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POPULATION:  78,629,000
GNI PER CAPITA: US$1,788

COUNTRY RATINGS 2004 2009

NONDISCRIMINATION AND ACCESS TO JUSTICE:  2.8 3.0
AUTONOMY, SECURITY, AND FREEDOM OF THE PERSON:  2.8 2.9
ECONOMIC RIGHTS AND EQUAL OPPORTUNITY:  2.8 2.9
POLITICAL RIGHTS AND CIVIC VOICE:  2.7 2.7
SOCIAL AND CULTURAL RIGHTS:  2.4 2.6

(COUNTRY RATINGS ARE BASED ON A SCALE OF 1 TO 5, WITH 1 REPRESENTING THE LOWEST AND 5 THE 
HIGHEST LEVEL OF FREEDOM WOMEN HAVE TO EXERCISE THEIR RIGHTS)

•

INTRODUCTION

Over the past decade, women in Egypt have made great strides in address-
ing discriminatory laws. The country’s personal status legislation, which 
had been a source of gender discrimination since its inception in the 
1920s, has undergone reform, especially with respect to its procedural ele-
ments. Legal prohibitions preventing women’s equal access to and rep-
resentation in the judiciary have been lifted, and social taboos that have 
restricted their access to certain professions have been broken. At the same 
time, increasing poverty and hardship have taken their toll on women and 
their families, limiting their choices and reducing their opportunities to 
as  sert their rights. Rising social conservatism with respect to gender roles 
and increasing deprivation could ultimately undermine women’s ability to 
translate legal rights into lived realities.

Egypt is a republic, led by a president who serves as head of state and a 
prime minister who is the head of government. The legislative branch con-
sists of the mostly elected People’s Assembly (Majlis al-Sha’b) and the par-
tially elected Consultative Council (Majlis al-Shura). Hosni Mubarak has 
been the president since the 1981 assassination of his predecessor, Anwar 
al-Sadat. He has maintained an authoritarian regime, with sweeping pow-
ers legitimized through an emergency law that has been in effect since 
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he took offi ce. The president’s term has been renewed every six years.1 
Until recently, citizens could only vote for or against a single nominee in 
a referendum. However, an amendment to Article 76 of the constitution 
in 2005 allowed for the nomination of alternative candidates.2 While this 
represented a step toward democratic competition, it was accompanied 
by other amendments that, according to the opposition, inhibit political 
parties’ ability to contest the hegemony of the ruling National Democratic 
Party. And any improvements to the electoral framework continue to be 
overshadowed by the government’s use of authoritarian tactics in practice.3 

In this deeply contested environment, Egyptians have engaged in a 
high level of political activism on several fronts. To contest Mubarak’s bid 
for a fi fth presidential term and the possibility that he would “bequeath” 
the offi ce to his son, Gamal Mubarak, a movement of mostly urban, 
professional women and men known as Kefaya (Enough) staged its fi rst 
protest in December 2004. Since then the group has led several demon-
strations in Cairo and across the country to demand genuine political 
re  form. On another front, female students, mostly belonging to various 
Islamist movements, have been exceptionally active in student opposition 
to the encroachment of security forces on their rights and space in the 
uni  versities. Women and men of all political stripes also took to the streets 
in large numbers following the Israeli assault on Gaza in January 2009. 
Moreover, factory workers and civil servants have instigated a number of 
strikes and demonstrations, in which women have played a leading role, 
calling upon the government to address the problem of corruption and the 
failure to provide wages that meet the rising cost of living. Protests related 
to gender-specifi c issues have been less common, although female activists 
have protested against women’s molestation on the street.

The years 2004–09 featured continued progress in the removal of gen-
der inequality from the Egyptian legal system. One of the main demands 
of women’s rights groups was fi nally met in 2004, when the government 
submitted proposed changes to the nationality law that would enable 
Egyptian women married to foreign men to pass on their nationality to 
their children. The new law was approved by the legislature, and it has 
helped to secure the rights of children whose mothers had non-Egyptian 
spouses. Two major reforms took place in 2008. First, the Supreme Judicial 
Council allowed women to become judges and sit on the bench for the 
fi rst time in the country’s history. Second, amendments to the child law 
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included crucial steps toward gender equality, such as an increase in the 
minimum age of marriage to 18 and the criminalization of female genital 
mutilation (FGM). 

Despite these advances, gender discrimination remains widespread in 
the legal system. The penal code offers lenient sentences for men convicted 
of committing honor killings and defi nes the crime of adultery differently 
for male and female perpetrators. The personal status law—which regu-
lates issues including marriage, divorce, and child custody—has long been 
viewed as a major source of discrimination against women. And due to 
conservative interpretations of Shari‘a (Islamic law), the worth of a wom-
an’s testimony in family court is considered to be half that of a man’s. Even 
the reforms that have been passed in recent years could be undermined in 
practice by entrenched societal norms and a lack of effective enforcement 
mechanisms. For example, FGM is illegal, but it is still widely practiced, 
particularly in rural areas.

The challenge in the years to come will be to adopt the institutional 
and policy framework necessary to make the amended child law and other 
such reforms enforceable. Proper implementation will also require sensi-
tive and consistent awareness-raising and activism at the community level, 
as only social changes can make benefi cial laws a reality in people’s lives.

NONDISCRIMINATION AND ACCESS TO JUSTICE

While some discriminatory aspects of Egypt’s legal regime have been hotly 
debated and reformed in recent years, others have gone unaddressed. The 
nationality law was amended in 2004 to remove a discriminatory provi-
sion against a mother’s right to pass citizenship on to her children, and 
social dialogue has increased regarding the unequal worth of women’s tes-
timony in family courts. However, practical obstacles to equal access to 
justice persist, and discriminatory penal code provisions related to honor 
killings and adultery remain unchanged.

According to Article 40 of the constitution, all citizens are equal, irre-
spective of race, ethnic origin, language, religion, or creed.4 Article 40 does 
not explicitly mention gender, but it is commonly interpreted as protecting 
women from discrimination. In 2007, Article 62 was amended to call for 
minimum representation of women in the parliament, opening the door 
for the establishment of a quota (see “Political Rights and Civic Voice”).
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While many of the country’s policies and laws ensure women’s equal-
ity in principle, institutionalized forms of gender discrimination founded 
on patriarchal values regularly deny women’s equal rights in practice. This 
is re  fl ected in Article 11 of the constitution, which obligates the state to 
harmonize women’s duties toward their families with their “work in soci-
ety,” while providing them with equality in political, social, cultural, and 
economic spheres so long as the rules of Islamic jurisprudence are not 
violated. This seemingly benevolent article opens the door to the unequal 
treatment of women because conservative interpretations of Shari‘a are 
often at odds with the principles of gender equality. Poor women are at a 
particular disadvantage, as they frequently lack the education, resources, 
and social connections that would enable them to assert their rights.

Despite recent legislative reforms, women do not enjoy the same citi-
zenship rights as men. The parliament amended the nationality law in 
2004, allowing the children of Egyptian mothers and foreign fathers to 
obtain Egyptian citizenship, but the law still prohibits such children from 
joining the army, the police, and certain government posts.5 Moreover, 
those born before the reform’s enactment had to apply for citizenship 
within one year or permanently lose the right to become citizens. The law 
continues to prohibit citizenship for the children of Egyptian mothers and 
Palestinian fathers.6 Prior to the 2004 amendment, Egyptian women mar-
ried to foreigners could not pass their citizenship to their husbands or chil-
dren, even if they lived permanently in Egypt. The ban on women passing 
their citizenship to their foreign spouses has been retained, although no 
such restriction is placed on Egyptian men married to foreign women. 

Sustained efforts to address gender discrimination in access to justice 
have been met with immense political and social opposition. Cultural atti-
tudes dissuade women from fi ling complaints in court, which is seen as 
a public exposure of personal problems. Instead, they are encouraged to 
deal with problems in a private, nonconfrontational manner, for instance 
through mediation within the family. Social values regarding women’s 
voice and representation in public, and the patriarchal attitudes of some 
lawyers and judges, also cast doubt on women’s ability to give credible, 
coherent, and accurate testimony. However, one of the greatest impedi-
ments to justice for both women and men is lack of economic resources. 
The cost of fi ling a lawsuit and the ongoing expenses of prolonged cases 
de  ter many from defending their rights. These factors together make access 
to justice especially diffi cult for poor women.
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Activists continue to challenge discriminatory provisions of the Egyptian 
penal code, though their success so far has been limited. Nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) dedicated to women’s rights have lobbied against 
Article 17, which allows judges to hand down lenient sentences to men 
convicted of so-called honor killings. These crimes typically involve the 
murder of a woman by a relative for perceived moral or sexual transgres-
sions that supposedly stain the family’s honor. Unlike the penal codes of 
neighboring countries, which require a man to catch his female family 
member in a compromising act, honor killings in Egypt are excusable even 
when based on rumors and speculation (see “Autonomy, Security, and 
Freedom of the Person”). In addition, Article 277 of the penal code defi nes 
adultery differently for men and women. While a man is guilty of adultery 
only if he commits the act in his marital home, a woman is guilty regard-
less of where the act takes place.7

Women’s testimony and the evidentiary strength of female witnesses 
are considered to be equal to those of men, though there are some excep-
tions, including matters related to the personal status code. Most of the 
current legal codes do not distinguish between men’s and women’s testi-
mony. Instead, the judge assesses the worth of testimony based on its cred-
ibility, strength, and consistency.8 Under the personal status law, however, 
two female witnesses are the equivalent of one male witness in a marital 
contract, and the testimony of two women is equivalent to that of one man 
in the family courts, which adjudicate personal status cases.9 As a practical 
matter, family court judges require two female witnesses to comply with 
the legal regulations, but then often take into account only the testimony 
of the relevant female witness.10

Since the personal status law is based primarily on Shari‘a, a key to 
challenging discriminatory personal status provisions lies in the potential 
for different interpretations of the Koran. In 2008, Zeinab Radwan, a 
deputy speaker of the lower house of parliament and an expert in Islamic 
jurisprudence, contested the interpretation of Koranic verses that are 
often invoked to deny equal weight to the testimony of women. She 
argued that the verses “related to a specifi c situation in which women 
were illiterate at the time, and could also forget the details of the inci-
dent since what they were giving was verbal testimony, not written.”11 
Important independents and respected scholars, such as Mahmoud 
Bassiyouny, supported this view, but the ensuing parliamentary discus-
sions were highly antagonistic, with some lawmakers—particularly those 
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from the Islamist camp—arguing that Radwan’s views were a distortion 
of the Muslim faith.12

Egypt ratifi ed the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Dis-
crimi  nation against Women (CEDAW) in 1981. It placed reservations on 
Article 9(2), regarding the right of women to pass their nationality to their 
children; Article 16, related to equality within marriage; Article 29(2), on 
the resolution of disputes related to the convention; and Article 2, which 
calls for the implementation of policies designed to eliminate gender dis-
crimination, on the grounds that this could violate Shari‘a in some cases. 
The reservation to Article 9(2) was lifted in 2008 after the nationality law 
was amended to allow women to transfer citizenship to their children. 
However, the other reservations remain.13 

The Egyptian delegation to CEDAW justifi ed the reservations to Article 
16 by arguing that Shari‘a provides equivalent—rather than equal—rights 
to women that balance the proper roles of men and women during the 
course of and in the dissolution of a marriage.14 In light of the virtual 
monopoly held by highly conservative and reactionary religious elites over 
the process of determining what conforms with and what defi es Shari‘a 
in the Egyptian context, the push for more progressive interpretations has 
proven an uphill battle for proponents of reform.

Egyptian institutions and organizations lobbying for changes in the 
penal code or pressing the government to implement CEDAW are able 
to operate freely. This is partly because much of the lobbying work for 
a constitutional amendment that would allow for affi rmative action was 
initiated by the National Council for Women, an offi cial entity headed by 
the current fi rst lady that reports directly to the president. Nevertheless, 
nongovernmental women’s organizations have been active in lobbying for 
CEDAW implementation as well. 

Recommendations 

 F The government should expand the nationality law to enable the for-
eign husbands of Egyptian women to obtain Egyptian citizenship.

 F The penal code must be amended to create a nondiscriminatory defi ni-
tion of adultery and to eliminate leniency for honor killings. 

 F Egypt should remove its reservations to Article 16 of CEDAW and 
bring domestic legislation into compliance with international standards 
regarding women’s marriage and divorce rights.



EGYPT 7

This report is a chapter in Women’s Rights in the Middle East and North Africa: Progress Amid Resistance, 
ed. Sanja Kelly and Julia Breslin (New York, NY: Freedom House; Lanham, MD: Rowman & 

Littlefi eld, 2010), available in paperback, as a CD-ROM, and online at http://www.freedomhouse.org.

 F The government and NGOs should improve women’s access to the 
courts by providing free legal advice to prospective litigants and subsi-
dizing the court expenses of indigent women.

 F For existing antidiscrimination laws and policies to be effective, the 
government must proactively enforce them by prosecuting offenders.

AUTONOMY, SECURITY, AND FREEDOM OF THE PERSON

While national laws guarantee women’s personal security and autonomy, 
the government and private actors undermine these rights in practice. Al -
though amendments to the personal status law made in 2000 instituted 
some positive changes, women’s personal freedoms remain constricted, 
especially within the marital relationship. In addition, sexual and physical 
harassment continue in both the private and the public sphere, leaving 
women vulnerable to abuse in many facets of their lives.

Muslims, nearly all of them Sunni, comprise approximately 90 per-
cent of the population in Egypt, while the remaining 10 percent consists 
largely of Coptic Christians.15 Article 46 of the constitution grants all per-
sons the freedom of belief and the right to practice their religious rites, and 
Article 40 prohibits discrimination on the basis of religion. Despite legal 
protections, followers of different religions do not enjoy equal privileges 
and benefi ts, and people born into the Muslim faith who wish to change 
their religion face practical diffi culties in doing so.16 Muslim women are 
prohibited from marrying non-Muslim husbands, whereas Muslim men 
are permitted to wed Christian or Jewish wives. Within the Coptic Ortho-
dox Church, women who marry men of other faiths are prohibited from 
partaking of communion, one of the faith’s central rites. 

As in most other Arab states, Egypt’s personal status laws—which gov-
ern all matters pertaining to family life, including marriage, the spousal 
relationship, divorce, and child custody—are widely seen as one of the pri-
mary sources of discrimination against women in legislation and practice. 
Egypt does not have a unifi ed personal status code that applies to citizens 
of all faiths. Instead, the Personal Status Law (No. 25 of 1925, as amended 
in 1979, 1985, 2000, and 2004) governs the Muslim majority, while most 
other faiths apply their own community’s religious standards to family 
matters, assuming all parties to a dispute belong to the same faith. The 
most recent draft of a personal status law for non-Muslims was submitted 
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to the Ministry of Justice in 1998, but it is still awaiting review.17 Family 
issues for Coptic Christians are handled in the same family courts used by 
Muslims, with judges who are trained in the application of both Muslim 
and Christian religious laws. The personal status law for Muslims auto-
matically applies in marriages between Muslim husbands and non-Muslim 
wives, putting the wives at a distinct disadvantage.

While some marriages are still arranged by families, particularly in 
rural areas, this practice is not believed to be as common as in the past. 
In all cases, however, there is an increasing societal understanding that 
women and men should meet and get to know each other before marriage, 
and that a woman’s consent must be secured for a marriage to proceed.

A Muslim woman’s right to make stipulations within the marriage con-
tract is guaranteed under law. Such provisions may include the right to 
pursue one’s education, the right to continue working while married, or 
even the parameters of any future divorce. However, in practice, the legal 
requirement that a wali, or marriage guardian, must negotiate the mar-
riage contract on the bride’s behalf limits women’s ability to determine the 
terms of marriage, and social norms strongly discourage the inclusion of 
stipulations.18

Women are also severely disadvantaged under the system of urfi  (cus-
tomary) marriages, which have become increasingly common among 
Egyptian youth. Urfi  marriages are informal civil contracts, signed in the 
presence of two witnesses, that allow couples to live together, often with-
out the knowledge of their family. Some argue that urfi  marriages have 
proliferated because of the high costs of traditional marriage, whereas oth-
ers argue that their purpose is to legitimize sexual relations. Approximately 
three million urfi  marriages have been documented by notaries in Egypt, 
although the actual number is thought to be much higher.19 Urfi  marriages 
are particularly harmful for women because they are not registered as tra-
ditional marriage contracts, and the husband is not deemed fi nancially 
responsible for the wife or held liable for alimony or child support in case 
of separation. If an urfi  husband hides or destroys the marriage document, 
the wife can neither petition for divorce nor remarry for fear of being 
ac  cused of bigamy. In addition, paternity suits often arise regarding the 
children from such unions when the father refuses to acknowledge the urfi  
marriage and hides the marital document.20 The parliament is currently 
considering a law that would outlaw urfi  marriages and impose penalties 
on those who do not comply.21
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Under the Muslim personal status law, men have the unilateral and un -
conditional right to divorce at will (talaq) by telling their wives three times 
that they are divorced and registering the announcement at a religious 
notary offi ce within 30 days.22 Conversely, women are required to petition 
the court and seek either a fault-based or no-fault (khula) divorce.

The fault-based divorce is available to women only when the husband 
has exhibited one of the following four faults: (1) illness, including men-
tal illness or impotence; (2) failure to provide maintenance or fi nancial 
support; (3) absence or imprisonment; and (4) harmful behavior, such as 
mental or physical abuse. Although the last provision theoretically allows 
abused women to get out of a marriage, judges have considerable discre-
tion in deciding whether to grant a divorce because the necessary degree 
of injury is not clearly established. For example, they are free to tailor their 
decisions regarding this threshold based on the socioeconomic class of the 
woman—the poorer she is, the more harm she is expected to endure and 
the less likely she is to be granted a divorce.23 

Until the 2000 amendments to the personal status law, this fault-based 
system was a woman’s only avenue to initiate divorce. Now, Article 20 of 
the personal status law codifi es the traditional Islamic practice of khula, 
a no-fault mechanism in which women exchange their fi nancial rights—
forgoing alimony and returning their dowry—for a divorce. There is a 
requisite arbitration period of three months, and the entire process should 
take no more than six months to complete, but reports indicate that stall-
ing tactics allow men to delay rulings for years.24

According to the 2008 bylaws that govern Coptic Christian marriages, 
divorce for both men and women is permitted only on the basis of adul-
tery or conversion of one spouse to another religion.25 This differs from 
regulations issued in 1938 by the Coptic Orthodox Milli Council, which 
also allowed divorce in cases of domestic violence, male impotence, or male 
abandonment.

Due to persistent and effective activism by women’s rights organiza-
tions, Article 20 of the Muslim personal status law was amended in 2005 
to permit mothers to have custody of children until they turn 15 years old 
or until they remarry, whichever comes fi rst.26 Previously, women’s custody 
rights ended when the boys reached the age of 10 and the girls reached 12. 
Although this amendment is viewed as a positive step, the law retains an 
arbitrary limitation to a mother’s custody rights rather than allowing the 
family court to assess each situation in accordance with the best interest 
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of the child. In practice, men rarely petition for custody of their children 
un  less they wish to do so as a form of punishment for their ex-wives: once 
a woman loses custody, she also loses the right to the marital home or 
housing support.

Among children resulting from marriages between Muslim husbands 
and non-Muslim wives, children younger than 15 are by law considered 
Muslim. Consequently, if the husband in a Christian family decides to 
convert to Islam, he not only changes the set of laws that regulate the cou-
ple’s marriage, divorce, and child custody disputes, he also automatically 
converts his children to Islam. Judges frequently deny child custody to 
Christian women with Muslim husbands on the premise that they need to 
protect the Muslim faith of the children. In June 2009, however, the Court 
of Cassation overturned a decision by the Alexandria Appeals Court and 
awarded the custody of twin boys to a Christian mother who divorced her 
Muslim husband, creating a theoretical precedent for considering the best 
interest of the child in custody decisions.27 It is not clear to what extent 
other judges will be infl uenced by this verdict when ruling on similar cases.

Under amendments to the child law (No. 12 of 1996) made in June 
2008, Article 20 now permits illegitimate children to receive birth certifi -
cates in the mother’s name if the father is unknown. Previously, such chil-
dren were left without an offi cial identity unless their fathers voluntarily 
claimed them. If left unclaimed, they were denied all citizenship rights, 
including the right to vaccinations, education, and Egyptian nationality. 
The new provision greatly helps children born out of wedlock or resulting 
from urfi  marriages,28 although on the societal level, such children often 
remain stigmatized.

The child law amendments also increased the minimum age of mar-
riage to 18 for both sexes.29 According to one of the legislators speaking 
in favor of the amendment in the parliament, a poll indicated that 73 
per  cent of Egyptian families would approve of a ban on marriage below 
the age of 18. However, the Muslim Brotherhood, an Islamist opposition 
group, objected to the new article, arguing that it defi ed Shari‘a, which sets 
the age of marriage at 15 for girls and 16 for boys.

Freedom of movement, one of the most basic personal freedoms and a 
prerequisite to any reasonable level of autonomy, is restricted for women 
in some respects. In 2000, the Supreme Constitutional Court (Case 243 
of the 21st Judicial Year) ruled that women no longer needed the permis-
sion of their husbands or fathers to obtain passports and travel. However, 
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a husband or father can still restrict a woman’s travel if he obtains a court 
order to that effect, for example to prevent the woman’s fl ight during a 
child-custody dispute.30 Social restrictions regarding appropriate behavior 
for women inhibit freedom of movement, particularly for those who live 
in rural areas and belong to socially and religiously conservative families. 
The notion that a man has the right to prohibit his wife from leaving the 
house, while still prevalent, is being increasingly contested even in rural 
contexts. Generally speaking, women of all backgrounds exercise their 
agency by seeking to negotiate the terms of their mobility, and they often 
do so successfully, enabling them to pursue greater opportunities for edu-
cation or employment.

Violence against women is a serious problem in Egypt, and no law 
specifi cally prohibits domestic abuse. Family violence can theoretically be 
prosecuted under the penal code provisions that prohibit bodily injury in 
general, but this has largely been ineffective, partly because Article 60 of the 
penal code excuses acts that have been committed in “good faith” pursuant 
to a right established under Shari‘a. Since Shari‘a is often deemed to permit 
the “disciplining” of “disobedient” women, this article has been employed 
to excuse domestic violence, so long as the beating is not severe and is not 
directed at the face or other critical areas.31 Very few mechanisms are cur-
rently in place to protect women or provide adequate support for victims of 
abuse. The state runs seven shelters for abused women, but husbands and 
family members have access to the facilities, and they are viewed more as 
centers for rehabilitation and mediation than as true sanctuaries.

One private organization, the Association for the Development and 
En  hancement of Women, set up its own shelter—Beit Hawa, or the 
House of Eve—in 2006.32 It is free of charge and enforces strict secu-
rity measures to provide abused women and their children with a sense 
of safety. However, it is constantly threatened with closure due to lack of 
resources.33 Women’s rights activists have continued to push for increased 
media attention on the subject of gender-based violence, making it a less 
taboo topic in recent years, but there is no conclusive evidence that more 
battered women are seeking redress.

Honor killings, the most extreme form of gender-based violence, still 
occur in Egypt. Such murders are often based on nothing more than rumors 
about the woman’s behavior. Patriarchal control over women, rising social 
and religious conservatism, and the tribal system that remains prevalent in 
rural areas and among urban people of rural origin have all contributed to 
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the problem. The last offi cial statistics on honor killings were released in 
a 1995 report, which estimated that 52 out of 819 reported murders were 
honor killings.34 Due to the penal code’s leniency toward men who com-
mit honor killings, judges have often sentenced such individuals to as little 
as six months in prison.

Widespread sexual harassment on the streets of Egypt undermines wom-
en’s freedom of movement and their right to be protected against gender-
based violence outside the home. A study undertaken by the Egyptian Center 
for Women’s Rights in July 2008 found that 46.1 percent of Egyptian 
women and 52.3 percent of foreign women are subjected to sexual harass-
ment on a daily basis, including men staring inappropriately at their bod-
ies, inappropriate touching, sexually explicit comments, and stalking.35

In 2006 and 2008, two incidents garnered massive attention for their 
boldness and brutality during the Eid al-Fitr, the holiday marking the end 
of the holy month of Ramadan. In 2006, dozens of women were harassed by 
large groups of men on the streets of central Cairo. Women of all ages were 
targeted, whether alone or accompanied by family members, fully veiled 
or covered only by the hijab (headscarf ). Shopkeepers offered the women 
refuge in their stores as they sought to avoid having their clothes ripped off 
and being molested in the streets. The police were present but did noth-
ing to intervene. No efforts were made to prosecute the perpetrators, even 
though the incident was fi lmed on mobile telephones and the images were 
widely distributed on the Internet. Offi cials initially denied that the inci-
dent occurred, but local and national news outlets eventually began discuss-
ing it and generally questioning women’s security on the streets of Egypt.36

Women’s rights activists reacted by holding demonstrations in Cairo 
calling for safer streets for women and for the adoption of an appropri-
ate policy to address the problem. When a similar incident occurred in 
2008 in the middle-class suburb of Mohandeseen, the offi cial reaction was 
very different.37 Again, women’s clothes were ripped off and they were 
physically abused by hordes of men, but this time the police intervened 
im  mediately and arrested some of those involved. Under pressure from 
activist lobbying, sustained press coverage, and wide discussion of the 
2006 incident by bloggers, the government attempted to avoid additional 
political embarrassment for its inability to protect citizens and maintain 
security. It conducted a broader clampdown,38 which included the sen-
tencing of one man to a year in prison and another to three years in prison 
for sexual harassment.39 However, until this issue is adequately addressed 
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by legislation and other measures like police training, widespread sexual 
harassment will continue to encourage families to exercise control over 
women’s free movement and limit their presence in public space out of fear 
for their safety and welfare.

Women’s rights organizations regularly tackle issues such as violence 
against women, sexual harassment, and discrimination in the personal sta-
tus code. A coalition of nine women’s NGOs has called for reforms to the 
personal status code to address gender inequalities, including a provision 
re  quiring the registration of urfi  marriages.40 In addition, the instances of 
mass sexual harassment that occurred in recent years led to the emergence 
of new women’s groups and a wave of collective action by existing women’s 
rights NGOs. Consequently, sustained campaigns against harassment and 
in favor of greater accountability for perpetrators have been organized. 
The Egyptian Center for Women’s Rights has long advocated on behalf of 
harassed women. It launched a campaign called “Making Our Streets Safer 
for Everyone,” and provides the public with relevant information about 
the issue. A May 2005 incident in which female journalists were harassed 
and assaulted in an apparently politicized attack ahead of the presidential 
election (see “Political Rights and Civic Voice”) led to an NGO-organized 
vigil and a conference entitled “The Street Is Ours,” in a bid to reclaim 
public space, freedom of association, and freedom of expression for women. 
The Egyptian Mothers’ Network, formed immediately after the May 2005 
attack, organized a demonstration that was attended by over 500 people.41 
These advocacy efforts have helped lift the taboo against discussing such 
issues, and the media are increasingly covering both the offending events 
and the reaction of NGOs.

On the individual level, some women have started to courageously 
break societal norms and fi ght against gender-based violence. One woman, 
after being groped on the street, reported the man who harassed her to the 
authorities. Despite the initial reluctance of the police to open an investi-
gation, the case received wide media attention, and the man was eventually 
sentenced to three years in prison. According to women’s rights activists, 
it was the fi rst time someone had received a prison sentence for this kind 
of harassment.42

Recommendations 

 F To protect citizens from gender-based violence and harassment in 
the public space, the government should provide extensive training 
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to create a more sensitized and responsive police force, impose strict 
accountability mechanisms to deal with offi cers showing laxity in their 
work, and invest in improved lighting for poor neighborhoods.

 F The authorities should vigorously prosecute perpetrators and complicit 
actors in cases of sexual harassment and molestation, and publicize the 
verdicts and sentences as a deterrent to future offenders.

 F Women’s civil society organizations should seek to strengthen the voice 
of Coptic women by engaging those who are socially active in discus-
sions on revisions to Coptic personal status regulations.

 F The personal status code should be amended to streamline the fault-
based divorce process for abused women and reduce the ability of hus-
bands to delay or thwart no-fault (khula) divorce proceedings.

 F The government and civil society organizations should support the es -
tablishment of more women’s shelters across the country, with qualifi ed 
staff and adequate resources. 

ECONOMIC RIGHTS AND EQUAL OPPORTUNITY

Women remain signifi cantly underrepresented in the labor force, but 
more women now hold jobs than ever before, and female unemploy-
ment fi gures have decreased since 2004. The gender gap in education has 
been closing, with 95 girls for every 100 boys enrolled in primary schools 
in 2007, a signifi cant improvement over the 66 girls for every 100 boys 
in 1975.43 However, these gains risk being undermined by the country’s 
general economic deprivation, which is taking an increasing toll on both 
the middle class and the already marginalized segments of the population.

Current Egyptian laws do not discriminate on the basis of gender with 
re  spect to ownership and use of land and property. Similarly, nothing in 
the laws restricts women’s full and independent use of their income and 
assets. Nevertheless, women in practice often delegate the responsibility of 
managing property, land, assets, and businesses to their brothers, fathers, 
or husbands out of respect for patriarchal norms. Some argue that these 
norms are justifi ed because it is the legal and social duty of men to assume 
fi nancial responsibility for women and act as their caretakers throughout 
life. For example, the failure of a man to provide for his wife and children 
is one of the legal grounds for a divorce initiated by a woman. However, 
this patriarchal control of assets is sometimes manipulated to deprive 
and cheat women of their economic rights. They are left vulnerable and 
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virtually defenseless to such abuses and must depend on the good will of 
their male relatives for their welfare.

Women in Egypt do not have inheritance rights on par with those of 
men. According to the Inheritance Law (No. 77 of 1943), which is applied 
to all citizens regardless of their faith, women are only entitled to half the 
inheritance of men when both have the same relationship to the deceased. 
In practice, some women are deprived even of this share and are inhibited 
by existing social norms from asserting their rights. For example, a recent 
study conducted in the Upper Egyptian governorate of Assiut suggested 
that the expropriation of female heirs was still practiced by many families, 
although it failed to provide statistics. The study also showed that women 
are most often deprived of inherited agricultural land, which is usually split 
up among male heirs by mutual consent. Women are sometimes given a 
compensatory sum of money, although it is generally well below the value 
of their rightful inheritance. In some rare cases, women and their husbands 
and children have gone to court to claim the denied inheritance.44

Under the current law, a non-Muslim woman married to a Muslim 
man is not entitled to inheritance upon his death. In March 2008, when 
she submitted her argument against giving less weight to women’s testi-
mony (see “Nondiscrimination and Access to Justice”), Zeinab Radwan 
also proposed an amendment to the inheritance law that would allow 
non-Muslims to inherit from Muslims. However, the proposal was turned 
down by the Islamic Research Council on the grounds that it was in vio-
lation of Islamic jurisprudence; as an alternative, the council agreed that 
mandatory wills could be imposed to ensure non-Muslim widows’ welfare. 

Under Article 18 of the constitution, education is a right guaranteed by 
the state and is obligatory through primary school. Female students, like 
their male counterparts, have free access to public education at all levels 
but are sometimes unable to take advantage of this right as a practical mat-
ter. Cash-strapped parents often send their children to work at extremely 
early ages, with some as young as four used to peddle goods on the streets, 
and this contributes to a relatively low (though improving) literacy rate. 
According to fi gures for 2006, 87.9 percent of males aged 15 to 24 are 
literate, compared with only 81.8 percent of females. However, female 
youths’ literacy improved sharply from 2005, when it stood at 78.9 per-
cent, while male youths’ literacy dropped from 90.1 percent. The gender 
gap in literacy widens among older generations, with only 74.6 percent of 
adult men and 57.8 percent of adult women literate as of 2006.45
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Government statistics have shown improvements in the gender gap in 
education level. Girls remain behind boys for all levels except general sec-
ondary, where girls had a 7.8 percent advantage as of 2006. At the univer-
sity level, the government reported an 8.2 percent gender gap at women’s 
expense, but this was less than half that reported for 2001.46 In a recent 
positive step, Egypt appointed its fi rst female university president in June 
2009.47

Women remain grossly underrepresented in the workforce. However, 
their participation in economic activity has been on the rise. In 2007, an 
estimated 25.7 percent of women aged 15 to 64 participated in the labor 
force, slightly up from 24.9 percent in 2004. Government data indicate 
that the female unemployment rate dropped precipitously from 24.3 per-
cent in 2004 to 18.6 in 2007, while the male unemployment rate rose 
slightly from 5.9 to 6.0 percent.48 It is anticipated that the current global 
economic downturn will drive down women’s and men’s employment rates 
in the coming years.

The Labor Law (No. 12 of 2003) protects women from various aspects 
of gender discrimination, but also imposes certain gender-based restric-
tions. Article 35 of the law prohibits gender-based wage discrimination, 
and Article 88 stipulates that all provisions of the labor code apply to 
female workers. Article 92 prohibits the dismissal of a woman while she 
is out on maternity leave, and Article 95 requires employers with at least 
fi ve female employees to post in an obvious place the legal regime related 
to female workers. However, Article 89 provides that the relevant govern-
ment ministers may establish conditions under which it is inappropriate 
for women to work between 7 p.m. and 7 a.m., while Article 90 allows 
the concerned minister to determine unwholesome or morally harmful 
areas of work for women, as well as jobs from which women are barred.49 
Like many other countries in the Middle East and North Africa, these 
discriminatory provisions treat women as if they are unable to make sound 
decisions regarding their own safety and well-being.

Article 91 of the Labor Law mandates a 90-day paid maternity leave 
for women who have served for 10 months with the same employer. Such 
leave is available twice “throughout the female worker’s period of ser-
vice,” although it is unclear whether that period refers to service with one 
employer or her entire working career. Article 93 guarantees women two 
paid, half-hour nursing breaks each day for two years after the birth of 
a child, in addition to the paid break enjoyed by all employees. Women 
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working at establishments with at least 50 employees are entitled to two 
years of unpaid leave, which is available twice during the course of her ser-
vice period. Establishments that employ at least 100 female workers at one 
location are required to establish or assign daycare facilities for those with 
children. Employers sometimes fail to comply with these laws in prac-
tice, and there have been instances in which employers deliberately avoid 
employing more than 99 women so as not to trigger the daycare rule. In 
cases where women’s rights are violated, they may fi le complaints with the 
ombudsman’s offi ce at the National Council for Women, but it has no 
legal powers over the employers; at best, it can seek to mediate on behalf 
of the complainants.

Signifi cantly, the Labor Law’s protections largely exclude women work-
ing as domestic servants or agricultural laborers, and in many cases these 
women work in poor conditions and without regular cash compensation. 
This affects their ability to provide for their families and pay for health 
care, insurance, and other services. The situation is even worse when 
such women are disabled or divorced, or when the family lacks any other 
breadwinner.

An early retirement scheme for female public-sector employees was in -
troduced in 2006, lowering women’s retirement age to 45 while keeping 
men’s at 50, provided that they have worked for the same employer for 
19 years or more. The sum of money provided to women who opt for 
early re  tirement is signifi cantly less than what they would be awarded if they 
re  tired later, leaving women even more dependent on their male family 
members for fi nancial support. Moreover, although the scheme is techni-
cally optional, some fear that women will be pushed into retiring early amid 
waves of privatization of public enterprises, pressures to trim the state pay-
roll, and the global economic crisis. Such provisions also affect the natu-
ral arc of a woman’s working life, encouraging her to leave the workforce 
rather than establish a long-term career, thereby reducing women’s chances 
for promotion to managerial positions.50

The privatization process was accelerated in the late 1990s and has 
lacked transparency and accountability. Government mismanagement of 
state-owned enterprises and high levels of corruption have taken their toll 
on all workers in Egypt. Many workers have mounted protests against mea-
ger wages that do not match galloping infl ation rates, months-long delays 
in dispensing bonuses, and in some instances, cancellation of bonuses 
altogether. Female workers in Mahalla, a textile-manufacturing town near 
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Cairo, initiated a major strike in December 2006 in response to the failure 
of the authorities to deliver long-promised bonuses. The Mahalla strike 
had a ripple effect on workers and civil servants across the country. Female 
workers played a central role in mobilizing strikers and sustaining sit-ins, 
in which they slept on the factory fl oor overnight.51 Hundreds of thou-
sands of workers have taken part in protests, seriously affecting manufac-
turing and the textile industry as well as other economic sectors, including 
the civil service and railways.

In 2007, civil servants that deal specifi cally with property-tax accounting 
protested their wages, believed to be 10 times less than other tax workers.52 
Women comprised a signifi cant proportion of the property-tax workers 
who participated in the sit-ins, which were staged in tents outside of gov-
ernment buildings. Female protesters brought their entire families with 
them, including infants and toddlers, as well as food, drink, and blankets 
to withstand the winter nights. Their goal was to maintain the protest until 
the government heeded their calls for fairer wages, and their participation 
changed the face of peaceful protests by drawing in the whole family.

The signifi cance of women’s participation and in some cases leader-
ship in organizing protests and sit-ins against the government is manifold. 
First, it was women who broke the barrier of fear of brutal reprisals by 
security forces in a highly authoritarian domestic environment, and this 
“shamed” the men into also becoming active in demanding their rights. 
Second, the phenomenon challenged conventional ideas about appropri-
ate modes of action and expression for women, gender mixing, and proper 
“spaces for women.” When women were holding public sit-ins, day in 
and day out, it was diffi cult to suggest that they live only in the domestic 
sphere. Finally, women’s roles challenged patriarchal notions of masculin-
ity and gender hierarchies. In some cases, women were nominated by both 
male and female workers to lead protests and communicate their demands 
to the government. Male workers did not consider this as undermining 
their masculinity or their male pride.

Recommendations

 F The government should encourage women’s economic participa-
tion through measures beyond the offering of microcredit, which—
although important—cannot be mainstreamed and applied to women 
generally. 
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 F The most pressing needs of the labor market should be identifi ed, and 
the government and education system should make a concerted effort 
to train and educate women so that they obtain the skills necessary to 
fi ll these gaps.

 F The government should proactively address the issues underlying the 
de  mands of workers in sectors with large numbers of female employ-
ees, rather than merely responding to specifi c protests. Such underlying 
issues include lack of fi nancial transparency, lack of opportunities for 
direct worker-employer negotiations, and an inadequate wage policy.

 F The ombudsman’s offi ce, established by the National Council for 
Women to receive women’s complaints, should be given enhanced pow-
ers to investigate and resolve economic grievances.

 F Civil society organizations and the National Council for Women 
should play a more active role in monitoring the implementation of ex -
isting legislation to ensure that violations are punished and legal loop-
holes are identifi ed. 

POLITICAL RIGHTS AND CIVIC VOICE

Both men and women have been affected by the suppression of pro-
tests against the government’s undemocratic practices. President Hosni 
Mubarak, who assumed control of the state after the assassination of 
President Anwar al-Sadat in 1981, has since maintained a highly authori-
tarian regime. The Emergency Law (No. 162 of 1958) has been in effect 
without interruption since Mubarak assumed power, and the state of 
emergency was extended in May 2008 for an additional two years. Several 
elections have been held in recent years, but few female candidates or vot-
ers participated, and even fewer women were voted into offi ce. However, 
a ban against female judges was offi cially lifted in 2007, and in June 2009 
the parliament passed legislation establishing a quota system for women 
in the People’s Assembly, the lower house of the legislature.

The upper house of the bicameral legislature, the Consultative Council, 
acts only in an advisory capacity. It has 176 directly elected members 
and 88 members appointed by the president, all of whom serve six-year 
terms; half of the seats come up for renewal every three years. The People’s 
Assembly has 444 directly elected members and 10 appointed by the 
president, although the total number will increase to 518 after the 2010 
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elections, to account for the addition of 64 seats reserved for women. 
Members serve fi ve-year terms.53 

The 2005 elections for the People’s Assembly were marked by one 
of the lowest female participation rates in decades. There were only 131 
women out of 5,165 candidates, of which only four were elected. Sub-
sequently, Mubarak appointed fi ve women to the chamber, bringing the 
total to nine;54 one later resigned, reportedly under pressure from her hus-
band, a powerful member of the ruling party.55 In general, the elections 
were characterized by vote fraud and violence, as well as a conspicuous 
lack of security that resulted in the deaths of at least 11 people.56 The 
disorder deterred many women from voting and running for offi ce, and 
in some instances hired thugs molested female candidates and verbally ha -
rassed them by making implications about their sexual morality. Female 
campaign workers and voters were in some cases turned away from polling 
places due to their support for female candidates.57

As of 2009, there were 18 female members in the 264-seat Consultative 
Council. No women were elected to the body during the 2004 midterm 
elections, although Mubarak subsequently appointed 11 women. Ten 
women out of 609 candidates competed for seats in 2007; only one was 
successful, and nine were subsequently appointed.58 

The right of women to participate as candidates in elections is hindered 
by their socioeconomic dependence on men and a patriarchal culture that 
mistrusts female leaders. Women often lack the fi nancial resources and per-
sonal connections that are necessary for a successful campaign. According 
to a survey conducted by the UN Development Programme (UNDP), 
fewer Egyptians favor female political empowerment than do those in 
the three other countries surveyed: Morocco, Lebanon, and Jordan. The 
study found that just over 60 percent of the Egyptians interviewed believe 
women should have the right to political participation, and 66.1 percent 
believe that women should have the right to become a cabinet minister. 
Worse still, only 45.9 percent believe women should have the right to be -
come prime minister, and a mere 25.7 percent believe women should have 
the right to become head of state.59 Refl ecting this lack of confi dence in 
female leaders, political parties tend to nominate few female candidates, 
meaning most run as independents.

Women are poorly represented in local government. In December 
2008, lawyer and Coptic Christian Eva Kyrolos became the fi rst female 
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mayor in Egypt, presiding over the village of Komboha in Upper Egypt.60 
Her father was mayor before her, and such positions are often passed on 
from father to son. However, after her brother’s application was rejected for 
residency reasons, Kyrolos was appointed by the Interior Ministry over fi ve 
other candidates.

Women are present in Egypt’s executive branch, although not in the 
highest executive positions. One woman, Nawal el-Saadawi, announced 
that she was considering candidacy in the 2005 presidential election.61 Al -
though she ultimately decided not to run, a former grand mufti of Egypt 
responded by issuing a fatwa (religious opinion) that prohibited women 
from assuming the position of president. The sitting grand mufti, Ali 
Gomaa, initially appeared to endorse the opinion, but he later clarifi ed 
that a woman could lead a modern Muslim state.62 This disagreement 
among religious scholars, and their infl uence on such an overtly political 
and constitutional issue, are indicative of the obstacles faced by women in 
their struggle to assume leadership positions. 

Egypt has had female cabinet ministers since 1962, when the fi rst 
was appointed with a portfolio in social affairs. As of 2009, there are 
three female ministers: Minister of Manpower and Immigration Aisha 
Abdel-Hady Abdel-Ghany, Minister of International Cooperation Fayza 
Abul Naga, and Minister of State for Family and Population Mosheera 
Mahmoud Khattab. According to offi cial statistics, women held 25.7 per-
cent of management-level civil service positions in 2004, including fi rst 
undersecretaries, undersecretaries, and directors general. 63

On March 14, 2007, the long-standing ban on female judges was 
lifted. Although Tahany el-Gabaly became the fi rst female judge in 2003 
when she was appointed to the Supreme Constitutional Court, she was 
not a trial judge and could not hold hearings. Women’s organizations such 
as the Alliance for Arab Women had lobbied for a repeal of the ban for 
decades, highlighting the fact that many Muslim countries allowed women 
to become judges. Workshops and conferences were organized over the 
last decade regarding the religious and legal dimensions of the prohibition, 
and studies were released to show the prevalence of female judges in coun-
tries in  cluding Sudan, Tunisia, and Iran. Female judges from these countries 
were invited to talk about their experiences and strategies in dealing with 
op  position, and were instrumental in initiating the 2007 reform. Such 
campaigning by civil society organizations infl uenced the media and led 
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to positive coverage of the issue. Crucially, the activists were able to force 
the matter before the minister of justice by mobilizing support among key 
policymakers.

A few high-ranking judges opposed the lifting of the ban on religious 
grounds, and some vowed not to allow the new appointees to become 
members of the highly infl uential Judges’ Club (JC). The JC provides an 
im  portant forum for judges to discuss the state of judicial affairs and to rep-
resent their interests vis-à-vis the Ministry of Justice. Exclusion of women 
from such an important body would mean the denial of their right to par-
ticipate in deliberations over policies and issues that directly affect the judi-
ciary and its individual members. However, with the exception of a handful 
of judges, no major public outcry against the removal of the ban occurred, 
and shortly after it was lifted, 30 female judges were appointed. Even after 
this step forward, women who wish to become judges continue to encoun-
ter obstacles. Many of the female judges who were initially appointed had 
fathers in the judiciary, calling into question the neutrality of the appoint-
ments. In addition, the new judges faced stereotypes in their assignments: 
many were assigned to family courts, and none were sent to criminal courts.

Freedom of opinion and expression in Egypt is protected under Article 
47 of the constitution, while freedom of the press is protected under 
Article 48. However, the Emergency Law, the Press Law, and provisions 
of the penal code that regulate the press contain signifi cant restrictions. 
Journalists of both genders may face harassment, imprisonment, and even 
torture if they convey views or report information that offends the govern-
ment. Gender-specifi c attacks on female journalists have become increas-
ingly common. For instance, in May 2005, female journalists taking part 
in, watching, or reporting on an opposition protest ahead of that year’s 
presidential election were attacked by thugs, who tore their clothes and 
pushed them to the ground in the hopes of infl icting further abuse. The 
assaults took place in front of security personnel who did nothing to stop 
them, and the general prosecutor failed to hold perpetrators accountable 
after the journalists fi led complaints.64 Some argue that the attackers were 
hired by the ruling National Democratic Party to discourage anti-Mubarak 
protests.

Article 54 guarantees the freedom of public and private assembly 
within the limits of the law. Article 55 permits citizens to establish socie-
ties, so long as they are not “hostile to the social system,” clandestine, or 
military in nature. The Emergency Law, however, gives the government 
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sweeping powers to repress activities that it considers threatening to the 
re  gime. Moreover, the Law of Associations (No. 84 of 2002) grants the ex -
ecutive branch broad authority to dissolve NGOs, virtually eliminates 
access to foreign funding, and limits local NGOs’ ability to join interna-
tional associations. The law also prohibits any activism that is “political” 
in nature, although it is unclear to what degree women’s rights activism 
would be banned under this wording.65 Finally, the law subjects those who 
run unregistered NGOs to fi nes and up to a year in prison.

Although public voices of dissent are suppressed, women have found 
multiple ways of expressing themselves, participating in civic life, and 
seeking to infl uence policy. For example, human rights and political activ-
ists made plans to stage a protest on April 6, 2008, against authoritarian 
rule and deteriorating economic conditions. The state security apparatus 
an  nounced, unoffi cially, that stringent measures would be taken against 
anyone who participated in the planned demonstrations. However, Israa 
Abdel-Fatah, a young activist, used a social-networking website—as well as 
e-mail and SMS, or text messaging—to organize a successful general strike 
in Cairo, in which everyone was encouraged to simply stay home.66 The 
unusual emptiness of downtown Cairo sent a strong message of protest 
against the government. The “Facebook Girl,” as Abdel-Fatah came to be 
known, managed to outmaneuver the government and catalyze a highly 
effective and memorable form of public mobilization. Surprised by her 
success, the government detained Abdel-Fatah for two weeks under the 
Emergency Law.67

Access to information is limited for all Egyptians, but this is particu-
larly true for women, in that they are likely to have fewer personal con-
nections and less power and money than men. Various NGOs have sought 
to empower women with knowledge of their rights, including the Center 
for Egyptian Women’s Legal Assistance, the Egyptian Center for Women’s 
Rights, and the New Woman’s Research Foundation. The ombudsman’s 
offi ce of the National Council for Women has also played a role in dis-
seminating information on women’s rights. However, outreach by both 
independent and offi cial bodies has been sporadic.

Recommendations

 F The Emergency Law, which empowers the state security apparatus 
to take highly repressive measures against voices of political dissent, 
should be abolished.
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 F The government should pursue a nondiscriminatory policy for assign-
ing female judges to all courts, including criminal courts.

 F The government should revise the Law on Associations to remove 
bureaucratic obstacles and political restrictions that hinder the found-
ing, funding, and daily operations of NGOs. 

 F International donors supporting women’s empowerment initiatives 
should ensure that funding is directed to women who have leadership 
skills and activist backgrounds but have been marginalized from activ-
ism because of their socioeconomic class. 

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL RIGHTS

Egyptian women face considerable challenges to their social and cul-
tural rights at both the community and national levels, although recent 
ap    pointments of offi cials like the fi rst female mayor and the fi rst female 
marriage registrar were encouraging developments. Legislation that crimi-
nalized FGM was adopted in 2008, but it is unclear how effective it will 
be against such a widespread and socially accepted tradition. And while 
women’s rights activists have been able to harness the media to address 
problems such as sexual harassment in recent years, the media continue 
to portray women in gender-stereotyped roles. To truly affect social and 
cultural rights, the government and civil society must develop social inter-
ventions and processes that can elicit changes in values and beliefs at the 
grassroots level.

Women do not enjoy the freedom to make independent decisions 
about their general or reproductive health. Social norms and values often 
give husbands and other family members the right to interfere in such 
decisions and coerce women into conforming to certain patterns of behav-
ior. For example, family members, particularly in-laws, often put consid-
erable pressure on women to bear children immediately after marriage, 
and to continue to have children until they give birth to a boy. Class, not 
gender, is the main determining factor in access to health care, as soaring 
poverty rates lead many women to prioritize the health of their children 
over their own. Women do not have the right to abortion except when the 
mother’s life is in danger, and the prevalence of contraceptive use stands at 
about 60 percent.68

Traditional gender-based practices, such as FGM and defl oration, are 
serious problems in Egypt; they are most common in rural areas and in 
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urban quarters populated by rural migrants. Defl oration is the forceful 
rupture of a woman’s hymen by her husband or a midwife on the wed-
ding night. A handkerchief bearing her blood as a sign of virginity is then 
displayed to the public. This practice seems to be less common than in the 
past, but there are no available data regarding its prevalence.

FGM, a far more common practice, is the full or partial removal of the 
clitoris and/or labia minora. Among the mostly African countries where 
the practice has been documented, Egypt has one of the highest rates of 
FGM, with approximately 95.8 percent of women aged 15 to 49 having 
undergone the procedure as of 2005.69 Activists have worked for decades 
to eradicate the practice. A 1997 law prohibited FGM except when it was 
deemed medically necessary, offering a loophole for those who wished to 
evade the ban. However, after a young girl died in 2007 while under-
going the procedure, the resulting public outcry sparked a ministerial 
decree banning FGM altogether.70 Amendments to the child law in 2008 
codifi ed this prohibition and criminalized the act of carrying out FGM 
under Article 61. Practitioners now face a fi ne of 1,000 to 5,000 Egyptian 
pounds (US$182 to US$909) and up to two years in prison. The Muslim 
Brotherhood expressed opposition to the new law, arguing that FGM is 
not prohibited by Islam and that as an established Egyptian custom, it 
should not be banned.

FGM remains a deeply rooted social practice, and many have vowed 
to defy the ban because they believe it ensures that their daughters will be 
pure, free from sexual desires and sin, and accepted by future husbands.71 
Since the child law amendments were passed, no one has been charged 
with violating the FGM ban. Hoping to encourage a grassroots acceptance 
of the prohibition, the National Committee on Children and UNICEF 
have begun going door-to-door in rural areas to discuss the risks of the 
procedure with families.72 Unless culturally sensitive approaches and con-
sistent efforts to promote social awareness are pursued in the long term, 
such laws will only force FGM to become an underground practice.

Women face discrimination in their right to own and use housing 
under existing divorce rules and due to their traditional dependence on 
men. Husbands effectively have sole ownership rights to the marital home 
upon divorce. Under Article 18 of the personal status law, an ex-wife is 
entitled to use the marital home or receive substitute accommodations 
only insofar as she has custody of the children and the father is obliged to 
provide for them. Because Egypt’s public housing service is overcrowded 
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and ineffi cient, childless women and those who lose custody often become 
homeless if their families are unable to care for them.73

Many women have assumed leadership positions on a local level in 
re  cent years, thus increasing their ability to infl uence gender-based stereo-
types, ideas, and values in their communities. In 2008, just two months 
before Egypt’s fi rst female mayor—Eva Kyrolos—was appointed (see 
“Political Rights and Civic Voice”), Amal Afi fi  became the country’s fi rst 
maazouna, or female marriage registrar, overcoming fi erce challenges 
from conservative Islamic jurists.74 Afi fi , who holds degrees in law, crimi-
nal justice, and Shari‘a, was ultimately deemed the most qualifi ed can-
didate to take up the post of marriage registrar in her town, beating out 
10 male applicants.75 Her appointment created a regional domino effect, 
and another maazouna was appointed shortly thereafter in Dubai, United 
Arab Emirates. The cases of Afi fi  and Kyrolos are important in that they 
rose from within their communities, have continued to live there, and thus 
have the potential to transform local notions of women’s participation, en -
gagement, and leadership by virtue of their daily lives.

Women have gained greater visibility in the media, suggesting that their 
infl uence over how women are portrayed has increased. Female broad-
casters and journalists have taken advantage of the new Arabic-language 
satellite television stations, where there are far more employment oppor-
tunities than at the state-controlled, overstaffed national television station. 
Nevertheless, soap operas, other television series, and fi lms generally con-
tinue to portray women in a manner that conforms to gender stereotypes, 
with stock characters such as the submissive housewife, the sexually allur-
ing unmarried woman, and the overbearing matriarch. The images con-
veyed often reinforce the overarching stereotype of women as emotional 
beings who lack rationality, and highlight the conservative social climate’s 
creation of two stark options for women: meek, domestic, and maternal, 
or beautiful, rich, and licentious. Positive images of women in leadership 
positions remain the exception rather than the norm.

Social class and economic background tend to be the main factors in 
determining the manner in which poverty affects women. Middle- and 
upper-class women who are widows or have been abandoned or divorced 
by their husbands generally have a far better quality of life than married 
women from poorer households. Their level of education, family support, 
and social networks allow them to sustain the quality of life they enjoyed 
prior to the loss of the husband. Moreover, not all poor female-headed 
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households are necessarily in the same disadvantaged situation. Widows, 
whether Christian or Muslim, are likely to receive sustained fi nancial as -
sistance from religious charities and institutions. Both widowed and di -
vorced women are entitled to monthly government assistance, though the 
amount is entirely inadequate for survival. By comparison, abandoned 
women are less likely to receive assistance from their husbands and are 
more likely to have diffi culties obtaining government benefi ts. In addi-
tion, the social stigma associated with abandonment and divorce makes 
engagement with government welfare agencies particularly traumatic for 
the women concerned.76 A new initiative by the government has sought to 
facilitate divorced women’s access to their fi nancial rights by creating a spe-
cial fund administered by the government-owned Bank Nasser to disburse 
the money to them. However, the effi cacy of the initiative has recently 
been called into question.77

Recommendations 

 F Women’s organizations should work more closely with the media sector 
and universities to expand opportunities for women to begin careers in 
journalism and other media-related professions.

 F Civil society organizations should play a more active watchdog role by 
monitoring the proliferation of negative gender images in the media 
and immediately responding to harmful material with public cam-
paigns and letters of complaint to the appropriate offi cials.

 F Sustained, consistent, and long-term initiatives by the Ministry of Edu-
cation should be launched to provide opportunities for transformative 
change in the attitude and practices of the school administration and 
teachers vis-à-vis gender roles. 

 F The government should respect and protect the rights of all citizens on 
a more consistent basis so that their motives for improving women’s 
rights and protecting them from, for instance, FGM would appear 
legitimate rather than another example of cracking down against con-
servative religious factions. 
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