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This article is the first part of a series of three: In the first episode, we are giving an overview on the 

situation in Egypt, in the second part we will examine the legal framework and in the final episode 

both victims and authors will comment on the situation. 

 

Cairo was voted to be “the most dangerous city for women 2017,” according to a poll by the 

Thompson Reuters Foundation. Given the fact that the Greater Cairo area is home to more than 

20 million inhabitants, almost one quarter of the country’s population, the poll is timely, if not 

overdue, for the light that it sheds on Egyptian women’s precarious living conditions. 

In fact, Sexual harassment of women is notoriously rampant in Egyptian public spaces and 

endemic throughout Egyptian society. Millions of Egyptian women face the situation on a regular 

basis. According to a 2013 UN Women report (“Study on Ways and Methods to Eliminate Sexual 

Harassment” p. 6), 99.3 percent of Egyptian women report being subjected to sexual harassment. 

The report states sexual harassment has been on the rise in recent years (ibid. p. 8) and that 

“67.1% of the female respondents said that all [females] are subjected to harassment, regardless 

of attire, looks, manner of speech or gait” (ibid. p. 6 & 16). 

Despite these facts, most male harassers claim there is a relation to the attire. This perception 

stands in line with a long tradition of victim blaming in Egypt. According to this narrative, sexual 

harassment is not the fault of the aggressor, but the victim, on account of her displaying certain 

behaviours or wearing certain clothing. The problem of victim blaming and “rape culture,” a term 

commonly used to describe “an environment in which rape is prevalent and in which sexual 

violence is normalized and excused in the media and popular culture,” has finally been subject to 

a more critical discussion in recent times. Rape culture narratives feature prominently throughout 

Egyptian media reporting on the issue of sexual harassment (see the examples attached below 

regarding the discourse of victim blaming as it appears across various media sources).  

This habit of victim blaming includes a questionable tendency to qualify the crime of sexual 

harassment by accusing the victim of being a prostitute, for example, because she was “smoking 

a cigarette” says one girl in her early 20s. “A woman smoking a cigarette is widely considered a 

‘bitch,’ because smoking is not what ‘good girls’ do in Egypt.” She also reports that elderly 
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women tend to look at her judgmentally in the metro if she doesn’t wear a scarf or dons a short 

skirt. Sometimes, these women physically try to fix her clothes so that she is not “raising the 

attention of men,” without asking her permission. People, sometimes also women, chose to 

propagate this narrative of victim blaming, instead of publically condemning sexual harassment as 

an act of violence, which is symptomatic of a culture that unfortunately normalizes infractions 

against women’s bodily autonomy.  

 

What drives the phenomenon of sexual harassment? 

The fact of the matter is, sexual harassment has little to do with women’s attire, but is the product 

of a number of competing social, political, and economic forces that have given rise to the 

systemic phenomenon. Moreover, it is important to note that, although certainly exasperated in 

recent times, sexual harassment has long remained a pervasive issue constraining women’s safe 

and equitable access to public spaces in Egypt, particularly in urban centers. As such, it is neither 

a product, nor a symptom, of Egypt’s recent era of political upheaval and public protest, as has 

often been suggested throughout mainstream media outlets. In fact, to relate the recent uptick in 

reported cases of sexual harassment to women’s participation in densely populated political 

protests is to, once again, detract attention from the harassers themselves, and instead lay the 

blame on the victims. This reinforces a central driving force behind the prevalence of sexual 

harassment in Egypt: the male domination of public spaces and the assumption that any and all 

expressions of womanhood belong firmly in the private realm.  

On the one hand, from a historicized perspective, the proliferation of neoliberal economic policies 

in 1980s-90s Egypt meant that more and more women entered the workforce. This trend entailed 

increased public visibility and thus triggered the violent and reactionary response of harassers 

whose conceptions of womanhood were thus far limited to the private realm. On the other hand, 

contemporaneously, we observe a similar trend occurring in the era since January 2011, 

characterized by outbursts of massive public protests with a strong female presence. Once more, 

an upsurge of female public presence prompted violent, and at times even fatal, responses – both 

from within revolutionary ranks, and from state-sponsored forces paid to purposely impart fear in 

the hearts of women protestors and discourage them from political activity. 

A competing narrative in the literature on sexual harassment in Egypt views the phenomenon as a 

product of debilitating economic policies, which have made it increasingly difficult for young 

Egyptian couples to get married. Within this framework, sexual harassment is all but excused, 

under the guise of men’s sexual frustration, which supposedly explains the various ways they 
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stare at, grope, cat-call, insult, or even rape women in the public sphere. Although this narrative 

also relates to the idea of women’s public presence, and the challenges this poses so-called 

“sexually frustrated” men, advancing such a justification of sexual harassment normalizes the 

traumatic and unacceptable practice as but an expected and acceptable byproduct of 

overflowing male sexuality. More troubling, this narrative rests on the complete erasure of 

women’s sexuality, as if somehow women too are not impacted and frustrated by how difficult it 

is to get married in 2017 Egypt. Herein, the discourse becomes entirely one-sided in its 

construction of woman as passive and men as active agents within this heteronormative paradigm 

of sexuality.  

That said, to conceive of the phenomenon of sexual harassment as a reaction to the highly 

masculinized nature of Egyptian public spaces falls short of interrogating how and why this 

masculinization came to be. To do so would entail a thorough exploration of a number of forces 

that have culminated into the present masculinization of Egyptian public spaces, from the 

religious, to the cultural and the historical; which falls beyond the scope this piece. Suffice it to 

note this process of gendering various public and private spaces finds its roots in Egypt’s 

religious, cultural, and social heritage. From Islamic injunctions that dictate that a woman needs 

permission from her “male guardian” (father, brother, husband, etc.) to travel (i.e. premises female 

mobility on male approval), to colonial legacies that fashioned Egyptian women and their sexuality 

as public property, inherently uncontrollable and necessitating male containment; it is evident that 

a number of sociocultural processes have led to the present situation where Egyptian women 

navigate unsafe and unequal experiences of public domains.  

 

State Responses to Sexual Harassment: When and Why? 

 

In 2014, the Egyptian parliament criminalized sexual harassment by law, with financial penalties 

and prison time as punishment. The law does not stipulate any qualifications on what a woman is 

wearing or doing to criminalize the act of harassment in and of itself (see “Laws against sexual 

harassment”, harassmap.org).  The NGO HarassMap was one of the NGOs working together with 

the Egyptian government from 2011 to tackle the increasingly visible phenomenon of sexual 

harassment. On the one hand, HarassMap sought the criminalization of sexual harassment by 

introducing legal and procedural reforms to increase the likelihood of prosecution. On the other 

hand, the NGO also pursued an ambitious campaign to raise public awareness, not only about the 

problem of sexual harassment itself, but especially about the new laws making harassment a 
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punishable offence. (Angie Abdelmonem, “Anti-Sexual Harassment Activism in Egypt: 

Transnationalism and the Cultural Politics of Community Mobilization” p. 164-175). 

“Civil society entities are key mediators and translators of women’s rights norms” (ibid. p. 174). 

The engagement of civil society organizations has been important in formulating legal reforms on 

this issue. Moreover, civil society actors continue to play a pivotal role in ensuring the government 

actually implements this legislation.  Despite legal ratification, public awareness and the 

application of the law by authorities are not always given – especially in rural areas, like Upper 

Egypt and the Sinai Peninsula. 

Nevertheless, sexual harassment of women in Cairo in particular and Egypt in general has recently 

raised more media attention, even on a global scale, not least because of the Thompson Reuters 

Foundation poll. This seems to be a comparatively new development, as previously publicized 

incidents of sexual assault in international media usually only involved foreigners, e.g. the attacks 

on foreign tourists in Hurghada in July 2017, or the February 2011 assault of CBS journalist Lara 

Logan – and did not focus on the quotidian reality that is violence against women in Egypt. 

One does in fact get the impression that authorities do not regard sexual harassment as a 

problem, unless foreigners are threatened. The elevated social standing of many foreign women 

privileges them with opportunities to discuss their experiences. Once the security of foreigners is 

at stake, the discussion surrounding sexual harassment becomes less about ensuring the safety 

of all Egyptian women, and more about maintaining the country’s reputation as a peaceful and 

safe tourist destination. It is only then that local law enforcement officials are willing to entertain 

the issue. 

 

The Wider Question of Violence against Women in Egypt: 

But it is not only sexual harassment that undermines women’s safety in Egypt: the 2015 UNDP 

Index on Gender Inequality (GII) put Egypt held in one of the last positions (135 of 159 countries 

evaluated). So, it should come as no surprise that other practices of violence against women are 

widely prevalent and normalized throughout Egyptian society. These infractions include the grave 

practice of Female Genital Mutilation (as reported by the 2013 UNICEF Report “Female Genital 

Mutilation/Cutting: A statistical overview and exploration of the dynamics of change”). A UN 

Population Fund report also discusses increasing levels of domestic violence in general. 
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The problem of domestic violence has been reported in Egyptian media, but has not resulted in an 

official law condemning domestic violence, with the Egyptian parliament  “considering a 

discussion of a suggested draft bill […] that puts punitive sanctions, reaching one year 

imprisonment, for fathers, brothers and husbands who are proven guilty of physically or verbally 

assaulting women in their family.” 

Another problem is the consistent impunity for gender-related crimes: Almost 20 percent of the 

women reporting harassment to the police say that they have been either mocked or harassed by 

officials again, rather than the officials taking action against the perpetrators. Almost 10 percent of 

the women state they did not report harassment because they feared to be harassed by officials 

as well, and 23.2 percent are not even aware that harassment is penalized by law (“Study on 

Ways and Methods to Eliminate Sexual Harassment” p. 15).  

The 2015 Amnesty International Report “‘Circles of Hell’ Domestic, Public and State Violence 

against Women in Egypt” reports that, in 2014, “department officials claimed that sexual 

harassment and assaults against women as well as domestic violence ‘were social and not 

security issues’. Such a view risks undermining the importance of law enforcement and 

prosecution to prevent the repetition of crimes against women and girls and break the cycle of 

impunity, and indicates a fundamental misunderstanding by the department of the nature and 

impact of sexual and gender-based violence” (p. 22). That said, later in 2014, the government 

announced new initiatives to tackle the systemic epidemic of violence against women, according 

to the same Amnesty International report. These included addressing the topic in school curricula, 

as well as the prosecution of a limited number of perpetrators.  

Despite these new initiatives, however, the  same report demonstrates claims by lawyers and 

activists that testify to the fact that “discriminatory culture against women […] permeates all levels 

of Egyptian society, including law enforcement officials who pressure the plaintiff not to ‘create a 

scandal’ or blame her for the incident based on her choice of attire or her ‘inappropriate’ presence 

in public” (p. 47). Such discriminatory social norms undoubtedly contribute to the troubling results 

produced by surveys such as the 2017 Thompson Reuters poll, which deemed Cairo the most 

dangerous megacity on Earth for women.  

Many people speculate that sexual harassment is exclusively a problem of individuals growing up 

on the streets or without proper parental guidance. Yet, statistics, reports, and women’s actual 

lived experiences indicate something drastically different: sexual harassment of women in Egypt is 

neither a question of homelessness or parental absence, nor a question of sexual frustration – and 
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it is most definitely not a recent development. It is part of a fundamental misunderstanding of 

women’s role in society and their right to access public domains safely and equitably. By taking 

advantage of culturally prevalent attitudes towards women’s so-called “traditional” social roles 

and maliciously blaming victims for their own harassment and abuse, perpetrators and their 

apologists only facilitate the further deterioration of women’s safety in Egypt. It is only by 

consistently affirming women’s right to access public domains and to participate in them safely, 

equitably, and productively that the epidemic of sexual harassment in Egypt can truly be 

eradicated and the Middle East’s most populated country can be one step closer towards 

achieving gender equality.   
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