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Happy Ramadan!  Now that the weather is cooling off and some of Cairo’s 16M inhabitants are out of town visiting their families for Ramadan, life here in the big city is getting progressively more enjoyable.  Ramadan brings a lot of other interesting aspects, as the whole Muslim population (~80% of population) fasts for the entire month.  This means that they do not eat, drink fluids, or smoke (nothing can pass their lips) from around 4:30 am until ~5:30 pm.  

In the spirit of things, I decided not to eat anything during the daytime either, which also helps me to avoid the challenge of searching for open restaurants – a challenge most of my friends face.  Ramadan also brings an especially good spirit to the city – people are encouraged to treat each other with greater compassion, think about the poor whenever they feel hungry, and just have a better attitude throughout the day.  The effect is noticeable and an already friendly population has a little extra hospitality thrown in – something especially evidenced by the tables of free food laid out each day for the less fortunate.  

Sadly, there are all too many less fortunate here – GDP per capita is somewhere around $1,400 per year.  It helps to take a look at purchasing power parity, which normalizes these numbers according to how far the incomes go in a particular country.  If the US citizen’s average purchasing power were $37,500 per year (which it was in ‘03), then the average person here can only buy only $3,940 worth of food, clothing, and medicine.  That ranks Egypt somewhere between Guyana and Armenia, or 132nd out of 208 (mostly poor) countries.  It is powerful to live here and to become good friends with loyal, morally upright, and generally great guys who are faced with these prospects.  

Take my buddy, Hussein, for example.  He was born on February 20, 1981 – amazingly, the exact same day on which I was born.  The only difference is, there aren’t any jobs for someone like him here and so he has become a clever, energetic entrepreneur, helping individuals find apartments, working as a makeup artist, buying and selling computer equipment, etc.  Fortunately for him, he’s charismatic and is doing well but the challenges are substantial.  While on one hand, adult literacy is just shy of 50% and he at least has a leg up, on the other hand, the population of Cairo is expected to double in the next twelve years, hardly an indicator of future individual economic prosperity.  

So, that being said, it is special to be surrounded by these people and recognize that they are friendly, hospitable, and especially warm toward foreigners, despite the acute economic disparity that they most certainly recognize.  I am asked, on a daily basis, why our current leader could have been reelected.  They are often curious whether or not our news broadcasts talk about the same things that the news talks about in other countries.  Consequently, I frequently find myself in discussions of global economic and political challenges.  I am grateful that I can usually articulate areas where their comments merit concern and others where they are not getting the whole picture.   Nonetheless, I was pleased to see that the celebrations after a local, hotly contested futbol match were more vigorous than post-election results.  

One thing must be recognized, though, the citizens of these countries are TREMENDOUSLY interested in US foreign policy being constructed with compassion and relative impartiality.  This is true in Europe, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East.  People care, they think about, they talk about, and they read about it.  

I am often busy with school, friends, and other random projects and so I do not spend much time sightseeing.  However, I have enjoyed the occasional opportunity to enjoy the tourist experience.   For example, I’ve gone horseback riding around the pyramids a few times and I must admit, going to the desert and seeing those giant pyramids is one crazy thing to be able to do every couple of weeks.  
I stick to Egyptian fare for my food consumption – lots of pastas, beans, and grains.  It is incredibly inexpensive to eat this way (maybe $2 per day) and it is physically rewarding to have such a basic diet.  For a little splash of veggies, my house favorite is a salad with tomatoes and cucumber.  Otherwise, salad means a few types of pasty dips - hummos, tahina, baba ganoug.  They are a bit like peanut butter, in that they are mostly made of oils from seeds (sesame), ground up, and mixed with garlic, eggplant, etc.  

I have been able to develop a strong friendship with several Egyptians – friends I’ve gained through Rotary contacts, classmates, and many other friends of friends.   The culture is surprisingly warm and the people are interested in developing relationships.  It is a collectivist culture, meaning that the group is more valuable than the individual and consequently, it is easy to build healthy friendships.  

The impact of religion on the society cannot be underestimated either.  Egyptians are remarkably kind, loyal, and their behavior is strictly regulated by moral codes.  The moral codes regarding kindness to the poor and a willingness to help others are evident in the positive attitude that I feel on a day-to-day basis.  There is basically no crime whatsoever and the combination of a strong police presence and pervasive religious guidelines make it a surprisingly comfortable place in which to go about daily life. 

