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Ten chapters on the customs, rhythms, and small courtesies

that shape daily life. A pocket reference prepared as a
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O N  T H E  T R A N S L I T E R A T I O N

All romanized forms follow the standard Eidetic convention used throughout the

Egyptian Dialect Arabic deck. Audio recordings of every phrase accompany the

corresponding card in the deck. The spellings in this volume are a reading aid, not a

substitute for listening.
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S

F O R E W O R D

A Note on This Volume

peaking the language is half of belonging. The other half is reading the

room. This guide covers the everyday customs that shape Egyptian daily

life, from how to accept a cup of tea to how to bargain at Khan el-Khalili, from

prayer-time rhythms to what to expect during Ramadan nights in Cairo.

Egypt is not monolithic. Cairo is dense, fast, and cosmopolitan; Alexandria is

coastal and Mediterranean; Upper Egypt (Luxor, Aswan, Minya) is conservative

and slower-paced; the Sinai and the Red Sea coast run on their own rhythms.

Cairenes set the tone of national culture (TV, cinema, music), but visiting outside

the capital shifts the register. Where regional differences matter for a visitor,

the notes flag them.

This guide pairs with the phrasebook. Knowing the phrase is useless if you miss

the moment. Knowing the moment is awkward without the phrase. Use them

together.

Compiled by THE EIDETIC EDITORS, for readers who intend to be understood.
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C H A P T E R  I

Hospitality and the Egyptian welcome.

Egyptian hospitality is effusive. A guest is treated as a blessing on the house and

hosts will push tea, coffee, juice, fruit, and full meals on you with real

determination. Refusing completely reads as cold. Accepting everything is

impossible. The middle path is to take a little, praise it sincerely, and let the

gradual refusals unfold over time.

Expect the first thing you are offered to arrive soon after you sit down. Usually it is

tea (shay) or a cold drink. Accept it, even if you do not want it. Refusing the first

offering is the only refusal that actually hurts.
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Remove your shoes at the entrance unless the host signals otherwise. In many

Cairo apartments shoes stay on; in older homes and in Upper Egypt shoes usually

come off.

•

Greet the most senior person in the room first (grandparent, father, eldest uncle),

then work your way around.

•

Accept the first drink offered. You can sip slowly if you do not want more.•

If offered food, take a small portion and praise it. Saying it is delicious (lazeez,

literally tasty) before the host asks sets the right tone.

•

Never eat the last bite on a shared platter. Leaving a little signals that you are full

and that the host has provided more than enough.

•

Do not ask to leave; wait for a natural pause and say ana lazim amshi (I must go)

twice before actually rising.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

The Egyptian phrase 3ala rasi (on my head) comes up constantly in

hospitality contexts. A host will say 3ala rasi wa 3eni (on my head and

my eye) when you thank them. It means "it was my honor," literally

offering the most valued parts of the body. Return it with a hand on the

heart and a warm Allah ykhalleek.
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C H A P T E R  I I

Tea, coffee, and the ahwa.
Phrases 1 to 5

Egyptian shay (tea) is strong, dark, and usually heavily sugared unless you ask

otherwise. It arrives in a small glass, not a mug, and is served constantly.

Turkish-style coffee (qahwa) is thick, grainy at the bottom, and ordered by

sweetness level.

The ahwa (cafe, traditionally men's, now increasingly mixed) is the social nerve

center of Cairo. Men play tawla (backgammon), smoke shisha, watch football, and

gossip for hours over a single cup. Sitting at an ahwa for an afternoon is one of the

most authentic Egyptian experiences.

01 اي لو سمحت ش shay law samaht

Tea please. The opening request at any ahwa or home

visit.

02 وط ب هوة مظ ق qahwa mazbout

Turkish coffee, medium sweet. The default order.

Mazbout means "just right."

03 سادة sada

No sugar. Say this for tea or coffee if you want it plain.

04 اح ف ة ت ش ي ش shisha tuffah

Apple shisha. The most common flavor. Other options:

3enab (grape), na3na3 (mint), 3asal (honey).
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05 كرا ، ش اية كف kifaya, shukran

Enough, thank you. The verbal cue to stop refills.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If you are hosted at home, do not refuse the second cup of tea outright.

Sip the first slowly, compliment it, and the second cup will follow

naturally. Refusing the first cup is a small insult; refusing the fourth is

normal.
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C H A P T E R  I I I

Greetings, handshakes, and the cheek
question.
Phrases 6 to 9

Egyptian greetings are warmer and more physical than in the Gulf. Between

close male friends, two or three cheek touches (alternating sides) are normal.

Between women who know each other, the same. Across gender lines, the rules

are looser than in Saudi Arabia but still context-dependent.

When in doubt, let the other person extend first. A nod with a hand on the heart is

always welcomed and never wrong. You do not need to match the full Egyptian

warmth on day one; approaching it gradually as the friendship deepens is the

natural path.

06 ي ب ي أهلا يا حب ahlan ya habibi

Hi my dear. Used liberally between men, between

women, and between family. Not romantic; the

Egyptian habibi is closer to English "buddy" or "dear."

07 ا ن ورت ن nawwartna

You've lit up our place. Said by a host when you

enter their home or office. A warm welcome formula.

08 ور الله ين Allah ynawwar

May God light it up. The reply to nawwartna.
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09 الك ن ق ت اش ishtaqnalak

We missed you. Said warmly when you see someone

after a while. Women say ishtaqnalik to a woman.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Different-gender handshakes are common in Cairo and Alexandria,

especially among educated younger professionals. In Upper Egypt

(Luxor, Aswan) and in religious households, they are less common. Watch

for the cue. A confident hand on the heart with warm eye contact is

universally accepted across all of Egypt.
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C H A P T E R  I V

The shared meal.

Egyptian meals are laid out family-style on a large round tray (sufra) set on the

floor or a low table. Everyone eats from shared dishes with their right hand and

often with flat bread (3aish baladi) torn into scoops. This style is especially

common outside of restaurants and in more traditional homes.

The host or matriarch serves the best cuts onto your plate repeatedly. Accepting

these without dramatic protest is polite. Protesting just a little signals modesty;

refusing entirely reads as rejection.
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Eat with your right hand from shared platters. Using your left hand for shared

food is a minor faux pas.

•

Wait for the host to start before you do. They will often say bismillah (in God's

name) before the first bite.

•

Compliment the food specifically. Lazeez (tasty) is good; asking for the recipe or

naming a particular dish (the molokhia is incredible) lands even better.

•

Leave a little on your plate to signal you are full. A clean plate is read as "give me

more."

•

Do not start a meal without saying yes to whatever drink is on the table. Refusing

water, juice, or laban (buttermilk) alongside food is awkward.

•

After the meal, say al-hamdu lillah (praise God) audibly. The host expects this

closing line.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If the matriarch personally puts a piece of meat on your plate, eat it even

if you are full. It is the highest compliment she can pay a guest. Calorie

accounting is not a valid excuse in an Egyptian home.
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C H A P T E R  V

Cairo's rhythm: prayer, traffic, late
nights.

Cairo runs on its own clock, loosely organized around prayer times, traffic, and

the Egyptian love of late evenings. Expecting things to happen "on time" in the

Northern European sense will cause friction; reading the rhythm will spare you

frustration.
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Five daily prayers: fajr (pre-dawn), dhuhr (midday), asr (afternoon), maghrib

(sunset), 3isha (evening). Shops and offices briefly pause at each adhan but fully

closing is rare outside of Friday prayer.

•

Friday midday is the quietest window of the week. Shops and offices often close

around midday for jum3a prayer and reopen in the afternoon. Avoid scheduling

anything in this slot.

•

The work week runs Sunday through Thursday. Weekends are Friday and

Saturday.

•

Dinner runs late; many families eat around 9 or 10 at night. Lunch is often the

heaviest meal of the day, served around 3 or 4 in the afternoon.

•

Cairo traffic peaks from 7 to 10 am and from 4 to 9 pm. Add at least 45 minutes to

any journey in those windows.

•

Midnight is still early in Cairo. Streets, cafes, and koshary shops stay busy until 2

or 3 am, especially in Zamalek, Maadi, and downtown.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Egyptian time is often elastic in social contexts. For casual meetings and

dinners, arrivals can run late and a short delay is rarely remarked on.

Business and formal contexts tend to be closer to on-time. Read the

specific setting rather than assuming a single rule.
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C H A P T E R  V I

What to wear.

Cairo and Alexandria are more relaxed about dress than the Gulf, but modesty

still reads as respectful. You will see everything in Cairo from miniskirts to full

niqab within a single block. Dressing modestly earns warmth and access;

dressing carelessly earns quiet distance, especially outside tourist zones.
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Men: long trousers and a shirt with sleeves work anywhere. Shorts are fine on the

beach, at a resort, or in Zamalek, but rare elsewhere.

•

Women: a loose long dress, a long skirt, or trousers with a tunic are all

comfortable choices. Bare shoulders and short hemlines are visible in upscale

Cairo spots (Zamalek, Maadi, New Cairo) but draw attention in older

neighborhoods.

•

Headscarves are not required for non-Muslim visitors. The majority of Egyptian

Muslim women wear hijab, but non-Muslim visitors going uncovered is expected

and accepted.

•

Upper Egypt (Luxor, Aswan, Minya) is more conservative. Shoulders covered,

knees covered, no exceptions.

•

Mosques require head covering for women, modest dress for everyone, and shoes

off at the entrance. Some larger mosques (Mohamed Ali, Al-Azhar) lend abayas and

scarves at the entrance.

•

For business meetings, err formal. A suit for men, a conservative blouse and skirt

or trousers for women. Egyptians dress up for work more than many Western

countries.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Beach resorts on the Red Sea (Sharm el-Sheikh, Hurghada, El Gouna)

run on their own relaxed rules. Bikinis, shorts, and tank tops are the

norm inside the resort bubble. Step outside the resort gate and switch

back to modest dress immediately.
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C H A P T E R  V I I

Gender in public spaces.

Gender norms in Egypt sit between the liberal Gulf capitals and the more

traditional stretches of the Arab world. Cairo and Alexandria are visibly mixed:

cafes, restaurants, Uber rides, and workplaces are co-ed by default. Rural and

Upper Egyptian settings are more conservative. The right move is to read the

specific room.
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Restaurants and cafes: mixed seating is the default in Cairo and Alexandria. Some

cheap ahwas in older districts are still unofficially male spaces; a foreign woman

sitting there is unusual but not prohibited.

•

Street harassment unfortunately exists and can be persistent for visibly foreign

women. Keeping earbuds in, walking confidently, and ignoring comments is the

norm.

•

Handshakes: let the person of the opposite gender extend first. A hand on the

heart with a warm smile is always safe.

•

Uber and Careem work normally and are used by all genders. Many women prefer

them over street taxis at night.

•

Public displays of affection between couples are visible but restrained. Holding

hands is fine; extended kissing in public is not.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If you are a woman traveling alone and find the attention tiring, upscale

cafes in Zamalek, Maadi, or Heliopolis tend to be calmer environments.

Etiquette in these spaces is closer to what many Western travelers

expect, though norms still vary by venue and time of day.
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C H A P T E R  V I I I

Ramadan in Egypt.

Ramadan transforms Egypt more visibly than almost any other country. The

days slow down, work hours shrink, and restaurants close through daylight. But

the nights come alive in a way that has no equivalent in the Western calendar.

The streets fill with fanous lanterns, the iftar cannon (madfa3 al-iftar) booms at

sunset, tables stretch across alleys for free community iftar meals, and the hours

between iftar and suhoor become the social peak of the year.
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Eating, drinking, chewing gum, or smoking in public during daylight hours is

culturally insensitive, even if you are not fasting. Hotels and upscale restaurants

serve non-fasters discreetly.

•

Work hours drop significantly during Ramadan, with many offices keeping shorter

schedules. Schedule meetings in the morning; afternoon energy is low.

•

Iftar is the sunset meal that breaks the fast. The traditional opening is a date and a

sip of water, followed by qamar al-din (dried apricot juice) or laban, then the full

meal.

•

Suhoor is the pre-dawn meal. Cairo's streets, cafes, and restaurants stay open

until 3 or 4 am to serve suhoor. It is a party as much as a meal.

•

Mawa'id al-rahman (tables of mercy) appear on street corners: long communal

tables where strangers are fed for free at iftar by charitable sponsors. Sitting at

one is welcomed and a real Egyptian experience.

•

Greet anyone fasting with Ramadan kareem (Ramadan is generous). The reply is

Allahu akram (God is more generous).

•

Shopping, socializing, and visiting family happen from 10 pm until 2 or 3 am. The

rhythm flips completely.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If an Egyptian friend invites you to iftar at their home, say yes without

hesitation. It is the most generous meal of the year and the most

authentic hospitality you will ever experience in Egypt. Bring a box of

baklava, kunafa, or good dates as a gift.
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C H A P T E R  I X

Bargaining at Khan el-Khalili.

Bargaining is not optional at Khan el-Khalili, Attaba, or any Egyptian souk. The

first price is usually inflated, sometimes significantly, and the merchant is

disappointed if you pay it. Bargaining is a performance both sides enjoy. Smile,

play the game, and expect to land well below the opening price.
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Ask bi-kam (how much) with genuine interest, then react to the first price with

surprise. A visible ghali awi (very expensive) is expected.

•

Counter well below the first price. They will counter back. Work toward the

middle.

•

Walk away if you have to. Walking halfway out of the shop is often when the real

price appears. If the merchant lets you leave, their real price was higher than your

counter.

•

Compliment the shop and the merchant during the negotiation. Egyptian

bargaining is about warmth, not adversarial haggling.

•

Never insult the product to get a lower price. Egyptians take pride in what they

sell and cutting down the product cuts down the negotiation.

•

Cash (especially Egyptian pounds) gets better prices than cards. Keep a mix of

small bills for change.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If you want a fixed-price experience, most mall shops and chain stores

have non-negotiable tags. But the street stalls, the antique shops in Khan

el-Khalili proper, and every souk in Aswan are full bargaining zones.
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C H A P T E R  X

Goodbyes and follow-ups.
Phrases 10 to 14

Egyptian goodbyes are layered. You announce your departure once, the host

protests, you announce again, the host relents, and the actual leaving takes

another ten minutes of warm formulas at the door. Rushing through the

sequence reads as cold. Letting it unfold is part of the visit itself.

10 ر أخ ، مت ي م أمش لاز lazim amshi, mit'akhar

I must go, it's late. The opening move of any

goodbye. Expect real resistance from the host.

11 دري لسه ؟ ب اي ز إ izzay? badri lessa

What do you mean? It's still early. The host's

obligatory counter. Reply gently that you really must

go.

12 اء ن ش ريب إ ك ق وف ش ن

الله

nshoofak qurayyib in sha' Allah

See you soon, God willing. The softening line as you

actually move to leave.

13 سلملي على الأهل sallimli 3ala al-ahl

Give my regards to your family. A warm closing,

expected when leaving a family home.
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14 ي أمان الله ف fi aman Allah

Into God's protection. The warmest goodbye, said at

the door as you step out.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Follow-up matters. A short WhatsApp message within 24 hours thanking

your host for al-diyafa (the hospitality) lands very well. Egyptians

remember thoughtful guests and will open doors for you next time.
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T

C O D A

What Comes Next.
A Note for the Reader

his guide is the backbone. There is a deeper layer that comes with time:

Cairo's neighborhood politics, the Coptic Christian calendar, regional

dialects outside the capital, and the shared references (from Umm Kulthum to

modern film) that Egyptians weave into daily talk. Those come from living

there, not from a guide.

Pair this with the phrasebook and the Eidetic Egyptian deck. The language

gives you the words. The culture tells you when to use them. Together, they

let you belong.

Happy travels.

A  R E A D E R ' S  I N V I T A T I O N

The Egyptian Dialect Arabic Deck

This guide covers the essentials. The Eidetic Egyptian Dialect Arabic

deck puts these cultural moments into flashcard form with native

audio, so you hear the right phrase at the right time. See the deck at

eidetic.cards.

E I D E T I C  C O M P A N I O N A Companion Volume N O .  0 1

Eidetic Companion Volumes M M X X V I 25



S E E  T H E  F U L L  D E C K →
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