting religious values 

and beliefs, as well as markers of global consumption ethos. ‘Traffic’ in this instance 

refers to commoditization in which various local and global agents encourage the revival 

and transformation of ritual meanings. Local agents include the nation-state’s authorities 

that exercise their power in how religious and national identities are represented within 

the public sphere. Similar to American holidays as argued by Schmidt (1991) Ramadan 

leisure traditions are also edited in accordance with the needs of the profit-oriented 

industries. Moreover, I argue that the affluent Egyptian Muslim youth are an important 

consumer market that influences the production/representations of Ramadan-related 

commodities and services available in the market. This social group has a high 

purchasing power and, accordingly, through their consumption choices have the ability to 

define the reproduction of the Ramadan-leisure culture forms. The preferred Ramadan 

culture that best matches this social group’s preferences is cosmopolitan. 

 

2. Cosmopolitanism 

 

Against ‘globalization’, a term implying the free movement of capital and the global 

(mainly Western) spread of ideas and practices, cosmopolitanism is a word used by the 

new cosmopolitans to emphasize empathy, toleration and respect for other cultures and 

values (Werbner, 2008). Thus, cosmopolitanism is about reaching out across cultural 

differences through dialogue, aesthetic enjoyment and respect. A cosmopolitan lifestyle 

tends to be associated with the Westernized intellectual elite who are able to travel, 

acquire a good education and, hence, the chances of achieving a cosmopolitan attitude 

(Meijer, 1999).  In this book I examined cosmopolitanism as a situated phenomenon 

within the specific time frame of Ramadan, spatial setting of urban Cairo and among the 

upper-middle class youth.  

Cosmopolitanism highly appeals to the young affluent Egyptian females. This 

category of women define themselves as becoming modern, in contrast to what they 

perceive as backward features of their culture, but they simultaneously embrace tradition 
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against corrupting modern influences. In their view, their religion encourages both 

spiritual and material progress that benefits oneself, one’s community and the nation. 

They also interpret their religion as one of tolerance that encourages cultural exchange 

and intellectual advancements. Cosmopolitanism thus attracts this category of young 

women, who redefine ‘Muslimness’ or religiosity and local traditions in such a manner 

that these do not clash with consumer practices, high-tech technologies and global 

ideologies to which they have grown accustomed to.  

A cosmopolitan attitude was mainly expressed through young women’s 

consumption of expensive and folklorized Islamic/traditional commodities and the use of 

leisure facilities. More importantly, these consumption preferences portray the young 

women as high-class, educated and high-cultured individuals. They are able to embrace 

and enjoy aesthetic local traditions, attain and express piety in a trendy manner and, 

simultaneously, appear progressively modern. As argued earlier, the young affluent 

women prefer to consume those leisure culture forms that have been folklorized or 

cleansed from negative non-progressive qualities such as superstition and ignorance.  

 The consumption of cosmopolitan leisure forms is mainly restricted to the 

affluent classes and excludes those from economically marginalized backgrounds. As I 

have presented in chapter six, almost all of the Ramadan leisure commodities and 

facilities accessed by the rich are expensive and, therefore, unaffordable to the poor. 

Hence, in contrast to the conceptualization of festival celebration as being available to 

anyone who wishes to attend (Procter, 2004), Ramadan festivities may in some occasions 

reproduce social inequalities.     

What is more, cosmopolitanism frames Islam and local Egyptian culture as 

universal, open and multi-faceted. In line with Azra (2002) and van Wichelen (2007), I 

argue that by becoming more cosmopolitan, Islam could loose its negative connotations 

with rural lifestyles and backwardness. Particularly in examining the commercial culture 

that Ramadan has become deeply immersed in, Islam as a worldly religion comes to the 

fore. As demonstrated in this book, almost all Ramadan-related commodities and leisure 

spaces accommodate modern considerations such as hygiene, convenience and healthy 

lifestyles.   
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 This trend of Islamic-cosmopolitanism realizes the nation-state’s modernization 

endeavors. As noted previously, the Egyptian nation-state wishes to propagate the image 

of Islam as a tolerant religion that encourages economic progress and is compatible with 

modernist attributes informed by efficiency, discipline and rationality. At the same time, 

through various media representations and symbolic actions in Ramadan, it strives to 

propagate the notion that the nation-state honors local traditions and religious practices. 

In that sense, the consumption of cosmopolitan Islamic-traditional commodities matches 

the aims of the modernist project of Egypt to unite economic progress and local 

authenticity. These profitable types of Ramadan leisure forms help people realize piety, 

sustain local traditions and, finally, present a positive image of Islam. It therefore comes 

as no surprise that the Egyptian government and its subsidiaries have forged close ties 

with commercial companies that produce cosmopolitan Islamic-traditional commodities 

and recreation facilities. 

 In contradiction to postmodernist theories that indicate an erosion of the state’s 

ability to create national and religious identities (cf. Firat and Dholakia, 2003), the 

findings of this research reveals otherwise. The nation-state becomes a primary agent in 

defining Ramadan leisure practices and propagating a progressive ‘authentic’ identity.  

However, that identity is imbued with ambivalences.       
 
3. Ambivalences 

 

Modern cultural discourses play a key role in how youth identify themselves and in the 

meanings they associate to their Ramadan leisure practices. What it means to be a 

woman, Muslim, Egyptian and upper-class is shaped by existing dominant gender 

expectations, commercial culture, social hierarchies and the political context youth 

interact with. Typically an individual embraces one discourse as expressing his or her 

true or authentic self and elaborates it more fully than the others. Alternative discourses 

often appear fashioned as reversals or inversions of the ‘true authentic’ one.  However, 

there were numerous instances in this research when respondents demonstrated 

conflicting value orientations.   

Similar to what Newcomb (2009) conceptualized in the context of Morocco, the 

role of the Egyptian woman may sometimes appear ambivalent. Egyptian women 
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confront an awkward dichotomy between their role as citizens in the nation-state (watan) 

and as members of the Muslim community (umma). She is expected to be the protector of 

Egyptian cultural values within the home domain and, at the same time, the advocate of 

modernity within the public sphere.  Upper-class female youth tend to resolve this kind of 

contradictory expectations, through explaining their commitment to progress and leisure 

as divinely ordained.   

Affluent female informants justified their high access to the public sphere, for 

example, in terms of charity and prayers purposes. They also stated that women’s 

engagement in public life is advised in Islamic teachings. My interviewees provided 

examples of prominent female Islamic figures who were active in trade, war and the 

public sphere. As for profane leisure, they affirmed that those kinds of recreation 

activities that are healthy for the mind and body, such as sporting, are encouraged by 

God. These approaches allow them to reconcile their perceived ‘authentic religious 

identity’ with progressive notions of modernity. Yet when faced with those negative 

features of modernity, such as individualization and moral looseness, they embrace their 

Arab-Islamic traditions that celebrate unity and modesty.    

 How authenticity is defined in relation to social class is also surrounded with 

uncertainties. The ‘authentic’ Egyptian is presented in the media as one who retains the 

values of ibn el-balad (chivalry, honesty, integrity, loyalty, family unity) that are de-

associated from capitalistic values such as materialism, consumerism, competitiveness 

and individualism. Simultaneously, the ideal Egyptian is expected to uphold competitive 

skills, exploit new opportunities and other capitalistic values compatible to a rapidly 

changing society. Social expectations dictate that young Muslims remain family-oriented, 

unselfish, and at the same time, compete successfully with fellow citizens to climb the 

social ladder.  

 Young Egyptian women’s attitudes towards the West are equally mixed. They 

hold the West responsible for spreading Islamophobia in the world and endorsing 

‘blasphemous’ statements or images against core Islamic traditions/icons. Yet, they 

identify values such as human rights, democracy and freedom as key Western principles, 

which they greatly appreciate and express disappointment for not enjoying these values, 
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to some degree, in their home country.275

 The same kind of ambivalences applies to consumerism and its relationship to 

religion. While consumerism goes hand in hand with the commodification and 

folklorization of religious motifs and traditional practices, it also contributes to their 

sustenance. This is mainly realized through circulating religious commodities and 

symbols in the public leisure sphere. As a matter of fact, religious consumption for many 

young people in Cairo is a way of displaying and experiencing a religious self.  

 It can be theorized that the young Egyptian 

Muslims appreciate freedom of speech to a large degree as long as it does not tarnish 

sacred religious figures and traditions.  

Lastly, I wish to emphasize that when youth are faced with contradictory values 

they tend to sway from one to the other according to the social context. For example, in 

one instance a female respondent condemned the traditional man’s ignorance and 

approved of modernity for its facilitation of progress and technology; and in another 

occasion she described the traditional world of her grandfathers as one of physical 

strength and noble values and criticized the ‘Westernized girls’ for their moral looseness.  

In that sense, it is important to note that identity or self consists of a set of different ‘self-

schemata’ as proposed by Gregg (1998) and also contrasting and often-contradictory 

values.  

 
4. Power Relations, Resistance and Empowerment 

 

This study investigated the power struggles that political, economic, ideological or 

cultural agents exert over public Ramadan leisure spaces and women’s bodily 

dispositions. As Asad (2003:184) notes, the public sphere is articulated by power 

relations that disseminate ideological representations and, I argue further, to a large 

extent regulate access to leisure domains and terms of engagement within those spaces. 

Key power dominators that inform Ramadan leisure domains and women’s habitus are 

the commercial companies, local customs, nation-state’s authorities and its Islamic 

critics. These various factions manipulate the image of women to promote their own 

                                                 
275 The West is highly appreciated throughout the Arab and wider Muslim world. Recent opinion polls have 
shown that the majority of respondents from Morocco to Indonesia also value human rights, prefer 
democracy to dictatorship, and favor freedom over repression (Tessler and Gao, 2005).  
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aims, prescribing how their ‘ideal’ Egyptian Muslim women citizen/consumer should act 

in public. Each of these parties attempt to delimit a set of proper social performances in 

Ramadan: appropriate religious observances, expressions of local culture forms and 

values, and suitable leisure spaces and commodities for various social groups (gender, 

social class and age).  

 Commercial companies and retailers profit tremendously from the 

commercialization of Ramadan and commodification of the holy month’s motifs. 

Through strategic marketing initiatives and the provision of special sacralized 

commodities during Ramadan, many commercial outlets gain much income during that 

month. The same economic logic explains further why local municipalities have 

supported the commercialization of the holy month and transformation of heritage sites 

(al-Husayn area) into commercial markets.  

   Nonetheless, I propose that profitability is not the only incentive for the 

commercialization of Ramadan, or more specifically, religious/traditional commodities 

and recreation spaces. As Kopytoff (1986) argues the commoditization of holidays is 

significantly related to the cultural and ideological premises that suffuse its working. In 

other words, the types of Ramadan-related products and services available in the market 

encompass and disseminate important socio-cultural and religious ideologies.  I have 

previously stated that the nation-state endorses the production of cosmopolitan 

religious/traditional commodities and services, as this supports its modern ambitions of 

framing the country’s traditions and major religion (Islam) as universal. The same 

nationalist stance characterizes the Egyptian female citizen as simultaneously modern, 

secular and Islamic. One would expect government institutions to assist those commercial 

providers that manufacture commodities and offer services that are aligned with its 

modernist project.  

At the same time, there are Islamist-political groups that frame the nationalist 

vision as hopelessly enslaved to Western secularism. Instead, they suggest that the 

Egyptian woman needs to return to an authentic, traditional Muslim identity, modeled 

after the imagined example of the Prophet. Therefore, besides resorting to circulating 

leaflets at mosques during tarawih hours, funding/organizing Ramadan charity activities, 

Islamist groups also produce Islamic commodities to disseminate their fundamentalists’ 
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ideologies. Hence, for further research I propose an investigation on the identities of 

those manufacturers (local or foreign ones) that produce Islamic-traditional products and 

the Egyptian government’s stance towards those entrepreneurs.  

My discussion of the Ramadan leisure patterns illustrates that power is not 

unilateral and that people negotiate their power positions as they resist dominant 

discourses. Resistance builds on catching the elusive moment when it is possible to 

realize individual preferences, when individuals can challenge the rigid organization of 

place and turn it into a space for defiance (cf. de Certeau, 1984: xiv). The issue of leisure 

as resistance particularly places emphasis on personal empowerment and opportunities to 

challenge the constraints and difficulties that individuals face in their everyday lives. 

Certainly the women in this research frequently resisted and contested competing 

dominant discourses and turned them to their own leisure fulfillments.  

Building on Faucault’s (1983) ideas, structuralist theorists argue that resistance is 

not just about ways to gain individual or personal empowerment, but also about collective 

or group challenges to dominant orthodoxies or ideologies (Ramazanoghu, 1993). While 

individual resistance may enhance personal power, collective resistance is 

more clearly linked to social activism. It challenges dominant societal views related to 

issues such as gender and social class inequalities. The notion of resistance directs 

attention to the potential role of leisure as an instigator and catalyst for broader social 

action and social change, including the potential to move towards a more equitable 

society (Shaw, 2005).   

More specifically, it became apparent that because of its communal nature, 

Ramadan leisure activities serve as ideal sites for collective resistance and empowerment. 

The holy month grants many opportunities for social groups to collectively voice their 

opinions, and challenge the constraints that they face in their everyday lives. This 

explains, for instance, why the government imposes special laws during Ramadan that 

restrict  people gathering for long at some mosques, as illustrated in chapter seven.    
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During the holy month, several contextual factors facilitate women’s leisure 

access to the public sphere and enhance their leisure experiences.276

Following this line of argument, the contextual nature of Ramadan serves as a 

crucial time for women’s empowerment. Many Ramadan public leisure spaces serve as 

potential venues for women participants to resist restrictive gender discourses. Women’s 

increased access to the mosque for tarawih, religious classes and the public sphere, in 

general, allows them to expand their knowledge and form solidarities. Through these 

leisure patterns, young upper-middle class women challenge the dominant social 

expectation that women should remain within the private sphere. Instead, they claim that 

Islamic teachings encourage women to engage actively in the public sphere for education, 

employment and charity purposes. Young affluent women use the emancipating nature of 

the holy month, perceived as the ‘ideal’ Muslim lifestyle, to support their argument. They 

claim that all other months of the year should be as ‘liberating’ in the same way as the 

holy month. Women’s continuous access to the public sphere, particularly during the holy 

month, and their insistence on positive change may eventually transform the socio-

cultural discourses that constrain their mobility. Through their active social actions 

throughout the sacred month, they may well prove to re-write the script of the ‘ideal 

authentic’ Muslim women. 

 In Ramadan sexual 

harassment and crime rates are relatively low which highly promotes women’s access to 

public space. Also, Muslim women are encouraged to engage in public leisure activities 

more extensively during the holy month to realize religious and philanthropic duties. 

These observations support Wearing’s (1992) argument that the contextual nature may 

permit or constrain one’s ability to challenge social norms.  

In addition, within collective leisure activities women are temporarily free to 

express themselves and take part in group discussions. As presented in chapter six, at the 

Ramadan leisure spaces women participants engage in interactive negotiations, that may 

eventually, create new meanings associated with broader cultural discourses. Through 

discussions, women reach new understandings of social expectations and responsibilities, 

                                                 
276 Several research studies have shown that women’s resistance through non-traditional leisure choices is 
clearly facilitated by certain environmental, situational, or interactional conditions that, for example, 
include support for and awareness of such opportunities (Auster, 2001). 
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in relation to motherhood, femininity and religiosity. For the young affluent women, an 

‘ideal’ Egyptian Muslim female is expected to strive to not only be a ‘good’ mother and 

wife. She is also responsible to excel in her education, career, adopt a cosmopolitan 

attitude and uphold religious/local traditions.  

What is particularly unique about Ramadan is the noticeable increase of religious 

and charitable activities that bring people from various socio-economic backgrounds 

together. For instance, at the mawa'id al-Rahman the affluent young volunteers and 

unprivileged people get to mingle together and, possibly, negotiate new meanings for 

socio-cultural and religious issues. The cumulative effects of interactive negotiation 

among women may erode or change those restrictive dominant ideologies, by creating 

new identities for those leisure participants.    

It is also vital to note that the young women were principally able to actively 

challenge dominant discourses only within female designated leisure spheres. This 

applies to their leisure participation at the women-only parts of the mosque during 

tarawih prayers and religious classes. It also pertains to their leisure activities throughout 

the year such as at women-only cafes and beaches. As Wearing (1999: 47) affirms 

‘women-only groups can experience themselves and their abilities better, while in mixed 

friendship groups men may have a tendency to take over’. Many of the attributes that 

have been linked to leisure such as self-expression, self-determination and flow come 

about when the self has been comfortably situated and hegemonic expectations are no 

long problematic (Samdahl et al, 1998) which I argue are more likely to occur at female 

designated leisure spaces. Female respondents re-affirmed this point by stating that they 

felt more ‘free’ when no males are present, as they did not have to mind their behavior or 

dress-style. They added that in women-only gatherings they can do or say whatever they 

wish without feeling guilty for breaking any traditional or religious codes of modesty. In 

the company of other women, females are more likely to experience themselves, their 

abilities and experience a sense of solidarity. 

Moreover, one can argue that the noticeable increase of women-only leisure 

spaces in the last decade includes simultaneous reproductive (the opposite of resistance, 
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when dominant power relations are reinforced) and resistant processes.277

I argue further that social position determines the socio-cultural discourses 

imposed and the resources granted that may be utilized to overcome restrictive 

discourses.  Extensive research was carried out to show how one’s social position 

determines his/her ability to negotiate constraints.

 Women’s 

participation in female-only leisure venues can re-affirm the view that gender segregation 

is mandatory within public leisure spaces. Yet as argued earlier, these leisure settings are 

ideal for Muslim women to express themselves freely, acquire new knowledge and, in the 

process, resist gender inequalities through interactive negotiations.    

278

The upper-classes also have the required resources to help economically 

marginalized groups in society. In chapter five, I argued that the new trend of youths’ 

Ramadan philanthropy, which is grounded in sustainable development, is to empower the 

lower social classes. This trend, that is particularly intensified in Ramadan and extends to 

other months of the year, challenges the existing social hierarchy. Through education and 

skill development programs that Muslim youth organizations hold today, lower classes 

 These research studies conclude that 

the process of negotiation is embedded in inequalities in the wider social contexts that 

may compromise these negotiations. Some of those inequalities are an outcome of gender 

and social class differences. Thus individuals differ in terms of the social rules imposed 

on them and the resources they are granted to overcome these constraints. As discussed in 

chapter seven, the case of Rania clearly reveals that in Boulaq area women are subject to 

restrictive gender norms that limit their mobility in the public sphere. These norms 

greatly contrast to the relative freedom enjoyed by men in Boulaq and upper-middle class 

women residing in affluent parts of Cairo. In terms of resources, it was clear that the 

affluent classes have higher access to resources, mainly financial and technological 

mediums, to voice their opinion and resist social constraints.  

                                                 
277 A number of studies have reinforced the idea that reproductive and resistant processes can occur 
simultaneously. See, Guthrie and Castelnuovo (1992); and Theberge (2000). 
 
278 Reference to Anthony Gidden’s writing on the ‘transformation of intimacy’ he brings together the 
emphasis on pursuit of ‘self’ as a central feature of intimate relationships with recognition of the role of 
intra-couple negotiations in achieving this (Kay, 2003).  His analysis recognizes the significance of social 
context conditions as possible barriers to successfully doing so (Kay, 2003).  The ‘Gender Construction 
theory’ is also closely related to Gidden’s as it acknowledges the linkage between pursuit of self, intra-
couple negotiations and social context (Kay, 2003).   
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will be better equipped to climb the social ladder and lead the country into development. 

Again, the contextual ‘authentic’ nature of the holy month motivates this approach to 

development.  

  For the young affluent women, Ramadan is the time for people to realize ‘true 

Islamic authenticity’ which is perceived as taking part in development initiatives that 

have long-term personal and social percussions. These comprise of leisure activities that 

accelerate personal development on a variety of levels primarily, spiritual, aesthetic, 

career and social skills. In addition, it pertains to leisure activities such as philanthropy 

that enhance the quality of life for poor communities and supports their country’s 

economic development. For many of the young upper-class Muslim women, this is the 

‘true authentic’ spirit of Ramadan.  

 
The analysis of Ramadan leisure practices reveals key cultural politics and dynamics in 

contemporary Egyptian society.  It brings to the fore how piety, unity and authenticity are 

perceived, sought and contested in relationship to new modern conditions.  The 

prevalence of the market culture, acceleration of the rate of social mobility, spatial 

modernity of the city, Westernization, modern technology, nation-state ambitions for 

economic development and outcomes of the Islamic Revival movement have all 

influenced Ramadan culture nowadays.  These contextual modern alterations have led to 

the modification and reinterpretation of existing Ramadan leisure practices. Also, new 

practices were invented that fit with modern living. It also became evident that various 

social groups (gender, social classes and generation) experience and respond to these 

modern changes differently. People attain Ramadan-related leisure fulfillments (piety, 

social cohesion and authenticity) through accommodating, contesting and/or resisting 

dominant social expectations. The collective, religious and festive nature of Ramadan 

leisure practices particularly serves as an ideal site for collective resistance and 

empowerment for underprivileged social groups.    
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APPENDIX                                                                                                                                                                                
 

1- This is your chance to get late to work as your manager will not, in the first place, 

be focused on when you arrived; that is even if he (manager) arrives before you! 

(In Ramadan everyone stays out late for sahur, socialization and late prayers thus many 

people fail to arrive to work on time, ns). 

  

2- As for school and university students, your days are short and if your teachers 

mention examinations or homework, tell them: ‘Sir, we are in Ramadan, and this is the 

spiritual month and so we are invited for iftar and plan to go out for sahur everyday’.   

(Most people focus their attention on spiritual and profane activities during the holy 

month which negatively affects their work performance, ns). 

 

3- Try to avoid taxis and microbuses to insure you return home safely, looking 

civilized among your families.  

(Public transportation is disfavoured among affluent Egyptians. They are viewed as 

unclean, over-crowded, unsafe and accessed by the ‘uncivilized’ and ‘ignorant’ poor 

population.  Particularly during rush hours in Ramadan, taxi and bus drivers drive 

unsafely and speed up trying to get their passengers home in time for iftar or sahur. All 

of these negative qualities are frowned upon by the rich as they define them as acts of the 

uneducated and ignorant, by which they choose to disassociate from, ns). 

 

4- Beware of smokers, as they become very nervous and aggressive just like Cairo 

Streets before the iftar. 

(Before iftar Cairo streets are over-crowed with people, tensed to arrive home in time to 

break fast with their families, especially after working all day. However, an image of an 

aggressive and nervous city or citizens does not match the modernist project of the 

nation-state, ns). 

 

5- Quickly memorize your family tree before Ramadan starts as family invitations 

(iftar and sahur) include familiar members and those you’ve never seen in your life, so 
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that when Tant (title Egyptians use when they address an older person) Fifi asks you 

about your school or university or work, you would answer and ask her about her 

daughter that has been engaged for a month and her son who is struggling in his 

Thannawiya Amma (Egyptian Higher Education degree). 

(Due to changes in social mobility in Egyptian society triggered by Sadat’s Infitah 

policies, social-economic gap between extended family members has increased. This in 

turn has undermined family unity and cohesion. Nonetheless, in Ramadan, families 

regardless of social class, get together more often to share meals and enage in other 

leisure activities, ns). 

 

6- After first day iftar with the family make sure you watch all the soap operas so 

that you know which ones are the most popular and thus you won’t look ignorant in 

front of your friends while they are discussing Ramadan soap operas.  And don’t you 

dare watch an American show like ‘Friends’, but rather watch the Egyptian ‘Hussein at 

the corner’ and candidate camera.  

(Special Ramadan soap operas are widely covered by the Egyptian media and attract a 

large audience during the holy month. Egyptians also prefer to lead an ‘authentic’ 

lifestyle during the sacred month, thus they prefer to watch Arabic programs instead of 

foreign ones, ns).   

 

7- Try to enjoy and get all your energy out at all the new Kheyam Ramadan and the 

trendy-popular places in the beginning of Ramadan, so that by the end of the month you 

can put all your focus on prayers and worship.  

(Many people can not resist the temptations of enjoying the festive atmosphere at the 

kheyam Ramadan.  Accordingly, many youngsters divide the holy month into two parts: 

the earlier phase they go to kheyam Ramadan and participate in profane activities and the 

final 10 days they dedicate their time to religious duties where laylat al-qadr is expected 

to occur, ns). 
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8- And for those who own businesses, this is your opportunity to advertise on 

Egyptian channels that no one watches except in Ramadan.  Try to also include models 

that dance and sing on catching music melody that would attract the audience. 

(Ramadan is the peak season for advertising on Arabic channels as most Egyptians tune 

to local and Arabic channels instead of Western ones, ns). 

 

9- And for those who own pubs, instead of losing money during Ramadan, transform 

your venues into a Ramadan ambience with water-pipes and all, and with discretion you 

can try serving liquor in tea cups!  

(Alcohol consumption is forbidden during the holy month, thus many bar-owners 

transform their pubs into sahur restaurants.  The paradox whereby a profane and ‘haram’ 

place transforms into a sacred venue during Ramadan is strong, ns).    

 

10- Special advice to the girls: Minimize your intake of konafa and basbusa so that in 

the Feast (Eid) you can wear bikinis and mini-skirts in Sharm el-Sheikh. 

 (Many Egyptian girls abide to the hijab and more modest dress-styles during the holy 

month or fasting hours, only to revert back to their sinful acts or non-conservative 

dresstyles soon afterwards, ns). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



320 
 

 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 
1. BOOKS AND ARTICLES  

Abaza, M.  (2001), Shopping Malls, Consumer Culture and the Reshaping of Public 
Space in Egypt. Theory, Culture & Society, 18(5): 97-122.  
 
----- (2006a), The Changing Consumer Cultures of Modern Egypt: Cairo’s Urban 
Reshaping. The American University in Cairo Press.  

----- (2006b), Egyptianizing the American Dream: Nasr City’s Shopping Malls, Public 
Order, and the Privatized Military. In: Cairo Cosmopolitan: Politics, Culture, and Urban 
Space in the New Globalized Middle East. eds. D. Singerman and P. Amar. The 
American University in Cairo Press: 193-220.  

----- (2007), Shifting Landscapes of Fashion in Contemporary Egypt. Annelies Moors 
and Emma Tarlo, 2007.  Fashion Theory, 11 (2/3): 281-297.   
 
Abdalati, H. (1975), Islam in Focus. The Religious Affairs. 

Abdel Aziz, I. (1987), Ramadan That We Do Not Know About (in Arabic). Al-Haya al-
Misriya al-Amma lil-Kitab.   

Abdel-Khalek, G. (1981),  Looking Outside or Turning NW? On the Meaning and 
External Dimension of Egypt’s Infitah, 1971-1980. Social Problems, 28 (4): 441-495. 
 
Abdelrahman, M. (2004), Divine Consumption: Islamic Goods in Egypt. Cultural 
Dynamics in Contemporary Egypt, 27 (1&2): 69-78.  
 
Abu-Lughod, L. (1986),  Veiled Sentiments: Honor and Poetry in a Bedouin Society. 
Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
----- (1990), The Romance of Resistance: Tracing transformations of power through 
Bedouin women. American Ethnologist, 17 (1): 41-55. 
 
----- (1995),  The Objects of Soap Opera:  Egyptian Television and the Cultural Politics 
of Modernity.  London Routledge. 

----- (2005),  Dramas of Nationhood: The Politics of Television in Egypt. Chicago: 
Chicago University Press.  
 
Ahmed, L. (1992), Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate. 
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.  

Ajami, F. (1983), In the Pharaoh’s Shadow: Religion and Authority in Egypt. In: Islam in 
the Political Process, ed. J. Piscatori, Cambridge Press.  
 



321 
 

Al-Dabbagh, M. (1996), Addiction Among the Egyptian Upper Class-Sociological and 
Psychological Causes. The American University in Cairo Press. 
 
Alexander, J.C. and Seidman, S. (1990), Culture and Society: Contemporary Debates. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
  
Al-Husayni, M. (1975), Ramadan’s Fasting (in Arabic). al-Qahira: Muassasat Dar al-
Shab. 
 
Ali, A. Y. (1998), Holy Qur’an: Meanings & Commentary. Manar Int’l. Corp.  
 
Al-Sayyid, M. K. (1993), A Civil Society in Egypt? Middle East Journal, 47 (2): 269-
294. 

Altorki, S. (1988),  At Home in the Field. In: Arab Women in the Field: Studying Your 
Own Society, ed. S. Altorki and C. El-Solh. Syracuse: Syracuse University Press: 49-68. 
 
Amin, G. (2000), Whatever Happened to the Egyptians? Changes in Egyptian Society 
from 1950 to the Present. The American University in Cairo Press. 
 
----- (2004), Whatever Else Happened to the Egyptians? From the Revolution to the Age 
of Globalization. The American University in Cairo Press. 
 
Antoun, R. T. (1968), The Social Significance of Ramadan in an Arab Village. The 
Muslim World, L VIII (2): 36-42.   
 
Appadurai, A. (1990), Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy. In:  
Global Culture: Nationalism, Globalization and Modernity, ed. M. Featherstone. 
London: Sage Publications: 295-310.  

----- (1996),  Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press.  

Armbrust, W. (1996), Mass Culture and Modernism in Egypt. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.  
 
----- (2001),  Colonizing Popular Culture or Creating Modernity? Architecural Metaphors 
and Egyptian Media, Middle Eastern Cities: 20-43. 

----- (2002),  The Riddle of Ramadan: media, consumer culture, and the Christmasization 
of a Muslim holiday. In: Everyday Life in the Middle East, eds. D. Bowen and E. Early. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press: 333-348. 

Arvizu, S. (2004),  el-Shabab el-Masry: Coming of Age in Contemporary Cairo. MSc 
Thesis. The American University in Cairo Press.  
 
Asad, M. (1980), The Message of the Qur’an. The Book Foundation.  



322 
 

 
Asad, T. (2003), Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
 
Auster, C. J. (2001), Transcending potential antecedent leisure constraints: The case of 
women motorcycle operators. Journal of Leisure Research, 33(3): 272-298. 
 
Azra, A. (2002), Globalization of Indonesian Muslim Discourse: Contemporary Religio-
Intellectual Connections between Indonesia and the Middle East. In: Islam in the Era of 
Globalization: Muslim Attitudes towards Modernity and Identity, ed. J. Meuleman, 
London: Routledge Curzon: 31-50. 
 
Badran, M. (1991), Competing Agenda: Feminists, Islam and the State in the 19th and 
20th Century Egypt. In: Women, Islam and the State, ed. D. Kandiyoti, Macmillan: 201-
36.  

Bahgat, A. (1988), Ramadan Diary. Translated from Arabic by N.Hassan, revised and 
introduced by M. Enani. General Egyptian Book Organization 

Baker, R. (1978), Egypt’s Uncertain Revolution Under Nasser and Sadat. Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press. 
 
----- (1990), Sadat and After, Struggles for Egypt’s Political Soul. Cambridge/Mass: 
Harvard University Press.   
 
Barakat, H. (1976), Socio-Economic, Cultural and Personality Forces Determining 
Development in Arab Society. Social Praxis, 2(3-4): 179-204. 
 
----- (1990), Beyond the Always and the Never: A Critique of Social Psychological 
Interpretations of Arab Society and Culture. In: Theory, Politics and the Arab World, ed. 
H. Sharabi, New York: Routledge: 81-131. 
 
----- (1993), The Arab World. Berkeley: University of California Press.   

Barthel, D. (1996), Historic Preservation: Collective Memory and Historical Identity. 
New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.   
 
Basyouny, I. F. (1997), Just a Gaze: Female Clientele of Diet Clinics in Cairo: An 
Ethnomedical Study. The American University in Cairo Press.  
 
Bayat, A. (2002), Piety, Privilege and Egyptian Youth.  ISIM Newsletter. 10/2: 23. 

Belk, R.W., Wallendorf, M. and Sherry, J.F. (1989), The Sacred and the Profane in 
Consumer behavior: theodicy on the odyssey. Journal of Consumer Research, 16 (June): 
1-37.  



323 
 

Bemat, A. E (1989), Islam and Games. Translated from Gujrati by M. H. Quraishi. Gujrat 
Press.  
 
Benhabib, S. (2002), The Claims of Culture: Equality and Diversity in the Global Era. 
Princeton University Press.  

Benthall, J. (1999), Financial Worship: The Qur’anic Injunction to Almsgiving. Journal 
of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 5: 1-27.   
 
Bhabha, H. (1994), The Location of Culture. London: Routledge. 

Blumer, H. (1986),  Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press. 

Bourdieu, P. (1977), Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.  

----- (1979), La distinction. Critique Sociale du Jugement, Paris: Les Editions de Minuit.   

----- (1984), Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste.  London: Routledge.  

Brown P. R., Brown, W., Miller, Y., & Hansen, V. (2001), Perceived Constraints and 
Social Support for Active Leisure Among Mothers with Young Children. Leisure 
Sciences. 23(1): 131-144. 
 
Brubaker, R. (2004), Ethnicity without Groups. Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University 
Press. 
 
Bryman, A. (1999), The Disneyization of Society. The Sociological Review, 47 (1): 25-
47. 

Buitelaar, M. and Saad, N. (2010), Ramadan in Contemporary Cairo: Consumption in the 
name of Piety and Authenticity. Reconstruction Studies in Contemporary Culture (online 
journal). 10 (1).  

Buitelaar, M (1993), Fasting and Feasting in Morocco. Berg Oxford/Providence.  

Burgat, F. and William D. (1993), The Islamic Movement in North Africa. Austin, TX: 
Center for Middle Eastern Studies, University of Texas. 
 
Burton, J.  (1994), An Introduction to the Hadith. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press.   
 
Canclini, N.G. (1995), Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity. 
University of Minnesota Press.  
 
Casanova, J. (1994), Public Religions in the Modern World. Chicago and 
London: The University of Chicago Press. 



324 
 

 
Chatterjee, P (1986), Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: a Derivative 
Discourse. London: Zed.  

Cheah, P. (2006), Cosmopolitanism, Problematising Global Knowledge. Theory Culture 
and Society, 23 (2-3): 486-96. 
 
Clammer, J. (2003), Globalization, Class, Consumption and Civil Society in Southeast 
Asian Cities. Urban Studies, 40 (2): 403-419.   
 
Campo J.E. (1991), The Other Sides of Paradise : Explorations into the Religious 
Meanings of Domestic Space in Islam. Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina 
Press.  
 
Corrigan, P. (1997), The Sociology of Consumption: An introduction. London: Sate 
Publications. 
 
Csikszentmihalyi, M., and Rochberg-Halton, E. (1981), The Meaning of Things. 
Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Deacon, J. (2002), The Joys of Excess. Maclean’s, 115 (31): 34-35. 

De Certeau, Michel (1984), The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley: University of 
California Press.  

Denzin, N.K., and Lincoln, Y.S. (2003), The Landscape of Qualitative Research: 
Theories and Issues. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.  

Denzin, N.K. (1970), Symbolic Interactionism and Ethnomethodology. In: 
Understanding Everyday Life: Towards the Reconstruction of Sociological Knowledge. 
Ed., J. Douglas, Chicago: Aldine Pub. Co.  

Dessouki A. E. (1981), Policy Making in Egypt: A Case Study of the Open Door 
Economy Policy. Social Problems.  28(4): 410-416. 

----- (1982), Islamic Resurgence in the Arab World. New York. 

Diane S. and Paul A. (2006), Cairo cosmopolitan: Politics, Culture, and Urban Space in 
the New Globalized Middle East (introduction). American University in Cairo Press.  

Dillistone, F.W. (1966), The Function of Symbols in Religious Experience. In: Myth and 
Symbol, ed. F. Dillistone, London: S.P.C.K: 1-14. 
 
Dionigi, R. A. (2004), Competing for Life: Older People and Competitive Sport. PhD 
Thesis, The University of Newcastle, Australia. 

Douglas, M. (1966),  Purity and Danger. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul                    



325 
 

----- (1973), Natural Symbols. New York: Vintage Books. 

Dumazedier, J. (1974), Sociology of Leisure. Elsevier Scientific Publications Co. 

Durkheim, E. (1953), Professional Ethics and Civic Morals. Westport, Greenwood Press. 

----- (1976), The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life.  London: Allen and Unwin.   

Eco, U. (1987), Travels in Hyper-Reality. Picador: London. 

Eickelman, D. F. and Salvatore, A (2004), Muslim Publics. In: Public Islam and 
Common Good, eds. A. Salvatore and D. Eickelman, Leiden and Boston: Brill: 3-27.   

El-Daly, M.(2001), Islamic Philanthropy: Institutionalized Giving in the Muslim 
Perspective. The Center for the Study on Philanthropy: City University of New York. 
 
El-Hamamsy, L. (1975), The Assertion of Egyptian Identity. In: Ethnic Identity- Cultural 
Continuities and Change, eds. G. DeVos and L. Romaucci-Ross. Palo Alto, Calif.: 
Mayfield: 276-306. 
 
Eliade M. (1957), The sacred and the Profane. Translated by W.R. Trask. San Diego, 
New York and London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 

Elsheshtawy, Y.(2006), Urban Transformations: Social Control at al-Rifai Mosque and 
Sultan Hasan Square. In: Cairo Cosmopolitan: Politics, Culture, and Urban Space in the 
New Globalized Middle East. ed. D. Singerman and P. Amar. The American University 
in Cairo Press: 295-312. 

Entwistle, J. (2000), The Fashioned Body: Fashion, Dress and Modern Social Theory. 
Blackwell Pub. 

Erlich, H. (2000), Youth and Arab politics: The political generation of 1935-36. In: 
Alienation or Integration of Arab Youth: Between Family, State and Street, ed. by Roel 
Meijer. Richmond, Surrey, UK : Curzon: 47-70.  

Esposito, J. and Piscatori, J. P. (1991), Democratization and Islam. Middle East Journal. 
45 (3):427.   

Esposito, J. (1984), Islam and Politics. New York. 

Eum, I. (2005), Interpreting Discourses of Honor in the Evolving Dating Culture of 
Young Cairenes from an Asian yin and yang Perspective. In: Youth and Youth Culture in 
the Contemporary Middle East, ed. J.B. Simonsen. Proceedings of the Danish Institute in 
Damascus III: 92-106. 
 
Ewing, K. (1997), Arguing Sainthood: Modernity, Psychoanalysis, and Islam. Durham, 
N.C.: Duke University Press.  

http://www.neareast.org/phil/en/page.asp?pn=6&id=406�
http://www.neareast.org/phil/en/page.asp?pn=6&id=406�


326 
 

Ewing, K. P. (1990), The Illusion of Wholeness: Culture, Self, and the Experience of 
Inconsistency. Ethos, 18 (3): 251-278.  

Farrell, J. (2004), Prom 2004. Clergy Journal, 7(80): 10. 
 
Firat, A. F. and Dholakia, N. (2003), Consuming People: From Political economy to 
Theaters of Consumption. London: Routledge.  
 
Foucault, M. (1979), Discipline and Punish. New York: Vintage.  

----- (1980), Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977. ed. 
C. Gordon. New York: Pantheon.  

----- (1984), The Foucault Reader. New York: Pantheon Books.  

Fowler, P. (1992), The Past in Contemporary Society: Then and Now. Routledge: 
London.  
 
Featherstone, M. (1995), Undoing Culture: Globalization, Postmodernism, and Identity. 
Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage.  

Frankl R. (1987), Televangelism. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press 
 
Fraser, N. (1992), Rethinking the Public Sphere: A contribution to the Critique of 
Actually Existing Democracy. In: Habermas and the Public Sphere, ed. G. Calhoun. 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press: 109-142. 
 
Freund, W. S. (1987), Judischer und islamischer Fundamentalismus: Entsprechungen, 
politische Konsequenzen. Orient. 28:2.  

Freysinger, V. and Flannery, D. (1992), Women's leisure: Affiliation, self-determination, 
empowerment and resistance? Loisir et Société, 15(1): 303-321. 

Gaffney, P. (1991), The Changing Voices of Islam:  The Emergence of Professional 
Preachers in Contemporary Egypt. The Muslim World. 81(1): 27-47.   
 

Geertz, C. (1971), Islam Observed: Religious Development in Morocco and Indonesia. 
University of Chicago Press.  

----- (1984),  From the Native’s Point of View: On the Nature of Anthropological 
Understanding. In: Culture Theory: Essays on Mind, Self and Emotion, ed. R.A. Shweder 
and R.A. LeVine, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 123-136.   
 
George, K. M, and Andrew C. W. (2005), Introduction: Religion, the 



327 
 

Nation, and the Predicaments of Public Life in Southeast Asia. In: Spirited Politics: 
Religion and Public Life in Contemporary Southeast Asia, ed. K. M. George and A. C. 
Willford, Ithaca: Cornell Southeast Asia Program Publications: 9-21. 
 
Ghannam, F. (2002), Remaking the Modern: Space, Relocation, and the Politics of 
Identity in a Global Cairo. University of California Press.  

Giddens, A. (1971), Capitalism and modern social theory:  An analysis of the writing of 
Marx, Durkheim and Max Weber.  Cambridge University Press.  

----- (1979),  Central Problems in Social Theory. Houdmills: Macmillan. 
 
-----(1990),  The Consequences of Modernity. Standford: Standford University Press. 

----- (1994), Living in a Post-traditional Society, In:  Reflexive Modernization: Politics, 
Tradition and Aesthetics in the Modern Social Order, ed. U. Beck, A. Giddens and S. 
Lash. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press: 56-108.  

Gilbert, D. and Hudson S. (2000), Tourism Demand Constraints: A Skiing Participation. 
Annals of Tourism Research, 27 (4): 906-923. 
 
Goitein, S.D. (1996), Ramadan, The Muslim Month of Fasting. In: Studies in Islamic 
History and Institutions, ed. S. Goitein. Leiden: Brill. 
 
Godbey, G.  Time Deepening and the Future of Leisure. (1980). In:   Leisure today: 
selected readings, ed. F. W. Martin.  (2): 8-9. 
 
Goodwin, C., Kelly L. S. and Spiggle S. (1990), Gift-giving: Consumer Motivation and 
the Gift Purchasing Process. In: Advances in Consumer Research, ed. M. Goldberg et al. 
Vol. 17, Provo, UT: Association for Consumer Research: 690-698. 
 
Goulding, C. (2000), The Commodification of the Past, Postmodern Pastiche, and the 
Search for Authentic Experiences at Contemporary Heritage Attractions.  European 
Journal of Marketing, 34 (7): 835-853. 

Green, E., Hebron S. and Woodward D. (1990), Women’s Leisure, What Leisure? 
Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan.   
 
Gregg, G. S. (1998), Culture, Personality, and the Multiplicity of Identity: Evidence from 
North African Life Narratives. Ethos, 26 (2): 120-152.   

-----  (2007), Culture and Identity in a Muslim Society. Oxford University Press.  
Guthrie, S. R. and Castelnuovo, S. (1992), Elite women bodybuilders: Models of 
resistance or compliance? Play and Culture (5): 401-408. 
 
Haeri, N. (1997), The Reproduction of Symbolic Capital: Language, State and Class in 
Egypt. Current Anthropology, 38 (5): 795-816. 



328 
 

 
Hall, S. (1991), The Local and the Global: Globalization and Ethnicity. In: Culture, 
Globalization and the World-System, ed. A. D. King. Binghamton: State University of 
New York Press: 19-39.  

Hammond, A. (2005), Pop Culture Arab World!: Media, Arts, and Lifestyle (Popular 
Culture in the Contemporary World). ABC-CLIO Publishers. 

Handelman, D. (2004), Re-Framing Ritual. In: The Dynamics of Changing Rituals - The 
Transformation of Religious Rituals within Their Social and Cultural Context, ed. J. 
Kreinath, C. Hartung and A. Deschner. Peter Lang Press: 9-20.  

Hanna, J. L. (1979), To Dance is Human: a Theory of Nonverbal Communication. 
Austin: University of Texas Press.  

Hanna, N. (1983), An Urban History of Boulaq in the Mamluk and Ottoman Periods. 
Supplement aux Annales Islamologiques, Cahiers (3), Le Caire.  

Harris, C. (2006), Muslim Youth: Tensions and Transitions in Tajikistan. Westview 
Press.  

Harvey, D. (1989), The Condition of Post-modernity. Oxford: Blackwell 
 
Hasbullah, M. (2000), Cultural Presentation of the Muslim Middle Class in 
Contemporary Indonesia. Studia Islamika, 7 (2): 1-58.  

Herrera, L. (2001 a), Cultures of Arab Schooling: Critical Ethnographies from Egypt. 
Albany, State University of New York Press.  

Herrera, L. (2001 b), Downveiling: Gender and the Contest over Culture in Cairo. In: 
Middle East Report, 219 (Summer).  

Hobsbawm, E. (1983), The Invention of Tradition, Cambridge: Cambridge University.  

Hofstee, E.W. (1980),  Liberty, Equality and Loneliness. Wageningen: 
Landbouwhogeschool. 
 
Hopkins, N. S. and Ibrahim, S. E. (2006),  Arab Society: Class, Gender, Power and 
Development. The American University in Cairo Press.  
 
Hussain, Asaf (1983), Islamic Movements in Egypt, Pakistan and Iran. New York.  
 
Ibrahim, B. and Wassef, H.( 2000), Caught between two worlds: Youth in the Egyptian 
hinterland, In: Youth and Culture in the Arab World, ed. R Meijer, London: Curzon 
Press.  
 
Ibrahim, H. (1982), Leisure and Islam. Leisure Studies, 1 (2): 30-44. 



329 
 

Ibrahim, S. E. (1982), Islamic Militancy as a Social Movement: The Case of Two Groups 
in Egypt.  In:  Islamic Resurgence in the Arab World, ed. A. E. H. Dessouki.  New York: 
Praeger: 117-37. 

Inhorn, M. (1996), Infertility and Patriarchy: The Cultural Politics of Gender and Family 
Life in Egypt. University of Pennsylvania Press. 
 
Jackson, P. (1988), Commodity Cultures: The Traffic in Things. Transactions of the 
Institute of British Geographers, 24 (1): 95-108. 
 
Jackson, E. and Dunn, E. (1988), Integrating Ceasing Participation with Other Aspects of 
Leisure Behavior. Journal of Leisure Research , 20(1): 31-45.  

Jankowski, J. (1990), Egypt and Early Arab Nationalism. In: The Origins of Arab 
Nationalism, ed. R. Khalidi. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Jeffery, A. (1962), The Section on Fasting, from the Sahih of al-Bukhari. In: A Reader on 
Islam - Passages from Standard Arabic Writings Illustrative of the Beliefs and Practices 
of Muslims, ed. A. Jeffery. The Hague: Mouton.  

Jennings, G. (2001), Tourism Research. Queensland.  Australia: John Wiley & Sons 
Australia Ltd.    

Jordanova, L. (1989), Objects of Knowledge: a Historical Perspective on Museums. In:  
The New Museology, ed. P. Virgo, London: Reaktion Books.   

Kandiyoti, D. (1991), Islam and Patriarchy: A Comparative Perspective. In: Women in 
Middle Eastern History: Shifting Boundaries in Sex and Gender, ed. N. R. Kiddie and B. 
Beth.  New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press: 23-42. 
 
 ----- (1995), Patterns of Patriarchy: Notes for an Analysis of Male Dominance in Turkish 
society. In:  Women in Turkish Society: A Reader, ed. S. Tekeli.  London: Zed Books: 
306-318.  

Kay, T. (2003), Leisure, Gender and Self in the analysis of Family. World Leisure (4): 
33-45. 

Kazi, M.U. (1992), A Treasury of Ahadith.  Saudi Arabia: Abul-Qasim Publishing House. 

Kelly, J. (1982),  Leisure: An Introduction to Leisure Studies. Englewood Cliffs: NJ: 
Prentice Hall. 

----- (1983),  Leisure Identities and Interactions.  Boston: Allyn & Unwin.  

----- (1987),  Freedom To Be: A New Sociology of Leisure. New York: MacMillan 
Publishing Company.  



330 
 

----- (1996),  Leisure. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.   

Kelly, J. and Geoffrey G. (1992), The Sociology of Leisure. Venture Publishing Inc 
 
Khatib, M.M. (1986),  The Bounteous Koran: a Translation of Meaning and 
Commentary. Authorized by Al-Azhar in 1984. Macmillan Press LTD.   
 
Khosravi, S. (2008),  Young and Defiant in Tehran. University of Pennsylvania Press.  
 
Kimura, J. and Russell W. B. (2005), Christmas in Japan: Globalization versus 
Localization. Consumption Markets and Culture, 8 (3): 325-338. 
 
Kiong, T. C. and Kong L. (2000), Religion and Modernity: Ritual Transformations and 
the Reconstruction of Space and Time. Social and Cultural Geography, 1 (1): 29-44.  
 
Knauft, B. M. (2000),  Critically Modern: Alternatives, Alterities, Anthropologies. 
Indiana University Press.  
 
Kong, L. (1990), Geography and Religion: Trends and Prospects. Progress in Human 
Geography, (14): 355-371.  

-----  (1992), The sacred and the secular: exploring contemporary meanings and values 
for religious buildings in Singapore. Southeast Asian Journal of Social Science (20): 18-
42.  
 
Koning, A. (2005), Global Dreams: Space, Class and Gender in Middle Class Cairo. 
PhD Thesis: University of Amsterdam.   
 
Kopytoff, I. (1986), The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process. In: 
The Social Life of Things, ed. A. Appadurai. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 
64-91. 

Kramer, G. (1986), Agypten unter Mubarak: Identitat und Nationales Interesse. Baden-
Baden.  
 
Kreinath, J., Constance, H. and Annette D. (2004), The Dynamics of Changing Rituals: 
The Transformation of Religious Rituals within their Social and Cultural Context.  New 
York: Peter Lang Publishing. 
 
Krichen, A. (1987), Les Problemes de la Langue et l’Intelligensia. In:  La Tunisie au 
Present, ed. C. Michel, Paris: CNRS Presses.  
Kuppinger, P. (2006), Pyramids and Alleys: Global Dynamics and Local Strategies in 
Giza. In: Cairo Cosmopolitan: Politics, Culture, and Urban Space in the New Globalized 
Middle East. The American University in Cairo Press: 313-344.  
  
Leemhuis, F. (1984), Soenna. Dutch (Netherlands) In: Islam. Norm, ideal en 
werkelijkheid, .ed. J. Waardenburg. Weesp: Het Wereldvenster. 



331 
 

 
Lefebvre, H. (1991), The Production of Space. Translated by D. Nicholson-Smith. 
Oxford, England: Blackwell.  

Lei Sparre, S. and Juul P. M. (2007),  Islam and Civil Society: Case Studies from Jordan and Egypt. 
Danish Institute for International Studies Report. No. 13.  
 
Linder, S.(1970), The Harried Leisure Class. New York: Columbia University Press 
 
Lindholm, C. (2002), Authenticity, Anthropology and the Sacred. Anthropological 
Quarterly 76 (2): 331-339. 

----- (2008), Culture and Authenticity. London: Blackwell Publishing. 

MacCannell, D. (1976), The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class. MacMillan: 
London. 
 
----- (1992), Empty Meeting Grounds. London: Routledge.  
 
Macleod, A. (1992),  Accommodating Protest: Working Women, the New Veiling and 
Change in Cairo. The American University in Cairo Press.  

Mahmood, A. (1969), The Qur’an in the Month of the Qur’an (in Arabic).  Akhbar el-
Youm Publishing House.  

Mahmood, S. (2003), Ethical Formation and Politics of Individual Autonomy in 
Contemporary Egypt.  Social Research, 70(3):1501-1530. 

-----(2005),  Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject. Princeton 
University Press. 

Marriott, M. (1976), Interpreting Indian Society: A Monistic Alternative to Dumont’s 
Dualism.  Journal of Asian Studies, (36): 189-195.  

Marsden, M. (2005), Living Islam: Muslim Religious Experience in Pakistan’s North-
West Frontier. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Martin, B. (1981), A Sociology of Contemporary Cultural Change. Oxford, England: 
Basil Blackwell.   

Martin, W. and Mason S. (2003), Leisure in three Middle Eastern Countries. World 
Leisure, (1): 24-33.  

Massey, D. (1994), Space, Place and Gender. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press.  
 
Meijer, R. (1999),  Cosmopolitanism, Identity and Authenticity in the Middle East.  
Curzon Press.   



332 
 

Mills, S. (2003), Caught between Sexism, anti-Sexism and 'Political Correctness': 
Feminist Women's Negotiations with Naming Practices. Discourse & Society, 14(1): 87-
110.  
 
Miles, S. (1995), Pleasure or pressure: Consumption and youth identity in the 
contemporary British shopping centre, conference paper, University of Leicester, British 
Sociological Association, 10-13 April.  
 
Mitchell, T. (1988), Colonising Egypt. Cairo: American University in Cairo Press.  
 
----- (1999),  Questions of Modernity. University of Minnesota Press.  
 
Möller, A. (2005), Ramadan In Java: The Joy and Jihad of Ritual Fasting. Almqvist & 
Wiksell International.  
 
Morgan, M.H. (2007), Lost History: The Enduring Legacy of Muslim Scientists, Thinkers, 
and Artists. National Geographic.  

Murphy, J. (1974), Concepts of Leisure: Philosophical Implications. Prentice-Hall, Inc.   

Navaro-Yashin, Y (2002), The Market for Identities: Secularism, Islamism, 
Commodities. In: Fragments of Culture: The Everyday of Modern Turkey. ed. D. 
Kandiyoti and A. Saktanber. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press: 241-254.   
 
Neulinger, J. (1981), To Leisure: An Introduction. City University of New York 
(CUNY).      

Newcomb, R. (2009), Women of Fes: Ambiguities of Urban Life in Morocco. University 
of Pennsylvania Press.  

O’Guinn, T. and Belk, R. (1989), Heaven on Earth: Consumption at Heritage Village, 
USA. The Journal of Consumer Research, 16 (2) : 227-238. 

Otnes, C. and Scott L. (1996), Something Old, Something New: Exploring the Interaction 
Between Ritual and Advertising. Journal of Advertising, 25 (Spring): 33-50. 
 
Otnes, C., Chan K. Y. and Lowrey T. (1992), Ho, Ho, Woe: Christmas Shopping for 
Difficult People. In: Advances in Consumer Research, ed. J. Sherry and B. Sternthal. Vol. 
19, MI: Association for Consumer Research: 482-487. 
 
Panelas, Tom (1979), Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia. The American 
Journal of Sociology, 87(6): 1425.  
 
Perry, G. E. (2004), The History of Egypt. Greenwood Press.  

Pieper, J. (1952),  Leisure: The Basis of Culture. New York: Pantheon Books, Inc.  



333 
 

Polanyi, K. (2001), The Great Transformation. Beacon Press.   

Procter, D.E. (2004), Victorian Days: Performing Community through Local Festival. In:, 
We are What we Celebrate: Understanding Holidays and Rituals, ed. A. Etzioni and B. 
Jared, New York: New York University Press: 131-148.  

Puig, N. (2006), Egypt’s Pop-Music Clashes and the World-Crossing Destinies of 
Muhammad Ali Street Musicians. In: Cairo Cosmopolitan: Politics, Culture, and Urban 
Space in the New Globalized Middle East. The American University in Cairo Press: 
513:536. 

Qaradawy, Y. (1992), The Status of Women in Islam. Cairo: Islamic Home Publishing & 
Distribution. 
 
Ram, U. (2004), Glocommodification: How the Global Consumes the Local-McDonald’s 
in Israel. Current Sociology, 52 (1): 11-31.   
 
Ramazanoghu, C. (1993), Up against Foucault: Explorations of some Tensions between 
Foucault and Feminism. London: Routlege. 

Reimer, B. (1995),Youth and Modern Lifestyles. In: Youth Culture in Late Modernity, ed.  
J. Fornäs och Göran Bolin, London: Sage. 

Ritzer, G. (1998), The McDonaldization Thesis. London: Sage Publications.  
 
Rook, D. W. (1985), The Ritual Dimension of Consumer Behaviour. Journal of 
Consumer Research (12): 251-265.  

Rodenbeck, M. (1998), Cairo: The City Victorious. Cairo: The American University in 
Cairo Press.  

Roodenburg, H. (2004),  Pierre Bourdieu: Issues of Embodiment and Authenticity. 
Etnofoor, XVII (1/2): 215-226.   

Rosen, L. (1979), Social Identity and Points of Attachment: Approaches to Social 
Organization. In: Meaning and Order in Moroccan Society, ed. C. Geertz, H. Geertz, and 
L. Rosen. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 19-122.   
 
Rouchdy, M. (2004),  Food Recipes and Kitchen Space. In: Cultural Dynamics in 
Contemporary Egypt - Cairo Papers in Social Science. 27 (1&2): 121-143.    
 
Rousseau, J. J. (1974), Discourseon the Origin and Foundations of Inequality Among 
Mankind. In: The Social Contract and the Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of 
Inequality Among Mankind. New York: Washington Square Press (Original publication 
1754). 

Roy, O. (2006), Globalized Islam: The Search for a New Ummah. Columbia University 
Press.  



334 
 

 
Saad, N. (2005),  The Many Faces of Leisure: Egyptian Muslim Mothers and their 
Leisure Patterns. MSc Thesis. Wageningen University. 

Saadawi, N. (1997), The Nawal Saadawi Reader. London; New York: Zed Books. 
 
Sadek, S. (2006), Cairo as Global/Regional Cultural Capital? In: Cairo Cosmopolitan: 
Politics, Culture, and Urban Space in the New Globalized Middle East, ed. Singerman D. 
and Amar P. pp153-190.   

Saktanber, A. (2000), New Islamic Youth in Turkey: Encounters with the 
Popular/Intellectual and the Local/Global. Paper presented at the First Mediterranean 
Social and Political Research Meeting, Florence, 22-26 march.  

Salamandra, C. (2004),  A New Old Damascus: Authenticity and Distinction in Urban 
Syria. Indiana Series in Middle East Studies.  
 
Sandikei, O. and Ece I.  (2004), Dowry: A Cherished Possession or an Old-Fashioned 
Traditon in a Modernizing Society? In: Contemporary Consumption Rituals: A Research 
Anthology, ed. C. C. Otnes and T. M. Lowrey, London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates: 
149-178.  

Sartre, J.P. (1956), Being and Nothingness: An essay in Phenomenological Ontology. 
Secaucus, NJ: Citadel Press.  

Schielke, S. (2006), Snacks and Saints: Mawlid Festivals and the Politics of Festivity, 
Piety and Modernity in Contemporary Egypt. PhD Thesis, University of Amsterdam.  

-----(2009), Being Good in Ramadan: Ambivalence, Fragmentation and the Moral Self in 
the Lives of Young Egyptians.  Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute,15 
(S1):24-40. 

Schmidt, L. E. (1991), The Commercialization of the Calendar: American Holidays and 
the Culture of Consumption, 1870-1930. The Journal of American History, 78 (3): 887-
916.  

Scott, J. (1998), Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human 
Condition Failed. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press.  

Shakry, O. (1998), Schooled Mothers and Structured Play: Child Rearing in Turn-of-the-
Century Egypt. In: Remaking Women: Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East, ed. 
L. Abu-Lughod. The American university in Cairo: 126-170.   

Shaw, S.M. (1985), The Meaning of Leisure in Everyday Life. Leisure Sciences (7): 1-
24.   



335 
 

----- (2005), Leisure as Resistance: Academic Debates, Social Action, and Applications to 
Professional Practices. Eleventh Canadian Congress on Leisure Research. Department of 
Recreation and Tourism Management. Malaspina University-College Nanaimo, B.C. 
 
Shayegan, D. (1992), Cultural Schizophrenia: Islamic Societies Confronting the West. 
Syracuse University Press  

Simmel, G. (1904), Fashion. International Quarterly, 10(1), October 1904: 130-155, 
reprinted in American Journal of Sociology, 62(6), May 1957: 541-558. 

Siwan, E. (1983), The New Faces of Fundamentalism. Jerusalem Quarterly. 27 (1): 3-10 

Soares, B. (2005),  Islam in Mali in the neo-liberal era. African Affairs, 105: 77-95. 

Sonneveld, N. (2009), Khul’ Divorce in Egypt. Public Debates, Judicial Practices, and 
Everyday Life, unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Amsterdam:  University of Amsterdam.  
 
Springborg, R. (1989), Mubarak’s Egypt: Fragmentation of the Political Order. 
Boulder/Col: Westview.  

Starrett, G. (1995), The Political Economy of Religious Commodities in Cairo. American 
Anthropologist, 97 (1): 51-68.   

Stauth, G. (1984),  Local Communities and Mass Culture. In: Mass Culture, Popular 
Culture and Social Life in the Middle East , ed. G. Stauth, and S. Zubaida. Frankfurt/M.  
 
Stodolska, M. (2000), Changes In Leisure Participation Patterns After Immigration. 
Leisure Sciences (22): 39-63.  

Starrett, G. (1995), The Political Economy of Religious Commodities in Cairo. American 
Anthropologist. 97 (1): 51-68.   

Schluchter, W. (1990),  The Future of Religion. In:  Culture and Society: Contemporary 
Debates,  ed. J.C. Alexander and S. Seidman.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
pp. 249-261. First published as ‘Religion’, in Daedalus: Journal of theAmerican 
Academy of Arts and Sciences (111).  
 
Te Kloeze, J. W. (1998), Family and Leisure in the Netherlands: A Literature Review. In: 
Family and Leisure in Poland and the Netherlands. ed. J. W. Te Kloeze, Garant Leuven-
Apeldoorn: 27-53. 
 
Tessler M.  and Gao E. (2003),  Gauging Arab Support for Democracy. Journal of 
Democracy, 16 (3): 83-95.  
 
Theberge, N. (2000), Higher goals: Women's Ice Hockey and the Politics of Gender. 
Albany, NY: State University of New York Press. 



336 
 

Tillich, P. (1966), The Religious Symbol. In: Myth and Symbol, ed. F.W. Dillistone, 
London: S.P.C.K: 15-34.   

Timmerman, C. (2000),  Muslim Women and Nationalism: The Power of the Image. 
Current Sociology. SAGE Publications. 48 (4): 15-27.  

Turner, B. S. (1998), Weber and Islam. Routledge.  

Turner, V. (1969), The Ritual Process. Structure and Anti-Structure. New York: Ithaca.  
 
----- (1977),  Variations on a Theme of Liminality. In: Secular Ritual, ed. S. Moore and 
B. Myerhoff. Assen and Amsterdam: Van Gorcum.   

----- (1982),  Celebration, Studies in Festivity and Ritual. Washington, DC : Smithsonian 
Institution Press. 

Turner, V. and Turner, E. (1978), Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture. Columbia 
Press, New York. 
 
Ustuner, T., Buliz G. and Douglas B. H. (2000), Consuming Ritual: Reframing the 
Turkish Henna-Night Ceremony. In: Advances in Consumer Research, ed. Stephen J. 
Hoch and Robert J. Meyer, Vol. 27, Provo, UT: Association for consumer Research: 209-
214.  

Van Wichelen, S. J. (2007), Embodied Contestations: Muslim Politics and 
Democratization in Indonesia through the Prism of Gender. PhD Dissertation, University 
of Amsterdam.  

Veblen T. (1899), The Theory of the Leisure Class. New York: Oxford University Press 
Inc. 

Wadud, A. (1999),  Quran and Woman : Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman's 
Perspective.  New York: Oxford University Press 
 
Walseth K and Fasting K. (2003), Islam’s View on physical activity and sport-Egyptian 
women interpreting Islam. International Review for Sociology of Sport.  38 (1): 45-60.   
 
Wagtendonk, K. (1968), Fasting in the Koran. Leiden: Brill.  
 
Warburg, G. (1982), Islam and Politics in Egypt 1952-1980, Middle Eastern Studies, 18 
(2): 131-157.  
 
Waterbury, J. (1983), The Egypt of Nasser and Sadat: The Political Economy of Two 
Regimes. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press.  
 
Wearing, B. (1990), Beyond the Ideology of Motherhood: Leisure as resistance. 
Australian and New Zealand Journal of Sociology, 26, 36-58. 
 



337 
 

----- (1992), Leisure and women's identity in late adolescence. Loisir et 
Société 15(1), 323-342. 

----- (1996), Gender: The Pain and Pleasure of Difference. Longman.  

----- (1998),  Leisure and Feminist Theory.  Sage Publications.  
 
Weber, M. (1958), The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Routledge. 
 
----- (1946),  Essays in Sociology, trans. and ed. by H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills, 
New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Werbner, P. and Modood, T. (1997), Debating Cultural Hybridity: Multi-Cultural 
Identities and the Politics of Anti-Racism. London and New York: Zed Books. 
 
Werbner, P. (2008), Anthropology and the New Cosmopolitanism.  Berge Press.  
 
Werner, K. (1997),  Between Westernization and the Veil: Contemporary Lifestyles of 
Women in Cairo. Die Deutsche Bibliothek-CIP-Einheitsaufnahme.  
 
Williams, R. (1985),  Keywords: a Vocabulary of Culture and Society. Oxford University 
Press. 
 
Wilson, H. (1988), Egyptian Food and Drink. Aylesbury, Bucks., UK: Shire. 
 
World Bank (2004), Gender and Development in the Middle East and North Africa: 
Women in the Public Sphere. The World Bank Publications.  
 
Wulf, H. (1995), Introducing Youth Culture in Its Own Right. In: Youth 
Cultures: A Cross-Cultural Perspective, ed. V. Amit-Talai and 
H. Wulf. London: Routledge: 1-18.    

Yuval-Davis, N. (1997), Gender and Nation. Sage Publications Ltd.   
 
Zubaida, S. (1989), The People and The State. London and New York. Routledge.  
-----(2004a), The Search for Authenticity in Middle East Cultures. Center for 
Contemporary Arab Studies.  
 
----- (2004b), Cosmopolitanism and the Middle East. In: Cosmopolitanism, Identity and 
Authenticity in the Middle East. ed. R. Meijer. Curzon: 15-33.   
 
Zuhur, S. (1992), Revealing Reveiling: Islamic Gender Ideology in Contemporary Egypt. 
State University of New York Press. 
 
 
 
 
 



338 
 

 
 

2. ARTICLES IN NEWSPAPERS AND MAGAZINES 
 
 
Abd El-Malak, A. (2007), Iftar at mawa'id al-Rahman hosted by Ministers and Belly-
Dancers is prohibited (in Arabic). Washwasha, September 11: 3.  

Araby, W. (2007),  Twenty Seven Steps to Stop the Repetition of Sexual harassment 
Incident in Downtown (in Arabic).  al-Medan, October 3: 7.  

Awad, R. and Sahar T. (2007),  Sheikhs and Scholars ask to put the Minister of Religious 
Endowments on Trial for his Decision to Halt Tarawih and Tahajjud prayers at some 
Mosques (in Arabic). Sawt al-Umma, September 10 (353): 11. 

Cairo Times (2002), Glow-sticks and Grooves. March Issue: 14-20. 

Derbik, H. (2006), Christians in Egypt share Ramadan festivities (in Arabic).  al-Malaf,  
November 11: 12.  

El-Hawary, K. R. (2007), Egyptians are one heart in one nation (in Arabic). Nahdet Misr, 
October 4-5: 9. 

El-Noshokaty, A. (2006),  Whatever Happened to Ramadan.  al-Ahram Weekly.  October 
5-11: 14. 

Galoosh, A. and El-Sebay, N. (2007), Summer Attitude: Foam Party (in Arabic).  Ain 
Magazine, August Issue: 9.  

Ghanem, S. (2007), The Mosques Under Siege!! (in Arabic) al-Khamis, September 13: 
12. 

Gharib, S (1992), Egypt: A National Obsession. UNESCO Courier, 45 (10): 33-36. 
 
Khaled, Amr (2008), Amr Khaled in Stories of the Koran: Do you feel the pleasures of 
being close to God? (in Arabic) Dastor, September 17: 16.  
Khamis, S. (2007), Music Channels Supervisors’ Announcements Turned Out to be 
Untrue (in Arabic). Washwasha, October 2 (45): 7.  

Khouri, R. G. (2004), Set up an Independent Arab Human Development Center. Beirut 
Daily Star, December 22: 6.   

Mahad, S. (2006),  An Interview with Dr. Aly Goama on the Ramadan Observances (in 
Arabic).  Ruz al-Yusuf, September 29: 12. 

Muhammad, U. (2005), Students’ Demonstrate against Obscene Video Clips (in Arabic). 
Mazzika Monthly, April 8: 8.  



339 
 

Nady, S. (2007), Tamer Hosny: I will not Sing except at one Party in Ramadan in a Place 
Free of Obscenities (in Arabic). Sawt al-Umma, September 17 (354):15.  

Saed, R. (2007), The Government Can Control Prices During Ramadan (in Arabic).  al-
Messa, September 13: 1-3.  

Saleh, Y. (2007), Saudi Arabia Calculates Crescent Moon Sighing on Shaban 28th. Daily 
News, 11.  

Sameh, M. and Sherif, T. (2007), Expensive mawa'id al-Rahman Hosted by Celebrities 
(in Arabic). el-Nabaa Newspaper, September 23: 2. 

 

3. INTERNET SITES 

Abdullah, S. (2007), Ramadan Cannon: Tradition Still Alive. Arab News.  Accessed 
online:http://archive.arabnews.com/?page=9&section=0&article=101177&d=14&m=9&
y=2007   viewed 14.9.2007. 
 

Aguiar M. and Hurst, E. (2007), The Increase in Leisure Inequality. Manuscript prepared 
for the American Enterprise Institute. Accessed online: 
http://troi.cc.rochester.edu/~maguiar/aei_leisure_draft_september2007_v1.pdf viewed 
5.9.2009 

Al-Munajjid, M. S. (1997),   What is the Islamic answer to the leisure 
problem?.Accessed online: http://www.islam-
qa.com/index.php?ref=2267&ln=eng&txt=leisure viewed 17.4.2008. 
 

Al-Ghobashy, M.(2005),  Egypt looks Ahead to Portentous Year. Middle East Report. 
Accessed online: http://www.merip.org/mero/mero020205.html. Visited 17 September 
2008  viewed 2.2.2005. 
 

Al-Jadda, S. (2005), Move Over, Barbie. USA Today. Accessed online: 
http://www.usatoday.com/news/opinion/editorials/2005-12-13-arab-barbie-edit_x.htm 
viewed 2.7.2008 
 
Bayat, A. (2003), From Amr Diab to Amr Khaled.  al-Ahram Weekly. May 22-28, 
Accessed online: http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2003/639/fe1.htm  viewed 1.8.2009. 

BBC News (2008), Eleven Tourists Seized in Egypt. Accessed online: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/7629171.stm  viewed 28 September 2008. 

http://archive.arabnews.com/?page=9&section=0&article=101177&d=14&m=9&y=2007�
http://archive.arabnews.com/?page=9&section=0&article=101177&d=14&m=9&y=2007�
http://www.islam-qa.com/index.php?ref=2267&ln=eng&txt=leisure�
http://www.islam-qa.com/index.php?ref=2267&ln=eng&txt=leisure�
http://www.merip.org/mero/mero020205.html.%20Visited%2017%20September%202008�
http://www.merip.org/mero/mero020205.html.%20Visited%2017%20September%202008�
http://www.usatoday.com/news/opinion/editorials/2005-12-13-arab-barbie-edit_x.htm%20viewed%202.7.2008�
http://www.usatoday.com/news/opinion/editorials/2005-12-13-arab-barbie-edit_x.htm%20viewed%202.7.2008�
http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2003/639/fe1.htm�
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/7629171.stm�


340 
 

Carr, S. (2008), Is it Time to Sign out of Facebook. Daily News Egypt. Accessed online:  
http://www.dailystaregypt.com/article.aspx?ArticleID=14149  viewed 2l.9.2008.  
 
Nkrumah, G (2008), Living on the Edge. al-Ahram Weekly On-line. September 11-17 
2008. Issue No. 914. Accessed online:  http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2008/914/fr1.htm  
viewed 21.9.2008.   

Sandikci, O. and S. Omeraki (2007),  Ramadan Festivals in Turkey. Accessed online: 
http://www.nyu.edu/projects/materialworld/2007/06/Ramadan_festivals_in_turkey_2.htm
l viewed 19/06/2007. 

 
Samdahl, D. Jacobson S. and Hutchinson S. (1998), When Gender is Problematic: 
Leisure and Gender Negotiation for Marginalized Women. Accessed online: 
http://www.coe.uga.edu/dsamdahl/LSA_1998.html viewed 10.9.2004 
 

-----  (1999),  Navigating Constraints?  A critical Commentary on Negotiation in Leisure 
Studies.  Canadian Congress on Leisure Research, Wolfvilee, Nova Scotia.  Accessed 
online: http://www.coe.uga.edu/~dsamdahl/Navigating.html   viewed 10.6.2004  

Sami, S. and El-Naggar I.(2007), The Extraordinary Gentlewomen's club.  al-Ahram 
Weekly. Accessed online: http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2007/865/li1.htm viewed 3.6. 2008. 

Shama, N. (2008), Decoding Egypt: Beyond Al-Nada Murder. Daily News. Accessed 
online: http://www.thedailynewsegypt.com/article.aspx?ArticleID=18521. viewed 
22.3.2010  

 
Whitten, C. and Thompson S. (2006), When Cultures Collide: Planning for the Public 
Spatial Needs of Muslim Women in Sydney. Social City. Accessed online: 
http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/81403/social-city-07-whitten.pdf, 
viewed 3.6.2008.  

 

4. ENCYCLOPEDIAS 

Bearman P.J. et al.( 1960-2005), Encyclopedia of Islam. Leiden: E. J. Brill. 

Fisher, M. P. (1997),  Living Religions: An Encyclopedia of the World's Faiths. I.B. 
Tauris and Co Ltd. Publishers. 
 
Lamb, S. (2001), International Encyclopedia of the Social Behavioral and Sciences. 
Vol.9, Oxford: Elsevier.  
 
McAuliffe J. D. et al. (2001-2006), Encyclopaedia of Qur'an. Leiden: Brill Publishers. 

Tritton, A. (1987), First Encyclopedia of Islam. Vol. VII:609. Leiden: Brill.  

http://www.dailystaregypt.com/article.aspx?ArticleID=14149�
http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2008/914/fr1.htm�
http://www.nyu.edu/projects/materialworld/2007/06/ramadan_festivals_in_turkey_2.html�
http://www.nyu.edu/projects/materialworld/2007/06/ramadan_festivals_in_turkey_2.html�
http://www.coe.uga.edu/dsamdahl/LSA_1998.html�
http://www.coe.uga.edu/~dsamdahl/Navigating.html�
http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2007/865/li1.htm%20viewed%203.6.%202008�
http://www.thedailynewsegypt.com/article.aspx?ArticleID=18521�
http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/81403/social-city-07-whitten.pdf�


341 
 

 
GLOSSARY 

 

General 

 

Ahwa (pl. Ahawi):  Coffee-shop 

Ajr:  Religious merit 

Allahu Akbar: God is great 

Asala: Authenticity.  

Asil:  Authentic 

Baladi: Literally country or local as opposed to foreign, more broadly refers to traditional 

urban practices and people, it also means popular.  

Baraka:  Divine power 

Bawwab: Doorkeeper 

Da`wa:  Call, invitation, appeal or summons 

Fanus (pl. Fawanis): Ramadan lantern 

Fatwa:  Formal religious opinion, religious decree 

Fiqh: Jurisprudence 

Fitna:  Chaos or temptation 

Gallabiyya:   Loose, flowing gown usually associated with the urban popular classes and 

the peasants.  

Gufran:  Forgiveness 

Hadith (pl. ahadith): the oral traditions relating to the words and deeds of the Prophet 

Muhammed.  

Hajj:  Pilgrimage to Mecca Pilgrimage at least once during life. It is also a title typically 

used for a Muslim who completed the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. 

Haram:  Forbidden, taboo 

Hegira: The starting point for the Muslim era and marks Prophet Muhammed’s 

emigration from Mecca to Medina in 622 AD 

`Ibadah: Service to God 

I`tikaf :  Seclusion in the mosque  
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Iftar: Fast-breaking meal 

Iltizam:   Discipline 

Imam: Prayer Leader 

Infitah: the open-door policies of economic liberalization promoted by Anwar al-Sadat 

starting with 1974, which implied privatization and more opportunities for foreign 

investors.  

Jihad: Struggle 

Khamsa: Meaning five, a hand-shaped amulet 

Khaymat Ramadan (pl. kheyam Ramadan): Late-night leisure venues where the pre-dawn 

sahur meals and live entertainment are offered.  

Khutba: Sermon 

Laylat al-qadr: The Night of Power 

Maghrib: The dusk (obligatory) prayers 

Ma'idat al-Rahman (pl. mawa'id al-Rahman): Banquets of the Merciful. They are public 

eateries for the poor that serve free meals and drinks during iftar time.   

Masajjid:  Mosque 

Mesahharati (pl. mesahharatiyya):  trumpet player calling people to wake up and eat the 

sahur meal, a late-night meal intended to stave off morning hunger during fasting.  

Mofti:  a Muslim scholar who is eligible enough to interpret religious law or shari'a. 

Muqaddas:   Transcendence 

Niya:  Intention 

Rakat: Prayer Cycles 

Risala: The Message 

Riwish: Slang Egyptian-Arabic word for fun and fashionable youngster or lifestyle 

Sadaqa Jariya: Regular or ongoing charity 

Sadaqa:  Alms 

Sahur: Meal consumed early in the morning before fasting 

Salah:  ritual prayer five times each day 

Salat gama`a:   Congregation prayers 

Sawm:  Fasting during Ramadan.  

Sha`ban:  Eighth month of the Islamic calendar right before Ramadan 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Salaht&action=edit&redlink=1�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sawm�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ramadan�
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Shahada :  Profession of faith 

Sheikh:  Title for a religious leader 

Shisha: Water-pipe; an instrument for smoking tobacco in which the smoke is cooled and 

filtered by passing through water.  

Sunna: Prophet Muhammed’s path and customs 

Sura (pl. suwar): The 114 chapters of the Koran  

Tahajjud: Night prayers performed after the pre-dawn meal (sahur) 

Tahara: Purity, purification 

Tannura: A dance usually referred to as the whirling dervishes dance, though technically 

it is not. The tannura is a large costume that looks like a skirt that the dancers wear 

around their waist. The dancers then whirl in circles. 

Taqwa: used in the Koran for both ‘piety’ and ‘fear of God’ and often used 

interchangeably with the terms khashya (fear, anxiety and apprehension) and khauf (fear). 

Tarawih: Special Ramadan prayers, performed after the obligatory night prayers, during 

which long portions of the Koran are recited 

Thawab: Divinely determined merit 

Ulama:  Jurists and theologians of Islam.  

Umma:  The Muslim community 

Zagharit: Kinds of melodic sound that women, in the Middle East, talent fully produce 

with their mouths in expression of delight 

Zakah:  Islamic tax or tithing 

Zakat al-fitr: special religious tax to be paid before the end of Ramadan) 

Zar: A practice performed to exorcise jinns or evil spirits. 

Zikrs: performances consisting mainly of the religious exercises of the dervishes.  

Sometimes standing in the form of a circular or an oblong ring, or in the two rows facing 

each other or sitting down they chant, La ilaha illa-llah (There is no deity but God), or 

Allah!Allah!Allah! (God! God! God!) or repeat other invocation over and over again until 

their energy is almost exhausted complementing their chants with a motion of the head, 

body and arms. 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Zakaht&action=edit&redlink=1�
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Food Terminologies  

 

Basbusa: A semolina-based dessert drenched in syrup 

Fatira: Traditional dough that is very light and surrounds the filling like a calzone (but 

much thinner). 

Ful: Made of beans and is known to be the basic diet of the poor in Egypt 

Hamam Mahshy: Stuffed pigeons 

Hawawshy: Traditional spicy grilled minced beef sandwiches with onions 

Karkade: Hibiscus petals, usually boiled and served either cooled at iftar or as a tea 

Kebab: Tender pieces of meat grilled on a skewer 

Khoshaf: Dried fruit punch garnished with nuts and served either to break iftar or as a 

dessert at the end of the meal 

Kofta: Minced meat grilled on a skewer 

Konafa: Angel-hair-like strands of pastry buttered and rolled into a tin with nuts or cream 

filling, which is baked and drizzled with syrup 

Koshari: Composed of rice, lentils and macaroni, seasoned with spicy sauces and friend 

onions 

Mahshy: Rice-stuffed vegetables, notably vine leaves, baby eggplant, and green peppers.  

Usually made with lots of ghee 

Mahalabeyya: A milk pudding often sprinkled with raisins, nuts and grated coconut 

Meloukhia: It is made up of glutinous quality of leaves commonly made to produce a 

kind of soup, eaten with bread or rice in Egypt 

Omm `Ali: It is an Egyptian dessert that contains phyllo dough or puff pastry, milk and 

nuts 

Amar ed-Din: Dried apricot paste used to prepare the drink of the same name as well as a 

nut-topped custard-like dessert 

Qatayef: Mini pan-cakes stuffed with nuts or cream, deep-fried and dipped in syrup.  Can 

also be served as a savory condiment filled with cheese and olives and either baked or 

fried 

Roqaq: Oven-browned minced-meat-filled pastry sheets drizzled with ghee and broth 

Ta’miyya: Also called falafel, dish made of mashed chick-peas and spices fried in a patty 
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Tamr Hindi: Tamarind, boiled and drunk as a juice often mixed with karkade 

Yamish: A mixture of dried fruits including apricots, prunes and figs and nuts 
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