EGYPT

A land which has left behind her over five thousand years of history; A land filled with mystery and secrets; A land which is today as fascinating and intriguing as she ever was, her name is Egypt.  There are so many components of contemporary Egypt to explore for an enhancement of knowledge and understanding, but the predominant areas that stand out are the influence of politics, the world of economics, and the daily life of Egyptian society.  


The Arab Republic of Egypt is her official name, and in July 1998, she had an estimate of 66,050,004 Million people residing in her country (CIA World Factbook, 1).  Egypt is the most country in the Arab world and the second-most populous on the African continent.  The religious breakdown in Egypt estimates ninety-four percent of all Egyptians are Muslims, while only approximately six percent is Christian and other religions.  The official language Arabic, but English and French are both widely understood and spoken (CIA World Factbook, 1).  Pan-Arab colors of black, red, and white, and an emblem in the center of the Hawk of Saladin together represent Egypt’s flag.  Egyptians take pride in their “pharaonic heritage” and their descent from what they consider mankind’s earliest civilization.  The Arabic word for Egypt is Misr, which originally connotated “civilization” or “metropolis” (US department of State Dispatch, 575).

Geographically and traditionally, the Nile valley is divided into two regions.  Lower Egypt and Upper Egypt – the former consisting of the delta area, and the latter comprising the valley south of Cairo, the capital of Egypt.  The Nile valley and Delta are among the most densely populated regions in the world, with about one thousand and sixty-three persons per square km. Less than one-tenth of the land area of Egypt is settled or under cultivation.  This territory consists of the valley and Delta of the Nile, a number of desert oases, and land along the Suez Canal.  More than ninety percent of the country consists of desert areas, including the Libyan Desert in the west, a part of the Sahara, and the Arabian Desert, also called the Eastern desert.  The Sinai Peninsula consists of sandy desert in the North and rugged mountains in the south (CIA World Factbook, 2).  Egypt’s climate involves only two seasons; a mild winter from November to April, and a hot summer from May to October.  The only differences between the seasons are the variations in daytime temperatures and changes in the prevailing winds.  In the coastal regions, temperatures range between an average minimum of fourteen degrees Celsius in winter and an average of maximum of thirty degrees Celsius in the summer.  Throughout Egypt, days are commonly warm or hot, and nights are cool, however temperatures vary widely in the desert areas  (Chapin, climate, 1).  Cairo receives on average only about one point one inches of rain a year, as compared to Vancouver, Washington, which has an average of forty-one point three inches annually (City of Vancouver, 1).  Moreover, in many desert locations in Egypt, it may rain only once in several years, and thus create extreme droughts.

Egypt is divided for administrative purposes into 26 governorates.  The largest city is Cairo, and other important cities include Alexandria, the principal port Giza, and industrial center near Cairo Port Said, at the Mediterranean entrance to Suez Canal.  Egypt has a variety of natural resources including vast - mineral deposits, some of which, such as gold and red granite, have been exploited since ancient times.  The chief mineral resource of contemporary value is Petroleum.  Other minerals include phosphates, manganese, iron ore, and uranium.  The vegetation of Egypt is confined largely to the Nile Delta, the Nile valley, and the oases (Microsoft Encarta 98 Encyclopedia, 1998).

Most Egyptians are descended from the indigenous pre-Muslim population of the ancient Egyptians and Arabs, who conquered the area in the seventh century.  Elements of other conquering peoples such as Greeks, Romans, and Turks are also present.  The mixture has given the inhabitants of the Nile Valley physical characteristics that set them apart from the Mediterranean peoples of the region.  The proportion of the population living in rural areas is declining as people move to the cities seeking employment and a higher standard of living.  About forty-five percent of the Egyptian population lives in urban areas.  Some nomadic and semi-nomadic herders, mostly Bedouins, continue to live in the desert regions.  Almost ninety-nine percent of the population lives within the Nile Valley delta, which constitutes less than four percent of Egypt’s total area (Microsoft Encarta 98 Encyclopedia, 1998).

Egypt got her independence on February 28th, 1922 from the United Kingdom.  Egypt is governed by a constitution, which provides for an Arab socialist state with Islam as the official religion.  The constitution also stresses social solidarity, equal opportunity, and popular control of production.  The head of state is the President, and currently Mohammed Hosni Mubarak, since the 14th of October 1981, holds this position.  Because of the levers of macroeconomic policy – banks, the budget, and the large public sector – are under government control, this creates a broad responsibility for running the economy as head of the state.  (Chapin, the presidency, 1).  Egypt’s legislature involves the People’s Assembly, which has four hundred fifty-four seats.  Four hundred forty-four seats are elected by popular vote, and ten seats are selected by the President.  There is a universal suffrage for all citizens of age eighteen and older, but only males can join the military.  Men available for service in 1998, were estimated to be about 11,247,896.  (CIA World Factbook, 2). 

From 1961 to 1977, the Arab Socialist Union was the only legal political party in Egypt.  When a multiparty system was introduced in 1977, the ASU was replaced by several new parties.  The number of active political groups grew to eleven by the early 1990s.  At this time, the leading political group was the ruling National Democratic Party.  Principal opposition groups were the Socialist Labor Party, the Muslim Brotherhood, and the New Wafd Party.  Egyptian laws prohibit the formation of political parties along class lines, and it also prohibits the formation of religion-based political parties, which serves to restrict the emergence of some political parties, particularly those on the left (US department of State Dispatch, 578). 

For several years, domestic political debate in Egypt has been concerned with the phenomenon of “political Islam,” a movement that seeks to establish a state and society governed strictly by Islamic doctrine.  The Muslim Brotherhood, founded in Egypt in 1928, is legally proscribed, but operates more or less openly.  In 1992, Muslim fundamentalists began launching violent attacks against government officials, Coptic Christians, tourists, unveiled women, and others, in a campaign to replace Mubarak’s government with one based on strict Islamic law.  The fundamental Islamic group is absolutist and non-inclusive.  It has a strict interpretation of the Koran, and anyone outside the group is considered a traitor, out of Islam.  The Muslim Brotherhood is against democracy because the Koran does not mention democracy.  Although most people in Egypt are Muslims, according to Lotfi Khouli, an average citizen, “when the fundamentalist movement turned to terrorism and violence, threatening the unity of the Egyptian people, the Egyptian system – the Egyptian people turned against them.  We are the first country in the area to reduce the Islamic forces” (Khouli, 54).

An important incident in Egypt, which has led to a lot of terror and despair, is the so-called Six-Day War.  In 1962, Egypt became embroiled in a civil war in Yemen, backing a republican movement against monarchist forces.  The venture cost lives, money, and left the country weakened.  In 1967 Gamal Nasser, President at the time, closed the strait of Tiran to Israeli shipping and requested the U.N forces to be withdrawn from the border.  The Israelis, believing that Nasser was preparing for war, struck first, attacking and destroying Egyptian airfields, and positions in the Sinai.  The Six-Day War left Israel in possession of the whole Sinai Peninsula.  Egypt surrendered and declared peace.  In the meantime, the rest of the Arab world did not like this “peace thing,” so they expelled Egypt from the Arab league.  As time passed, the Sinai was gradually restored to Egypt.  It was not until then that Egypt was readmitted to the Arab League.  This is how the whole battle between Egypt and Israel started, and even today, the countries go back and forth, in a never-ending conflict.  In contemporary time, the mood in Cairo is angry, and the reason is simple.  Egypt likes to see itself as an elder brother among the Arab countries, and with Israel’s government kicking sand in the face of Yasser Arafat, the President of Iraq, (with constant hostility), thus the Egyptians feel obliged to step in.  They want to make sure that Israel knows where they stand, and also to let the other Arabic countries know that they are still on their side (“Where it hurts,” 48).

The Central Bank of Egypt was established in 1961, and today it controls government banking, commercial banks, and the issue of notes by the National bank.  Egypt’s basic unit of currency is the Egyptian pound, consisting of 100 piastres.  Moreover, 3,4 Egyptian pounds equals one US dollar (Arabic News, 1).  A few of Egypt’s major exports are petroleum, petroleum products, textile yarn and fabrics, vegetables and fruits, clothing and accessories, and aluminum products.  Because of rapid population growth, the country is increasingly dependent on imports and food grants, especially for wheat, flour, and meat.  Many imported products involve machinery and transportation equipment, basic manufactures – particularly iron, steel, and paper, food products – primarily cereals, and the leading suppliers are Unites States, Germany, France, Italy, Great Britain, and Japan (US department of State Dispatch, 577).

The Egyptian press is the most developed in the Arab world, and Cairo has the largest publishing center of the Middle East.  All newspapers and periodicals are under governmental supervision and all publishing houses are partial governmental ownerships, although the country enjoys considerable freedom of the press.  The most important newspaper is Al Ahram, which often reflects the view of the government (Microsoft Encarta 98 Encyclopedia, 1998).


As the site of one of the oldest civilizations, Egypt holds many unique attractions for tourists.  The country has one of the finest beaches on the Mediterranean, modern cities, an attractive climate, moderate prices for services, and a reputation for hospitality to foreign visitors.  Leisure tourism is giving a boost to Egypt’s economy, but the rapid development of resorts may threaten the pristine Sinai Peninsula.  Its breathtaking vistas make the Sinai one of the most inspiring spots on earth.  Not smaller than Ireland, the peninsula is a paradise for botanists and ornithologists; it hosts more than one thousand, two hundred, types of plant species, including thirty three that are found nowhere else in the world, and witnesses one of the planet’s most spectacular bird migrations.  In addition, the aquamarine coastal waters display more than two hundred and fifty forms of centuries old coral and thousands of species of tropical fish (Macleaod, 47).

Egypt played an essential role during the 1990-91 Gulf crisis.  President Mubarak helped assemble the international coalition and deployed thirty-five thousand of the Egyptian troops against Iraq to liberate Kuwait.  The Egyptian contingent was the second largest in the coalition forces.  Egypt and the U.S., have an important relationship with each other.  Because of the peace treaty with Israel, the United States provided Egypt with a lot of funds to enhance Egypt’s economic development, such as telecommunications, electric power generation, housing, and transport, though one can believe that U.S., interest in Egypt is largely because of the large amount of oil inhibited in Egypt (US department of State Dispatch, 575).


There is a beginning of an economic boom in Egypt.  The twin deities of our time, privatization, and globalization, have finally appeared.  Cellular telephones abound, as well as trendy restaurants and nightclubs.  Egypt has reaped real dividends of economic reform.  Its foreign currency reserves were six hundred million US dollars, not so long ago, but today have risen to nineteen billion US dollars.  Inflation has fallen from twenty-two percent in 1990 to a current percentage of seven.  Furthermore, the budget deficit, once sixteen to seventeen percent of gross national product, has shrunk to one percent.  Because of this progress, there has been a little dent in unemployment, but Egypt is still far from coming close to a higher standard of living (Ajami, 40).  Even though, Egypt’s economy has significantly progressed during the few last years, it is still facing many problems.  With one of the highest ratios in the world of population to cultivable land, Egyptian government leaders acknowledge population growth as the principal cause of the country’s economic difficulties (Microsoft Encarta 98 Encyclopedia, 1998). 

Unemployment is a major problem in Egypt due to overpopulation and a shortage of arable land.  One of the cruelest statistics in Egypt is its surplus labor: some five hundred thousands of youngsters enter the job market each year, and find very little for them to do.  Even college graduates are left high and dry, hunting for a cleaning job; even a no-hope post in government service means hanging about on the ministry’s doorstep for ten years or so.  As social scientists in Egypt, say, “ Egyptians survive, as always, by virtue of tolerance, flexibility and charity.  People share their bread, so the unlucky seldom starve.  However, conditions have seldom been so bad, above all for the lower middle class.  On one side, there are more people sharing; on the other are the grossly rich, their money safely invested abroad.

(“Sad dreams by the Nile,” 35).

 Despite progress in healthcare and welfare in the 20th century, particularly in urban populations, services still lag behind the Egyptian population’s needs, especially in rural areas.  Since the 1960s, the ministry of health has made concentrated effort to establish rural combined centers.  The aim of the centers is to coordinate medical, educational, social, and agricultural services through village councils.  Great progress has been made in stamping out cholera, smallpox, and malaria.  A comprehensive social insurance program was begun in 1959, and has been greatly expanded since (Chapin, urbanization, 1).

The literacy rate is low in Egypt.  In 1995, there was only an estimate of 51.4 percent of people that could read and write (CIA World Factbook, 1).  Egypt’s education system includes a primary and a secondary education, which are both free.  Education is compulsory for children between the ages of six and eleven.  Graduates of the primary schools may attend either a general intermediate school, which prepares for secondary education, or a technical intermediate school, specializing in industrial and agricultural subjects.  The public education system in Egypt is suffering due to low education and teaching standards, lack of funding and poor management.  Teachers there do not have adequate training, and the average student only attends school for four and a half years instead of ten  (“School’s out,” 43).  Public Universities and technical schools are also free, but demands high conditions for a student to be able to be accepted.  In the middle of the 1990s, approximately seventeen percent of college age Egyptians attended Universities or other institutions of higher education.  Egypt has thirteen State Universities.  Al Azhar University at Cairo, was founded AD 970 as a school of Islamic studies.  It enrolls about ninety thousand students and is the oldest continually existing institution of higher learning in the world.  Other famous universities are University of Cairo, and University of Alexandria (Microsoft Encarta 98 Encyclopedia, 1998).

Between 1800 and 1950, a rapid urbanization created large residential and industrial suburbs and led to the emergence of a professional middle class and a working class.  Nevertheless, elite wealthy families that had ruled Egypt for generations, and in some cases for centuries, continued to dominate the cities.  However, in 1952 a new group called the Free Officers came to power.  This group consisted of middle class, rather than the upper ruling class, and hence altered the country’s structure of power and wealth.  New socialist policies were implemented into laws and regulation.  These series of policies became known as infitah, meaning opening, or open door, and they helped consolidate the class structure.  The prosperous families assumed leadership roles and took responsibility for their less fortunate kin and neighbors.  (Chapin, social organization, 1).

The family is regarded as the most significant unit in the Egyptian society, and kinship plays an important role in virtually all social relations.  An individual’s social identity is closely linked to his or her status in the network of kin relations.  Socialization of children emphasizes integration among their kin group.  An important goal of marriage was to ensure the continuity of a family.  A husband and wife are not considered a family until they have produced their first child.  After the child’s birth, the parents are addressed as father and mother of whatever the child’s name is.  The most deeply held values are – honor, dignity, and security – and they are derived by an individual only as a part of a larger kin group (Chapin, social organization, 2).

Egyptians considered descent patrilineally, and the ideal family is an extended family consisting of a man, his wife or wives, his single and married sons and their wives and children, as well as his unmarried daughters.  The father controls the family’s possessions and income, and even though the adult male heads the household with power and authority, still the female because of parental responsibilities, has some say in things.  In the traditional Egypt, it was an occasion to celebrate if a son was born, whereas with a daughter was generally greeted with ambivalence.  Men are valued both as providers and as progenitors because descent was reckoned through males.  For most men, marriage is marked by the transition to adulthood.  Married men are expected to defer to their fathers, while women are to defer to their husbands.  For most women, marriage means leaving their families’ homes and sometimes their home areas. (Chapin, family and kinship, 1).

A big dilemma in Egypt is the population, which has two interrelated dimensions: high rates of population growth, and unbalanced population distribution.  Rapid population growth is related to past high fertility levels.  Presently, the highest fertility level is found in the Upper Egypt, with 5.2 births per woman, whereas total fertility rate in Lower Egypt is 3.5 births per woman.  To address the population growth, the government intends to increase coverage and further encourage the use of family-planning methods.  In terms of the population distribution issue, the government plans to build new housing projects in the deserts, for a hopeful spread of distributing population (Chelala, 1651).  On the other hand, Egyptians do not live as long, so this factor can help some of the growth problems.  The life expectancy, for males is around sixty, while for females the average age is sixty-four (CIA World Factbook, 1).

In a conservative country like Egypt, love – much less sex – outside of a marriage, is basically a taboo.  But the mounting expenses of marriage, from an apartment to the traditional trousseau, are so monumental that many Egyptians must now work five to ten years to save enough money.  This burden leaves them hypersensitive to changes in the troubled Egyptian economy.  For instance, when the mildest of price increases is added to this volatile recipe of financial distress and deferred passion, the result can be a social combustion unforeseen by politicians and economists.  Barbara Ibrahim, head of the population council in Cairo says, “In Egypt and in the Arab world, marriage is such a central event that it takes on an importance that marriage elsewhere, especially in the West, does not.  Most will never have to save this much again in their lives.  Some work as many as five jobs trying to raise cash to buy an apartment; they are generally not for rent” (Sipress, 0628).  Housing is scarce in Egypt.  For example, ten million families have squeezed into about six million homes.  Nearly all young people in Cairo, except for soldiers and some students, live at their parents’ home. As Alan Sipress writes, “Marriage is the chance not only for love and sex, but also for an independent life” (0628). 

Egypt fits into the category of being an extreme masculine culture, where females do not have much individuality (Lustig, 123).  The women in Egypt do not have many rights, and the distribution of equality is not even close to men’s rights.  Egyptian law says a wife who flees her husband and does not return upon court summons looses all alimony rights, and it also says that a husband can take a second wife without telling the first.  Even in the laws, it says that a woman needs her husband’s permission to obtain a passport (Donnelly, 1005).  This kind of mentality can be seen as deriving from the belief in Muhammad, along with the faith of Islam.  Women have always been preoccupied with household tasks and child rearing, and have rarely had had opportunities for contact with men outside the family.  However, since the 1952 Revolution, social changes, especially in education, have caused many women to spend time in public places among men who were not related to them.  To limit women’s contact with these men, practices such as veiling and gender stratification at school, work, and recreation have become commonplace.  Most women hold positions such as low-paying jobs in factories, offices, service industries, and were usually street cleaners, janitors, hotel and domestic servants, and hospital aides (Chapin, changing status of women, 1).  The mentality that women are inferior to men has always been there, and will continue to linger into the future (Chapin, attitudes toward women, 1).
Female genital mutilation, is a custom that has been practiced for many years in the Egyptian history.  The persistence of the practice, which affects more than ninety percent of Egypt’s female population, is often attributed to a misunderstanding of Islamic doctrine.  For example, Sheik Yusuf El-Badry says, “…unless a woman’s genitals are surgically reduced, and by wearing tight clothes, will only make her want any man, any boy, for sex”.  With attitudes like this, no wonder that there are such problems of determining of what is ethical or not.  Luckily, Cairo’s higher council judge has ruled that there is nothing in the Koran authorizing female circumcision (Cooperman, 51).  Diana Riggs writes, “despite the recent successes of Egypt’s Task Force on FGM, which aims to eliminate the practice, these cases make two things clear: FGM persists, and the medical profession is an accomplice in perpetuating it” (37).  The fact that both boys and girls suffered while under care of licensed physicians illustrates the weakness in the current legislation prohibiting female circumcisions.  The law states that “it is illegal for anyone to carry out circumcision operations, even if the girl or her parents agree to it and threatens practitioners with a potential three-year prison sentence.  Nevertheless, the law also allows the operation to be carried out when “medically necessary,” a condition determined by the attending physician.  Hence, the possibilities for abuse of “medical necessity” are enormous (Digges, 38).  This ritual has mutilated and sometimes killed young girls, and the sad aspect is that the problems will never disappear.

Searching through a country’s profile, one can find out many interesting and delightful aspects.
Egypt is one of those countries.  She has a mystical history and an insightful daily life, but as any other nation, she has her fair share of positive as well as negative matters.  The contemporary Egypt consists of a lot of traveling across time-spans for one to understand her culture, however when one has reached that last end of the road, one cannot be other than amazed and content…
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