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Eid al-Fitr

Eid al-Fitr: 
A special occasion 
across Mideast

Beirut

M
uslims across the 
Middle East are cel-
ebrating Eid al-Fitr, 
the feast that marks 
the end of the fasting 

month of Ramadan, with a deter-
mination to brush away the gloom 
engulfing the war-plagued region 
and enjoy the holiday.

Although there is not much room 
for fun and amusement in a re-
gion with the highest number of 
refugees and war-displaced people, 
children look forward to special 
treats on the Eid, including gifts, 
new clothes and lots of maamoul 
— small shortbread pastries filled 
with dates, pistachios or walnuts 
— which are popular in Levantine 
cuisine and Gulf countries.

In Jordan’s Zaatari camp for Syr-
ian refugees, Nawaf Zoubi, 12, said 
he was eager for the Eid day to 
come because a benevolent Jorda-
nian businessman promised new 
clothes and toys to 100 Syrian chil-
dren.

“I hope I will be one of them and 
my toy would be a machine gun. I 
will practice shooting on a photo of 
(Syrian President) Bashar (Assad),” 
joked the tall, dark-skinned boy in 
blue jeans.

Zaatari has grown from a deso-
late desert locale in northern Jor-
dan into the country’s fourth most 
populated area, housing more than 
80,000 Syrian refugees.

Despite the feeling of despair at 
being away from home, the holi-
day spirit is visible. On nights pre-
ceding the feast, the marketplace 
bustles with people buying clothes 
and stocking up on food for holiday 
meals, using UN coupons.

The UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) said it has no 
specific activities planned for the 
Eid but Mohammad Arslan, who 
heads a sports group in Zaatari, said 
several football games for differ-

ent ages were scheduled during the 
holiday.

Saleem Muthana, 62, a farmer 
from the restive southern province 
of Deraa, said his wife will bake the 
traditional meat-and-spinach pies 
on the first day of the Eid al-Fitr. 
“My nine sons, their wives and 
my 16 grandchildren as well as my 
brother and his family of 22 will 
come over for lunch,” said Muth-
ana, while sitting in a small green 
space he calls his “garden” between 
three family caravans.

Mohammed Sultani, 49, also a 
farmer from Deraa, recalls with 
some sadness the simple joys of the 
feast back home. “On the first day 
of the Eid, we used to pray at dawn, 
then go visit my sisters and give 
their children some money to buy 
Eid candy,” he said.

But in Damascus, demonstra-
tions of feast are not as visible as 
Syrians prepare to spend their fifth 
Eid in a country torn apart by civil 
war. The old souks of al-Hamidiyah, 
Syria’s main bazaar in the heart of 
the capital, lacked the hustle and 
bustle that normally preceded the 
Eid days before the outbreak of vio-
lence in 2011. Conflict and econom-
ic hardship caused by the plunging 
value of the Syrian pound have 
drastically reduced the purchasing 
power of the people who save their 
pennies for buying basic needs.

“Most people you see in the souk 
come here to spend time and stroll 
around, not to buy,” commented 
Abu Abdo, the owner of a clothes 
shop in al-Hamidiyah. “We also 
open our shops as a pastime, in-
stead of sitting at home, and we 
hardly sell one piece the whole 
day.”

“Many come into the shop ask 
about the price of an item and then 
walk out without buying. It has 
become too expensive with the 
pound’s depreciation,” said Mo-
hamad Issa, another shop owner.

Syria’s currency is worth one-
quarter what it was in 2011. The 
Syrian pound, valued at 47 to the 

US dollar before the conflict began, 
dipped to more than 300 against the 
dollar on the black market. The of-
ficial exchange rate is 260 pounds.

The feast’s spirit is also largely 
subdued in Egypt, where the month 
of Ramadan was marked by bloody 
terrorist attacks and rampant in-
flation is felt painfully by average 
Egyptians.

“We will not buy new clothes for 
the feast this year. The children will 
have to do with old clothes because 
we simply cannot afford it,” said 
Shaimaa Magdy, a mother of two, 
whose husband works as a driver. 
“None of my friends bought any 
new clothes for either themselves 
or their children, too.”

Magdy said she prefers to save 
the money for essential needs of 
the children, including school fees 
and uniforms. Egypt’s urban infla-
tion reached 8.07% in June, accord-
ing to the Central Bank of Egypt. 
Nonetheless, Egypt’s amusement 
parks, cinemas and theatres an-
nounced special programmes for 
the Eid. Tens of millions of people 
are expected to defy the political 

gloom that shrouds their country 
and converge on these places to cel-
ebrate the event as they has done 
every year.

The Eid traditions across the Arab 
world are largely similar. In Jordan, 
mosques are crammed for the Eid’s 
dawn prayers before men start fam-
ily visits in a certain order: parents, 
sisters, then brothers and, finally, 
in-laws. For some, it is a time to 
visit the graves of loved ones.

Major cities across Jordan come 
to a virtual standstill with pub-
lic and private offices, including 
banks, closed for several days. 
Shopping malls, movie theatres and 
public parks are usually crammed 
with holiday crowds. Nightclubs 
and liquor stores reopen the night 
of the holiday after a month-long 
closure during Ramadan.

Although in Lebanon nightlife 
does not come to a stop during 

Ramadan, special concerts and 
programmes featuring some of 
the nation’s top singers occur dur-
ing the Eid al-Fitr, an occasion for 
both Muslims and Christians to cel-
ebrate.

Top hotels and nightclubs com-
pete to offer the best-priced pro-
grammes and buffets, while sum-
mer festivals, including the famous 
Baalbeck International Festival, get 
under way with the start of the holi-
day. For the Eid, parents and char-
ity organisations make extra efforts 
to bring smiles to the faces of chil-
dren. Many associations have “Eid 
fairs” for orphans and unprivileged 
children, while families plan out-
ings for the holiday.

“We will take the children ei-
ther to the movies, to the malls 
or to amusement centres, after of 
course paying visits to relatives and 
friends,” commented Kamal, the fa-
ther of two young girls.

Jamal Halaby in Amman, Amr 
Emam in Cairo, Khalil Hamlo 
in Damascus and Samar Kadi in 
Beirut contributed to this report.
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The Eid, a festive holiday for Tunisians
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

I
n Tunisia, as in other Muslim 
countries, Eid al-Fitr is a cel-
ebration of faith and family at 
the end of the holy month of 
Ramadan. Marked by the sight-

ing of the moon, the Eid is also an 
occasion to enjoy food and the com-
pany of family following a month of 
fasting and abstaining.

Walking the streets of Tunis, it is 
easy to spot the preparations for the 
Eid as shops display new merchan-
dise and bakeries put on special dis-
plays of the Eid sweets. As Ramadan 
nears its end, streets are swarming 
with families preparing for the Eid.

Signs of festivity and celebrations 
often start on the night of the 27th 
day of Ramadan,  known as Laylat 
al-Qadr, a night venerated for Mus-
lims as the day the Quran was re-
vealed to the Prophet Mohammad. 
It is a night of celebrations for Tuni-
sians as they often use it for circum-
cisions of young boys.

In preparation for the Eid, the tra-
ditions of Tunisian families include 
buying clothes and toys for chil-
dren as well as preparing sweets. 

Children are often the most excited 
about the Eid as they accompany 
their parents to the stores.

“It is high time we started shop-
ping for the kids. Today is the first 
day I go and I am trying to find 
something affordable. The kids love 
to share their toys with their friends 
on the day of the Eid. It is part of the 
celebrations,” said Najah Bakri, a 
secretary.

Tunisians also line up at bakeries 
to buy traditional sweets, including 
baklava and other delicacies, rather 
than making their own sweets at 
home.

“I used to make sweets at home 
but it became exhausting so I start-
ed buying the ready-made ones 
from shops,” Bakri said. “It is not 
the same quality but it is the only 
possible alternative.”

On the morning of the Eid, Tuni-
sians gather in mosques to take part 
in the Eid prayer before returning 
home to eat the first morning meal 
after a month of fasting.

That first meal varies by region. 
In the southern town of Tozeur, 
people usually make ful medames, 
which consists of cooked beans 
served with olive oil and spices.

“We often cook ful medames on 
the Eid morning so people drink 
more and more water. The spices 
and the cumin make you thirsty 
so it prompts you to drink water, 
which is good for the body of the 
person who was fasting for the 
whole month,” said Nawress Rou-
issi, who is from Tozeur.

“It is also believed to help the 
stomach be prepared to eat in the 
middle of the day after being con-
ditioned for a whole month to eat 
after sunset,” she said.

Other regions have different 
types of dishes for the Eid.

Sfax is famous for chermoula, 
a salty fish cooked with an onion 

and raisin marinade, making it both 
salty and sweet. The salty taste 
is believed to trigger water con-
sumption deemed healthy for the 
body of the people who were fast-
ing. The dish is often consumed in 
the morning. In the northern town 
of Beja, Tunisians make a pastry 
called hlalem, which believed to 
help the stomach recover from fast-
ing habits.

The Eid is often spent visiting 
older relatives. Children play with 
their new toys and also receive a 
small amount of money given usu-
ally on the day of the Eid to buy 
toys, candy and firecrackers.

For the average Tunisian family, 
however, it has become harder to af-
ford the clothes and sweets of the 
Eid.

“It is hard to find the right and af-
fordable clothes for children. It is 
also important to have children en-
joy the Eid. I make sure to include 
that in the budget of the month and 
even save some money from the 
salary of the month before to make 
ends meet during Ramadan,” Arbia 
Attia, a nurse, explained.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

The Eid is often 
spent visiting older 
relatives

Tunisians line up at bakeries to buy traditional sweets.


