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Egypt still
waits for
the gender
revolution
New sexual violence in Tahrir Square puts
spotlight on women’s rights, writes Salym Fayad
  

‘P

LEASE God. Make it stop.”
That is the title of a recent
entry in the blog of British
journalist Natasha Smith, in
which she describes in detail a mass
sexual assault of which she was a
victim in Tahrir Square on June 24,
during celebrations following the
victory of Islamist candidate
Mohammed Mursi in Egypt’s
presidential election. Smith was in
Cairo preparing a documentary on the
role of women in Egyptian society.
Her disturbing narrative echoes the
attack perpetrated on CBS
correspondent Lara Logan in the same
place, when the revolutionaries of
Tahrir celebrated the ousting of dictator
Hosni Mubarak in February last year.
Later last year, renowned Egyptian
journalist Mona Eltahawy had her
hand and arm broken after being
sexually assaulted by a group of riot
police during demonstrations against
the Military Council.
These cases were quickly
disseminated, the statements of the
victims broadcasted internationally
and retweeted endlessly by outraged
journalists, activists and feminists.
Most cases of sexual assault,
however, go unnoticed, even though
studies of the Egyptian Centre for
Women’s Rights indicate that 80% of
Egyptian women have experienced
sexual harassment and more than 60%
of men admitted to harassing women.
In the dense human mass of the
demonstrations in Cairo, violent fights
often erupt because of a wandering
hand or an abusive compliment with
sexual undertones. As is often the
case with gender violence, the fear of
reporting these cases in Egypt is as
pervasive as the attacks.
“Most women don’t talk about this
because for us it is a dishonour,” says
Dina Abouelsoud, co-founder of the
Revolutionary Women’s Coalition, an
organisation that promotes women’s
rights and gender equality in Egypt.
“If a woman has the courage to
report abuse, she is facing the risk of
being harassed again by the
policemen at the station.”
The Egyptian law states, for
instance, that there is no penalty for a
man who beats up his wife “with good
intentions”, and tends to protect men
even in cases where women are
forced to take part in “acts of
indecency”, as the police call any act
involving sexual activity.
Caught in the middle of an indecent
act in his car with a young student a
few weeks ago, a Salafist cleric (from
the ultraconservative branch of Islam)
and MP is free and awaiting
interrogation, while the 19-year-old
woman was imprisoned and subjected
to a virginity test.
The controversial virginity tests are
just another assault on female
integrity, says Abouelsoud. According
to the police, these are often practised
on women who have been arrested
during the ongoing protests to prevent
the demonstrators from accusing the
officers of raping them in prison.
The practice of these tests became
public when Samira Ibrahim, one of
the activists subjected to the test,
challenged the army and the public
prejudice by suing the military junta.
“After the scandal, people started to
complain,” says Abouelsoud, “but not
because of the tests themselves, but
because it was male doctors who were
performing them. That gives you an
idea of how no one here is angered by
the humiliation of women.”
Moreover, a striking picture known
as “the woman in the blue bra”, in
which a riot police officer is about to
kick the stomach a woman who has
been left half-naked after a police
beating in Tahrir Square, underscored
both the issue of police brutality and of
gender violence. At the same time the
image became a symbol of resistance.
Some walls of central Cairo have
been covered with stencil graffiti
depicting the silhouettes of Samira
and of the blue bra, icons of the

struggle for women’s rights.
Abouelsoud says “the problem we
want to attack is the perception of
women in Egypt at the social level, not
necessarily in relation to a political or
religious system”. Although the law in
her country is a reflection of a sexist
society, changing the penal code is not
the priority of her cause.
“A man may spend six months in
jail for touching a woman without her
consent, and rape can be punished
with the death penalty. What worries
us is that nobody complains or takes
legal action, and that there is no
culture of respect for women.”
She says that during the revolution
that deposed Mubarak in February
2011 “there were no men and women in
those days, we were all equal, we were
one”. But as the protests were
appeased, the window of gender
emancipation also started to close.
When Mubarak fell, groups of women
activists received a pat on the back,
sincere gratitude for their collaboration
and the instruction to return home.
“The message we got [from the
emerging political organisations, all led
by men], was that it was time for us to
return to the kitchen and that they
would continue with the revolution.
What was shocking is that these words
of rejection came from the most liberal,
open-minded people.” Thus the
Revolutionary Women’s Coalition was
born as an independent group, a child
of Egyptian sexism.
Mursi’s victory has not contributed
to ease the concerns of the feminists.
Before parliament was dissolved by
the junta, members of the Muslim
Brotherhood tried to pass
controversial bills which included
legalising the marriage of girls from
the age of 14, and a strange law which
would allow a man to have sex with
the corpse of his wife six hours after
her death. They also proposed to
legalise female genital mutilation,
which was banned in 2007. This
procedure, which has been practised
on 70% of married women in Egypt, is
still performed openly in rural areas,
but also, more discreetly, by
gynaecologists in hospitals in Cairo
and Alexandria. Many activists admit

     
  


   
  
with anger or disappointment that
little has changed in the new Egypt
regarding women’s rights and gender
equality. Sexual harassment
continues to enjoy a relative
acceptability and the cases seem to
multiply. But Abouelsoud emphasises
one important step forward: “after the
revolution I realised I was not by
myself, that there were many other
women who wanted change too”.
One initiative that addresses the
taboos surrounding sexual harassment
is HarassMap.org, whereby a woman
can report a case through an
anonymous text message, which
immediately gets recorded in a “map
of harassment” on the website. Tahrir
Square is covered by a thick red circle,
indicating the highest number of
assaults in the country.
In the last few weeks the campaigns
against sexual harassment have gained
momentum, and some young women in
urban areas have denounced their
attackers to the authorities. So far one
of the most notable achievements of
the campaigns has been to raise local
and international awareness around
gender issues, opening the space for
discussion in the public domain.
Though, as Abouelsoud says, a deeper
cultural and social change still needs
to take place.

‘My right to happiness infringed’
TENDAI Biti says he has lost weight
because of the headaches that come
with being finance minister.
Biti, who upon his appointment in 2009
described his job as the “worst in the
world”, said he has lost touch with life.
Speaking at a civic society constitutional
briefing this week, Biti said the constant
visits to his office by war veterans and
civil servants demanding money have
given him sleepless nights.
“Zimbabwe is the lowest on the happiness index. You can look at me, I have
lost weight because every day I have
war veterans, civil servants and Robert

Mugabe and all kinds of nonsense that
impinge on my right in the pursuit of
happiness,” said Biti to much laughter.
“I used to play golf. I used to support
Black Rhinos. I don’t know how all that
ended. I don’t know the last time I have
been to a night club. My right to pursue
happiness has really been infringed. I
used to phone girls but all that is gone.
I don’t think it’s fair.”
Biti, dressed in black faded jeans, a
red and black sweater and his trademark Scottish cap, appeared to have
lost a significant amount of weight. —
Simplicius Chirinda
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