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Society Celebrating Ramadan

Child beggars, a sore sight during Ramadan
Shirin Al-Daydamouni

Cairo

I 

slam’s holy month of Ramadan 
is a time when the world’s Mus-
lims unite in fasting from dawn 
till dusk. This is a month when 
Muslims are to contemplate 

their lives and spiritual journey, 
moving closer to each other and 
God. It is also a time that has seen, 
especially across the Middle East, 
more beggars taking to the streets.

Ahmed Zaid, professor of soci-
ology at Cairo University, said the 
increasing number of beggars is the 
result of economic factors, not least 
high unemployment rates and a 
lack of government assistance pro-
grammes in many Arab countries.

“Social factors have also signifi-
cantly contributed to many people 
being forced to beg, particularly as 
family disintegration and rising di-
vorce rates mean that many women 
can find themselves in a difficult 

position,” he said.
Given the lack of employment op-

portunities in many Arab countries, 
Zaid said that many people simply 
have no other choice. However, 
begging, like any social phenom-
enon, goes through phases. In the 
past, a large proportion of beggars 
were elderly but there has been a 
rise in child beggars in recent years 
and they are particularly active dur-
ing Ramadan.

Arab countries have particularly 
seen the rise of the phenomenon 
of children selling tissues or news-
papers to passers-by, jobs seen as 
being but one step away from beg-
ging.

One child beggar, Samir Qassim, 
said people are reminded to be 
more generous to children — and 
particularly younger children — 
during the holy month. He said that 
he had been given new clothes and 
food during Ramadan and that peo-
ple in general are more friendly to 
beggars during the holy month.

“Ramadan has a special taste. I 
wish the whole year was like Rama-
dan,” Samir said.

Muslim countries follow a strict 
timetable during Ramadan, with 
people generally coming together 
for iftar — the evening meal when 
Muslims break their fast — and 
suhur — an early morning snack be-
fore day-break when fasting begins 

again.
“Many people have invited my 

brothers and me to have iftar and 
suhur with them and to ensure we 
have food to break our fast,” Samir 
added.

Amani Qandil, an Egyptian re-
searcher of social affairs, said that 
the more positive response to beg-

gars is due to the special relation-
ship that Muslims have with the 
holy month, which brings about a 
sense of spirituality and religious 
comradeship.

“This month also sees religious 
edicts urging almsgiving and zakat 
[in which Muslims must give away 
2.5% of one year’s cumulative 

wealth to the poor] and so ordinary 
people are inclined to be more char-
itable,” she said.

The act of fasting, according to 
Muslim scholars, also aims to create 
empathy among Muslims towards 
the poor and encourage a more 
charitable outlook.

“We find that people empathise 
with the poor more and are there-
fore more inclined to give to the 
beggars they see but this in turn 
attracts more beggars to the street 
during the holy month,” Qandil 
said.

Recent statistics issued by the 
Egyptian National Centre for Social 
and Criminological Research re-
vealed that there are approximately 
1 million beggars in Egypt, with at 
least 500,000 in Cairo.

In spite of the more positive re-
sponse to beggars during Rama-
dan, Qandil stressed that this was 
a “negative phenomenon” and 
expressed concerns about the in-
creasing number of beggars on Arab 
streets and the effect this will have 
on society.

With more children becoming 
beggars, they are deprived of edu-
cation and the hopes of a normal 
life and could fall prey to addiction 
and crime, she warned.

Shirin Al-Daydamouni is an 
Egyptian writer.

A Syrian beggar sits with children on a sidewalk along a street in 
Beirut.

Children beggars are 
deprived of education 
and the hopes of a 
normal life and could 
fall prey to addiction 
and crime.

Iraqis mark Ramadan with mix of concerns, woes
Muhanad al-Hussam

Baghdad

R 

amadan in Iraq resembles 
the Muslim holy month 
in any peaceful country. 
Lanterns light shops, 
houses and public offices. 

Free meals are offered to the poor 
and sweets adorn shop windows.

Nevertheless, bloody attacks by 
the Islamic State (ISIS) were pre-
dicted to increase during Ramadan 
because the jihadists say “martyr-
dom” in the holy month would gain 
them more divine rewards.

Ramadan is also a reminder of 
how tough life has become in Iraq 
where more than 6 million people 
are displaced by ISIS violence and 
sectarian strife, poverty is rising 
and a weak government is unable to 
hold the country together.

“Ramadan is the time for family,” 
said Mohammed Saad, a Baghdad 
banker. He said his brothers, sis-
ters and he meet daily at their par-
ents’ home. “Each of us brings food 
to share. The kids play with their 
cousins. Our parents love it to see 
their grandchildren,” Saad said.

“What to do and where to go, 
since explosions increase during 
Ramadan?” he asked.

Ramadan is the month in which 
the Quran was revealed to Prophet 
Mohammad. Fasting during Rama-
dan is one of the five pillars of Is-
lam. The month is usually spent by 
Muslims fasting from dawn until 
sunset and is considered a time for 
reflection, worship and showing 
charity to others.

Iraqis have received the holy 
month with worries since the US-
led invasion in 2003 and the chaos 
that followed. Ramadan in Iraq has 
since been often marred by vio-
lence mostly carried out by Sunni 
insurgent groups targeting security 
forces and members of the majority 
Shia sect that has dominated Iraq 
since the overthrow of Sunni dicta-
tor Saddam Hussein.

On the first day the majority Shias 
began to fast on June 7th, a day after 

Sunnis began to observe Ramadan, 
a car bomb exploded in the holy 
Shia city of Karbala, killing five peo-
ple and wounding 33 others. ISIS 
jihadists claimed responsibility for 
the attack. Bombings in Karbala are 
rare but the city, 60km south-west 
of Baghdad and which is the site 
of the mausoleums of revered Shia 
imams Hussein and Abbas, borders 
Anbar province where Iraqi forces 
are battling ISIS.

A series of attacks in 2015 tar-
geted public places and mosques in 
Shia neighbourhoods during Rama-
dan, killing hundreds of people. In 
one attack, a car bomb blast left at 
least 90 people dead. They were 
celebrating the end of Ramadan 
in the predominantly Shia town 
of Khan Bani Saad. The explosion 
inflicted a higher casualty since it 
took place with the marketplace 
filled with holiday shoppers on the 
eve of the Eid el-Fitr, which marks 
the end of fasting.

In May, ISIS spokesman Abu Mo-

hammed al-Adnani urged jihad-
ists to launch attacks against non-
believers everywhere in the world 
during Ramadan.

“Ramadan, the month of con-
quest and jihad. Get prepared, be 
ready to make it a month of ca-
lamity everywhere for the non-
believers,” Adnani said in an audio 
message distributed on militant 
websites.

The call appeared to have been 
answered in Jordan on the first day 
of fasting. A gunman stormed the of-
fices of Jordan’s intelligence agen-
cy in Ein Pasha, a city on the edge 
of a Palestinian refugee camp north 
of Amman. Five intelligence agents 
were killed in the June 6th attack 
quickly blamed on ISIS.

Ahmed al-Azawi, a Baghdad civil 
servant, said that due to the dete-
riorating security situation in the 
capital, he had stopped some Ram-
adan practices that he was used to 
before 2003, such as performing 
night prayers at mosques or playing 

the game Mheibis with friends after 
the end of fasting.

Mheibis is a traditional Iraqi game 
played especially during Ramadan 
in which rival teams must find a 
ring hidden by the opposing group. 
The game used to be played across 
Baghdad and several other cit-
ies but the number of the matches 
dropped significantly, because of 
fear of attacks by jihadists.

“Our fears increase during Rama-
dan because Daesh is mounting its 
attacks. We think twice before go-
ing outside in crowded places. For 
us, Ramadan is a month of extra 
bloodshed,” Azawi said, using the 
Arabic acronym for ISIS.

Contrary to most Muslim coun-
tries where people pour into the 
streets after iftar and spend eve-
nings in cafés or parks, Iraqi city 
streets are almost empty after sun-
set.

Economic hardships due to low 
oil prices and the cost ly war against 
ISIS have added to the country’s 

economic woes and markets see lit-
tle of the expected upturn in busi-
ness during Ramadan.

Abu Mustafa, a wholesale food 
trader, said that in past years he 
had to work hard to satisfy his cus-
tomers’ needs, starting even before 
Ramadan. This year, he said, busi-
ness was slow.

“The current economic crisis has 
negatively affected our business 
this Ramadan,” said Abu Mustafa 
as he stood in his store with no cus-
tomer in sight.

He said many people preferred to 
save their money rather than spend 
it on Ramadan food or activities.

“With the uncertainties embrac-
ing the country, Iraqis must save 
money for emergencies. Appar-
ently, Ramadan is not one of them,” 
Abu Mustafa said.

Muhanad al-Hussam, a 
pseudonym used for safety 
reasons, is an Iraqi journalist who 
has reported on Iraq for 17 years.

Iraqis shop for traditional Ramadan items at a market in Basra, 550km south-east of Baghdad, on June 6th.

Ramadan is also a 
reminder of how tough 
life has become in Iraq 
where more than 6 
million people have 
been displaced.


