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Abstract: The researcher interviewed 242 unskilled rural laborers
who migrated to Cairo for work. In addition, 20 in-depth-interviews
were carried out. The laborers were asked about their nutritional



20 Nutritional Anthropology, Volume 26, Number 1-2

habits and food consumption in light of their harsh work in the con-
struction field. Because of the low level of their housing conditions
in Cairo and the unavailability of cooking equipment in most of their
rented places, laborers buy ready-made food from street vendors and
cheap restaurants in Cairo. I asked interviewees to list the type — and
the quality and quantity — of food that they ate in the last three meals
(breakfast, lunch, and dinner). The reason for asking such questions
is not to achieve a precise analysis of their nutritional habits, but to
explore the general characteristics of their patterns of food con-
sumption. The results revealed that their food was of the cheapest
kind; often bought from street vendors. Their food is meager and
their work is very hard. Part of the reason for the migrants’ poor
material living conditions in Cairo, including food consumption,
was their need to save and remit as much of their low wages as
possible.

INTRODUCTION

Economic and cultural studies have shown how income and
food costs determine food selections, and often override con-
siderations of “healthfulness,” social desirability, and even
taste. Availability of foods and the relative cost both in terms
of time and money of acquiring and then processing particular
types of foods are considerations in any cultural survival strat-
egy. In addition, socio-cultural factors must always be consid-
ered in calculating human food selection and consumption
(Pelto et. al., 1989). This study investigates the nutritional
habits of unskilled rural Upper Egyptian laborers (Upper
Egypt is the southern less developed part of Egypt) who
migrate to Cairo without their families to work in the informal
sector of the capital’s economy, mainly in construction. This
research addresses migrant workers’ patterns of food selection
and consumption.

THE STUDY POPULATION

Migrants from Upper Egypt included in my sample survey in
Cairo are young, rather poorly educated, and from poor socio-
economic backgrounds. The mean age of interviewees is 29
years, and 55 percent are aged 20-29. Only 10 percent are
aged less than 20, but 35 percent are aged 30-35. Migrants
surveyed in Cairo are overwhelmingly from low-qualification
school backgrounds: 46 percent have no recognized level
of schooling and 35 percent have achieved only the low-status
secondary technical level. Older migrants have lower educa-
tional achievements than younger migrants.

Migrant laborers work an average of 8.5 hours per day.
They work 4.9 days on average per week. Their average daily
wage is LE 19.30 (US$ 4.50). About one-fifth of the migrants
have had serious injuries related to their job while working in
Cairo. The average loss of time due to work-related injuries is
about five working weeks per year. Migrant laborers are not
covered by any social or health insurance. They do not have
access to many of the “normal” aspects of Cairo life, such as
proper accommodation, decent health care, social welfare, work-
ers’ rights, opportunities for social and economic advancement.

Laborers do heavy jobs like unloading and lifting sacks of
cement, sand, or loads of bricks.

STUDY DESIGN AND METHODS

A questionnaire/interview survey of rural-urban migrant
workers in Cairo was the primary method used in gathering
the data reported below. Detailed, tape recorded in-depth
interviews were conducted with a small sample of these
respondents. The questionnaires were conducted at a variety
of public locations frequented by rural laborers in the city of
Cairo from June to October, 2000. The laborers were easy to
find because they are known to gather in public squares, parks,
and coffee shops. Hopeful employers go to those places to
find willing workers and, in turn, the workers await opportu-
nities to be asked to work. Most questionnaires were adminis-
tered either early in the mornings, before the employers began
hiring, or in the evenings when laborers would gather in coffee
shops in the hope of being hired for the next day. Some ques-
tionnaires were administered in the course of the day with
laborers who did not manage to catch a full day employment
opportunity and who were waiting for short task-based assign-
ments. Others were administered in laborers’ residences in
Cairo.

The questionnaire includes the following main groups of
questions: Background information including age, education,
place of origin, marital status, number of sons and daughters
(if ever married); Information about work including current
and previous jobs, number of working hours per day, number
of working days per week, daily wage, duration of current
work, health insurance, occupational safety, accidents and
injuries related to work; and, Information about living condi-
tions in places of origin and destination including ownership
of durable goods in village of origin, access to electricity,
piped water, and sewage disposal, ownership of agricultural
land, livestock, agricultural machines and vehicles, cost of
living in Cairo; nutritional status and expenditure on food and
health.

LIVING CONDITIONS

About 38 percent of the migrants pay nothing for their housing
in Cairo, which consists mostly of derelict properties and
houses. Some of these places can host more than twenty
migrant laborers. Migrants who live in such places have almost
no luggage or personal possessions. Some have only worn-out
blankets that they borrowed or bought for next to nothing. They
buy their food from street vendors and do not prepare any food
themselves. The food is low in calories and fat and appears
inadequate to meet the heavy laborers’ energy needs, but it is
very inexpensive.

The vendors working in the streets take advantage of mar-
ginal employment opportunities that are created by the
demand of the migrants. Tea makers and food vendors in par-
ticular have established their business in the street to serve
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these working migrants. Most of the tea makers position them-
selves near large groupings of laborers, bringing with them
their primitive tea making equipment—gasoline stove, cups,
tea spoons, sugar, tea, and water tank(s). The prices are half
the general Cairo equivalent. Most of these vendors were
former construction laborers who are unfit to work in con-
struction any more due to age. Some of the vendors, however,
were second generation having inherited the business from
their parents.

FOOD EXPENDITURE ITEMS

Respondents were asked to estimate their daily cost of living
to dwell in Cairo. They were asked to provide details of their
daily expenses for consumables such as food, tea, and ciga-
rettes. Table 1 summarizes the range and average daily expenses
for these consumables. These expenses range from 2.5 to LE
15 (US$ 0.60 to 4) with an average of 6.34 per day. The aver-
age amount of money spent per day for consumables com-
prises about 40 percent of migrants’ average daily income.

Food expenditures comprise the bulk of the migrants’
living expenses while working in Cairo. Food costs vary
widely between LE 1 to 8.5 per day, with an average of LE
3.64. Overall food costs represent 57.4 percent of the workers’
total daily expenses.

Tea is the most popular drink in Egypt and is a significant
social activity. Migrants spend about one-fifth of their daily
expenses on tea, and almost the same proportion on cigarettes.
This finding is consistent with the Egyptian cultural practice
of tea drinking. Tea drinking has typical patterns among all
Egyptians. Upper Egyptians, from the south, typically prefer
strong tea with about four spoons of sugar per cup. Tea among
the poor is considered a dessert. Tea is very inexpensive, espe-
cially from the street vendor. One cup of teach costs only LE
0.25 from a street vendor. Some workers drink eight cups of
tea per day.

Smoking is a popular habit and 67.8 percent of the migrants
interviewed reported smoking. They reported smoking ciga-
rettes and also the water pipe, or what is called shisha in
Egypt. The shisha is an oriental smoking device that uses the
water to filter the tobacco. It is important here to mention that,
smoking cigarettes or shisha is regarded as an affordable
luxury for enduring their low standards of living in order to
work in Cairo. Other reported expenses include the costs of

Table 1. Migrant laborers daily expenditures for consumables (LE)
Cairo, June—October 2000

Item Minimum Maximum Average Percent
Food 1.0 8.5 3.64 574
Tea .0 3.0 1.18 18.6
Cigarettes .0 4.8 1.31 20.7
Other .0 5.0 0.21 3.3
Total daily expenses 2.5 15.0 6.34 100.0

hospitality for new arrivals and visitors from the villages back
home.

FOOD AND NUTRITION

Migrant laborers tend to buy ready-made food from street ven-
dors and cheap restaurants in Cairo because coking equipment
is unavailable in their housing. As a part of the interview,
informants were asked to list the type and describe the quality
and quantity of foods consumed during their last three meals
(breakfast, lunch, and dinner). These data provide a general
picture of meal patterns among the migrants that can be com-
pared to that of other Etyptians in both Cairo and Upper Egypt.

Meat consumption is the main indicator of nutritional
well-being in Egypt. As a rough estimate—from my own
observations—average Cairo families eat meat about twice per
week. However, meat is cheaper in Upper Egypt than in Gairo,
so that, despite the overall marked difference in income stan-
dards, average Upper Egyptian families purchase meat once
per week and eat home-reared chicken or other birds once per
week also. Both Cairo and Upper Egypt “average” residents
eat meat twice per week. The only difference is that Cairo res-
idents purchase it twice a week while Upper Egyptians pur-
chase it once per week. Migrant laborers reported they did not
eat meat in Cairo and that they last ate meat when in their own
village. They preferred not to eat meat while in Cairo in order
to save money. The vast majority reported that they last ate
meat on the occasion of their last visit to the village.

Foods commonly eaten include falafel, a traditional
Egyptian food. Traditional falafel are spicy, deep-fried bean
patties or balls. Their basic ingredient is ground broad beans,
chickpeas, or a combination of both. They are tasty, low in
price, rich in proteins and carbohydrates, and high in calories.
They make a very satisfying main courses or light snacks.

“When I have enough money, I head into a restaurant.
When I do not, I just buy falafel for 0.50 Egyptian
pounds and bread. I mean I purchase some beans and
falafel in the restaurant. When I do not have enough
money, I buy two pieces of bread, just something to eat
Jor LE 0.30 or 0.40. At night, I also have dinner at the
restaurant if I have enough money. If not, I go eat beans.
I eat meat only in my hometown because meat here—in
Cairo—is expensive. Moreover, I do not have enough
money to order meat at restaurants” (Mohamed).

Some migrants do not eat much because they believe
that they should suffer like their families in Upper
Egypt. “Before I eat anything here in Cairo, I think
about those in my home. Even if my mouth waters to eat
chicken, meat, or any thing else, I ignore it for the sake
of my family. They are deprived from certain things at
home, and I am here too” (Henein). Other migrant labor-
ers behave select foods depending on their income. “/t
depends. I mean that when I earn some money, and after



22 Nutritional Anthropology, Volume 26, Number 1-2

rrovidin[]' all the needs ()J my Jamilﬁ [ never derm've

myself from anything I need. If [ do not care about
myself, I will definitely be gone” (Zaki). But some are
satisfied with their extremely modest eating habits. “No
meat, sir. I had beans for breakfast, and get lunch for LE
0.50. As for dinner, it is usually bread and cheese. Thank
God, this is very satisfying to me” (Dessouky).

“I eat meat once a month when I go back to my home-
town,” said another one of the interviewees. The nature
of their work is very tough, but their food is very light.
“For breakfast, I usually go to a baker and get two bread
pans for LE 0.25. As for lunch, I get something not more
than one pound; such as three loaves of bread, falafel,
fried eggplant and stuff,” said another one. “The only
way for me to get meat is to get it on a charity basis from
a benevolent man, otherwise, we will never get close to
it. It is exorbitantly expensive, as you can see” (Diab). It
is worth mentioning that, newcomers from the village
and migrants returning from village-visits always bring
with them home-made food that is to be shared by all
residents of the household — most of whom, as we saw
before, are likely to be from the same village or village
grouping. It is a good occasion for these hard-working
migrants to share some happy times and eat food which
reminds them of home and their families.

CONCLUSION

This research has ranged over issues relating directly and
indirectly to living conditions of migrant workers, their
expenditure on food, and their nutritional habits and prac-
tices. Living conditions in Cairo were found to be very poor.
Often 10 or 15 migrants would share the same bedroom,
sleeping on blankets on the floor, with no cooking facilities
and only the most rudimentary sanitary facilities. Many
migrants lived in ruined buildings or buildings under con-
struction; a few even lived on the street. Their food was of the
cheapest kind, often bought from street vendors whose jobs
are specially geared to serving migrant construction workers.
Part of the reason for the migrants’ poor material living con-
ditions in Cairo was their need to save and remit as much of
their low wages as possible, which affected their nutritional
habits and food expenditure and quality. An in-depth nutri-
tional study of Upper Egyptian migrant laborers living in
Cairo would document the effect of poverty, limited food sup-
plies and hard labor on the health and well-being of this eco-
nomically marginal group.

NOTE

1. The research on which this article is based was supported prima-
rily by the Middle East Awards in Population and the Social
Sciences (MEAwards), MEA 427, The Population Council.
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Abstract: A focus on the biocultural evolution of maize processing
in human diets can provide us with a number of engaging case stud-
ies in nutritional anthropology and within a loosely defined field of
ethnonutrition. Most Native American horticultural societies through-
out North America traditionally took part in ceremonies focused on
the harvest and consumption of green corn (unripened maize). In
many communities these rituals continue today. They range from
small family gatherings to community-wide celebrations ushering in
aNew Year. Culinary traditions include everything from the pit-baked
sweet corn of the Hopi to roasted unripened “field” corn of the
Mandan. Perhaps more aptly put, these events are in recognition of
the ripening of corn. These ceremonies mark the developmental
process through which an assured harvest is both expected and cele-
brated. This research report introduces the ceremonial significance of
the green corn harvest in the context of its ethnonutritional and bio-
cultural significance as a food (Brenton 1995). Specific examples are
selected to highlight the intense social importance expressed through
public displays of green corn consumption across Native North
America. These serve to underscore the nutritional significance of
consuming corn in a green state and force us to expand our ideas
about incipient horticulture and biocultural evolution of maize pro-
cessing in Native American communities.

CEREMONIAL USE AND PREPARATION
OF GREEN CORN

Extensive ethnographic and ethnohistoric data exist describ-
ing the processing and ceremonial importance of unripened
maize (e.g., Beaglehole 1937; Campbell 1959; Gradwohl



